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For beloved Lily, Eyob, Graham, Tekalign,

Ferdosa, Fitsum, and all the others

who inspired the Neighbor-Love Movement





While ours is a nation wherein the vast majority of citizens are followers
of religious faiths that proclaim the transformative power of love . . . many
of us are not sure what we mean when we talk of love or how to express
love. . . . Yet schools for love do not exist. . . . We must dare to acknowledge
how little we know of love in both theory and practice. . . . We want to live
in a culture where love can flourish. We yearn to end the lovelessness that is
so pervasive in our society. . . . Only love can heal the wounds of the past.


BELL HOOKS, ALL ABOUT LOVE





The revolution which was begun two thousand years ago by a
disreputable Hebrew criminal may now have to be begun again
by people equally disreputable and equally improbable.

JAMES BALDWIN, COLLECTED ESSAYS





[“Love your neighbor as yourself”] is not merely a helpful
suggestion, it is the fundamental law of human existence.

THOMAS MERTON, NO MAN IS AN ISLAND





All, everyone, everything, belongs. None is an
outsider, all are insiders, all belong.

DESMOND TUTU, NO FUTURE WITHOUT FORGIVENESS
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Finally, I wish to thank all of the inspiring visionaries of neighbor love, dead and alive, explored in this book. In All About Love: New Visions, bell hooks observes that “only love can heal the wounds of the past” and “yet schools for love do not exist.”1 Building on these visionaries, my hope is that this book can serve as a school for love and revive what I believe is the most healing movement in human history—what I call the neighbor-love movement. I offer it to you in the spirit of James Baldwin, who called for “the revolution which was begun two thousand years ago by a disreputable Hebrew criminal” to be “begun again by people equally disreputable and equally improbable.”2 I am grateful to be among these beloved neighbors.











1
Neighbor Love
The Crisis of Othering and
the Hope of Humanity



May 1, 2010, was a day like any other in Addis Ababa, or so it seemed.

I was sitting at a roadside cafe eating lunch with dear friends. Betena was a favorite spot for Ethiopia’s sizzling tibbs and sumptuous stews. As we chatted, the sun shined on our faces, and a refreshing breeze streamed over the mountains encircling Ethiopia’s capital city. The University of Chicago had recently admitted me to its PhD program in theological ethics, and Lily and I were soon to be married. All was seemingly well.

But inside, my spirit was deeply troubled.

The previous year, I had returned to Addis Ababa to continue working as a pastor at one of the exploding Pentecostal churches in the city. This time, I was invited to serve as the personal assistant to the church’s charismatic founder, an august man who was part of starting one of the fastest-growing Christian movements in the world. Later he became a personal friend to Ethiopia’s Pentecostal prime minister.

But soon enough, I was forced to choose between my church community and my fiancée. Lily grew up in another church across town, and this marked her as “other” to my leaders. They warned that unless she “submitted” to them, she might infect their church with a “foreign spirit” through me and disrupt the church’s “favor” with God. At the time, I expected to work with this community for the rest of my life. But after long and fruitless discussions, my mentor insisted on his ultimatum. I chose Lily, and I lost my place in the church.

This painful event heightened my attention to othering. By othering, I mean seeing “others” as unrelated or less than ourselves. It’s a sense of separation from or even superiority to others. In Christian circles, othering can be triggered by something as simple as attending a different church, despite sharing almost identical beliefs. More often, othering revolves around perceived differences of religious conviction, ethnic identity, or political affiliation. It may sound innocuous, but it’s the prerequisite for normalized injustice, mass violence, and genocide.1 When we see others as unrelated or less than ourselves, we begin to accept treating them differently than we would want to be treated. Others can be ignored or excluded. When othering becomes severe and we see others as less than human, their grief no longer saddens us, and we may see eliminating them as an existential necessity for our survival. The basic responsibilities of ethics are suspended or inverted. In many ways, I see othering as the fundamental crisis of our humanity.2

Soon after being excluded from my church, I began working as the interim pastor of a much smaller community across town. To get there, I needed to commute through Mexico Square—one of the city’s major hubs, with a large roundabout chaotically buzzing with blue Toyota minibuses packed with people.

Mexico Square haunted my conscience and intensified my attention to othering. From early in the morning, the roundabout was lined with suffering people begging for help. One elderly woman in particular caught my attention. Her right eye was covered with milky cataracts. Her left eye had seemingly been torn out of its socket and left to dangle. It was now cocooned in flesh on her gaunt cheekbone. She, along with many others—lepers with limbs rotting off, polio survivors with legs bowed like boomerangs, small orphaned children—would plaintively cry out for care.

But they were all typically ignored or, at best, tossed a few coins. The flow of bodies in Mexico Square was river-like. Shoulder to shoulder, people were there to get somewhere else. In the process, these others became little more than obstacles in our way.

Still, it always troubled me how we could rush past these suffering people as if they weren’t even there, as if we didn’t see them and couldn’t hear their cries of distress. Each trip through Mexico Square felt like another interrogation as I grieved the loss of my church family: Was I just another othering religious leader like the ones in Jesus’ parable of the good Samaritan, who didn’t stop to give their time and attention to a person left for dead on the roadside? After all, I was literally on my way to church as I routinely walked past the woman with her eye torn out and the others in Mexico Square.
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Back to that sunny Saturday, my friends and I were enjoying our lunch at Betena, the roadside cafe not far from Mexico Square.

A teenage boy approached our table and asked us to help him. He was skinny and wearing a filthy hoodie. But this was typical for homeless children in Addis, and he seemed healthy enough. We told him no and continued eating.

As he turned away, his hood slipped off, and I saw that he had a horrifying wound on the back of his head. This time, Mexico Square had come to me, and I was faced with a choice. Would I play the priest again and respond to this boy as yet another other—as someone unrelated or less than myself who could be ignored and excluded from the table? Or would I follow the othered Samaritan and respond to the boy as my neighbor—as someone morally related to me and equally precious as myself?

At heart, this is the meaning of neighbor love. Neighbor love sees and treats others as morally connected to ourselves and equally precious in value. It’s a form of what john powell calls “belonging without othering.”3 This practice embodies passionate will and practical work for others’ well-being. It’s a way of seeing that leads to mutual flourishing rather than caste systems, status hierarchies, and power politics. Crucially, neighbor love is far more than momentary pity or random kindness. It’s a chosen way of life that intentionally transgresses the boundaries of othering and actively recognizes the divine value of others, including those we have been conditioned to see as strangers or enemies. This is how Jesus describes neighbor love in his parable of the good Samaritan in Luke 10. The story itself was a daring defiance of othering, since Samaritans were seen as heretics, half-breeds, and enemies—certainly not good. Neighbor love is the abolition of othering, starting within ourselves and spreading between us like ripples in our world.

In that moment, I distinctly heard the voice of Jesus reverberate in my conscience. The voice told me, “If you say no to him, you’ve said no to me.” After wrestling in my soul, I got up from the table and ran after him. It was one of many moments when I’ve learned the truth of Erich Fromm that love is a decision.4

Eyob (Amharic for “Job”) was born in southern Ethiopia. As a small child, he had fallen into an open cooking fire in his parents’ dwelling, and his head was badly burned. Sadly, his wound was never properly treated. Over the years, Eyob’s wound worsened, and his parents removed him from school because the bleeding crater on the back of his head became so putrid. Eyob was seen as shameful to his community—as an other. As such, he was forced to hide his suffering in the shadows and didn’t receive the medical care he so desperately needed.

Eventually, Eyob’s suffering became so severe that his parents put him on a pickup truck and sent him to Addis. They told him to beg for help or die. And that’s exactly how I met him: wandering the streets alone with an oozing head wound in excruciating pain.

When Eyob approached our table, I was wrestling with the meaning of my faith and the practice of neighbor love. Being expelled from my church and commuting through Mexico Square had acutely expanded my awareness of othering. After hearing the voice of Jesus like never before in my life, I felt responsible to take him to a local hospital and advocate for him to receive the care he urgently needed.

My friends and I fought for Eyob’s life over the next several months with the help of international and local doctors. Those countless days with Eyob in the hospital were some of the most meaningful and joyful of my life. I discovered that he was full of love and brilliantly gifted. Whenever we brought him food and gifts, he would immediately start sharing them with the other children beside him. Laughter filled the burn ward.

Eyob’s dream was to become a pastor and professor who could teach hope and love for people in pain. This too was my dream. I learned that this “other” was anything but unrelated or less than myself. He was a precious diamond, full of complex pain and precious worth. In my countless hours with Eyob, I experienced what bell hooks observed: “I know no one who has embraced a love ethic whose life has not become joyous and more fulfilling. The widespread assumption that ethical behavior takes the fun out of life is false.”5

Still, after several grueling surgeries, skin grafts, and months of rehab, Eyob was diagnosed with brain cancer. Despite the doctors’ best efforts, his cancer could not be treated. We helped Eyob return to his family in the countryside, and he died in early 2011 at age fourteen.6

I will never understand why Eyob, so gentle and full of love, had to endure such horrific suffering throughout his short life. But what drills into me is that Eyob’s suffering and death were preventable. Far more than cancer, othering killed Eyob. He was born into one of the most Christianized areas in his country, abounding with churches and evangelism. And yet, othered as he was, no one stopped and helped him for over a decade.

