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CROSS OVER 
When You Come Upon People in Pain 

Text: Luke 10:25-37 
 

The Ditch at 137th Street & Broadway  
 
It was an ordinary commuting day for Cameron Hollopeter.  The 20 year-old film student made 
his way down the steps into a New York City subway station to wait for the train.  All of a 
sudden, something went badly wrong in the young man’s brain, sending him into a violent 
seizure.  Convulsing spasmodically, the student first fell to the ground, got up again, and then 
began stumbling along the edge of the platform.  Moments later, he tumbled down into the 
railway bed, just as the rumbling of an approaching train began to shake the station. 
 
Somehow, no one managed to capture the moment on video and post it on YouTube.  No 
camera caught the face of the person who turned away with eyes clenched against the absolute 
horror of what was happening.  No lens zoomed in on the face of the other commuters who just 
stood there transfixed by the scene, frozen in a sense of utter helplessness.  No video clip exists 
of all the other people at the scene who were in such a hurry to get to where they needed to 
go, to do the things they had to do, that they missed the moment altogether.  But we know 
that there almost certainly were people like that there, don’t we?  In seconds, a young white, 
well-educated young man with dreams of becoming a Hollywood Producer, would meet an 
unthinkably violent end and no one could stop it, or no one would stop it.   
 
Except the man who did.  Most of you will have heard by now, how a 50 year-old black 
construction worker named Wesley Autrey, did the unthinkable.  Somehow, Autrey crossed the 
boundary of horror that withered others.  Somehow, he unstuck his feet from the concrete 
shoes of helplessness that froze others.  Somehow he stepped up and over the high curb of 
hurry.  Autrey was very busy taking his two daughters home before he went to work.  He was a 
middle-aged black man from Harlem with almost nothing in common with that white kid from 
Harvard who’d gone down in that ditch. But in spite of it all, Wesley Autrey chose to do what no 
one else at that scene elected to do.  He chose to CROSS OVER. 
 
He strode across that subway platform.  He looked down into that ditch and then he jumped 
down into that ditch.  He covered that bloody writhing man with his own body.  He held him in 
place against the ground between the tracks as the subway train thundered over them. Later, 
when interviewed about the incident, Wesley Autrey said that when he saw the headlights of 
the No. 1 train appear, “I had to make a split decision.”  “I don’t feel like I did something 
spectacular; I just saw someone who needed help… I did what I felt was right… "You're 
supposed to come to people's rescue." 1 
 

The Laws of Love & Limits 
 
There’s something about that story that is both inspiring and convicting, isn’t there?  It’s like 
there’s this law of love – this law of profound regard for the well-being of others which, if we 
could all live by it, would make this world a very different place than it is.  We hunger for a 
better world.  We yearn to know the part we can play in moving toward the best.  And in this 
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regard, maybe we’re a little like the man who asked a question of Jesus, as it is recorded in the 
gospel of Luke chapter 10, verses 25 and following.  Listen to this encounter. 
  
25 On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus.  To see how wise Jesus 
really was. "Teacher," he asked, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?" 26 "What is 
written in the Law?" [Jesus] replied. "How do you read it?" 27 [The lawyer] 
answered: "'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your strength and with all your mind'; and, 'Love your neighbor as 
yourself.'" 28 "You have answered correctly," Jesus replied. "Do this and you will 
live." 29 But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, "And who is my 
neighbor?"  
 
Let me hit the pause button there and ask you:  Do you see the conflicting impulses we’re 
meeting in this lawyer?  On the one hand, here’s a guy who wants to do the right thing. He’s 
like  one of those commuters standing on the subway platform or out on the streets you’ll meet 
tomorrow.  Heck, he’s like any one of us.  If you came up and said:  “Would you like love to be 
the motivating force in this world and would you like to have that life of love move through your 
heart, soul, strength, and mind?”  What would the answer be?  “Sign me up.  I’m all in for 
that.”   
 
But, then, a second impulse starts to move in us, as it did for that lawyer.  It’s the impulse that 
asks: “But what would that really mean in practice?  What would that cost me specifically?  
You’re not talking about jumping in front of a train for a stranger or something crazy like that 
are you?  I mean there have to be some boundaries to what I would be required to do?  In 
other words, I like the law of love so long as it’s coupled with the law of limits.  So who’s my 
neighbor?” 
 

The Ditch on the Road to Jericho & Calvary 
 
30 In reply Jesus said: "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he 
fell into the hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went 
away, leaving him half dead. 31 A priest happened to be going down the same road, 
and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. 32 So too, a Levite, when 
he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side.  Now, given the fact 
that these were religious men, people more familiar than the average commuter with the law of 
love that was at the heart of Israel, it is not completely clear why these two did what they did 
and Jesus does not tell us.  Maybe they were too horrified by the sight of the man to do 
anything.  Perhaps they just felt helpless to do what was needed.  Maybe they were so hurried 
in get on to other important matters.  Perhaps they were just hardened by the ways of the 
world in which people of different races just don’t rush to one another’s aid all that often.  After 
all, they were Jews and he was a Samaritan and the law of love must certainly have limits. 
 
