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Didn’t the same God who made me, make them?


Job 31:15, The Message










Introduction: The dividing wall


‘Of all the commandments, which is the most important?’


 


We are increasingly living in the society of the précis. Too busy to spend time reading in any great depth we scan excerpts from online searches, glance at executive summaries and instinctively flip to the back covers of books or skim through their pages looking for the key points. We tell ourselves this is all so modern of us, but perhaps it has always been the case. In chapter 12 of Mark’s Gospel we find Jesus arguing with some religious leaders. They are debating taxation and marriage – money and sex, as ever – when another teacher overhears them and cuts straight to the chase: ‘Of all the commandments, which is the most important?’ The very picture of the modern man, he wants the condensed version. Forget the endless inventory of laws and sub-clauses; what’s the two-line summary?


Perhaps you are skimming the first few paragraphs of this book, looking for that quick outline of what these pages are aiming to achieve. It would be churlish of me to deny you, and it is simply this: when asked by that teacher to summarise the entirety of God’s message to God’s people, what did Jesus mean by his reply?


 


‘The most important [commandment] is this: Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your mind and with all your strength. The second is this: love your neighbour as yourself’ (Mark 12:29–31).


 


On the surface his answer seems so simple, the well-worn words comfortable to our hearing like an old pair of plimsolls. Perhaps the teacher went away satisfied – Jesus told him that he was ‘not far from the kingdom’ – but even a little digging reveals some complexity. Jesus’ words are drawn from two different verses in the Torah, the Jewish scriptures. He had been asked for the single greatest commandment, but, refusing to respond in the singular, neither answer he gave came from the original ten given by God to Moses. This litany of ‘thou-shalt-nots’, set out at the beginning of Deuteronomy chapter 5, is passed over completely by Jesus. Instead, his quote about ‘loving God with all we’ve got’ is from the next section in chapter 6.


Jesus’ choice for second greatest commandment is drawn from the other great Old Testament book of laws, Leviticus. Half way through chapter 19 we hear a tumble of prohibitions: do not steal, do not lie, do not deceive, do not swear, do not defraud your neighbour, do not pervert justice, do not slander, do not hate . . . But, again, it is from among these negatives that Jesus hauls out virtually the only statement phrased in the positive: love your neighbour as yourself.


How strange, how beautiful, that when asked for a quick summary of the entire Jewish law, Jesus opted to ignore the scores of forbidding words for two quotes about love. And so here is another précis, a few words to summarise the spirit that has driven this book: how can we better foster a faith that doesn’t jump to harsh words of law, but longs instead to emphasise a love that moves in three directions – to God, to our neighbours and to ourselves?


x X x


Bethlehem, Palestine


I am beginning to write this book in Bethlehem, Palestine. It seems an appropriate place to start. I am travelling with a group of Christians from the UK. We are based at the InterContinental, on the north side of town, and sure enough people from many continents, Chinese, African, European, Russian, American, gather each mealtime for hummus, falafel, steak, rice, fruit, pastries and curries. The food, like the guest list, is a mishmash of flavours, all presented at one table; an opportunity to create experimental platefuls and culinary clashes.


Just down the road, in Manger Square, is the Church of the Nativity, the supposed site of the birth of the one we worship for breaking down the wall of hostility (see Eph. 2:14) between ourselves and others, between ourselves and God.1 


The way in to the church is through a tiny stone opening, not more than four feet high. This main entrance was probably cut down to this size in the eleventh century by the Crusaders, who didn’t want attacking Turkish soldiers to be able to ride their horses into the building. Justinian, emperor in the Byzantine period, had rebuilt the church in its current state on top of the original structure of ad 333. That had been built under the instruction of Helena, Constantine’s mother, an early Christian who, before her emperor son took Christianity under his military wing, came to the Holy Land to build places of worship at well-attested sites from the Gospel stories. She knew this was the place of the nativity as, in an attempt to subdue the first Christians, the Romans had built a shrine to their own gods here.


Now the official religion of the Empire, Christianity had not been universally popular with the local people, and the church in Bethlehem was destroyed in the Samaritan Revolt of 529. Strangely though, the building was spared in 614 during the Persian invasion. According to legend, their commander, Shahrbaraz, saw frescos of the magi in the church, and, because of their Persian dress, ordered the church to be saved. The Crusaders later came to ‘redeem’ the church from the Muslims, and made their own expansions and adjustments, including the tiny doorway, through which no soldier could ride.