Was Eyob seen as cursed by God? Was he seen as less than human? Was he simply not seen as a neighbor and thus ignored as an unfortunate obstacle?

I don’t have answers to these questions. But they haunt me to this day. Eyob reminds me of W. H. Auden’s poem about another dying boy, in which everyone goes about their daily activities untroubled and “everything turns away quite leisurely from the disaster.”7

I am left asking how it is possible for us—Christians, humans, whoever we may be—to “turn away quite leisurely” from the suffering of a child like Eyob. How could we leave him to die alone in the streets? Othering and its normalization in our everyday awareness and religiosity is certainly a crucial part of the answer.
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In 1859, John Stuart Mill noted in On Liberty that our most important moral convictions easily become “dead beliefs” and fall into what he calls “the deep slumber of a decided opinion.” Because we agree with them, we don’t feel the need to understand or act on them. We simply check the box.8

Mill mentions how Christians can affirm that loving our neighbors is the revealed will of God in Holy Scripture. But rather than embracing this as “a living truth,” we endorse it as a “dead dogma.” Mill insists that unless our deepest convictions are “fully, frequently, and fearlessly discussed,” we will affirm them as beliefs but forget what they actually mean and fail to practice them. They will become a “shell and husk . . . outside the mind, incrusting and petrifying it.”9

Is that what happened in Eyob’s Christian community? Had neighbor love become a “dead dogma” for them? Had they fallen into “the deep slumber of a decided opinion,” which allowed them to remain indifferent to his suffering with “incrusted minds”? Or had the vision of neighbor love simply never taken root in their community, letting othering go unchallenged?
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When I graduated from my PhD program at the University of Chicago, I had Eyob’s picture over my heart under my doctoral robes. A few months later in 2016, Lily and I returned to Ethiopia, and I started working as a professor of Christian ethics with Eyob in my heart. During this time, a local organization named Hope for the Fatherless invited me to speak to their community about Jesus’ vision of neighbor love.

After the session ended, Hope’s director, Belay, kindly offered to drive me to my next appointment. But as we crossed Addis, we heard a child wailing on the side of the road. Belay immediately pulled his car over, got out, and went to her.10

I was struck by the fact that this little girl was sitting directly in front of one of the largest churches in Addis Ababa. Hundreds of Christians were streaming in and out of the church. But no one stopped to help this weeping child. It seems that normalized othering had made her invisible and inaudible.

But Belay heard her voice from his car as he drove by. He pulled over and rushed to see what she needed. Belay wasn’t a member of the church or its denomination. But as an orphan himself, he saw these “others” as his neighbors—as intimately connected to him and fully worthy of love.

When he got back to the car, Belay had the little girl with him. He said to me, “Andrew, I need to practice what you preached.” He asked me to give her my seat, and he took her to the hospital. It turns out that she had an open head wound like Eyob did. Thankfully, the doctor was able to treat her wound, and a follow-up appointment was scheduled to make sure she healed properly.

This little girl’s life was saved, but why? Because a complete stranger heard her cry as the cry of his neighbor. So, while hundreds of other Christians streamed in and out of church as if she didn’t exist, he pulled over and helped her.

This experience shook me. If Eyob had a Belay, he would still be alive today like that little girl. Rather than a tragic memory, Eyob could be serving as a pastor and professor of hope for Ethiopia. Neighbor love would have helped him heal, and he would be helping others heal. But Eyob’s Belay came too late.

This is why I’ve written this book: to revive the dead dogma of neighbor love and to reawaken us to the living truth that it was since the beginning—a radical vision and practice of being human for our “age of othering.”11 Like Mill urged, I aim to discuss it fully and fearlessly.

Near and far, othering is escalating and increasingly normalized in our world today. From the highest positions of power, we hear public officials mobilizing their power by describing whole groups of others as unrelated and less than ourselves, indeed, as animals who are less than human. I don’t believe it is coincidental that we’re also witnessing the highest number of conflict-related deaths since the 1994 Rwandan genocide. As john powell and David Menendian write, “the problem of the twenty-first century is the problem of ‘othering.’ . . . We currently inhabit a world that is nominally dictated by othering.”12

The horrifying explosion of violence in Rwanda was made possible by labeling others as cockroaches. Othering is always the gateway to genocide. Sadly, much of the violent death in recent years has taken place in Ethiopia’s ongoing civil war, which began in 2020. Ethnic, religious, and political others have been labeled as “enemies,” “hyenas,” “cancers,” and “demons.”13 Predictably, this othering opened the door to genocidal violence and made the suffering of others “ungrievable” or even seen as an “existential necessity.”14 In the process, an estimated 1.2 million of our Ethiopian neighbors have been killed—1.5 times as many victims as the Rwandan genocide, after the world said “never again.”15

Neighbor love was a revolutionary movement in ancient culture. As we’ll see, it changed the way people saw one another across race, ethnicity, class, gender, age, physical ability, politics, and religion. It challenged societies to disestablish othering and restructure themselves around compassion, hospitality, generosity, and justice. It also redefined what it means to have an authentic relationship with the Creator of the universe—indeed, who our Creator actually is and what our Creator desires for our world. Jesus called neighbor love “the greatest commandment,” the summary of God’s will. He said it’s the key to unlocking sacred Scripture and the heart of what it means to be truly human and live forever. Jesus promised, “Do this”—love the othered neighbor—“and you will flourish” (Lk 10:28, my translation). Two thousand years later, Jim Wallis calls neighbor love “still the most transformational social ethic the world has ever seen.”16 As bell hooks observes, “All the great movements for social justice in our society have strongly emphasized a love ethic.”17

I believe neighbor love remains a revolutionary way of becoming human together still today. By revolutionary, I mean what Audre Lorde called “the energy to pursue genuine change within our world, rather than merely settling for a shift of characters in the same weary drama.”18 Infinitely more than a dead dogma, neighbor love is an ancient-yet-still-emerging story that can change our lives and heal our world. When Jesus called us to love our neighbors as ourselves, he promised that doing this would transform how we see one another, how we design our societies, and how we relate to the Source and Sustainer of our universe. Neighbor love is key to overcoming our separation, healing our suffering, and energizing human flourishing with authentic faith. Its movement offers the abolition of othering and a mandate worth championing with everything we have.

And still, neighbor love has been scandalously neglected. In 1973, the Peruvian liberation theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez wrote, “A theology of the neighbor . . . has yet to be worked out.”19 Fifteen years later and with a sense of bafflement, Christian ethicist Garth Hallett noted, “Strange as this assertion may sound after nearly two millennia of Christian emphasis on agape [love], the Christian norm of neighbor-love offers relatively virgin territory for inquiry.”20 To my knowledge, this remains unchanged still today.

Like Mill’s insight into neighbor love as a “dead dogma” slumbering in “incrusted minds,” Ludwig Wittgenstein, a twentieth-century Austrian philosopher, helps us understand how this happened: “The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of their simplicity and familiarity. . . . And this means: we fail to be struck by what, once seen, is most striking and most powerful.”21

And so, I ask: Where did this simple and familiar yet most important and powerful vision of neighbor love emerge? How has it evolved across time, space, and human culture? And how can we practice it today as our way of life in our “age of othering”?

Most resources addressing these questions offer superficial piety or inaccessible scholarship without the pathos and urgency of the mandate that Eyob embodied outside Mexico Square. I’m not aware of another book that attempts to trace the neighbor-love movement from its ancient origins to our modern world. I offer this book in hopes that it can help revive and expand this healing movement for our time.22


THE QUESTION OF NEIGHBOR LOVE IN AN AGE OF OTHERING

On June 2, 1944, dissident pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer penned a letter from his Nazi prison cell. Bonhoeffer had been jailed for his work resisting Hitler’s Holocaust against the Jews, one of the most atrocious weaponizations of othering in human history. In that letter, Bonhoeffer writes, “The most important question for the future is how we are going to find a basis for living together with other people, what spiritual realities and rules we honor as the foundations for a meaningful human life.”23

Bonhoeffer’s “most important question for the future” amid Nazi genocide alerts us to the stakes of othering and neighbor love: How are we going to find a basis for living together with other people? How should we see others? How should we value others? How should we treat others? On this basis, how should we understand and organize our life together in our world in the face of the othering that destroys us?