And that’s why what happened next still makes front page news like that story from New York 
City:  33 But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw 
him, he took pity on him.  34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on 
oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, took him to an inn and took 
care of him. 35 The next day he took out two silver coins and gave them to the 
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innkeeper. 'Look after him,' he said, 'and when I return, I will reimburse you for any 
extra expense you may have.'  
 
I love this parable because in it, Jesus is so honest about how expensive compassion is.  
Sometimes people talk so sentimentally or idealistically about compassion.  But getting close to 
hurting people almost always costs us emotionally, doesn’t it?  Working with other people’s 
wounds invariably gets very messy.  Investing in people in pain will take us off of our normal 
route and schedule.  It will inconvenience us.  It often costs us money or other precious 
resources.  It may subject us to entanglements that go on for a long time.  In other words, it 
requires denying that very “self” which we’ve set some careful limits to protect and maintain.  
To do what Wesley Autrey did or the Samaritan in this story did actually means dying to that 
version of self a little bit or a whole lot more.  At the heart, it means walking the way of Jesus.   
 
You see, Jesus is not telling a moralistic tale here.  He is telling us about the heart of God.  He 
is telling us about his own mission.  Jesus is the Cosmic Samaritan.  He is the One who, by 
rights, does not need to stop to attend to the needs of a bleeding world that, like Jews did to 
Samaritans in the first century, mainly snubbed their noses at Him.  God could rightfully and 
appropriately set a limit on how much he would do.  But Jesus shows us that the law of love is 
larger than the law of limits for God.  And so God does the amazing thing.  He chooses to cross 
over.  He crosses the vast gulf between eternity and time.  He crosses the vast road-width 
between holiness and humanity. He doesn’t stands at the edge of the ditch staring down 
horrified, helpless, hurried, or hard.  He jumps down onto the tracks, throws his very body over 
you and me and a world in need to offer us love without limits.  That Jericho Road Jesus 
describes in the parable, it’s the road to Calvary.  It’s the way of the Cross. 
 

The Ditch Along Your Road 
 
The ditch from Jerusalem to Jericho, or from here to where you’re going, is a long one.  There 
are a lot of people in it.  Can you see that?  Can you see the spouse or the child, the friend or 
relative, the coworker or stranger in pain?  Can you hear the groans?  Are the convulsions 
clear?  It can be difficult sometimes to notice them.  Much human pain is so horrible we’ve long 
learned to close it out.  We feel so helpless sometimes, that we can’t imagine how we could act.  
We are in such a hurry.  We have sometimes grown so hard.  It is so natural for us to just 
confess our limits and simply “pass by on the other side.”   
 
Only this makes me want to seek the power and grace to overcome all of that and find a way to 
let love move me to do something even if it is very costly.  It is the fact that in Jesus Christ, 
God himself crossed over to save me.  I imagine him saying:  “I saw the headlights of the train 
of destruction barreling down upon the world.  I saw those people in the ditch.  And I had to 
make a decision. I don’t feel like I did something spectacular; I just saw people who needed 
help… I did what I felt was right… Love overcomes limits. You're supposed to come to people's 
rescue.”  The most important question is not who is my neighbor, or how can I possibly help 
her or him?  The key question is: Will I be a person who is primarily ruled by a sense of love or 
by a sense of limits?  Where there is love there is the way. 
   
36 "[Who] was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?" [Jesus 
asked] 37 The expert in the law replied, "The one who had mercy on him." Jesus told 
him, "Go and do likewise." Remember, you don’t have to do it.  You don’t have to be a 
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neighbor.  You can accept the limits.  No human law compels you to cross over to the person in 
that ditch you’ll meet this week.  But if you do – if you choose to move toward the pain of 
others rather than around it – you will be walking the way of Jesus.  You’ll be on the Cross 
Road. 
 
Please pray with me… 
 
Lord, fill us with wonder afresh over that great love that moved you to cross over and climb 
down to meet the needs of those you did not have to help.  And then, by the power of your 
Holy Spirit, move us to do likewise.  In the name of the Savior we pray.  Amen. 
 
 
  
                                                 
1 Verena Dobnik, "NYC Subway Savior Showered with Gifts," Associated Press (1-4-07); Jill Gardiner, "Subway 
Hero Gets the Red-Carpet Treatment," The New York Sun (1-5-07); 
www.nypost.com/seven/01032007/news/regionalnews/subway_angels_daredevil_leap_regionalnews_tatiana_deligi
annakis__dan_kadison_and_jeremy_olshan.htm 


