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Why Neighbor? 

Introduction: Picture this... 
It was the end of a long day. Catherine and I had just finished dinner 

and were feeling a worn out by life. In the midst of decompressing 

there was a knock on the door. It was a neighbor, I’ll call her Janis 

(not her real name), who lives a few blocks away and drops by 

occasionally. Janis is one of those people in my life who rubs me 

the wrong way, and on a night when I really just wanted to relax, her 

visit pushed me toward anger and resentment. She asked to come 

in so she could talk. I could feel the blood rush to my head and my 

jaw clench as she walked into the living room.   

Fortunately, Catherine was there with me, and sat to listen to Janis. 

I, in an act of rebellion, decided I could listen and wash the dishes at 

the same time. I turned my back to Janis and began doing my work. 

Then something unexpected happened. As I stood there washing 

the dishes I remembered a simple breath prayer: Lord, Jesus Christ, 

have mercy on me. It was a prayer I had learned for inviting the Holy 

Spirit to work in any moment, providing what we cannot bring to the 

situation. 

And so I began my silent breath prayer. 
Inhale: Lord, Jesus Christ 
Exhale: have mercy on me. 
Inhale: Lord, Jesus Christ 
Exhale: have mercy on me. 
 
With each breath I could feel my anger melting, until it was gone. It 

was odd, because at no point did I ask Jesus to take away my 

anger. I just invited him to show me mercy. 

As I finished the dishes, I turned and listened to Janis as she 

finished her story. It occurred to me that I felt very peaceful, rested, 

and in no particular hurry for her to leave. Ah, grace! 
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Focus: Interactive Relationship with God 
In a few weeks we will explore the ingredient of relationship as it 

pertains to our literal neighbors. But before we get there, I want to give 

us a foundational cornerstone for loving our neighbors: having a 

healthy, loving, interactive relationship with God. 

 

Our relationship with God is the source of love in our lives. We discover 

that God’s love for us is unconditional, abundant and has no bounds. 

When such love takes root in our hearts we can’t help but to be loving, 

joyful, peaceful, patient, kind, good, gentle, generous, and self-

controlled [Galatians 5:22-23]. And that fruit does not show up 

abstractly, it shows up concretely as we get to know our neighbors. 

Even the neighbor who annoys you after a stressful day. 

 

The idea that we can live an interactive relationship with God may 

sound crazy, but it is precisely what Jesus came to show us. 

In our interactive relationship with Jesus we are learning to do life as he 

would do it. This is a moment-by-moment learning that includes every 

aspect of our lives, not just going to church on Sunday morning, but 

how we treat our families on Monday morning and how we interact with 

our neighbors on Saturday afternoon. We do this, not through our own 

righteousness, but instead by learning how the grace of God surrounds 

and empowers us. 

 

But how do we get there? How do we begin to have an interactive 

relationship with God? The first thing to do is ask for it. I believe the 

Bible offers a clear and compelling narrative that God desires what is 

best for us, and furthermore that God will lead us there. 

 

A second step is to simply practice. If we can recognize that Jesus 

continues to teach us through insights that we gain, nudges that direct 

us, and conflict that unsettles us, we can begin to see that Jesus is an 

ever-present teacher seeking to give us eternal life (which starts now, 

not just when we die). The spiritual practices help us recognize Jesus’ 

leading in our lives and train us to cooperate with that leading. 

Practices such as worship and Bible study, help us orient our lives 

around the Trinity. Practices like scripture meditation and small groups, 

help us identify how God is inviting us forward. And practices like 

confession and fasting invite us to release the baggage that holds us. 

 

Spiritual practices (or disciplines) have become more popular in recent 

years, especially with the broadening of that term to include meditation, 

yoga, service, and dishwashing. At the heart of all these practices, is 

simply being in relationship with God. That’s really it. Not complicated, 

but life-changing. 

 

A Good neighbor 

is defined as a 

person who inten-

tionally develops 

relationships with 

the people living 

near them, with a 

mindset of gifted-

ness, abundance 

and joy. 
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When it comes to fostering a relationship with God, I think it is best to 

start small, inviting Jesus to help you with the small dilemma that is right 

in front of you. And then notice what happens. Now, you may need to 

give a little space to hear his answer, but not always. Writer and 

teacher, Jan Johnson  (no relation), describes asking Jesus to help her 

find a package of candles she had misplaced. She closed her eyes and 

immediately saw the package in a particular closet. She went to the 

closet and there they were! 

 

This may sound silly, but we need to understand that the Holy Spirit 

cares about us, and wants to meet us where we are and lead us more 

deeply into greater and greater discoveries. It may begin with finding 

your lost keys, but it can expand to how you apologize to your spouse, 

and how you interact with a new neighbor. 