Our entire lives are woven together with others from before birth until death and beyond. As Aristotle said, we are social animals. Our greatest joys and saddest sorrows, our highest hopes and worst fears, are bound together with others. From being born and named, to learning language and how to walk, to our growth and sexuality, to creating our own families and careers, to aging and being buried, our lives are unimaginable and meaningless without others. Our most mundane activities, such as walking down the street, shopping for groceries, and scrolling online, are surrounded by others.

Bonhoeffer’s question is essential because we have a choice in how we answer it. A pack of wolves doesn’t gather in the forest and discuss whether they will have mercy on neighboring lambs or devour them. They follow their instinct and hunt for prey. But human beings can stop and think. We can ask ourselves these fundamental questions: How should we see others? How should we value others? How should we treat others? How can we find a basis for living together with other people—with our neighbors near and far?

How we answer these questions determines how we spend our attention, time, energy, money, passion, and vocation. And what we do with these gifts reveals who we really are, what we truly love, and what we think the ultimate meaning of life is. Our answers to these questions become our identity and destiny.

Amid our age of othering, I agree with Bonhoeffer: how we see and relate with other people is the most important question for our present and future. Bonhoeffer’s question is another way of asking that ancient question, “Who is my neighbor?”




THE ETHICS OF NEIGHBOR LOVE TO ABOLISH OTHERING

At heart, the question, “Who is my neighbor?” interrogates the scope of our moral community. It asks, Who is related to us, and who is other? Who am I obligated to care for, and who can I overlook, exclude, or even attack without regret? All human beings have an inherent sense of moral right and responsibility—to tell the truth, to protect others, to share and serve. But the question is, Who counts as morally significant, and who falls off our radar?

Think of morality as a circle. Those inside the circle are people we recognize, respect, and want to see flourish, or at least to treat fairly and do justice to. Others outside the circle are those we consciously or unconsciously ignore, exclude, or attack. The question is how we draw this circle and thus who is in, who is out, and why. Who is our neighbor?

This question searches to the heart of Hebrew Scripture and its ethical vision for humanity. On the one hand, the Hebrew Bible or Christian Old Testament affirms that all people have been created by God, bear God’s holy image, and descend as one family from shared ancestors. In this way, the Hebrew Bible presents us with a universal moral vision in which there are no “others.” This was a revolutionary breakthrough in ancient morality. Building on this vision, God’s promise to Abraham was ultimately to bless “all peoples on earth” (Gen 12:3), and Moses commanded his community, “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:18). The circle seems to surround everyone—as wide as the world.

But on the other hand, Israel was one nation among many others, surrounded by people it saw as enemies, and sometimes in danger for its survival. For Israel, neighbor generally meant a fellow Israelite and worshiper of Israel’s God, thus potentially limiting the scope of its moral community. Israelites were called by God to be a community of love and justice for the neighbor. But Israel’s qualified definition of the neighbor raises the question of just who counts as a neighbor.

Israel’s law—the circle of its moral community—contains troubling limitations in who we’re called to see as neighbors and how others should be treated in light of Israel’s religious nationalism. As we wrestle with the text, we’ll see that some non-Israelite neighbors could be ignored or excluded. Others could be enslaved from generation to generation. In extreme cases, whole groups of “enemies” could be hated and exterminated, including women and children.

Of course, there are places in the Old Testament that show just how groundbreaking and countercultural Israel’s neighbor-love ethic truly was, especially in light of the cultures of surrounding societies. The story of Ruth and Boaz is particularly inspiring as we’ll see. But Israel’s ethic didn’t include everyone or completely abolish othering. We’ll explore this complexity in the next chapter.

But with Jesus of Nazareth, we discover a revolutionary breakthrough in culture and ethics—the radical expansion of neighbor love into a universal movement. For Jesus, the neighbor to be loved was not simply a fellow Jew or follower of Moses’ law. Jesus insists the neighbor is everyone, including excluded outsiders and hated rivals. In fact, Jesus expands the command of neighbor love and declares for the first time in Israel’s history three extraordinary words: “Love your enemies” (Mt 5:44). Indeed, in his most famous story about the meaning of neighbor love, Jesus makes his society’s most hated enemy the loving neighbor who crosses every boundary of religion, ethnicity, and politics to help a suffering stranger. Jesus is provocative and profound: the one we are most tempted to other is our neighbor. A universal belonging is unlocked.

What was so revolutionary in Jesus’ teaching was that he drew the moral circle of love around everyone. Now no one was left outside. Othering was abolished. For Jesus, it didn’t matter whether you were a fellow citizen or foreigner, righteous or sinner, friend or enemy, man or woman, rich or poor, child or adult—all people were valued as precious neighbors. And thus all others were to be treated as neighbors with respect, compassion, and self-giving love.

In fact, Jesus seems to make loving our enemies a condition for enjoying an authentic relationship with God (Mt 5:45; Lk 6:35). This is the paradox of his teaching of neighbor love: we exclude ourselves from full belonging only when we exclude others from it. For Jesus, God is a neighbor lover without limits, and thus to fully participate in the life of God’s family, we too must be neighbor lovers without limits. Jesus’ teachings were as challenging as they were inspiring, and love for the enemy became their signature. We’ll explore them in chapter three.

In the following chapters, I’ll argue that the practitioners of Jesus’ movement not only preserved his teaching of neighbor love; they expanded and intensified it in their world and across the earth. They hand it off to us today and invite us to continue it in the face of othering.

Having said that, I want to name immediately that Christianity does not have a monopoly on neighbor love, nor an exceptional history of practicing it. My Christian tradition has also often seen itself as separated from or superior to its neighbors. We’ve fallen into othering again and again. As this book’s story unfolds, we’ll see examples of famous Christians, such as Martin Luther, who labeled others as subhuman “enemies,” which contributed to the atrocious othering of the Holocaust. Sadly, some of the gravest examples of othering in history—from America’s genocidal founding and institutionalized slavery to the German Holocaust, Rwandan genocide, and Ethiopia’s civil war—have been perpetrated by overwhelmingly Christian populations.24

This is perhaps the greatest irony of othering: it leads us to claim a superior identity to others, and yet it justifies some of the most appalling behavior imaginable. Another irony of othering is that we can reinscribe it in the very process of claiming to have overcome it, as if “we” are exceptionally moral and fundamentally different from “them.” James Baldwin was right: “None of us are that different from one another, neither that much better nor that much worse.”25 In a sense, then, othering presents a third irony: recognizing it can unite us and remind us of our shared humanity. Just like no one has a monopoly on neighbor love, no one has a monopoly on othering. Neighbor love includes all of us and can be practiced by all of us. As Baldwin wrote, “Our humanity is our burden, our life; we need not battle for it; we need only to do what is infinitely more difficult—that is, to accept it.”26 Othering is our only true enemy.

I write this book as a Christian ethicist deeply inspired by the life, teaching, and practice of Jesus. The movement he started is the one I know most thoroughly, and I believe it universalized the moral circle of our humanity in extremely important, innovative ways. But I hope this book speaks to neighbors who are not Christian or are even deeply suspicious of Christianity. Most fundamentally, neighbor love is an ethic of cooperation rather than competition, of solidarity rather than supremacy. As a student of ethics, I hold deep reverence for the sacred wisdom and healing power of neighbor love in Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and other religious and secular traditions. I’ll return to this at the end of this book and hope to explore neighbor love in these traditions more thoroughly in the future.

For now, this mindfulness of othering’s ironies takes me back to Bonhoeffer’s question: “How can we find a basis for living together with other people?” Jesus and the best parts of the movement he inherited and inspired answer that neighbor love is this divine basis. It’s a movement that flows from and returns to the very heart of God in our primal origins, exceeding and including all of our finite humanity. All people have been created by God. All people are loved by God. And thus all people are our neighbors, morally significant presences whom we are connected to and called to care for as equally precious to ourselves—including our enemy-neighbors, Eyobs, and the earth itself.

From this perspective, I believe that neighbor love is the most important mandate for Christian ethics and our shared moral responsibility, now and always. We don’t live in a world of family, friends, strangers, and enemies. Every person we see and meet—young and old, rich and poor, White and Black, male and female, straight and gay, familiar and foreign, strong and weak, friend and foe, and all who don’t fit into these simplistic binaries—every person is our neighbor. They are someone to whom we owe our moral responsibility and can share the divine gift of life. In the beginning and in the end, we don’t live in a world of war torn between some us and an othered them struggling for domination. In the beginning and in the end, we live in God’s one world, a universal moral community where everyone is a neighbor and no one is to be ignored, excluded, or attacked. From the start, this ethical vision calls us to open our eyes and come home to one another—in all of the beauty, complexity, and agony of being human together in our world. We are we.

The circle of neighbor love is as wide as the world, surrounds us all, and opens us to a universal belonging.




THE CRISIS OF OTHERING IN ANCIENT MYTHOLOGY

The biblical mandate to see everybody as our neighbor was a revolutionary vision that expanded the scope of who we owe our love. But today, many of us grew up hearing “love your neighbor” as a dead doctrine with a nominal sense that a neighbor could be anyone. In our “incrusted minds,” my brief summary of Jesus’ vision of neighbor love, as Mill suggested, may not strike us as a revolutionary breakthrough that changed the world forever and offers us our best hope for healing our world.

