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King Charles II of England in 1681 gave William Penn, a Quaker, a large tract of land in the New World.  (We call the land, Pennsylvania.)  King Charles, in giving Penn this land, also gave him the power to make war on the native peoples living in that area.  Penn accepted the acquisitioned land but adamantly refused to make war.  Instead, he treated native peoples kindly.  He related with them as neighbors.

Six representatives from each group settled all disputes between the two groups.  Violence was not an option.  Though they maintained their separate identities, the recognition of God dwelling with each person connected them as one family.  When Penn died, the native peoples truly mourned him as a neighbor, friend and brother.

Years later, colonists denounced the Quakers’ approach to relating with the native peoples as neighbors.  They began building forts and training soldiers to evict native peoples from the land that they wanted.  You can guess what happened… violence.  Fear and greed foster violence and prevent us from relating with others as neighbors.

The way in which we relate with each other is the way in which we relate with God, and the way in which we perceive God relating with us.  When we seek to love people, we also seek to love God, and we experience and know God loving us.  When we live in fear of people, we also live in fear of God, and we prevent ourselves from knowing and experiencing God loving us.
Almost from the beginning, however, the question, ‘Who is my neighbor?’ begs an answer, and our point-of-view changes who is neighbor.  When we accept that only members of our society or religion are neighbors, everyone else are aliens.  As aliens, they are suspicious and threatening.
What is most real is God relates and embraces everyone and all of creation as neighbor.  God flows through us.  Jesus the Christ is the image of God flowing us.  Jesus holds the tension that exists between being an alien and being a neighbor and unites them.  Holding the opposites in tension with each other causes suffering and creates compassion.
Seeking to love people as neighbor is most difficult, and becomes impossible when fear, greed, and ambition become accepted companions.  Love is always relational, and relationships always involve more than our minds and ideas.  Ideologies, however, especially when linked with religion and God-talk, are ideas that make us think that we are acting according to God’s will.  The worst atrocities in human history of people killing people happen when national interests (possessions, power and prestige) connect with religious ideas.  It gives us a feeling that God is giving us permission – in fact is encouraging us - to label people as aliens and undesirables.  We lose sight that all of creation is our neighbors.
William Penn clearly understood that an inseparable link connects love of God with love of neighbor.  When we hate our neighbor; when we use acts of aggression against our neighbor; when we live in fear of our neighbor, we cannot love God.  God dwells with each person, no matter who they are.  When we fail to recognize God in another, we fail to recognize our neighbor.
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