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The term “neighbor” or especially “neighborly” for many brings warm fuzzy feelings. But not all neighbors are easy to get along with. Someone from Australia, in fact, came up with a list of bon voyage lines to use when you find out that some of your worst neighbors are moving. They include things such as:

· It would have been nice not knowing you. 

· Life will never be the same without you. Now we can get some sleep. 
· We'd love to have you visit us on vacation- here's our address in Siberia. 

· So you're going to a new neighborhood? Remember - their loss is our gain! 

· We hear Alcatraz has an excellent school district. 

· Thanks for being such bad neighbors. I worried so much I didn't have to diet to lose weight, didn't have to add extra bran to my food, never had to buy alcohol because there was always enough half empty bottles lying around, always knew the latest hits, and going to work became a lot more pleasurable. And finally . . .
· You're moving? Please don't touch a thing. We’ve already contracted with Stephen King to use your front yard as a movie set. 

When we think of neighbors we think of the people next door—literally, next door. A neighborhood is a bit larger, but mostly it’s those in walking distance. Even cities are divided into neighborhoods. God created us to be communal beings, but there’s a limit to how many people can comfortably make up a community before we get lost in a crowd. Some neighborhoods are tight knit. Generations of people grow up together and stay together. While that’s still true in many small towns, it is less the case in metropolitan areas like ours. The higher the educational level the greater the degree of mobility, due largely to employment opportunities. This has a fragmenting effect on community. It’s hard to stay and feel connected. But there are some bonds that transcend distance and space. We are part of a much larger neighborhood, a community of believers that is worldwide. We have brothers and sisters around the world who we have not met, because we have a common faith.
Most of the time those who share a deep unspoken understanding have undergone the same trauma. People like breast cancer survivors, recovering alcoholics and drug addicts and war veterans often instantly bond with one another. There is a profound connection that transcends words. That which unites is pain, a shared struggle and a common enemy. These experiences leave indelible marks in the souls of the people who live through them, and they recognize these marks in one another. But there is another kind of indelible mark that can unite, one based not on trauma, but on the work of the Holy Spirit. Those who know Christ have also been permanently changed, not in a way that threatens to destroy, but in a way that heals and rebuilds, and we can recognize the Holy Spirit in one another. Many of us have had the experience of just knowing that another person is a Christian without their opening their mouths. It is as if the Spirit in them cries out to us and our hearts rejoice in acknowledgment. We are united through faith, and no external difference is strong enough to divide us.

God clearly had the creation of this incredible community in mind at the start, because at the very birth of the church, the day of Pentecost, the Spirit proclaimed the good news in every known language. All those visiting Jerusalem for the feast heard about Jesus in their own language. This is miraculous, but the miracle is not limited to the fact that ordinary Jews spoke in languages they did not know. The miracle is that the good news of being reconciled to God now extended to all.

Jewish political nationalism and Jewish religious identity have always been tightly intertwined. Americans tend to function in a similar way. At the time of Jesus the Jews were focused on the welfare of Israel only. As I have said before, while the Romans looked upon the Jews with scorn, the Jews returned the favor. They thought everybody else was inferior! When the Messiah came, those Gentiles who were better than others would be permitted to survive of course, just as servants to the Jews! Jews living outside of Israel were far less Zionistic. They were realists when it came to being Jewish and sharing the world with others. They spoke other languages and lived as part of other cultures. 


Jesus’ message went completely against the powerful current of popular opinion in Israel. The kingdom of God for Jesus had nothing to do with national triumph. All of his parables about the kingdom defied political interpretation. Instead of violently resisting Rome, Jesus called people to be humble, to go the extra mile, and to pray for their enemies. It is bitterly ironic that he was viewed as a political threat by the Jewish authorities. Jesus was a revolutionary, but of an entirely different type. He came to fulfill the promise of Isaiah that God’s house would be a house of prayer for all nations.

 In our reading from the Old Testament this morning Isaiah singled out two particular groups for inclusion by God—the two most abhorred—foreigners and eunuchs. Foreigners were rejected because only the Jews were chosen by God. Gentiles did not keep the law. They were unclean. The reason eunuchs were so strenuously spurned probably had a two-fold cause. A eunuch did not fit into the category of either male or female, and the holiness codes found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy made it clear that a defining characteristic of what was “pure” was that it fit a clearly defined type. Eunuchs were men, but if castrated young enough, they appeared feminine. They could not produce children as a father or a mother. As a result, according to the law, eunuchs were forbidden to enter the Temple. The second reason eunuchs may have been singled out is that the priestly caste of one of the largest competing pagan religions were eunuchs. They were called Galli, and they castrated themselves in religious frenzy as young teens. The Galli were notoriously effeminate and found in places of influence throughout the ancient world.
Jesus’ fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy flung open the doors. There goes the neighborhood! First, foreigners, second, sexual deviants. Oh my Lord! We have to welcome people from other countries and drag queens. The gospel deliberately transcends all boundaries of race, nationality and gender. There is no room for prejudice. Those who were once defined as unclean and rejected have been made clean through Christ. And lest we become overly cocky, that includes most of us sitting here today who come from non-Jewish backgrounds. The body of Christ represents the whole of humanity and we are united one to another in the Spirit. This is astounding.
On World Communion Sunday we recognize our unity with our sisters and brothers in faith around the globe. They are not strangers, even if we have never met. We have a profound spiritual bond. We all come to God by grace. We are all saved through faith. We do share a common struggle and a common enemy, but above all we share a common purpose—to reveal the kingdom of God in our world and to show others by word and deed who Jesus really is. We have been rescued from darkness, and now we are part of the rescue team to help others. We may disagree about many things. Within our own denomination we disagree about many things! We may look different, speak different languages, wear different clothes and live as part of different cultures, but in Christ, we are one.
I close today with a prayer of Jesus for us from John’s gospel. Jesus said: “I pray . . . that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one—I in them and you in me—so that they may be brought to complete unity. Then the world will know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” (John 17: 20-23) Amen.
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