But I believe that it was and is exactly that: a revolutionary moral breakthrough and a vision that can heal our world. Jesus’ vision of neighbor love was a radical innovation in the ancient world and remains countercultural to this day. We can appreciate this by looking back at some of the oldest stories, philosophies, and cultural systems that have shaped our world.

In the ancient Near East’s oldest and most influential storytelling about the meaning of life, we find that it was saturated with othering, and the neighbor simply didn’t exist. Human imagination was dominated with hierarchy, conflict, exclusion, and violence.

For example, Enuma Elish was one of the most widespread creation stories in ancient Mesopotamia, dating back nearly five thousand years by some estimates. In it, the young god Marduk makes war on the older goddess Tiamat. Out of his brutal act of killing her, the world is created and the moral law established. Marduk makes the earth from Tiamat’s corpse and the waters from her blood. After having successfully destroyed his enemy, Marduk sets himself up as the divine king who appoints human kings to defend his religion, produce wealth through slave labor, and destroy their enemies. In fact, humans are made from another murdered god for the purpose of serving as the gods’ worshipful inferiors.27

This mythical story imagines othering and violence as woven into the very fabric of worldly reality and human life from the beginning. Our soil, water, social order, and embodied selves are literally founded on murder—the stronger killing the weaker and setting up a system of domination over others. The moral circle is a crime scene, and only those with the power to wage violence have any place within it. The others should be conquered, enslaved, or exterminated.28

We find a strikingly similar culture-making story in ancient Greece with Hesiod’s Theogony. This is a creation myth from around 700 BC that tells the prehistory of the gods and the origins of the world.29 In Theogony, Father Heaven hates his children, and Mother Earth wants to take revenge against her violent husband, but she is afraid. So while Heaven is having sex with Earth, his son Chronos (Time) cuts his father into pieces with a machete from his mother. Time’s son Zeus then becomes the supreme god who “mightily reigns and rules.” The blood of Heaven falls on Earth, and thus begins the violent process of creation.30 As the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus wrote, “War is the father of all and the king of all; and some he has made gods and some men, some slave and some free.”31

Like all world-making stories, this myth had utterly profound effects on the human imagination. It inscribed othering into its hearers’ most basic worldview. Where do we come from? How should we live together? What is the purpose of life? According to Theogony, a son murdered his father and chopped his body into pieces, and his blood is where it all begins. Violence is our father and war our king. Some are made to be free and others to be slaves, and only the strong survive this fate.

Whether we look to ancient Mesopotamia, ancient Greece, or elsewhere, again and again humanity’s earliest storytelling is animated with othering and filled with violence.32 The moral circle inscribed people in an antagonistic and often murderous relationship in which others were seen as unrelated or less than one’s own community. Human life was depicted like a crime scene, surging with fear, hatred, anger, lust, conflict, and killing. And this was presented as our normal, even normative reality. There was no neighbor or moral neighborhood. There were gods and men, kings and slaves, us and them in a depressing struggle for survival. Othering is always ironic.




THE CRISIS OF OTHERING IN CLASSICAL PHILOSOPHY

We might assume that ancient mythology was primitive and barbaric—alas, terms often used to other our ancient neighbors. Perhaps classical philosophy laid the foundations for an enlightened morality of human dignity, justice, and peace? But this is also myth.

Plato lived around 429–347 BC in ancient Greece. Philosopher Alfred North Whitehead famously wrote that European philosophy was simply “a series of footnotes” on Plato and his thought.33 Plato’s Republic is one of his most influential works—a lengthy dialogue on the nature of justice and how to create a flourishing society. His Republic raises many brilliant questions about the possibilities and limits of justice. It is a work foundational to political theory, aesthetics, and ethics from which we still have much to learn. But even as it critiques Greece’s myths, it too explicitly inscribes othering and offers a very limited, exclusive moral circle of human responsibility.

For example, Plato believed that a just society should be hierarchically ranked into a caste system. Philosopher-kings are the golden class that rule on top, warriors are the silver class that keep order in the middle, and farmers and craftsmen are the iron and bronze who labor at the bottom.34 Plato was, in effect, a philosopher of eugenics: he believed that only “equals” should mate and mix, and that children should be separated by caste in order to grow up untainted by others.35 The precious rulers and warriors should never mingle with the lowly laborers beneath them.

In fact, Plato argued that the “bottom” classes shouldn’t receive any education. He thought it would be a waste of the public’s resources and dangerous to treat these people as if they could learn. A committee of experts should carefully observe and examine each child to determine its true “nature.” (We’ll often notice how othering is essentialized or justified by claiming that some have one “nature” while others have different “natures” that are, again, unrelated or less.) Once sorted, children should be assigned to their caste for the rest of their lives—with no court of appeal. In this way, Plato’s republic was governed by a eugenically engineered caste system. What we call agency, opportunity, and upward mobility were dangerous and intolerable to Plato. Unsurprisingly, Plato justifies this othering order by calling it the will of “God.” (We’ll also need to pay attention to how “God” is often invoked as the ultimate architect and emperor of othering.36)

But Plato’s city was even more brutal. For example, Plato argues that the extremely sick, weak, and disabled—people like Eyob—are not worth living. The city’s doctors should leave them to die or actively eliminate them. Plato writes, “And those of the worse, and any of the others born deformed, they will hide away in unspeakable and unseen places.” Why? Again, Plato believes that the weak and sick waste the resources of the city and drag it down. Indeed, they risk polluting the “purity” of the golden rulers and silver warriors, so they must either be isolated or eliminated.37 (Purity will be another powerful notion in othering’s story.) Plato’s policies of breeding, casting, and killing in order to protect elite purity chillingly anticipate policies used in American slavery, Nazi Germany, and other modern cases of institutionalized othering and genocide.

Finally, Plato advocates for violently xenophobic foreign policy. For example, Plato insists that Greeks and non-Greeks are completely “foreign and alien” to one another. They are, he argues, “enemies by nature, and this hatred must be called war.” Thus, Plato encourages Greeks to hate “barbarians” and to burn down their houses, destroy their fields, and kill their men, women, and children. Unsurprisingly, then, Plato thinks slavery is “just,” and he insists that Greeks should use foreigners only as slaves in order to “spare the Greek stock,” which he sees as “entirely superior.”38 Othering is essential to Plato’s philosophy.

When we examine it honestly, it’s hard to see Plato’s philosophy as much more civilized than ancient mythology. Plato advocates for eugenic breeding, a rigid caste system, violence against the weak and sick, and explicit othering, war, and slavery against non-Greeks. Plato’s republic draws a very narrow circle indeed that excludes and kills many. In short, his republic has no neighbors—only fellow caste members, superiors and inferiors, and foreign enemies united by a sense of racial superiority willed by the gods. From this perspective, it’s disturbing to think of European philosophy as “a series of footnotes” on Plato’s philosophy. No wonder so much Western philosophy went on to fuel othering with its racism, colonialism, and genocide.39

Consider another classical philosopher, Aristotle, who lived around 384–322 BC. He was Plato’s most famous student and the teacher of Alexander the Great. Aristotle’s philosophy broke away from Plato’s in important ways, but their values fundamentally overlap.

In the first part of his book on Politics, Aristotle famously argues that slavery is “natural” and thus normal. According to Aristotle, a slave is a naturally inferior, talking tool who belongs to his naturally superior, rational master as a piece of property.40 (Notice again how nature is used as a justification for othering.) With this othering vision, Aristotle obviously didn’t oppose Alexander the Great’s massive campaigns to dominate and enslave others. Aristotle’s argument that slavery is “natural” and right had devastating consequences in his society and throughout history.

Aristotle also dehumanizes women, children, and manual laborers. He calls women “misbegotten males”—basically men without penises who are inherently passive, weak, and less rational. About laborers, Aristotle writes that if you aren’t an independently wealthy Greek man with enslaved people doing your work, you have no chance of living a truly good and worthwhile life.41 He summarizes his position like this: “There are by nature various classes of rulers and ruled. For the free rules the slave, the male rules the female, and the man rules the child . . . for the slave doesn’t have the rational part at all, and the female has it but without full authority, while the child has it but in an undeveloped form.”42

Like Plato, then, Aristotle gives us an inherently hierarchical, othering vision of society. But unlike Plato, Aristotle’s society is exclusively dominated by rich men who rule over slaves, women, and children as their masters—unprotected by law and without any say in making the law. Still like Plato, Aristotle’s philosophy naturalizes inequality and has no place for liberating agency, opportunity, and upward mobility. Despite Aristotle’s important differences from Plato, his moral circle is also narrow, exclusive, and oppressive.