The inside of the church is dark, and very bare. Openings in the floor show mosaics discovered after the British Army repaired the building in 1922. The lead had been taken from the roof to make bullets for the First World War, and the structure and insides had suffered rain damage.


The main shrine is accessed down steep steps, down into a natural cave below the church. Contrary to the popular story, Mary and Joseph, our local guide explains, would not have stayed in an inn. Being only half a day’s walk from Jerusalem, and with nothing but desert further south, there would be have been no market for one. Besides, they were coming to be recorded in a census at Joseph’s ancestral town – they would have stayed with family. Or, at least, stayed in the cave below some family member’s house, the place where the animals were kept safe at night. She was pregnant; they weren’t yet married. It was a family embarrassment. They would be sheltered, but not welcomed inside.


The walls of the church are almost totally unadorned. There are a few still-visible frescos, mostly in bad condition, and we can still see the bullet marks left by the snipers who shot at those who took refuge in the church during the siege of 2002, which was sparked when Palestinian children threw rocks at Israeli soldiers, who returned fire with bullets. Enraged fathers then seized weapons and shot back, and the Israelis called in tanks and helicopters to hunt them down. They took refuge in the church with a number of families who had feared for their own safety amidst the exchanges of fire. Surrounded, the church became a fortress. The buildings around the church were commandeered or destroyed.


Just as in Jesus’ day, every stone in this land seems melancholic with similar stories of a great history and a tragic present. He was questioned about the law in Jerusalem, in the temple courts, which even then would have hung heavy with the memories of exile and destruction. Now, only fifteen minutes drive away, our hotel sits just metres away from the thirty-foot concrete wall that encircles Bethlehem and the West Bank. With their Persian papers, the Wise Men would probably have been turned away. Each day from 3 a.m., we watch Palestinians begin to line up at the wall to wait to have their permits checked and checked again, their shoes removed and bodies searched so they can get to work for their Israeli employers by 8:30. The Israelis like having Palestinian labour. They are used to the heat, work hard, and can be paid less than the Israeli minimum wage. During the latest intifada, when the West Bank was locked down tightly, they experimented with cheap labour from Romania and other parts of Eastern Europe, but these workers drank on the job, and, with large influxes of itinerant working men, crime went up.


The Palestinian men, to avoid the Kafkaesque rigmarole of getting permits to work in Israel, used to just jump over walls and run across fields. Their employers encouraged it. They needed their workforce to be on time and regular. Now, with the concrete wall that snakes across the land like a vicious gash, this is almost impossible. The wall is there for security. Millions of tonnes of concrete poured and bulldozed, slicing roads and villages in two, an impermeable barrier between the two communities that will now not see or hear or touch one another again.


Love God, and love your neighbours, Jesus said, but all around the places where he walked are dividing walls and hostility. The Western Wall, the only remaining part of the Herodian Temple, stands below the Dome of the Rock mosque, just a stone’s throw from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre – where the Christian sects argue so much over their shrine that a Muslim has to keep the keys to the building.


The watchtowers and tri-lingual road signage, the church bells and calls to prayer, the olives and salt-beef, the black-coated orthodox, the mobiles, cigarettes and cars; the Palestinian labourers caught between taking any work available so they can feed their families and the only work being the construction of the very walls and illegal settlements that ruin their lives; the mosaic of Israeli society, with Jews from Russia and Europe and the USA and Armenia, all with their particular customs and ways, united only by the spectre of the surrounding Arabs who have said that they to want to delete them.


This place, these few square miles where Jesus walked, and Abraham prayed and Mohammed dreamt, surely shows more clearly the problem of loving our gods and our neighbours and ourselves than any other place on earth.


Last night, after a bewildering day listening to Jewish settlers and Palestinian refugees and Israeli human-rights campaigners, having heard how God had given one people the land, while another people had lived and worshipped there since time immemorial, I returned to my hotel room to find a drunken businessman in the room next door, his television turned up very loud, singing his heart out to a song I couldn’t understand, in a tonal system I didn’t appreciate. I couldn’t sleep, and was still angry about a silly incident with another member of the group earlier in the day where I’d felt misunderstood. I reached for the telephone – someone from reception should go and tell the singer to stop – but stopped myself. If they came up and told him to shut up, it would be clear I had complained. I knew I had to go and tell him myself. But I was afraid. He might misunderstand. 


