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Mark 12:31

Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.
KJV

One of the most unpopular Christian rules is this:  Love thy neighbor as thyself.  After all, ‘thy neighbor’ includes ‘thy enemy’, and so we come up against this horrible duty of forgiving our enemies.
Everyone thinks that forgiveness is a great idea, until they have to forgive someone themselves.  When a person is hurt deeply by his neighbor, talking about forgiveness makes him sick.  You may already be asking me how I’d feel about forgiving if someone harmed my wife or one of my children or grandchildren.  So do I.  I wonder very much.  I’m not trying to tell you what I would do – I’m telling you what Christianity is.  It’s not my invention.  Jesus said, “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.”  What are we to do?

It’s going to be hard enough, anyway, but I think there are two things we can do to make it easier.  When a person starts studying mathematics, he doesn’t begin with Calculus.  He begins with simple addition.  In the same way, if a person really wants to learn how to forgive, maybe he ought to start with something easier than forgiving Osama Ben Laden.  A person might start by forgiving his own wife or husband or parents or children for something they have done or said this past week.  That will probably keep him busy for the moment.  And secondly, he might try to understand exactly what loving his neighbor as himself means.  I have to love him as I love myself.  Well, how exactly do I love myself?
When I think about it, I don’t exactly have a feeling of affection or fondness for myself, and at times, I don’t even like myself very much.  So “love your neighbor” may not mean, “feel fond of him”, or “find him attractive”.  After all, you really can’t make yourself feel fond of a person by trying.  Sometimes I do think I’m okay, not so bad a person.  But that’s not why I love myself.  Actually, my self-love makes me think I’m okay, but thinking I’m okay is not why I love myself.
So loving my enemies doesn’t mean thinking they’re okay.  I’m relieved!  Because a lot of us know that our enemies are not okay.  They may even be really bad.

Let’s go one step further.  When I’m thinking clearly, I realize that I’m not okay; in fact, I know that I am a very nasty person.  I can recall with horror some of the things I’ve done to others.  So I am allowed to hate some of the things my enemies do to me.  Remember, we are to hate the sin, but not the sinner.  My wife would say that there is a straw-splitting distinction in this.  How could you hate what a man did and not hate the man?  But a while back, I realized that there was one man to whom I had been doing this all my life – me!  No matter how much I hate my selfishness or conceit or greed, I keep on loving myself.  It’s always been easy for me to love myself.  In fact, the reason I hated the things I did was that I loved the man.  Just because I loved myself, I was sorry to find that I was the kind of man who did those things.
Every person naturally loves himself, and proves this in 1001 ways every day. There is no person on earth who does not.  According to the Bible, according to Jesus, we are to think less of ourselves and to think more of others, and to treat those others with love.  Certainly, most of us have things about ourselves which we don’t particularly like—but the reason we don’t like those qualities is because we love ourselves.  Loving others as we love ourselves is similar—there will be qualities in other people for which we don’t care, in fact, which we may hate—but Jesus tells us to love them as we love ourselves.
Christianity wants us to hate cruelty and meanness and lying and all sort of evil things that people do.  We are supposed to hate them.  But Christianity wants us to hate sin in others the same way we hate it in ourselves: hating that the person did the bad things, and hoping that somewhere, sometime, somehow, he will stop doing these things.
We are to feel about our neighbor as we feel about ourselves, to wish that he were not bad, to hope that he may, in this world or another, be cured, in fact, to wish good for him.  That is what is meant in the Bible by loving him: wishing him good, not feeling fond or him nor saying that he is nice when he is not.

This really means loving people who have nothing loveable about them.  But do you or I have anything lovable about ourselves?  You love simply because it is yourself.  God wants us to love all selves in the same way and for the same reason: We know how to love ourselves.  Now He wants us to go on and apply the same rule to all the other selves.  Remember that that is how He loves us.  Not for any nice, attractive qualities we think we have, but just because we are the things called selves.  For really there is nothing else in us to love.
Who is my neighbor?
It is difficult to imagine more bleak circumstances; the young mother and her small children, truck packed full of all of their belongings, were in process of moving from rural North Carolina to the mother’s childhood home in Connecticut. Life had taken a tragic turn only a few months earlier, as her handsome young husband had been killed during training exercises at Fort Bragg, leaving the young widow with two children under the age of four. Now, at the encouragement of friends that this would truly be best, she had determined to move back home to Connecticut, back to live with her ailing mother. Father had been gone for nine years now, and it seemed the best thing to do in the situation. Old Charlie down at the sporting goods store had promised her that there’d be an opening for her as office help, and while it wasn’t a glamour job, it’d pay the bills until the little family could get its bearings.

