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Risky Outreach 
 

[Jesus asked the religion scholar,] “What do you 
think? Which of the three became a neighbor to the man 
attacked by robbers?” 

“The one who treated him kindly,” the religion 
scholar responded. 

Jesus said, “Go and do the same.” 
— Luke 10:36-37 (The Message) 

 
It was the most uncomfortably cold day of the season so far, with 

wind chills in the single digits. My car was chock-full of items you had 
donated—coats, sweaters, blankets. I had just made a quick stop at the 
Guest House to drop off a few small bags of toiletries. From there, I 
headed west on Vliet, then north on 27th Street. My next stop was the 
MacCanon Brown Homeless Sanctuary.  

As I approached the intersection of 27th and Center, the light was 
red. I eased forward, taking my spot a couple cars back from the light. 
The lead car in the queue was a rather unremarkable, black, not-so-new 
sedan. The driver—a young, African American woman—suddenly hopped 
out and bent down, apparently to examine something on the underside 
of the vehicle. Given the traffic, it seemed like a somewhat daring 
maneuver. But who knows? Maybe she heard something that sounded 
like a muffler problem, or perhaps she suspected a fluid leak.  

Then, I saw it happen. As she stooped down, her cell phone fell out 
of her coat onto the street. Even from my vantage point a couple cars 
lengths away, I could see that it came to rest face-down, almost 
perfectly on the border between her lane and the next.  

The light would surely turn green any second. What should I do? I 
considered honking, but figured the driver of the car between mine and 
hers might misinterpret my horn as an expression of anger. I thought 
about rolling down my window, sticking my head and torso out and 
shouting. But by the time that idea occurred to me, the now phone-less 
driver was back in her car. I briefly contemplated getting out of my car 
and trotting between traffic to retrieve the phone for her, but that didn’t 
exactly seem safe.  

The light turned green, and she zipped straight ahead, continuing 
northward on 27th. I turned right onto Center, and met MacCanon and a 
few of her trusty volunteers. They were elated to receive your abundant 
“gifts of warmth.”  

Over >>> 

I conveyed the dropped cell phone story to MacCanon. “I know 
exactly where it is,” I said. “This only happened a few moments ago. 
Since it’s sitting there between lanes, it probably hasn’t been run over 
yet. I could go back there, on foot even, and get the phone. But then, 
where should I take it? The police precinct?”  

She and her volunteers (young African American men who were 
overhearing my story) hastened to say, “No! Please don’t do that!” They 
explained that this is a common “entrapment” tactic these days. The 
driver may have intentionally let her phone drop for all to see, hoping 
someone would get out of their car to help. Once out of the car, both 
driver and car are targets for theft by accomplices that may be lurking 
nearby. They assured me that if the woman really did lose her phone, 
she and her wireless carrier would be able to locate it electronically.  

I drove away feeling foolish and naive, an easy mark, a suburbanite 
sucker if there ever was one. But I still couldn’t help but wonder if 
somewhere on Milwaukee’s north side, a young woman was distraught, 
realizing that somehow, somewhere she lost her expensive phone.  

Clearly, it would have been risky to intervene in that moment at the 
red light. Should I have acted? I still don’t know. But I do know that all 
outreach comes with some level of risk. When we volunteer, something 
bad could conceivably happen. When we give money or goods, that 
could conceivably leave us short on resources ourselves, sooner or later. 
When we extend a hand or a kindness of any sort, it could conceivably 
be misinterpreted or rejected outright. It’s always safer not to help. 

Jesus spun the tale of the “Good Samaritan”—a character who 
certainly took on a great deal of risk in helping the robbery victim on the 
roadside. I don’t think Jesus calls us to be naive or foolish or reckless… 
but I do think he calls us to courageously take on some level of risk in 
order to love our neighbors.  

As 2018 began, OCC faced some daunting challenges: a substantial 
budget deficit, Joel’s impending retirement, and no new senior minister 
in sight. But we still gave. We still volunteered. We still served. We still 
loved our neighbors. We still risked. We can feel good about that.  

  
OCC’s 2018 Outreach Partners 

Advocates of Ozaukee County Balance, Inc. 
Cedarburg HS Robotics Team Church World Service 
Compassion International Congregational Churches of Myanmar 
Family Sharing Frieden’s Pantries (Hope House) 
Grafton Little League Greater Cedarburg Foundation 
Guest House Hosanna Industries 
Interfaith Caregivers MacCanon Brown Homeless Sanctuary 
Mel’s Charities Nehemiah Project 
Next Door Portal Industries 
Salvation Army Thrivent 
UNICEF World Vision 
 