Notice again that Aristotle’s city has no neighbors. Instead, it has superiors, inferiors, and foreign enemies. Those are the basic options. Desmond Tutu, the South African archbishop who struggled against apartheid, summarizes Aristotle’s position as “irrational and immoral,” justifying “cruelty with impunity.”43

Looking at these founders of Western philosophy, it’s hard to argue that it was much more enlightened and civilized than ancient mythology. Instead, it presents sophisticated arguments to justify devaluing, excluding, enslaving, and slaughtering certain groups of people. Classical philosophy is especially cruel to children, women, disabled people, workers, and foreigners. Nowhere do we find a vision of God creating all people to be treated equally as neighbors who are worthy of love. Human imagination remained trapped in othering’s story of hierarchy, hatred, and hegemony. The neighbor-love mandate was virtually unknown, and othering governed an exclusive (im)moral circle.




THE CRISIS OF OTHERING IN GRECO-ROMAN CULTURE

Unsurprisingly, then, Oxford historian Larry Siedentop argues that “natural inequality” was the fundamental structure of Greco-Roman culture. He writes, “At the core of ancient thinking [was] the assumption of natural inequality. Whether in the domestic sphere, in public life or when contemplating the cosmos, Greeks and Romans did not see anything like a level playing field. Rather, they instinctively saw a hierarchy or pyramid.” This culture had no vision of a fully “common humanity” called to love others as neighbors. Reality was divided into a hierarchy of families, strangers, and enemies. Siedentop argues that Greco-Roman culture thus had no concept of “charity” or loving others beyond the boundaries of one’s group simply for their well-being.44

American historian Carter Lindberg corroborates Siedentop’s picture. He writes, “[The Greco-Roman] understanding of love did not envision love beyond one’s own circle or status for the wellbeing of others.” Lindberg quotes from Roman dramatist Plautus, who lived two hundred years before Jesus: “A man is a wolf to a man whom he does not know. . . . What is given to the poor is lost.” Plautus’s perspective makes toxic sense within the framework of othering: Why give to the poor if they have no value? Lindberg shows that Greeks and Romans “shared a general disdain” for “women, the weak, and the marginalized.”45 Wealthy elites who gave to those “beneath” them did so to build loyalty, secure social stability for their ambitions, and immortalize their names with plaques and temples in their honor. They didn’t give because they saw others as connected to themselves and equal in value.

Like Plautus, famous Roman philosopher Cicero called the poor “the scum of the city” and thought they should be washed away. Faithful to Plato and Aristotle, Cicero saw the rich and powerful as virtuous, while he viewed the poor and weak as valueless or even evil. Lindberg summarizes, “There is little evidence of pity or compassion in ancient culture. In the ancient world, one gave in order to get. . . . The reigning ideology was that the gods love the wealthy.”46

Siedentop argues that classical culture was dominated by the idea of “natural inequality.” Lindberg calls classical culture “a world without love.” In many ways, ancient culture reflected the basic principles that early evolutionary scientists claimed drive natural selection: kinship, competition, conquest, and killing.47

Whether we look at ancient mythology, classical philosophy, or the popular culture that emerged with them, the moral circle was consistently drawn around “us” alone and fueled the oppression, exclusion, enslavement, and killing of “others.” This wasn’t by accident: the reigning imaginations and ideologies naturalized, institutionalized, and defended othering as the will of “God.” In these paradigms, the world is created and organized by othering. The divine favors the domination of one group over another. And the others—women, children, workers, the sick, the weak, the poor, the foreign, the enslaved—must simply accept their lot in life or die. In this small world, Eyob doesn’t deserve to live.

Surveying these traditions, at least, we find that the non-Jewish world before Jesus had no moral vision of the neighbor and certainly no universal ethic that commanded loving others as ourselves across othering’s normalized boundaries. Even the cosmopolitan Stoics who prided themselves on being “citizens of the world” defined humanity in terms of reason and judged others as less rational and thus less human—less connected and less worthy of care.48 Again, othering is ironic: it claims superiority and reinscribes our sadness.

When we look at the evidence, Jesus’ teaching of neighbor love was in fact a revolutionary breakthrough. He was challenging established religious orthodoxies and entrenched cultural systems of othering. No wonder he himself was almost immediately othered and labeled a Samaritan, friend of sinners, and demon-possessed. When we love the other, we often become the other. Jesus named the cost of this love directly in his Sermon on the Mount, the manifesto he gave at the beginning of his public movement:


Blessed are the persecuted for the sake of justice, because theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be happy, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.49 (Mt 5:10-12, my translation)



For Jesus, when we exit the closed circle of othering and enter into a new path opened with compassion, peacemaking, and justice, our humanity becomes prophetic. We turn the lights on in reality and help preserve one another’s humanity. We enter into a universal blessing (see Mt 5:1-16).

But Jesus was honest: the guardians of power rarely take kindly to this divergent way of becoming humanely happy and often do everything they can to crush it.




OUR CRISIS OF OTHERING TODAY

The crisis of othering is not a thing of the past, and Jesus’ vision of neighbor love remains just as prophetic today as it was in his world. Our deep habits of ignoring, excluding, and oppressing others continue to haunt us. A few examples illustrate this sobering reality and the stakes of this book in our age of othering.

Philosopher Jonathan Glover estimates that war killed eighty-six million people from 1900 to 1989. On average, that means that war ended a neighbor’s life almost every fifteen seconds of every minute of every hour for ninety years.50 As I write today, the world is witnessing more conflict-related deaths than at any time since the Rwandan genocide in 1994. This catastrophic violence is often fueled by patterns of othering in which people are seen as insects, animals, aliens, or demons rather than as neighbors and fellow humans. Violence is sold as an existential necessity for our survival.51

Othering, then, doesn’t simply kill people. It also makes our neighbors run for their lives. According to the United Nations Refugee Agency, there are over 122 million people in our world today who have been violently forced to flee from their homes. This means that we are living in perhaps the largest refugee crisis in history. Over fifteen million refugees are under the age of eighteen—enough young neighbors to fill up New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago combined. The United Nations estimates that one person is violently displaced every two seconds in the world today.52 Of course, the reasons for our refugee crises are many: ethnic cleansing, economic disenfranchisement, neocolonialism—just to name a few. But their roots are similar: seeing others as unrelated or less than ourselves and thus justifying their suffering or remaining indifferent to it.53

The depredations of othering also occur at home and in intimate relationships. According to the United Nations Agency for Women, 35 percent of women experience physical or sexual violence at some point in their lives.54 Other studies indicate that seven in ten women suffer abuse.55 Looking back, the Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya Sen estimated that around one hundred million women disappeared in the twentieth century due to infanticide, abduction, sex trafficking, and murder.56 This means that as many women were lost as casualties of war in the twentieth century. We saw above how Aristotle’s patriarchal philosophy degraded women into the private property of men. Explicitly or implicitly, many cultures today continue to see women as less valuable than men and thus less worthy of dignity, security, and agency. When women are othered into objects, violence is never far away. Indeed, gender-based othering is already a form of cultural violence against women that enables the epidemic of abuse, inequality, and violence to endure.57

Slavery is also not a thing of othering’s barbaric past. Today the international slave trade is a $150 billion business and one of the fastest-growing enterprises in the world.58 The International Labor Association estimates that there are forty million enslaved neighbors in our world. Twenty-five million suffer under forced labor; fifteen million suffer within forced marriages and sex slavery. Over seven out of ten of these forty million neighbors are girls and women; one in four are children.59 Again, othering is the crucial precondition of people enslaving other people: if we didn’t see “them” as unrelated or less than “us,” we would never tolerate enslaving our neighbors or maintaining the impoverishing economic systems that depend on their “cheap” labor.

The crisis of othering also cuts deep within each one of us. When we come to see our own selves as unrelated or inferior to others, life is drained of meaning. We become isolated and lose the will to live. The World Health Organization estimates that more than seven hundred thousand people end their lives every year. Among fifteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds, suicide is the third leading cause of death.60 Historian Yuval Harari observes that in the year after 9/11, many more people died by suicide than were killed by terrorists, soldiers, and drug dealers.61 Contemporary culture and socioeconomic structures are mass-producing loneliness, mental illness, a sense of worthlessness, and despair. In fact, the US surgeon general declared loneliness to be a public health epidemic as deadly as smoking.62

Othering attacks us from without and within. At the end of this book, I’ll discuss how neighbor love invites us to see not only others but also our own selves as beloved neighbors. While neighbor love challenges selfishness, it affirms self-love as vital to our flourishing. We are all neighbors, including to ourselves.