I had never met the man in the hotel room next to me before, and now I was going to have to. His loud singing and loud television were not intrinsically wrong; the problem was my proximity to them. His music had become my noise, and we were going to have to negotiate. I had faced a similar problem on the flight out to Tel Aviv. The lady in the seat in front of me had immediately reclined her chair fully and, not being the most svelte of women, I had ended up with the back of her seat pretty much on my knees. I was frustrated. I couldn’t move. I felt claustrophobic. Her need to recline and sleep was a valid one but because neither of us could afford to pay for more space in Business Class – ‘more space’ being a handy euphemism for ‘further away from other people who might get up my nose’ – her need to sleep impinged on my need to move my legs.


Back at home a young guy of sixteen or so had got a scooter, and would regularly race it with his friends up and down the road – and on the pavement – often with no helmet and little regard for the speed limit. The noise was annoying, and the perceived threat to my children built an anger in me. They were clearly breaking the law and I wanted the law to punish them and protect me – but feared that if I confronted him I might become another victim of violence myself. The papers had recently carried a story of a young father like me, who’d challenged some boys like them and been left staggering to his death, clutching his bleeding chest.


The anger that rises in us in these situations – noisy neighbours, thoughtless fellow passengers – is not just about the physical discomfort we might experience. It is also about the powerlessness we feel. We want to be able to do something, and, if we knew the person, we’d have no problem doing so. But because they are ‘other’ we feel frightened, unable to predict how they might react, and annoyed that the people in charge aren’t acting on our behalf.


Who is going to act on my behalf? Why aren’t people thinking about my needs? Why am I being ignored? Why aren’t the police making my street safer? Why isn’t the government doing something? Why isn’t justice being done? Why has God forsaken me?


It is easy to love those we love, but this is where Jesus’ summary of the law is so subversive in its simplicity: the implication of his words and the context surrounding them is that we cannot rely on the legal system, on lists of ‘do this’ and ‘don’t do this’, to enable us to feel comfortable living among others. In his reduction of the whole law to these three loves, what appears so simple a commandment turns out to be a radical and subversive manifesto for living in a complex world, a key to unlocking all that is at the centre of our conflicts – internal, communal, theological and political.


From the personal to the local, through the communal, municipal, national, global and into the divine universal, the problem of loving ‘the other’ is, I believe, absolutely fundamental to the problems we face at all zoom-levels of our lives. Our internal fights with depression and doubt, our concerns for our neighbourhoods and ancient lands and our young people who carry knives and spit curses, our immigration laws, our over-zealous child protection laws that stop us taking our neighbour’s kids to football practice, our dealings with asylum-seekers, our anger that our faith is being diluted or poisoned by gays and women, our fears that fundamentalists are going to take power, or, with a home-made device made from a recipe concocted in a training camp on the other side of the world, take our lives . . . running through all of these concerns is a common fear – that of ‘the other’. Running parallel to that fear is our fear that, in among all this, we are not being listened to, our rights are not being respected; we are, in short, not being loved.


Jesus summarised the whole of Jewish law with these twin commands to love God and love our neighbours as we love ourselves. He could have gone further and given the teacher just three words: love the other. The opposite of this – self-love – is narcissism. It is easy to love the parts of ourselves that are popular, the parts of our bodies that are beautiful, the parts of lives of which we are proud. It is easy to love the God who answers our prayers, easy to love the God who comforts us and saves us from distress. It is easy to love those neighbours we have who are generous, those neighbours who are polite and don’t disturb us.


It is easy to love what is lovely; but we are called to love what is other. This is why Jesus’ summary of the law holds such contemporary importance for us: our faith, our communal lives and our selves have all become much more narcissistic. The reasons for this are many, but I want to highlight the fact that just 100 years or so ago our village would have been our world. Now, the world is our village. Our everyday exposure has been blown open from the small, homogenous local scale of static family, trade and relationships to the global, heterogeneous scale of virtual connection, fluid trading patterns and scattered family. An increased narcissism – a cocooning instinct that focuses on the self – has thus developed as a coping mechanism in a bewilderingly plural world. 


