Who is my Neighbor?

Jesus tells us repeatedly that the greatest commandment is twofold: to love our God and to love our neighbor. But who is our neighbor? While we can love all people in a general sense, to truly love someone as close to us as the word “neighbor” would indicate signifies a deeper relationship. Before we start to discuss the question, perhaps we should answer another first: that being “What is love?” Paul said that if we had every imaginable gift it was nothing without love, and we would be but noisy gongs and clanging cymbals without it. If we want to know how the world looks at American Christianity "noise without substance" would not be inaccurate. The noise is our words without demonstrable action, our cliché bumper stickers, necklaces and wrist bands, and our desire to preach without serving. 
 
It is this missing substance of love that I believe has the emergent church movement searching earnestly for answers as to how to approach their faith differently. Two types of love emerge in the Bible. There is the earthly love a man generates from his soul, and there is a spiritual love of Jesus working through man. While earthly love may suffice for a season, it will not suffer being nailed to the crosses that await the disciple in ministry, forgive it, and continue to love and serve. Earthly love will eventually crumble in the face of blows such as these, for even in his love sinful man is selfish. Even when it succeeds, man's love will only reinforce his own pride and not God's glory. What is it, then, to love with kingdom love? What motivated the Good Samaritan to dirty his hands and put himself in harm’s way for a perfect stranger while the religious icons of his day passed by on the other side of the road? Should we seek some magic formula to develop some sort of ability to love our neighbor? I don’t think so, for I believe love is the purest of gifts—the greatest gift according to Paul. If earthly love comes to the boundaries set for it and can go no further, it stands to reason that true love is a gift from somewhere else. It can only come from the God who is love. It is only the love of Jesus working through us that will make us into Good Samaritans—only “Christ in us, the hope of glory” that will be able to endure the challenges of ministry and the rigors of discipleship.  
It is more a question of preparing ourselves to receive the gift than developing the gift itself. What then can we do to prepare our hearts to receive the gift? The parable of the Sower tells us that the seed falls upon all soils, yet only the good soil yields a crop that is pleasing to God. The use of the analogy of soil in this parable tells us that we can prepare our hearts as a good farmer would a field for a fruitful crop. I don’t think it is a complicated formula. I believe it is to be found in combining the lessons of Micah 6:8 and John 15: 1-17. In Micah we see the need to act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with God. In John we see revealed the balanced life of the believer: abiding in Christ and bearing fruit. Jesus tells us that if we will do these things it will lead us ultimately to be called “friend” by Him. If we abide in Jesus we will learn to love Him (“love the Lord your God”), and if we humbly seek to bear fruit in His kingdom on earth through that love we have abiding in us, we will learn to love others (“love your neighbor as yourself”). 

Most importantly, if we will do these things Christ’s love will naturally develop through pruning, breaking, humbling, weakening our flesh and quickening our spirit. They will help us “buffet our bodies” so Jesus can be free to love through us with the only love worth giving. We cannot improve upon this love by trying to develop it ourselves, lest we be found at the foot of pride. Neither can we direct His love, for Jesus knows those who are His and only they hear His voice. And we must not ignore His command to use it lest we end up as the goats of Matt. 25, or the servant who hid his talent under the rock. The very best anyone of us can hope for is to step into His love—a love already flowing—by preparing the soil of our hearts to be directed by it. 
Once this pure and unselfish love of Jesus starts flowing through us we learn that love cannot survive in a vacuum. And here is the answer to the question, “Who is my neighbor?” If this love of Jesus is flowing through me, does it not then stand to reason that His love will guide me to those He knows to be my neighbors and in need of His love? It was the love and foreknowledge of Christ for both men that led the Good Samaritan to his neighbor. I believe his actions that day were due to the fact that this Good Samaritan lived a consistent lifestyle of loving his neighbors. Jesus knows who they are, because they are Jesus’ neighbors and He’s already found them! If we abide in His love and do the things necessary to place ourselves directly in Jesus’ love-flow, He will place us directly in our neighbor’s path. Like the Good Samaritan, we need to make a lifestyle of keeping the soil of our hearts prepared and trust God for the rest. We will never “arrive” at this goal, only wake up every day to deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow Him into another uncertain but richly rewarding adventure in love. Follow Jesus, prepare the soil of your heart and He will surely answer the question, “Who is my neighbor?”
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