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Paradise Is The Other
In the obituary section of Friday’s Washington Post there was a remembrance of the French nun, Sister Emmanuelle. She died at the age of 99, and what a full life she lived. After forty years of teaching in various schools, she retired in Cairo and at the age of 62 she decided to live out her dream of serving the poor--in this case, Egyptian slum dwellers and scavengers. She opened field clinics and pharmacies, she built schools, she bought garbage trucks and set up a waste management plant all by harassing her friends in France and elsewhere in Europe to raise funds. One of the founders of Doctors Without Borders, French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, described her as “indefatigable, a shaker who permanently berates us. But stooped over her children, with her little head scarf, her old sneakers and glasses, it is crazy how beautiful she was.”
Her story caught my attention because she was so fearless about doing what she cared most about, she was so courageous about resisting the easy traps of cynicism and discouragement, and she was so committed to loving God and her neighbor with the action that it requires. Far from being holed up in a convent meditating on the great spiritual matters of her time, she was out in the world living out her dreams, her deepest calling as a human being, a child of God. She did not let the concept of retirement distract her; instead, she used every gift she had--heart, soul, and mind--in God’s service, and not surprisingly she lived joyfully to the absolute fullest. Among the many legacies she left behind is a little phrase: “Paradise is the other.” The other child, the other person, the one who is not me but an Other. For Sister Emmanuelle to open her life to others in love was to open herself to Paradise. 
When Jesus gets his final test from the religious authorities in today’s Gospel, he patiently explains that paradise is the other. They wanted to get him on his knowledge of the laws--all 613 of them--and see if he would risk naming one as greater than all the rest. He takes the risk, but names two laws--one from Deuteronomy and the second from Leviticus--but implies they are so intimately linked as to act as one. To love God is to love your neighbor, the Other, whether she is the invisible poor or the person you love to hate. Point is, God is generous enough to love that Other, and God can make you just as generous in love. And conversely, to love your neighbor--even when it’s unpopular, even if you have to berate people to understand--to love your neighbor is to love God. All the law and the prophets hang on these, and you can hang your life on them too. 
But preacher, come on now, whether it shows up in the Old Testament law or in Jesus’ teaching, how is it that love can be commanded? I mean, my body doesn’t work like that, and neither does my heart, that somebody gives the word and then I can just start loving at the flip of a switch. The feelings of love are either there or they’re not--you can’t force them. That is a good, honest objection. We use the word “love” today for almost every good feeling we get from someone or something: I love cake, poetry, music, the fall season--the feeling is there; or I do not love the cold weather--the feeling is not there so much. 

But with biblical love the primary component is not affection but commitment. Warm feelings may come when we consider just how generous God is and continues to be with us. But what is commanded in agape love is not immediate feelings but stubborn, unwavering commitment--the same stubborn commitment with which God loves us. This is how we get to the ethic of love for the neighbor, love for the least in our society and love for the enemy that Jesus commands earlier in the sermon on the mount--it is not about the feelings we either have or get from these people; it is about imitating the untiring generosity God has for all of us. 
Interestingly enough, the biblical opposite of love is not hatred but fear. “There is no fear in love,” Scripture tells us, “but perfect love casts out fear.” (1 John 4:18) We may hold this as true, but most of us, including myself, live with some amount of fear in our lives. Instead of looking at the other as paradise, it is easy to look at the one who is not me as a potential threat to the safety and security that feels like it is rapidly waning from our lives. A close friend of mine, a successful lawyer who lives in an upscale neighborhood in Arlington, just made two purchases: a gun, and a lock-box to keep a wad of money. This seems to say it all--no matter how much we have compared to 99% of the rest of the world, and no matter how secure we are, we live in a culture increasingly wary of the neighbor we do not know, and the future we do not know. The strong temptation is to be afraid of trusting: trusting God or anyone else for that matter--and too bad for the person who does and gets burned. Fear of the other even seems to be built into the architecture of our lives, even if only on a subconscious level: Lori, Ella and I just moved into a wonderful new home, but now with a garage we can leave our house in our car, travel, return home and not have to see a single person who is not us. It may decrease the fear, but there’s a good chance it decreases the love along with it. For all of us, fear is the greatest impediment to love.
It is no coincidence that the phrase Jesus repeats most in all four Gospels is “Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid.” Jesus knows that if we give fear the power, it will destroy our hopes and dreams, our deepest calling as human beings to love God and to love our neighbor. Ironically, it is the act of love that frees us from fear’s clutches. Sociologists and Psychologists now can demonstrate that doing good deeds makes us happier people. But I think the better way to put it is that imitating God’s love for us in our acts of love for others frees us from fear, and it’s that freedom that feels so right and good. The example of Sister Emmanuelle is not primarily about being a nun; it’s about experiencing fearless commitment to loving God and your neighbor with a generosity that makes your heart sing.
Today and for the next several weeks we remind ourselves that we are stewards of God’s generosity: that all we are and all we have come from God. It is our deepest calling and I believe our most fulfilling dream to share God’s generous love for us with others. Unlike WAMU however, we do not say “Don’t just be a listener, become a member” as catchy as that is. The world says that every membership has a price tag, but in the church each of us is already a member of God’s Body, we are God’s hands and feet and voice in the world--God stamped His print upon us when we were still in our mother’s womb, and no money given or withheld can change that. Unlike everything else in the world God’s generous love is not a commodity that can be purchased. Nothing is for sale in the church, because it all has been freely given: the goodness, the forgiveness, the new life. 
But if we want to live out our dream of a world made whole again, if we want to love like God loves, if we want to make a difference in the world that changes the root causes for suffering, we need to be stubborn about loving God and our neighbor with our whole selves, pocketbooks and all. 
The trend right now in our culture is to clutch at what we have, to be wary of strangers, and to hunker down. We have the opportunity to show the world what it looks like to trust in a living God--it’s a different way to live: to give generously to what we value most, to welcome strangers with Christ-like hospitality, and to open ourselves to our neighbors in love. We too can help the world understand that Paradise is the Other.  
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