In a world where I can believe what I like, I choose to believe in a protectionist, fundamentalist, exclusive God. In a world where I can be friends with whosoever I like, I choose to befriend those who are strikingly similar to me in outlook and income. And in a world where I can be whatever I want to be, I choose to construct a public façade made up only of those parts of myself that I feel others will love me for.


Is this not simply a case of improved self-confidence? We know what we like, whom we like and what we believe – aren’t we simply sticking by these principles? Research does show that self-confidence is increasing in Western societies, but so too is anxiety and depression. This apparent contradiction appears to be resolved by the realisation that,


 


Increasing anxieties about how we are seen and what others think of us [have], in turn, produced a kind of defensive attempt to shore up our confidence in the face of those insecurities. The defence involves a kind of self-promoting, insecure egotism which is easily mistaken for high self-esteem. . . . The recognition that what we have seen is the rise of an insecure narcissism – particularly among young people – rather than a rise in genuine self-esteem now seems widely accepted.2


 


It is easy to love what it lovely; but we are called to love what is other. Who then is this ‘other’?


It is the other within myself, the parts of me that I hide in the dark, the half-fictional parts I parade and boast. What would it mean to truly love this self of mine?


It is the other within God, the divinity I cannot fully know or understand who does not answer my prayers and does not provide comfort; the incarnate and yet ever-hidden who infects my dreams and won’t let me let go. What would it mean to love this God with all of my self?


And it is the other within the world I inhabit, the neighbours who are noisy, the street-people who are smelly, the immigrants who are strange.


In Luke’s version of the story of Jesus’ summary of the law, the teacher asks him the obvious follow-up question, ‘who is my neighbour?’ Jesus replies with the story of the Good Samaritan. A man, lying dying in the road having been brutally beaten and robbed, is ignored by two righteous but fearful priests, but then helped by a passing Samaritan. At different points of history he might have told the story in terms of Protestants and Catholics, or Sunnis and Shias, or Americans and Communists, or Evangelicals and gays – the point remains the same. The person who acted with grace and mercy towards ‘the other’ was the one who was the true neighbour.


This is another strange answer from Jesus. He had been asked who his neighbour was; the reply he gave was to explain how to be a good neighbour, the implication being that there is no one who is not our neighbour, no one to whom we should not show mercy. The ‘other’ in the world around me is everyone around me.


x X x


London, England


I have struggled with this personally. I live in a relatively comfortable neighbourhood in London. A young boy was shot dead in a street less than a mile away yesterday, but, despite our physical proximity, I have little contact with the networks that he was a part of. Compared to the huge properties behind secure walls that some live in, or the gentle villages in the far-off countryside, I am on the front line of urban criminality. Compared to millions of others in cities like my own, and those in developing nations, I am one of the very, very lucky tiny percentage of wealthy people in the West with a solid home to live in and fairly peaceful streets within which to walk.


So who is my neighbour? To whom should I be offering grace, mercy and money? 


In her excellent book Making Room, Christine Pohl has explored the tradition and practice of Christian hospitality through the ages and concluded that it is one that is currently in crisis. Far from being something at the heart of what we are about as Christians, as it was for so long in the early church, hospitality is now seen as ‘a nice extra if we have the time or the resources’.3 Ironically, it is partly due to the pioneering work in care for the sick and poor that the Church began – and ended up handing over to the state – that we now perceive so little need to be hospitable in the ancient sense. We are well-resourced people, and rarely have the experience of being a vulnerable stranger. We pay our taxes and expect social services to deal with the poor and sick and homeless. We think of ourselves as hospitable hosts: we give a good dinner party and welcome people when they come to our home.


But, as Pohl explains, the ancient practice of hospitality has always been about welcoming the other, the stranger. It has always been about stopping in the road to tend to the suffering and broken, rather than hurrying past to be on time to bless those at a religious meeting.4 As to who these ‘strangers’ might be today, she identifies them as ‘those who are disconnected from basic relationships that give persons a secure place in the world’, and continues, ‘the most vulnerable strangers are detached from family, community, church, work and polity’.5


This is what I have struggled with. Should I be actively seeking to open my doors to welcome in the homeless, the addicted and the convicted? Despite having two young children, the answer must remain yes – I must be prepared to do this. Of course, as Christians we are meant to function corporately – as a body – rather than just as individuals, yet while I believe it is certainly true that our faith communities must make themselves places of such radical hospitality, this cannot then abdicate me of responsibility for more local acts in my own home.


