Romans 13: 7-14
Earlier this week I was listening to the radio as I drove to Christian Theological Seminary. Since I’m using their car I’m dependant on Bob and Kathy Riester’s choice of pre-programmed radio stations for my listening on the journey. Although some of their listening choices might surprise you (my lips are sealed about those) you probably won’t be too shocked that I found myself listening to National Public Radio. On the morning in question NPR was broadcasting a programme from the BBC World Service. The item concerned the astronauts, due to be blasted into space from Baikonur in Kazakhstan, as the next crew to inhabit the international space station.

This crew consists of three people: one of these are Peggy Whitson from the USA, the first woman to command an international space station crew. Another is Yuri Malenchenko, a Russian cosmonaut. What I was listening to, however, was an interview with the third member of the crew. He was telling the interviewer about how faith is important to him. He hopes that when he returns to earth he will be better able to speak of the place of planet earth in the midst of the universe and better equipped to witness to others concerning the gracious God whom he regards as the creator of this world and all its inhabitants.
I am sure we would all want to declare a heartfelt “amen’ to that sentiment. I wonder, however, if any of us might hesitate for just a moment, when we realize or remember that the astronaut giving the interview and expressing the sentiment was Sheikh Muszaphar Shukor from Malaysia, the first Muslim ever to travel in space during Ramadan. To equip him during this period of dawn to dusk fasting, imams, Muslim religious scholars have provided Sheikh Muszaphar with an eighteen-page booklet to guide him in observing the requirements of Ramadan in outer space. So he may work to Baikonur time with regard to sunrise and sunset. He is absolved of the requirement to face Mecca whilst praying as the space station is constantly moving its position relative to the holy city. Likewise, a damp towel will suffice for the ritual washing prior to prayers, both safeguarding limited space station water supplies and sparing him from having to wrestle with water molecules in zero gravity. When Ramadan finishes he then intends to play host to his fellow crew members, treating them to the celebratory festive meal of Eid that concludes the fasting season. I wish I could be there to take part.
So, there they are, locked up together, not only an American woman but the two men, from areas of the world and life that have been and are significant to those who come from the Western world – one from the former Soviet Union and one a follower of Islam. And the neighbourly relationship those three build and maintain is a microcosm of the opportunities and challenges faced by those of us who form the crew of that other mighty international space station that goes by the name ‘Planet Earth’.

For Christians disciples, that is for followers of Jesus, it is very difficult to think of neighbourly relations without hearing the call of Jesus on the occasion when he said that we should not only to love God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength but also to love our neighbour as we love ourselves. And St Paul, as we have heard this morning, is at a point in his letter to Christians in Rome where he is exploring the question of relationship with neighbours both within the congregation:

Love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law v. 8
And also the relationships Christians have with those outside the congregation … love does no wrong to a neighbour; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law v.10

When we hear these words from Paul either we must believe that he is consciously sharing the teaching of Jesus (as I believe is the case here) or at the very least that Paul and Jesus are consistent, one with the other, both Jews, drawing upon that declaration from the book of Leviticus in the Hebrew scriptures that “you shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Lev. 19: 18) and using the saying as a way to describe fulfilling the law.
Having some law or system by which we can regulate loving neighbourly relations is no little matter. In this passage Paul draws the attention of his hearers to the Hebrew scriptural commandments relating to treatment of others – for example that we should not murder, steal, or covet. Avoid doing these harmful things to others, says Paul, and you are on the right track: or in other words love does no wrong to a neighbour; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. If you think avoidance of doing harm sets the level of expectations rather low just think of how often human beings like us fail to reach even that standard. We know that in order to avoid doing harm or causing hurt that some sort of system, plan or legislation is very helpful. Up there in the international space station I am sure there are rules, both formal and informal, that govern how three people cooped up together manage to live in peace and harmony: rules about who does what duty, job or chore; rules about when they have to be together for shared work or other activities; rules about when someone must be left to themselves and the precious peace that comes from experiencing solitude in a crowded environment.
The situation on the space station reminds us of two aspects of expressing love for others. Firstly we are reminded of how challenging it is to love those who seem far away from us. Here we have an American, a European and an Asian. One comes from a country known for its large number of Christians, another from a country which until recently took an official atheist line, the third, as we’ve heard, finds himself regarded as an international representative of Islam. So, just as legislation helped to hold together the twelve tribes of Israel so legislation and agreement helps to maintain neighbourly relations on an international level. The international space station itself as a project must rely on carefully crafted agreements between nations in order to function. And I don’t think it is to large a leap from there to consider the need for nations to observe international laws and agreements in order that life on space station earth may continue into the future without everything falling into chaos. Nor is it too great a leap toask, what are our neighbourly obligations when we live in the midst of luxury and some of our world fellow crew members struggle to subsist or survive in the midst of dire poverty.
Secondly, the situation in the international space station reminds us that just as it is challenging to love those of whom we know little because they seem to live so far away from us geographically or culturally, there are also those whom we find difficult to love because we know them all too well and they live oh so close to us. We must own them as family, next-door neighbours, fellow workers, fellow church members and sometimes friends. I guess the folks up on the international space station get the best or worst of both worlds – virtual strangers from different cultures cooped up together in one place.
In such situations, from the international to the intimate, laws and regulations – formal and informal have their part to play to maintain peace and harmony. Thus from Leviticus, from Jesus and from Paul the call to love our neighbour as we would love ourselves, understood as fulfillment of the law. Yet, for disciples of Jesus, for people like Paul and people like us, there is an additional challenge, an additional call. Paul challenges the Roman Christians and us to put on the Lord Jesus Christ. We know that in all our doings, despite our best efforts, or perhaps because of our less than best efforts, we come to a point where the laws, formal and informal break down. Sometimes it is the situation of legislation so framed that some benefit more than others or one group becomes its particular victim. Another time we’ve done the minimum required household chores and so that absolves us of any feeling that we should help out any more no matter what actually needs done.

At this point the Christian disciple is challenged to ask the question What Would Jesus Do? in order to know what she or he should do. If Jesus were a political or civic leader would he just avoid the hurtfulness of doubting or denigrating Muslims or positively speak out against such doubts, such denigration -  at times such demonisation, which if it does not exist in this country certainly does in the one from which I come. If a Jesus had a Muslim neighbour in the street, a fellow student in learning or fellow worker would he be content with quiet politeness or convey a more positive greeting in the street, the corridor, the workplace?
I wish the crew well up there in space. And I hope and pray that a build a relationship that goes beyond the avoidance of harm to one another. And I hope and pray that we can play our part as loving neighbours, guided by good law, good regulation, and a seeking of the mind, or putting on of Christ; forces driving us to make planet earth a happy ship on its journey through space.
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