Finding Christ in Our Neighbour
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The primary duty of Christians is to love God and to love our neighbour as ourselves. We have been told this again and again since we were very small. When it comes to loving God, there are major problems. Every day we seem to face further difficulties… small ones, and sometimes major ones. Why does God arrange things the way they are, causing us worry, anger and frustration? A Benedictine abbot once said,


Life in a monastery is like life on the outside.


It’s just one damn thing after another.

Over the centuries, some of the best spiritual writing in the Catholic Church has been done by saints and mystics who complained about how difficult it was to love God. 
Whose Neighbour?

When it comes to loving our neighbour, we are faced with even more difficulties:
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Owe nothing to anyone, except to love one another, for he who loves his neighbour has fulfilled the law.
(Rom 13:8)

This is easier said than done. Since it seems impossible to love some people, we are tempted to abandon the effort completely. But when we understand what the Gospels mean by the word ‘love’, we discover that it is indeed possible to love others.

When we say that someone loves someone else, we usually mean that the two people are very close and intimate with each other… such as a couple ‘in love’ or when a parent adores a child. When someone loves someone else, they are delighted to be in the company of the other. They enjoy each other. Personal satisfaction is included when we use the term ‘love’ in this sense.

We even use the word ‘love’ for things: a pet cat or dog, a band, a football team, fish and chips…

Widespread Love

But the Gospels use the term ‘love’ in a much broader sense. Eugene Boylan, a Cistercian monk, said that the Gospels command us to love everybody, but they do not command us to like anybody. He says that to love everybody means to wish them well – regardless of how we might actually feel about them. We often have little control over what we feel, but we do control what we wish and what we do. We are not the slaves of our feelings. What we actually do, is what we have decided to do:

Do not to others what you wouldn’t want done to yourself.


This is the whole of the Law of God, the rest is just commentary,

… said Rabbi Hillel, a great Jewish teacher who lived a generation before Christ.

Wise Words

Christ himself prayed for those who were crucifying him:


Forgive them, Father; they don’t know what they are doing.

Likewise, Mother Julian of Norwich, a great hermit of the Middle Ages, warns us that…

Looking at another’s sin clouds the eyes of the soul, hiding for the time being the fair beauty of God – unless we look upon this sinner with contrition with him, compassion on him, and a holy longing to God for him.

Summary

To love everybody means to wish them well – regardless of how we might actually feel about them.

Prayer

Lord, help me to see clearly the goodness in other people.
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Activities for the classroom

How is loving God related to loving my neighbour? 
Design a poster on the theme

‘Love God, Love others’. 
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