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Proper 8 Year C 
July 10, 2016 
St. Thomas 
 
It was March of 1993 
and photographer Kevin Carter was on assignment in Sudan. 
Near one village, Carter spotted a little girl 
who had stopped to rest  
while struggling to get to a United Nations feeding center 
about a hundred yards away. 
 
Then he noticed that a vulture had landed nearby. 
Careful not to disturb the bird or the girl, 
or to do anything other than observe,  
Carter waited 20 minutes 
until the vulture was close enough. 
The he positioned himself for the best possible image.  
And he began shooting.  
 
It was a haunting image, the one you see in your bulletin this morning: 
a starving, nearly naked little girl, bent over on the ground, 
and the vulture, seemingly just waiting for her to die.  
 
The photo appeared for the first time in the New York Times 
on March 26, 1993. 
Overnight, it became one of the most controversial photos in history. 
Hundreds of people called the newspaper 
to ask whether the child had survived.  
 
Ultimately, the newspaper ran an editor’s note 
saying that the girl had summoned the strength  
to walk away from the vulture, 
but that her ultimate fate was unknown.  
 
Carter was bombarded with questions  
about why he hadn’t helped the girl, 
why he’d only used her to take a photograph. 
Critics said that Carter,  
by adjusting his lens to get just the right frame of her suffering, 
was just as much a predator as the vulture. 
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But even more importantly, public opinion savaged Carter 
for not putting down his camera and picking up the girl 
and carrying her to the feeding center himself, 
thereby possibly saving her life.  
 
But you know, it wasn’t as simple as that. 
It never is.  
It’s never black and white.  
From the time they enter journalism school,  
reporters and photographers have it drummed into them 
that they are there to observe and bear witness to what they see, 
NOT to alter what they see, or to become part of the story.  
 
Not only that, but Carter was working at a time in a place 
where photojournalists were warned not to touch famine victims 
for fear of spreading disease.  
Carter estimated that about 20 people per hour  
were dying at the feeding center. 
The child was not unique.  
 
Kevin Carter, had he sought to justify his actions, easily could have.  
There were good reasons for not stopping to help that little girl. 
And by shooting that photo,  
by publicizing the plight of the people starving in Sudan, 
you could argue that Carter potentially saved many lives. 
 
Even so, he later expressed his regret  
that he hadn’t done anything to help the girl. 
 
The next year, Kevin Carter won the Pulitzer Prize for that photograph.  
And later that same year, Kevin Carter committed suicide.  
He was 33 years old. 
 
He left a suicide note. 
In it, he said, “I’m really, really sorry.” 
“I am haunted by the vivid memories of killings and corpses, 
and anger and pain… 
of starving or wounded children, 
of trigger-happy madmen.” 
A lifetime of passively observing the suffering of the world 
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had taken its toll.  
 
I think of Kevin Carter every time I read the parable of the Good Samaritan. 
How he was the very embodiment of the priest and the Levite 
who saw the wounded man yet  
“passed by on the other side.” 
 
I’ve heard explanations for why that was a believable detail 
in the parable as Jesus told it.   
Like Carter, they were just doing their job! 
In 1st century Jewish culture,  
contact with a dead body  
was understood to be defiling.  
Priests were particularly concerned about avoiding uncleanliness. 
The priest and the Levite may have assumed 
that the fallen traveler was dead 
and they avoided him so they could remain ritually clean. 
So they could do their job! 
 
Or it’s possible that that priest and that Levite  
looked over at that man on the ground 
and wondered if the robbers were still around.  
Or maybe they thought he was a robber,  
and was just faking his injuries, 
in order to lure them over so he could rob them.  
So they must have been asking themselves, 
“If I stop to help this man, what will happen to me?” 
 
But then along comes the Samaritan. 
And as Dr. Martin Luther King pointed out 
in his famous “I’ve been to the Mountaintop” speech, 
the Samaritan reversed the question.  
Instead of asking “If I stop to help this man, what will happen to me?” 
The Samaritan instead asked  
“If I don’t stop to help this man, what will happen to him?” 
Or a question that I think bears asking,  
in light of what happened to Kevin Carter, is, 
“If I don’t stop to help this man, 
what will happen to me?” 
What is the cost of doing nothing? 
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That’s a question we’ve all got to ask ourselves this week. 
This has been a week of anguish in America. 
We can hardly believe the senseless killing that has transpired this week. 
We’ve watched in horror while two black men – 
Alton Sterling in Baton Rouge, La.,  
and Philando Castile in suburban St. Paul, Minn., - 
died at the hands of police  
for reasons that make no sense to us. 
 