Statistics can help us see the big picture. But they can also be numbing and depersonalizing. Near and far, the consequences of seeing others as our neighbors—or not—are concrete, intimately personal, and urgent. The indifference, exclusion, and violence that othering allows cash out in the daily lives of individual people. This is why I began this book with Eyob’s story and confronting my own impulse to ignore him. Even as I was grieving the acute pain of being othered by my Christian community, I initially did the same thing to him. The Persian poet Rumi insightfully observed, “Satan thought, ‘I’m better than Adam,’ and that better than is still strongly in us.”63




A MOVEMENT THAT CAN HEAL OUR WORLD

In the face of the extreme othering that was devastating his world, Dietrich Bonhoeffer asked from his Nazi prison cell, “How are we going to find a basis for living together with other people?” His question attunes us to the stakes of neighbor love in the face of history and our tragically perennial tradition of othering—of seeing others as less than neighbors and thus excluding them from our moral circle of human responsibility.

But Bonhoeffer’s question also points us to the radical hope of Jesus’ revolutionary movement of neighbor love: each and every person is made by God, loved by God, and thus morally connected and equally precious in value—including our “enemies.” Neighbor love invites all of us into this ever-expanding moral circle that can overcome the ancient world’s othering and the othering of our own today. Neighbor love was like a healing balm that worked its way through the encrusted hatred, exclusion, and oppression of human othering. It pioneered seemingly impossible pathways into a new future of shared humanity alive with dignity, compassion, justice, and hope. It remains our inestimable inheritance today.

In the eyes of neighbor love, Eyob is not simply a poor child, a suffering stranger, or even a cursed monster. Eyob is a precious neighbor whose life is worth embracing. In the ears of neighbor love, that little girl’s cry outside the church is not simply a noise or annoyance. Her voice is the voice of God calling us to stop, to act, and to bring healing to our neighbor like Belay did.

How will we see others? How will we value others? How will we treat others: women, children, men, foreigners, the weak, the enslaved, enemies, ourselves—all of us others who defy any simplistic categorization? These are the questions at the heart of the human condition and this book. According to Bonhoeffer, they’re the most important questions for our future.

I believe that neighbor love is the greatest treasure of Christian ethics and all of our shared moral wisdom across traditions. As we study its history, we come to see it as a global abolition movement against othering and a universal hope for all humanity. It has the power to heal our world, if only we no longer merely endorse it as a dead dogma. If we fully, frequently, and fearlessly discuss it—and then embody it in the practice of our lives—we can revive it as the living truth that it has been from the beginning.

Imagine if our eyes were healed and we no longer saw others merely as family, friends, strangers, and enemies. Imagine if our eyes could see each and every person as a precious neighbor. As C. S. Lewis argues, “There are no ordinary people. . . . Next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object presented to your senses.”64

What if we embraced this sacred vision of the other? What if—before we apply any label, any category, any “us” or “them” to anyone—we simply saw one another as our neighbors? This is a universal moral vision that draws the golden circle of belonging around everyone and excludes none. In this healing movement, all reality and the universe itself become a shared moral neighborhood energized with love, justice, and flourishing for all.

This is our humanity’s shared hope in our age of othering mutilated by preference, privilege, and power. I can no longer label, overlook, or attack any other because I live in the presence of my neighbor. Life becomes transfigured and astonishing: everywhere I go, I find neighbors. There are no longer any nobodies, no longer any invisible objects or valueless enemies.

This one—a neighbor.

That one—a neighbor.

Over there—a neighbor.

Behind those walls—a neighbor.

Under that bridge—a neighbor.

Buried in the ground—a neighbor.

Across that border—a neighbor.

In the past—a neighbor.

In the future—a neighbor.

In the mirror—a neighbor.

Despite my othering—a neighbor.

Mother Teresa said, “The world has never had such a need for love as it has today.”65 I share her conviction and believe that Martin Luther King Jr. was also right: “This love might well be the salvation of our civilization. . . . Love is ultimately the only answer to mankind’s problems. . . . He who has love has the key that unlocks the door to the meaning of ultimate reality.”66 Neighbor love makes humanity shimmer and shine in full color like precious diamonds as if for the first time. How was it that I went through life and couldn’t see the glory all around and within me? I am born again, and neighbor love sets me free.












2
The Origins of Neighbor Love
The Hebrew Bible



Stories change the world, in large part because they shape how we see ourselves and others such as Eyob. We observed their world-making power in the ancient stories of Mesopotamia, Greece, and Rome. Stories in sacred Scripture can be particularly powerful, because many of us receive them as divine revelation, as I myself do.1 The stakes are high. These stories can enlarge our moral vision and call us into the ever-expanding circle of neighbor love. They can also reinscribe othering and justify violence. In many cases, they unfold in a liminal space between.

On October 7, 2023, the militant group Hamas launched its atrocious attack on Israel. Its fighters killed over 1,200 people and kidnapped more than 240 others, including many women and children. In reaction, Israel then launched a punishing war on Gaza and intensified its occupation of the West Bank. As I write, the Israeli military has killed more than 50,000 Palestinians, also including thousands of women and children, and displaced millions more. Its bombing has devastated over half the infrastructure of the Gaza Strip, including homes, hospitals, and schools. Gaza is now “home” to the largest per capita population of amputee children anywhere in the world.

On October 28, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu invoked Hebrew Scripture to justify Israel’s war. At a press conference in Tel Aviv, he told Israel, “You must remember what Amalek has done to you, says our Holy Bible. And we do remember.”2

Netanyahu was invoking an othering biblical story. In this story, the indigenous people of Amalek ambush Israel as they seek to occupy Canaan after four hundred years of slavery in Egypt. In reaction, Moses others the Amalekites as enemies and commands Israel to totally exterminate them, what today is defined as genocide.3 They were to be seen as totally unrelated, morally inferior, and unworthy of any compassion. It was an ominous biblical tradition to invoke amid Israel’s war against its enemies. It was also another case of othering’s irony: killing children in the name of protecting children.

As the war escalated, South Africans initiated an investigation with the International Court of Justice to determine whether the Israeli government was committing genocide against the people of Gaza. In many ways, they were continuing the prophetic legacy of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who struggled against apartheid with a moral vision inspired by Hebrew Scripture. Tutu relentlessly reminded the world that all people are made in God’s holy image and that each person is our precious neighbor. At the turn of the millennium, he wrote, “There are no ordinary people. . . . Each one of us is a very special person, a VSP far more important and far more universal than your normal VIP. . . . All, everyone, everything, belongs. None is an outsider, all are insiders, all belong.”4

This is the complex tension we find in Hebrew Scripture. Its revelation can inspire a prophetic moral vision in which “none is an outsider, all are insiders, all belong.” Its stories can also be weaponized to other neighbors as enemies and justify genocidal violence.

The Hebrew Bible or Christian Old Testament takes us to the origins of the neighbor-love movement in ancient Israel. It is a vast and complex library of books written in numerous genres across a thousand years. No summary can do this brilliant book full justice. I attempt to read it in the way I learned from my Jewish teacher Michael Fishbane: “The life-choices and situations embedded in the [biblical] text are not ignored or neutralized . . . but serve as pivots for moral reflection. Teaching is thus more than the transmission of information or even the deepening of the students’ humanity. It may also bestow an example of freedom and responsibility.”5

I hope to show in this chapter that the Hebrew Bible introduces us to an innovative vision of humanity and neighbor love. It breaks away from the violent creation myths we explored in the ancient world and casts a universal vision of human dignity. Still, it also contains deeply troubling limitations in who we see as neighbors and how others should be treated in light of Israel’s painful conflicts and religious nationalism. These “life-choices” should not be “ignored or neutralized,” as Fishbane writes.

This chapter will help us appreciate both the groundbreaking foundations on which Jesus builds and the innovations and expansions that he and the authors of New Testament make in their vision of neighbor love. One of the most sobering lessons of biblical wisdom is that it is possible for us to embrace the sacred command to love God and our neighbors as ourselves and still slip into othering and the justification of atrocious violence against those we see as enemies. We need to look patiently in the mirror of Scripture. Doing so helps us see ourselves more clearly and identify limits in our own vision of others and how we practice neighbor love today. As Fishbane writes, “It may also bestow an example of freedom and responsibility.”


GENESIS 1: THE CREATION OF HUMANITY IN GOD’S IMAGE

The Bible begins with an astonishingly countercultural story. It claims that all people are made in God’s holy image. It reads,


Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish of the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”


So God created humankind in God’s own image,

in the image of God he created them;

male and female he created them. (Gen 1:26-27 NIV altered)





The idea of the image of God was not new in the ancient cultures of Egypt and Mesopotamia. They saw their idols as the physical images and representatives of their gods on earth. On the social and political level, they sometimes saw their priests and kings as a god’s image, bearing its exalted status and authority to rule over others on the god’s behalf. Throughout, however, the image of god was exclusively reserved for powerful elites.6

Genesis 1 dared to break away from this dominant imperial culture and told a new story in which idols and elites don’t image God. All people, including all women, image God. We are all made and marked by God to carry on the divine work of bringing presence, peace, and flourishing to the whole world. This preamble to the Bible is a groundbreaking vision of universal human dignity.7

In this vision, if we want to see God, we don’t need to close our eyes in meditation, gaze upon idols, or bow before a priest or king. We need only to behold our neighbors. Each one is made in God’s image with God’s transcendent value and the creative responsibility to serve the world in all of its diversity. People are how God is primarily present on earth, even as the whole cosmos is celebrated as “very good” and suffused with primal blessing (Gen 1:31). Twelfth-century German mystic Hildegard of Bingen captured Genesis 1’s beautiful vision: “Every creature is a glittering, glistening mirror of divinity.”8 Here goodness is original, primal, sovereign.