A light snow greeted the young family as they awakened on Sunday morning somewhere north of Philly, but determined to move ahead, the young mother bustled the kids off to Denny’s for breakfast.  Leaving the restaurant and driving up the New Jersey Turnpike, her thoughts returned again and again to the incredible events of the past few months; she wondered again if it were true, or all just a bad dream.  “Well”, she thought, “maybe there’ll be a fresh start in Danbury.” 

It was just south of Newark when the engine in the truck started to miss, and before she knew it, something had gone terribly wrong—right in the middle of one of the worst metropolitan areas in the country.  Now she was scared; this was not the place to break down!  Cold and terrified, the young mother climbed from the cab of the Ryder truck and surveyed her options.  Who’d stop to help her at 10:30 on a Sunday morning, she wondered, and could the person be trusted?
Rev. Scott Dabney, for over 35 years the rector of St. Michael’s, was hurriedly making his way to church services.  His alarm hadn’t gone off—again—and while his habitual tardiness was something of a standing joke around the parish, it still embarrassed him to be late.  Perhaps he could make up time on the Turnpike, he thought.  As he sped along, he couldn’t miss the sight of the big yellow truck up ahead, and what looked to be a worried young woman standing by the side of the truck.  As she put her face in her hands, he thought to himself that there must be something wrong.  A voice inside him said, “stop”, and he considered this option, even as he passed the truck—but then glancing again as his watch, he realized that if he did, there’d be no way he could make it to the service in time.  He’d put a lot of time into the morning’s message—and so as he glanced in the rear view at the truck and the lady, he breathed a silent prayer that God would send someone along…

Dave Greene thought he recognized Pastor Dabney’s car up ahead—the “Clergy” bumper sticker amid the rust of what had to be the only brown AMC Gremlin in Newark gave it away.  Dave was an “up-and-comer” at St. Mike’s; Pastor Dabney knew deacon material when he saw it, and had mentioned the possibility to Dave on a couple of occasions already.  As the Greenes followed along, Dave too noticed the Ryder truck and the distraught lady, and the thought crossed his mind as well to stop.  But frankly, it was cold outside, and having had to miss church the past couple of weeks due to business trips weighed on his mind; it wouldn’t do too well for a deacon to keep missing services.  As he passed the truck, he looked in the rear view and saw a little blonde head pop up from behind the dashboard.  “Lord, take care of that little family”, he prayed as he sped past.  

Meanwhile, the young mother waited, and a shiver ran down her spine.  She couldn’t tell whether that shiver stemmed more from the cold or from the situation at hand.  Silently she breathed a prayer to a God to whom she hadn’t spoken much since her husband’s death.  Soon, a car did pull over, and quickly from the front seat sprang two young men with long beards, each wearing the distinctive head coverings marking Muslim men.  A terror struck her as she watched the two men quickly approach—she swore their faces looked just like terrorists she’d seen on CNN.  Debating whether to jump back in the truck and lock her doors, she froze for a split second, and before she could say or do anything, the driver spoke up.  “Can we help you?” he asked, and a wide smile spread over his face.  Grabbing a cell phone from his belt, the other man dialed the number on the side of the Ryder truck, while the driver spoke words of encouragement to the young mother.  In short order, two Muslim ladies, dressed in colorful long dresses, the sisters of the driver, pulled up in an SUV, and after locking up the truck, the young family climbed into the SUV for a trip to McDonald’s with the ladies and their brother, while the second Muslim man waited in the cold for the mechanic.  

At St. Mike’s, Pastor Dabney delivered his message, as the Dave Greene family listened.  His subject?  “Love thy neighbor as thyself.”

Who is my neighbor?  “One can never ask, ‘who is my neighbor?’ because the question implies that there is such a thing as a non-neighbor.  Whoever needs me is my neighbor.