I have only had rare experience of this. On the evening of Christmas day last year, my family were staying at my sister’s house in another part of London. We had eaten well, the children were in bed and we were in the middle of sharing some liturgy and reflection when the doorbell went. A tramp was outside and had nowhere to go. It felt easy with us all there and no pressures on time or work: we welcomed him in, got his feet clean and filled him with sweet tea before getting him somewhere to sleep. I was even able to make good use of the pairs of socks I’d inevitably been given as presents earlier in the day.


This, however, was an uncommon experience and it troubles me that my own practice falls so far short of the simple instruction Jesus gave. Should I be doing more to help the needy of my city, my country – and those of other countries? Yes. Jesus’ command to love our neighbours is a command to love all strangers precisely because we too have been strangers to God and welcomed in. The Jews were strangers in Egypt – they knew what it was like to be persecuted and vulnerable in a strange place – and it was precisely because they had suffered like this that they were urged to treat strangers as if they were neighbours.6 


Yet, while I remain troubled by the rarity with which I am able to fulfil my responsibility to be hospitable to the stranger, I believe that part of our duty of hospitality is more subtle and local. Yes, I must do better to find ways to welcome the homeless, the refugees and the poor who are detached from family, community and work, but I also need to be aware that our modern world is leaving so many feeling a profound sense of detachment, despite having the outer trappings of home, job, family and even church. As Pohl puts it, ‘Hospitality builds and reinforces relationships among family, friends, and acquaintances. It is one of the pleasures of ordinary life. Yet even this most basic form of hospitality is threatened by contemporary values, life-styles, and institutional arrangements which have helped to foster the sense that we are all strangers, even to those to whom we are related.’7


In a sense we are all in need of help from Samaria; and we are all blinded, bruised and battered by this road we are on. Our haughty and self-important religion appears disinterested, unsympathetic. We are not poor, but our lives are impoverished; we are not homeless, but we know no secure place to go; we may not be unemployed, but we know not how to overcome our apathy and fruitfully apply our energies. In our economic fullness and confident tourism we so rarely experience the need for true hospitality. But in this consumerist satiation we are removed from any interaction with the gift, and so, though our stomachs may be full and our roofs impermeable, we are also removed from the empathy and generosity that actually lies at the heart of hospitality. We are not hungry, but we still crave this feeling of being loved and cared for by others.


So part of our calling to love the other will be to make sure the hungry are fed and the homeless cared for – and let us be vigilant because, with financial turmoil affecting economies in all parts of the world at the time of writing, there are going to be so many more in this situation – but another part of it will be to remove our dollar-tinted spectacles in order that we might see the lonely, the spiritually homeless and hungry, the depressed, the hungry ghosts who float online in search for love and acceptance, and work out how to best love them too.


What does it mean to love myself? Who is my neighbour? What do I love, as Augustine said, when I love my God?


Jesus, the Word made Flesh, so often speaks words that refuse to bounce, words that drill down beneath our flesh to the core of our hopes and fears. Deceptive in their simplicity, he shows in these few short phrases that in order to be whole we must engage the other, but also appreciates that it is our need to feel loved and included that makes us fearful and conflicted when we have to perform that engagement. He knows that we are all Samaritans, all wounded people on the road, busy and (mostly) sincere believers trying to do our best to love our God.


From my hotel room’s Internet connection in Bethlehem I read news of a bus driver back in London, who has made it clear to his employers, and the press, that he will not drive a vehicle carrying a cheeky advertisement promoting atheism. He didn’t want to take a stand, but now feels he has to. What is less clear is whether he has in the past taken any stand on sexually provocative shower-cream adverts, or if he made remaining silent a condition of carriage for any atheist passengers, or if he has refused to drive his bus with advertising that tantalises the poor with offers of cheap loans or high interest debt consolidation services. We all, like him, have our blinkers, like the commentator on a national news website recently who called for ‘religion to be banned in the Middle East’, not thinking who might enforce the banning, and that doing so would itself amount to an act of dogma.


