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Altruism: Helping Neighbors in Need
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Van Gogh depicted The Good Samaritan, 1890 (Kroller-Muller Museum).

Many cultures have stories praising people who helpthe ¥/ [1“”/ altruism
. . eltrui
weak and disadvantaged. When we see someone helping an i zg | K aaE
old person lift a heavy load, or giving her seat in the train egoism.
to a pregnant woman, we too feel that this is a good deed.
5 Christian culture has made the practice of helping others

into part of the “rules of life,” the teaching of how to live well.
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In the Bible, (Matt. 19) we read:

A youth came to Jesus and said unto him,

“Good Master, what good thing shall [ do, that I may have
eternal life?”

And Jesus said unto him,

“Why do you call me good? There is none good but one God.
But if you would enter into life, keep the commandments.”
And the man asked Jesus, “What commandments?”

And Jesus replied, “Do not kill, do not commit adultery, do
not steal, do not lie; honor your father and mother, and love
vour neighbor as yourself.”

Then the young man said, “1 have always obeyed these
commandments. What else must I do?”

Then Jesus told him, “If you want to be perfect, go and sell
everything that you have, and give the money to the poor, and

you will have treasure in heaven.”

These teachings have been studied by billions of
Christians since Jesus’ day, and are practiced in many
simple ways in their daily lives. Jesus taught the story of
the “Good Samaritan,” but similar cases exist today.

When I was driving through the Rocky Mountains one
day, my engine began to overheat. Unable to go on, I pulled
over to the side of the road, to wait for the engine to cool
down. Fortunately, it was not cold or snowing. I raised the
hood and noticed steam escaping from the radiator. The
nearest service station was many miles away. Although it
was growing dark, no other cars drove by, so I had to wait.
At last a large truck appeared. Seeing me standing by my
car with its hood raised, he slowed and stopped.

“What’s the matter?” the driver asked, in a concerned but friendly
voice.
“Idon’t know why, but my engine is overheating,” I responded.

“Let me take a look at that,” he volunteered. “Look, it’s your fan
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belt. Your fan belt is too loose, so the radiator is not taking in
enough air. You can’t drive very far in the mountains like this.”
“What should [ do?”

“Wait a minute. I think I can fix it.”

So saying, he went back to his truck, and returned with tools and
clamps. He tightened the fan belt, oiled the flywheels, and even
added coolant to my radiator.

My heart full of gratitude, I offered him a bill from my wallet. “I
don’t know how to thank you enough. I could not go on without
your help. I really appreciate your taking the time and trouble
to stop and help me. I don’t know how to repay you. Won't you
please take this as a token of my thanks?”

For the first time, his face grew stern and cold.

“I wouldn’t dream of it! If you saw someone in trouble, surely
you would stop and help him. People don’t help each other for
money. You repay me by helping other folks whom you can help.
Now take care, and drive safely.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “You too.”

Of course I never saw him again. But since that time, I have
heard similar comments from other Americans in such
situations: “Don’t return the favor to me, but to someone
who needs it.”

Japan has a long tradition of on-gaeshi — repaying those
to whom one is indebted for favors. In Japan, this tends
to be a one-to-one relationship. If A helps B, then it is B’s
responsibility to help A later, at least as much as B was
helped. This system keeps mutual relationships strong, but
it tends not to extend to strangers.

Senpai-kohai relationships show a variation on the on-
gaeshi theme. In club, school, and factory situations, seniors
spend lots of time and money on their juniors, so that the
juniors will be better in their activities, studies, and jobs.
It may be impossible for the juniors to repay the seniors
directly. When the juniors advance to become seniors having
subordinates of their own, then they will repay the time
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and money that their seniors spent on them, by spending
time and money on their own juniors. This approaches
the Western idea of altruism. Yet it remains within the
confines of a particular group, not extending to strangers.

Some foreign aid programs exemplify the idea of
helping people who need help. Governments as well as non-
governmental organizations often send money and relief
to areas in Africa or Asia troubled by disease or disaster.
The aftermath of World War 11 1s another good example
that should be easy for Japanese to remember. When the
American armies occupied Japan, they gave the local
Japanese food, rather than harming them. Rather than
stealing the remaining Japanese treasury, the American
government poured billions of dollars into aid. This
enabled the Japanese to rebuild their war-torn cities. The
Japanese created the fastest train in the world at the time
(the Tokaido Shinkansen) largely using American money.

America does not expect Japan to return its investment
directly, but rather to help other countries facing similar
needs, like the truck driver in the above example.

This gap in understanding has led to the failure of some
school exchange programs. For example, a Japanese family
with a large house volunteers to let a foreign student stay
with them in a home-stay program for a year. A boy
comes from London to Kyoto, studies hard, appreciates
their hospitality, and then returns home. The Kyoto family
expects to send their son to study in London later. But
they find that he cannot easily get admission to a college
in London. The British family is not only powerless to help
the Japanese son gain admission, they do not even offer
to board him when he arrives in London. It turns out that
although the London boy was an outstanding student, his
family lacks the space or money to host foreigners. Other
wealthier families in London volunteer to give home-
stays to visiting Japanese students. Yet the Japanese boy
1s disturbed that the one whom his parents hosted will not
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host him equally in return. Such misunderstandings have
sometimes led to the demise of exchange programs. % dentie [Himi%is]
This is not to say which world-view is “better,” but rather RLERGE gl
. . . 3 world-view [ il ¥4 |
that to avoid misunderstandings, we need to be aware of
s cultural differences.

American loans funded the first Shinkansen (Type 0).
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(3) commandment [ ] (4) Christian [ ]
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(1) [Q] To whom did Jesus say we should give our possessions and
money?
[A] He said we should give them ( ).

(2) [Q] What lesson did the author learn from the truck driver?
[A] He learned to ( ) to people ( I

(3) [Q] To whom does Japanese on-gaeshi generally not extend?
[A] Tt does not ( )



(4) [Q] How are juniors expected to repay their seniors’ time and money?
[A] They are expected to ( ) time and money on their ( ).

(5) [Q] What Japanese train line was built from the altruism of the
American government?
[A] The ( ) was.

(6) [Q] What Japanese expectation has sometimes led to the demise of
exchange programs?

[A] The expectation that the one ( ) will host Japanese
( ) has.
i
(a) return favors (b) repay them by spending (c) in turn
(d) extend to strangers (&) Shinkansen (f) own juniors

(g) whom Japanese hosted (h) who need them (i) to the poor
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