 

What I want you to see is that when we enter into a relationship with 

God we no longer must face any situation alone. We now have the 

opportunity to call on God at any moment seeking wisdom, insight, 

courage and so forth. We can ask Jesus to guide us in loving our 

spouse and children. We can ask Jesus to teach us how to care for our 

parents. We can ask Jesus how to reconcile with our sibling. We can 

ask Jesus to teach us how to love our neighbor!   

Scripture: Interacting with Jesus 
One of my favorite passages from the gospels that illustrates the nature 

of our interactive relationship with God is Matthew 11:28-30. They are 

familiar words, but they offer new meaning when we realize Jesus 

speaks these very words to us right now: 

28 “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, 

and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; 

for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 

30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 

Verse 28, is a beautiful invitation from a loving God. Jesus understands 

how exhausting life is if we feel alone. Jesus knows that the universe 

can be large and terrifying if we see ourselves individually alone at the 

center of it. And so, in verse 29 he gives us a plan, not to be free from 

all work, but to join in the work he is doing, to join with him. What is the 

yoke of Jesus? To love God with our whole being, and to love our 

neighbors as ourselves. 
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Free to Fail 
I have been actively engaged in 

my faith for about 30 years. But 

when it comes to having an 

interactive relationship with 

Jesus, listening moment-by-

moment for the Spirit’s leading, 

I feel like a rookie. This is 

shocking to me. I have had 

powerful spiritual experiences 

of God being near to me, and I 

thought I would never forget 

that experience and I would 

never live a lonely life again, 

only to discover that within 24 

hours I was back into my old 

ways of self-reliance. 

I’ve been sitting here at my 

computer for quite a while, 

trying to remember an instance 

when I failed to lean on my 

interactive relationship with 

Jesus to address a particular 

struggle. I know those 

instances are countless, and 

yet no specific moment is 

coming to mind. So, I asked the 

Lord to help me remember a 

moment when I failed and the 

answer coming back the Lord 

is, “I don’t remember.” Here is 

the conclusion I’ve reached: 

God doesn’t keep track of our 

failures, but delights in those 

moments when we return. God 

offers the same to you. No 

matter how many times you’ve 

failed, start again, there is 

rejoicing in heaven every time! 

What I hear in this passage is an invitation from Jesus to 

move beyond a religion and into a relationship. An interactive 

relationship in which God can speak to us, guide us, and 

sustain us through the Holy Spirit. Eugene Peterson captures 

this well in his interpretation of Matthew 11:28-30: “Are you 

tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get 

away with me and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how 

to take a real rest. Walk with me and work with me—watch 

how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay 

anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep company with me 

and you’ll learn to live freely and lightly.” (The Message) 

The Experiment: Breath Prayer 
One of the practices that has been instrumental in helping 

me invite God into my everyday life is breath prayer. Breath 

prayer is a simple, short prayer which can be said silently on 

the inhale and exhale of a breath. The oldest Christian 

breath prayer is based on Luke 18:10-14, and goes like this: 

 Inhale: Lord, Jesus Christ  

 Exhale: have mercy on me a sinner. 

However, you can formulate the prayer in whatever way 

helps you invite God into the moment. I encourage people to 

use their most treasured name for God on the inhale, and to 

name their deep longing for God on the exhale. Examples 

would be: 

 Inhale: Abba  Exhale: grant me your peace. 
 Inhale: Spirit  Exhale: fill me with love. 
 Inhale: Jesus  Exhale: help me. 
 Inhale: Love  Exhale: thank you. 
 
Breath prayer is a way for us to live into Paul’s mysterious 

invitation to pray without ceasing (1 Thessalonians 5:17). 

Because it is short and can be said silently, my students 

often tell me they like to say their breath prayer while sitting 

at a red light. Likewise, if you are stuck in traffic, early to a 
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meeting, waiting for your computer to reboot, or sitting in the dentist’s 

chair, you can do breath prayer! 

I find I often forget to engage in breath prayer throughout the day. Two 

suggestions have helped me remember. One is to do my breath 

prayer for a few minutes each morning as part of my routine. This 

helps get the prayer planted in my brain. The second suggestion is to 

have reminders in various places to prompt me. For example, putting 

it on my calendar helps, as well as putting it on a post-it note on my 

bathroom mirror. 

 

Grocery List 
How does our relationship with God fit into good Neighboring Soup? 

Our relationship with God allows God to reshape us into the type of 

people who naturally love others--including our literal neighbors. From 

our relationship with God we are also able to discover abundance 

and joy in unexpected places.  

 

 Steeping  
 

Here are a few questions to help process this week’s focus on our 

interactive-relationship with God. You may want to write down your 

thoughts in a journal, or find a trusted friend and discuss these 

questions with each other. 

1. How does the idea of an interactive relationship compare and 

contrast with the Christianity you have come to know? 

2. How does it make you feel, that Jesus is inviting you to share his 

yoke and learn from him? 

3. Can you think of a time you turned to God for help, (even in 

something small or simple) and found that God responded? If so, 

how did God respond?   
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