We cannot have a world without ideologies, and these ideologies are always going to be plural and, to a greater or lesser extent, have places of disagreement. The answer is not to ditch God, but to live a life in love with love. For some of us, that will mean faithfulness to the ‘big Other’ we know as Love incarnate; for others it will be a pursuit of the higher ideals ‘liberty, fraternity and equality’. Either way, Jesus’ commands to love ourselves, love one another, and love God-who-is-Love, are inextricably bound together. And it is this assemblage of love that I want to explore in these pages: the only proper way to a fulfilled Self is through engagement with ‘the other’, and the only peaceful way to better love of God is through a shared pursuit of that God.8 


Of course, this talk of love can seem easy on paper; words of love can be like spun sugar, creating an appearance of substance, but melting into nothing on touch. So we must be careful of too much speech. We must ensure that, rather than turning always to texts and statements that read us our rights and harden our beliefs that we are right, we put our books down and step out into the corridor and knock on our neighbour’s door, or lean forward and tap them on the shoulder. It is when they answer that our words and thoughts about God must metamorphose into graceful action. A smile, not a glare. ‘Excuse me, but would you mind . . .’


The man singing in the room next door, the woman in the aeroplane seat in front of me: in both cases they didn’t mind. Embarrassed, the man in the next room turned the music down and was profusely apologetic. We shared no language other than gestures, but both left laughing. The lady in front of me on the aeroplane had been badly bitten on her leg, and was in genuine pain. She apologised and I moved seats for her. I never did call the police over the young guy across the road. Seeing him leaving his house one day I went over and spoke to him with as much levity as I could muster, one of the children in my arms as some sort of ammunition. He was genuinely sorry, and, while I wouldn’t patronise him with the term ‘friend’, he is now someone I’ll shout hello to. He’s graduated from scooter to car and I popped over to tell him he’d left his lights on the other day. Doubtless he drives like a lunatic, but not on my street at least.


The bitterness does not always run away so easily. In Bethlehem, it seems it will take a very long time. When Mary and Joseph arrived there, they found little welcome. They were tolerated and sheltered, but only as animals were. The country was under occupation, the people oppressed by hard religion and harsh taxation. But through all of this, into their temporary home among cattle, with a new baby born in scandalous circumstances, they welcomed others. The miracle of the shepherds and wise men is not just that they came, but that they were invited in and treated as neighbours, not strangers. Poor farm hands, outcasts from polite Jewish society, and strange astrologers from other religions and cultures. This incarnation, this breaking through of the divine other into our midst, and the tiny breaking out of peace and acceptance that it brought, became possible when a young girl loved God enough to believe, and loved herself enough to accept that gift. 


x X x


Here, there


In one of the choruses that he wrote for a 1937 play The Rock T. S. Eliot, in the voice of a ‘Stranger’, posed a series of rhetorical questions about our life in cities: do we live so close together because we love each other and want to make community, or because we want to make money from our neighbours?9 His questions remain pertinent because our world is urbanising. We are forced to huddle ever closer together in cities, but I believe it is possible to see this movement as spiritually enriching, for it is only because of these huddles that the Stranger gets to ask their questions, and only in them that we get to explore what our cities mean.


What is becoming very clear is that our cities mean close exposure to radical difference. We encounter those from very different backgrounds, very different cultures and with very different value systems. Moreover, we encounter those with vastly different means to us. In The Spirit Level, Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett’s seminal study into how we might improve the quality of life for all levels of society – less violence, greater feelings of wellbeing, better health outcomes – an extraordinarily powerful truth is uncovered: it is income inequality that is the single greatest impediment to quality of life.10 In a city or nation with a greater difference between rich and poor there will always be more violence, more anxiety in all stages of life, poorer health and less general wellbeing, regardless of whether the general standard of living of that country is higher or lower. In our increasingly urbanised and consumer-driven world their thoroughly researched thesis gives us not only a policy principle within which our democratic institutions should work, but an ethic towards which we should all strive, and which is shown to result in better outcomes for all: social equality. A reduction, in other language, of the distance between ourselves and the other.


Reducing income inequality is going to be fundamentally important, but will not of itself increase our engagement with the other. It will lay the foundations for a more fruitful engagement, but this engagement will still need to happen.