This vision is why Genesis 9:6 condemns murder as an attack on God Godself, “for in the image of God has God made humankind” (NIV altered). Here murder is not simply a violation of a human right. Murder is a violation of a divine right, God’s inviolable gift of life to all people.9

Notice how radically different this is from the ancient myths we saw in chapter one. There the gods created the world and humanity through brutal murder. They then established an othering order and mandated the enslavement of whole groups of people at the bottom of the hierarchy. By contrast, Genesis 1 envisions God making the world peacefully through God’s creative communication and condemns murder as a violation of God’s image embodied in all people, who bear equal value. In the beginning, creation is not a crime scene but a universal home in which all are beloved. God’s world-making communication invites us into “belonging without othering.”10

The claim that one God created the whole world and all humanity in God’s image is a robust basis of moral universalism, the conviction that each and every person should be valued and treated equally without seeing others as unrelated or less than ourselves. It is the primal foundation of universal human rights and democratic governance. This moral circle encompasses and includes us all. According to ethicist David Gushee, this ancient biblical vision provides a foundation for human flourishing still today. It amounts to “the greatest moral contribution of the Christian tradition to world civilization.”11

Read in its ancient context, then, Genesis 1 and its other-cherishing creation theology was a breakthrough in religion, ethics, culture, and politics. Rather than narrating warring gods ruling over othered factions of humanity, Genesis 1 invites us to see God as freely welcoming otherness and designing all people with sacred dignity and worldly responsibility. Each and every person is made in God’s image, without privilege or prejudice. In the beginning, everyone is a priest and king in God’s eyes. This, again, is why Desmond Tutu wrote, “There are no ordinary people. . . . All, everyone, everything, belongs. None is an outsider, all are insiders, all belong.”12

When we look at any other in any place at any time, we’re looking at a reflection of divine presence. We have never seen anyone who is not created by God—any other who is unrelated or less than ourselves. All belong. All are neighbors.




GENESIS 2–3: ORIGINAL HUMAN BELONGING AND THE ORIGINS OF OTHERING

Genesis 1 gives us a panoramic, big-picture view of creation. Genesis 2 gives us a zoomed-in, microscopic view of humanity. In the story of Genesis 2, humanity is pictured as being sculpted from the earth (’adamah) and then created from a single ancestor named ha’adam. Humans are made from the humus of the earth. With this story in mind, Paul tells the Greek philosophers in Athens, “From one human [God] made all the nations” (Acts 17:26 NIV altered).

Many other Christian thinkers across the ages then emphasized how Genesis 2 grounds humanity’s original unity as one family. In the beginning, we are all human, all descended from a single ancestor, and thus all sacred siblings who belong in God’s good creation. In this story, no human is a foreigner or alien to another.

Genesis 2 emphasizes another crucial insight into humanity: “It is not good for the human to be alone” (Gen 2:18 NIV altered). God created humans for relationship and life with others. We are fundamentally social creatures.

And thus God puts the man to sleep, removes a rib or side, and creates the woman. Eve is then introduced as Adam’s “helper suitable for him.” In English, helper could have a patriarchal overtone, like a servant or inferior. But the Hebrew word for “helper” (kenegdo) is often used in the Bible to describe God. Thus, Genesis 2 calls Eve Adam’s suitable helper to clarify that they are equals to each other rather than Eve being Adam’s superior.13

In this way, Genesis 2 gives us a picture of humanity’s original unity and also our original need and desire to share relationship with other humans as we care for the earth from which we were made. In the Bible’s primal vision of humanity, we are essentially relational creatures, dust of the earth’s dust, bone of each other’s bone, naked and shameless (Gen 2:25). Here again, the moral circle includes us all, and none is unrelated or less.

But this original belonging is soon shattered, and we encounter the origins of othering. In Genesis 3, the humans consume fruit from the one tree that God had marked as off-limits. In doing so, they assume that God has jealously withheld something from them to keep them inferior to God. Notice the competitive energy toward the other and insecure energy toward self. The voice of temptation promises that they will be “like God” if only they violate a limit and consume this fruit (Gen 3:5).

There is a profound irony in the text: God has already given them all creation as a good gift and freely made them in God’s image, “like God.” There was no competition between God and humanity but rather a relationship of welcoming, endowing with dignity, and blessing. Still, the request to respect one small limit was interpreted through an inferiority complex and violated. Thus “the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized that they were naked” (Gen 3:7).14

A first sign of the corruption of creation is the appearance of othering. The humans begin to feel shame, as if there were something wrong with themselves when they were really made very good in God’s beloved image. They also perceive each other’s God-imaging flesh with insecurity and enmity, as if they were threats to each other. They then cover themselves and blame each other for their loss of innocence. Rather than helping, they separate and attack each other.

Genesis 3 then observes that there will be struggle between us in light of our disordered desires. The fall did not simply rupture human relationship with God but also our relationship with the earth and other humans. From the beginning, our connection to God, ourselves, others, and all creation is inseparably woven together. Its rupture is rooted in our haunting sense of inferiority to someone else, the refusal to respect basic boundaries, and the feeling of shame. Now we feel as if the self needs to be hidden and the other needs to be distanced and blamed for our vulnerability.

In Genesis 4, the spread of othering is archetypally represented in the broken relationship of Adam and Eve’s two sons. Like his parents with God, Cain is jealous of his brother, Abel. That is, he is afraid that Abel may have some superior status in the eyes of God that he doesn’t possess. God warns Cain to master his temptation to soothe himself by attacking the other. But Cain’s enraged sense of inferiority consumes him, and he kills his brother in a field.15

The story of the first murder in the Bible is dramatic: the ground itself cries out with the blood of Abel, shrieking against this act of murderous violation driven by the insecurity of perceived inferiority (Gen 4:10). The peaceful order of creation has been broken by the abuse of human freedom. But here murder is not the origin of creation but a catastrophic consequence of its corruption. Genesis 4 offers an alternative origin story of othering in response to neighboring myths.

When the Lord asks Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” Cain gives his famous reply, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen 4:9). Insecure and arrogant, he denies having any real relationship with his own brother. Here we have shifted from shameless “bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh” to othering—to indifference and disowning the other. In this story, broken brotherhood marks the beginning of humanity’s history of violence. When the other is no longer seen as related and equal in worth, killing becomes possible. Comparison, competition, and our desire for supremacy are at the roots of our war with one another.

Genesis 4 then notes that Cain’s descendants became the makers of civilization, the musicians and metalworkers (Gen 4:21-22). This is a subtle but sobering warning: the soil of civilization is stained by blood, and its forefather killed his brother. Thus, the narrative of Genesis moves toward Egypt, an ancient superpower that enslaved others for its own power, prosperity, and prestige.

In the biblical imagination, we observe that empire finds its origins in the attitude that sees the other as unrelated and less than itself—as a thing to be used. There is a subtle critique of technology and civilization at work in Genesis, seeing their roots in one human othering his brother. Although othering does not go back to the beginning, whose core is good, its drive is deep within us. What we see as progress may easily unravel into a struggle for power. Vigilant, critical consciousness—the prophetic imagination—is crucially needed.16

In Genesis 4, our original belonging to one another, equally precious in worth, is ruptured. A new beginning for humanity is desperately needed.




GENESIS 11–12: ABRAHAM AND THE BLESSING FOR ALL OTHERS

A new beginning is what the story of Genesis gives us. In Genesis 11, we’re introduced to Abraham, a Mesopotamian man from ancient Iraq. In the grief of his father’s death, Abraham hears an unexpected call to embark on a journey to an unknown destination.

Abraham’s call comes in the wake of othering, the splintering of humanity, and the rise of homogenizing empire. Genesis says that the earth was “full of violence” (Gen 6:11). In response, his new beginning would need to be radical: God tells Abraham to leave behind his people, his country, and his father’s household. All that once defined his identity, security, and territory must be surrendered for this new odyssey.

God then makes a promise to Abraham: “I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you. . . . All peoples on earth will be blessed through you. . . . To your offspring I will give this land” (Gen 12:2-3, 7). This promise looks far into the future, but it simultaneously reroots Abraham in God’s primal intention for humanity. From the beginning, God blesses us and desires our full flourishing, alive with equal dignity, peace, and justice (Gen 1:28). I call this humane happiness.17 Abraham is called to be part of restoring this primal, universal blessing.