And we’ve watched while five policemen  
providing security at a peaceful march 
were killed by yet another trigger-happy madman.  
So we also grieve the deaths of Lorne Ahrens, Michael Krol, Michael J. 
Smith, Brent Thompson and Patrick Zamarripa,  
and we pray for the recovery of the nine other people  
injured in that awful incident in Dallas. 
 
The death toll just continues to mount. 
And good people everywhere cry “Enough!” 
Hasn’t there been enough pain, enough bloodshed? 
Hasn’t there been enough  injustice heaped upon injustice 
And the temptation to pass by on the other side  
whenever we encounter injustice 
or violence 
or anything that seems likely to not end well, 
that temptation is great. 
And we can certainly justify ourselves if we do. 
We can come up with a lot of good reasons 
to not get involved, 
to stay silent, 
to keep to our own business. 
It’s not hard to do.  
 
But every time we pass by on the other side, 
the safe side,  
the practical side, 
we pay a price.  
There is a cost for doing nothing. 
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Because I guarantee you, whatever side is filled with pain, 
whatever side is filled with broken, desperate, hurting people, 
whatever side is the side most likely to lead to trouble, 
that’s the side that Jesus is going to be on.  
And I don’t know about you, 
but I’d a lot rather be walking on HIS side,  
right next to him, holding his hand to lead me, 
than to be going it alone on the other side. 
 
Today our nation finds itself in a pickle. 
We honor our police and we grieve the carnage in Dallas. 
We know the job our police have been given to do  
is made incredibly dangerous 
by the unconscionable proliferation of guns 
and the embrace of violence by wide swaths of our society. 
 
At the same time, we know that the odds  
of our African-American brothers and sisters  
not surviving even a routine encounter with police 
are between four and 20 times higher  
than the odds that a white person won’t. 
We believe with all our hearts that black lives matter 
but the old racial animosity  
that’s had a stranglehold on our nation from its very beginning  
just won’t end. 
 
And we cannot just pass by on the other side.  
There’s a body in that ditch  
and we’ve got to do something about it.  
 
We’ve got to pray more deeply and more intentionally for peace. 
We’ve got to witness to the gospel of peace. 
We’ve got to lead by non-violent example. 
We’ve got to hold our policy makers accountable. 
We’ve got to BE instruments of God’s peace and reconciliation. 
 
And here’s one other thing that I am going to do. 
I’m going to start carrying.  
No, not a gun. 
I don’t want anybody carrying around a gun.  
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We’ve got far too many of those already. 
 
No, I’m gonna make sure what I’m carrying is this (my cellphone). 
And I’m going to learn how to use that Facebook Live app. 
And any time I see a black person in an encounter with police 
I’m going to stop what I’m doing, 
and I’m going to reach into my pocket 
and pull out my cell phone and start shooting video. 
 
I can do that without fear. 
That’s one of the privileges my white skin buys me. 
I don’t have to worry I’ll be shot 
for reaching into my pocket.  
 
If everything goes as it should 
and everyone is respectful,  
then no harm has been done 
and I can erase the video.  
But I will have borne witness. 
  
Just like Kevin Carter bore witness 
and helped to make it impossible for Americans 
to continue to just pass by the starvation in Sudan 24 years ago. 
Even if he failed one little girl. 
And if everyone will do this 
we will make it impossible for white Americans  
to continue to dismiss black Americans grievances. 
The evidence will be right in front of our eyes.  
 
“Who will cross to the other side for us, 
and get it for us, so that we may hear it and observe it?”  
asks the writer of Deuteronomy.  
And the Lord responds,  
“The word is very near to you; 
it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe.  
 
Observe. 
Don’t pass by on the other side, but stay and bear witness. 
Jesus taught us that the one who is a neighbor  
is the one who shows mercy.  
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The one who bears witness to the suffering of another. 
Go and do likewise. 
 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