How can we achieve this? The mechanics of change fascinate me, and having worked in and around many organisations I have come to believe that change should be emergent, rather than ‘top down’. In many ways this book is an attempt to both widen and narrow the horizon of emergent change within corporations to that of the societal and the personal; to consider how we might begin to set in motion some of the mechanics of change towards this more equal and just world that Wilkinson and Pickett show so convincingly is the only way for all to improve their life outcomes.


T. S. Eliot continues to press us: what will our answer to the Stranger be? Are we only here to make money, or are we here to make community? If it is money, then the Stranger may still be welcomed, if only to be fleeced, and Wilkinson and Pickett assure us that violence will increase and wellbeing fall. But if it is community, then, the Nativity story tells us, we must welcome the Stranger as an equal, as one we need in order to make our meanings more complete. As shepherds and astrologers, young girls and men, we must pursue this meaning, this God, together. Not that we might beat one another and ‘win’, but that we might learn to see the divine in one another, and even in ourselves, in the hope that one day, we might together encounter this other face to face as equals.


 


It is easy to love what is lovely, but we are called to love what is other.


It is easy to love what is familiar, but we are called to love what is strange.


It is easy to love what is comforting, but we are called to love what is disturbing to us.


 


The aim of this book is therefore very simple. I want to examine what Jesus’ summary of the law might mean by meditating on the three ‘others’ apparent in his words: the other within the self, the other within God and the other within our society. What might love for the other mean in these three different dimensions?


This simple question must then lead us to a recognition that love is complicated, interconnected, emergent and evolving. It is also a love that must be lived, and so I will end with some practical examples of how we might begin to live in ways that will lead us to equilibrium within ourselves, equality with others, and into the mystery of communion with a God who stooped down to Bethlehem to become our equal too.










Part One


Loving the other within the self


 


If God is so important, and our neighbour central to who we are and what we believe, why begin with loving the self? The question is an important one, as it can affect our attitudes to dealing with conflict at many different levels. Is it always right to spend time dealing with problems at home before even attempting to sort out problems abroad? Should the UK first deal with every last question of human rights before moving to critique the records of any other nation? Should I make sure all is at peace in my own home before trying to negotiate peace between the rival gangs fighting in the park?


The answer, typically, appears to be no, and yes. We cannot wait until everything is at peace before we try to make peace elsewhere, because if we did wait we would be waiting forever. But nor can we begin to try to make peace elsewhere if we are so compromised within our own self that attempting to do so would probably make matters worse. We must take the plank out of our own eye first before attempting extraction of the speck from our neighbour’s eye. But perhaps embedded within this wisdom is a suggestion that we also cannot wait for total ocular purity – we remove planks before we turn to our neighbour’s specks, but don’t spend valuable resources on eyewash and goggles for ourselves while our neighbour continues to suffer.


‘The hardest step in any revolution,’ as the singer Michael Franti has put it, ‘is the personal revolution.’ We begin, therefore, with the self, but only because we have one eye on our neighbour’s suffering, only because we are concerned with the wider change that we want to see.


In my previous book, The Complex Christ, I set out some ideas about how we might approach the problem of change. Changing things is difficult and time-consuming, and I set out some principles of emergent, bottom-up change, arguing that this would, over time, give rise to the most effective results. I still very much hold to this view, and yet felt stirred by a gentle rebuke in theologian Miroslav Volf’s seminal book Exclusion and Embrace: ‘Theologians should concentrate less on social arrangements and more on fostering the kind of social agents capable of envisioning and creating just, truthful and peaceful societies, and on shaping a cultural climate in which such agents will thrive.’1


If The Complex Christ was a meditation on ‘social arrangements’, then I can think of no better way of describing these pages than as a meditation on how to best foster good ‘social agents’. As Volf later puts it, we need to find out ‘what kind of selves we need to be in order to live in harmony with others’.2


Certainly, what Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett have set out in The Spirit Level is that harmony with others is only going to come when we become more equal with others. The hard numbers tell us that social wellbeing – the just, truthful and peaceful societies that Volf writes of – will only come when the difference between rich and poor is minimised. But how can we achieve greater equality with ‘the other’? How can we foster ‘visionary social agents’ to bring about the huge changes that will be required?