In Genesis’s story, Abraham thus becomes humanity’s first heteronaut. Like an astronaut explores space, Abraham is called to explore otherness: a new God, a new home, and a new mission to bless all humanity. His vocation is to join his Creator in healing the human family.

Unless we’ve also experienced leaving home, it’s difficult to appreciate how strange and even foolish he must have been seen in his time. But today almost half of humanity looks to Abraham as our spiritual parent.18 This global movement started with Abraham’s courageous willingness—his faith—to become vulnerable and go on an adventure with a mysterious God to an unknown land with new people for all of us (Gen 15:6; Rom 4:3).

Like creation, Abraham’s covenant with God was universal in scope: all people of the earth would be blessed through him. None were to be left outside the circle of blessing. The New Testament will look back to this moment and see God’s covenant with Abraham as the cornerstone of God’s movement to redeem and reconcile all people, fulfilled in Jesus (Acts 3:25; Gal 3:8).

At heart, then, Abraham’s daring decision to embark on this journey represented a new beginning of the neighbor-love movement that God initiated “in the beginning” with all creation. Abraham doesn’t isolate and enrich himself with his own people like Plato’s republic. He also doesn’t go out to conquer the nations for an empire like Aristotle’s student Alexander the Great. He embraces a mysterious call to leave home and become a vulnerable part of a universal movement to bless all humanity.

Wherever else Abraham’s story and family may wander, this vocation to bless all people is the heart of God’s desire and the trajectory of the biblical narrative as it looks toward future heteronauts who will dare to carry the movement forward.




GENESIS 9 AND DEUTERONOMY 7; 28: THE CURSE OF OTHERING

As we saw in Genesis 12, God’s promise to Abraham is actually threefold: first, Abraham’s people will have a special relationship or covenant with God; second, they will inherit the land of Canaan; third, they will be a blessing to all people. We can already feel the subtle tension inside this threefold promise. Are “others” also chosen by God? Is their need for home also to be respected?

The blessings of peoplehood and homeland can easily become part of an othering identity that sees itself as more chosen or superior to others and so muffles God’s call to bless all others. The movement of neighbor love, conceptualized in and through the vision of the universal image of God in all people, could be overshadowed by Israel’s understanding of itself as a special nation among many nations. We can call this religious nationalism.

We need to pay attention to the unfolding of Israel’s story and how it envisions others. God’s promise to Abraham is repeated around thirteen times in the Hebrew Bible (see Gen 12:7; 15:5-21; 17:4-8; 18:18-19; 22:17-18; 26:2-4; 28:13-15; 35:11-12; 46:4; Ex 3:6-8; 6:2-8; Neh 9:7-8; see also Ps 72:17; Mal 3:12). But the element of blessing others is only mentioned around five times (see Gen 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14). Midway through the Genesis story, Israel’s calling to bless all people is never mentioned explicitly again in the Hebrew Bible (see Gen 28; Ps 72).

As Israel’s story unfolds, we find a tensioned interest in the lives of others and an intensifying conflict between ethnic groups with complex histories, which increasingly favors the people of Israel. Going back to Israel’s genealogical roots in Genesis 9, Noah’s son Ham finds his father drunk and naked in his tent. Noah is enraged and brutally curses Ham with these fateful words: “Cursed be Canaan! The lowest of slaves will he be to his brothers. . . . May Canaan be the slave of Shem” (Gen 9:25-26). Thereafter, the Canaanites are to be seen as “low” and lesser in value, mere “slaves” to be used by the superior descendants of Shem (see 1 Chron 1:8, 13).

As we saw at the start of this chapter, the Canaanites came to be seen as Israel’s “other,” while Israel traced its ancestry back to Noah’s favored son, Shem. So here we find yet another story of family conflict that justifies and fuels Israel’s othering of the people of Canaan. Cain and Abel are recapitulated in Ham and Shem. This story would have massive implications for the future. Thousands of years later, White Christians in the United States claimed that Africans were the descendants of Ham to justify their enslavement by the “superior” children of Shem.19 The ironies of othering abound across time and space.

This brief look at Genesis 9 indicates how the universalism of Genesis 1–12 and the blessing of Abraham may be decentered by othering as the Hebrew Bible’s narrative unfolds. One way or another, Israel comes to see itself as superior to others and entitled to dominate, enslave, and kill whole groups of people. Religious nationalism—the claim to being exclusively chosen by God and above others—becomes Israel’s idol.

We see this again with greater clarity a little later in the story. Deuteronomy, the Bible’s fifth book, places repeated, intensifying emphasis on Israel’s divine specialness. Here Moses gives a new, othering promise to Abraham’s offspring. Moses tells them,


You will be more blessed than any other people. (Deut 7:14)

The LORD will establish you as his holy people, as he promised you on oath, if you keep the commands of the LORD your God and walk in obedience to him. Then all the peoples of the earth will see that you are called by the name of the LORD, and they will fear you. . . . The Lord will make you the head, not the tail. . . . You will always be at the top, never at the bottom. (Deut 28:9-10, 13)

[God] will be an enemy to your enemies. (Ex 23:22)



Here the “other people” are not envisioned as being blessed by Israel but as fearing Israel, who is to be “more blessed.” A competitive, hierarchical order is established, with Israel “on top” and others “at the bottom.” The “head” represents dignity and agency, while the “tail” represents dirtiness and subservience.

In this image, Israel’s identity gets tragically structured with othering: neighboring people are seen as unrelated or less, and Israel is exclusively chosen by God and above others, despite Israel’s small size and rebellious heart (Deut 10:14-15). As in Plato’s republic, this othering order is sanctified as the will of Israel’s God, and Israel’s enemies are marked as God’s enemies. (They are not, however, described as “enemies by nature,” as Plato and Aristotle imagined.)

If we are willing to be more honest, Moses calls Israel to fulfill its divine destiny through genocidal violence. Here the blessings of peoplehood and homeland seem to eclipse the call to bless all people. In Deuteronomy 7, Moses commands his community,


You must destroy [the Canaanites] totally. Make no treaty with them, and show them no mercy. . . . You must destroy all the peoples the LORD your God gives over to you. Do not look on them with pity and do not serve their gods, for that will be a snare to you. . . . You will wipe out their names from under heaven. No one will be able to stand against you; you will destroy them. (Deut 7:2, 16, 24)



Texts such as this one are complex and should be interpreted with care. Scholars have read them in different ways, including as allegory and hyperbole.20 Still, their potential to transfigure neighbors into others and to justify atrocious violence against them should not be ignored. Here again, we see the sad irony of othering: people being genocided as an act of faithfulness to the God who made them in God’s image.

Many texts in the Hebrew Bible give gruesome accounts of Israel warring against its Canaanite neighbors and leaving “no survivors” and “utterly” destroying “men, women, and children” (Num 21:35; Deut 2:34; see also Deut 3:3-6; 6:10-11; Josh 6:21; 8:22-25; 24:12-13; 1 Sam 15:2; 27:9; 2 Sam 8:2). For example, in Numbers 31, Moses angrily asks his people after a battle, “Have you allowed all the women to live?” He then commands them to kill all the surviving baby boys and nonvirgin women—a genocidal policy reminiscent of the one that Pharaoh had used against Israel in Egypt (Num 31:15-17; see Ex 1:15-22). Against the Canaanites, Moses instructs Israel, “Do not leave alive anything that breathes. Completely destroy them” (Deut 20:16-17; see also Deut 9:3; 20:3-4; 33:29).

Here othering borne of deep trauma and resentment seems to eclipse the vision of all people being made in God’s image. It allows even noncombatant children and women to be targeted. Rather than rerooting itself in the primal blessing for all people, the community replays its painful historical trauma with others and enshrines a nationalistic promise of supremacy.

Israel’s larger war policy against the Canaanites marked a specific group for focused annihilation: the Amalekites. Moses warns Israel to never forget how they ambushed Israel and to not let any Amalekites survive. Like a trail of tears, this mandate of genocide can be traced across the pages of the Hebrew Bible (see Ex 17:14-16; Num 24:20; Deut 25; 1 Sam 15; 2 Sam 1; Esther 8–9). In our time, we saw how Benjamin Netanyahu invoked this ancient tradition to justify Israel’s devastating war against Gaza. Here Gazans are othered as Amalekites who are completely cut off from Israel and unworthy of any compassion.

The curse of othering is extremely powerful, especially when it is charged with religious significance. In this stretch of Israel’s story, the image of God in all people, humanity as a single family, and Abraham’s call to bless all people seem overshadowed, if not lost.21 Israel doesn’t imagine itself as one people among many, even if with a special calling from God to bless the rest. Israel is exalted as “the head” and the others reduced to “the tail,” who fear Israel like Abel at the hands of Cain. With its new promise, Israel will always be at the top and the others at the bottom. Its identity becomes structured by othering, competitive and hierarchical, which it uses to justify violence and even genocide.
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