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A Lesson Learned on the Subway 
 

What do you do when you see a homeless person panhandling?  Do you give them some money, buy them lunch, or 
pretend not to see them? 

Several years ago I was riding the subway in New York City.  Looking up I noticed a homeless woman working her 
way down the aisles, asking the riders for money.  She stopped in front of young man who was in his mid to late 
twenties.  Judging by his yarmulke and black coat he was a pious and observant Jew. 

When she asked him for some money, he replied, “I’m sorry.  I always use my tithe to 
give to the poor, but unfortunately I don’t have it with me today.  If I did, I would be glad 
to give you something.”   

As the homeless woman moved away, his seat mate, who didn’t seem to know him 
before they both got on the subway, asked, “Do you always give 10% of your income to 
the poor?” 

“Of course,” he replied, “it’s my religious duty to perform this mitzvah (good deed),” 
and then he went on to enthusiastically describe his usual practice. 

As I listened to this conversation, I was embarrassed both for the homeless woman 
and for myself. I was embarrassed for the homeless woman because she had been unintentionally disrespected.  She 
had been given nice words but no help.  This young man had seen her not as a person, but as an object for the 
demonstration of his own goodness.  I thought of the words of a Jewish Rabbi, Jesus of Nazareth: 

Be careful not to do your “mitzvahs” before men, to be seen by them.  If you do you will have no reward from 
your Father in heaven.  So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as some people do, in 
order to be honored by men.  I tell you the truth they have received their reward in full.  But when you give to the 
needy do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing so that your giving may be in secret. Then 
your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  (Matthews 6:1-4) 

But if I was embarrassed for the homeless woman, I was even more embarrassed for myself. This Jewish man’s 
words and actions exposed the sin of my heart; the sin of disregarding a precious child of God for whom Jesus died.  He 
may have been giving for the “wrong reasons”, but at least his way of giving was better than my way of not giving at all.  
My sin was worse than his.  He at least saw the poor and gave frequently.  I had been guilty of blindness and 
judgmentalness.  I had assumed that most beggars were going to take advantage of me and so I had tried to ignore them 
altogether.  

On that day, confronted by my own sin, I did something out of the ordinary.  I reached into my pocket and shared 
with this woman some of the money I found there.  Since that time I have tried to live by three principles: 

1. See every person as a precious child of God. 
2. “Let us not become weary in doing good… Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people… 

(Galatians 6:9-10).”  In as much as it lies in my power, I want to do good to everyone I meet.  If it costs me a few 
dollars that is an inexpensive price to pay for doing God’s will. 

3. “Do not judge, or you too will be judged (Matthew 7:1).”  What someone else does with the money I give them is 
not my business, but God’s.  My job is to see the need and respond to it. 

Actually these are pretty good rules for all of our relationships.  If we put these into practice God’s love will become 
more and more a part of our daily lives. 

 

In Christ’s love, 