One of the common criticisms of my last book was that it wasn’t practical enough, that it simply didn’t explain clearly how to create an emergent faith community. This is quite true, and was quite deliberate. It was uncomfortable to be left with some thinking to do. We don’t like to have to think. We like to be told exactly what it is we should do. We want a programme to follow, a recipe to guarantee a good set of outcomes. And this was precisely what I was trying to avoid in that piece. Why? Because recipes only account for local taste. Far better to foster a love of cuisine, and encourage people to seek out indigenous ingredients. So, it’s not that I think that practicalities don’t matter, rather I believe that they matter too much, so much in fact that it is not for me, from afar, to explain to you what you should do and which particular social arrangements will work best. 


The question about ‘within what sort of cultural climate will good social agents naturally arise?’ leads us to ask questions which I simply cannot answer. What is your local culture? What is your local climate? What affects these local conditions? What sort of conditions, in your home, in your street, your city and country, will allow equality to flourish and goodness to evolve and emerge naturally? I cannot address those specifics, only reflect on ways in which we might be able to shape our own cultural climates. 


It is to this that I will turn in the last section, where I outline some practical examples of things going on in and around my city, but before I do that it is vital that we understand the vectors that will lead us there. We must resist the temptation to seek quick solutions, off-the-shelf programmes which we can buy into. As I have previously written, genuine change is a complex, emergent process which begins from the ground up, from the inside, and evolves in response to the interplay of local connections. It is out of these environments that wider cultural and political change will grow and, while I want to be ambitious and tackle how we might begin to face these huge issues, I need first to heed Volf’s advice: ‘what kind of selves do we need to be in order to live in harmony with others?’


The Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek concurs with this approach. In the introduction to his book Violence, he recounts a joke that was told about Lenin, whose mantra ‘learn, learn, learn’ plastered every Russian school wall. The joke runs like this: Marx, Engels and Lenin were asked if they’d prefer a wife or a mistress. Marx, seen as more conservative, goes for the wife; Engels, more liberal, the mistress. But Lenin says he’ll have both. Why? So he can tell his wife that he’s with his mistress, and his mistress that he’s with his wife, so that he can ‘go to a solitary place to learn, learn, learn’.


This, Žižek counsels, ‘is what we should do today when we find ourselves bombarded with mediatic images of violence. We need to learn, learn, learn what causes this violence.’3 Before we protest about the terrible violence we see in our cities and across the world, we must, he goes on to expound, withdraw to some third place, away from wife and mistress, and reflect on the violence within each of us and the violence inherent in the systems we inhabit.


It seems this is then our first conclusion: time spent in self-reflection is a necessary precursor to sensitive and effective communion with the ‘other’, and the oscillation between the twin poles of withdrawal and communion must be maintained.


Allan Kaplan, founder of the Community Development Resource Association in Cape Town, South Africa, has long worked with NGOs and other development organisations of all sizes across Africa and Europe. Moving away from the colonial-tinged donor/receiver model of aid and development, he writes instead about ‘social process’, and urges those involved in development to reflect on the ways in which they are involved in the dynamic rhythm and form of these process flows: ‘As social practitioners – whether consultant, leader or constructive participant – we are there to work with the organism’s process. As such, we have to learn to read and recognise the underlying patterns, and help unblock or adjust, so that the ongoing process of development may unfold once more.’4


We will explore later how we might use this model of social practice as we begin to engage with the other, but what is pertinent to note now is that a vital precursor to this engagement with the processes of another organism or system is consciousness of our own flows and processes. As Kaplan notes, ‘Individuals and social organisms, endowed with the gift of self consciousness, have the possibility of becoming aware of their own processes, and thus become responsible for their own evolution, rather than merely subjected to that evolution.’5


This is our simple goal in self-reflection: to become conscious of our ‘selves’ – to better understand the flows and processes that make up who we are, and through this consciousness, to evolve into more responsible organisms that can then go on to help others achieve the same thing.


If there is no reflection, then we will never work out what shadows within ourselves may be causing division. Similarly, if there is no expectation of movement beyond self-reflection, it is no more than navel-gazing; our heads may begin bowed in prayer, but if they stay there examining the remains of our umbilicals, we can only expect a stiff neck. In this vein Žižek is very critical of what he calls ‘Western Buddhism’ for this ‘fetishisation’ of meditation, and we must be aware of this danger as reflective Christians too. In On Belief he writes that 
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