Lady Lilac
      I caught her.  A lady at least in her 70’s was caressing and sniffing the lilacs that push through and drape down over my 6 foot privacy fence.   I have about four bushes that have been in the yard for generations and the aroma this unseasonably warm April morning filled my side of the block.  I could tell that the fragrance had taken her into another world.  

       She did not notice my appearance outside the barrier.  As she looked up I startled her. And she started apologizing like a child who had been caught stealing something.   “Oh, ha, I’m sorry, sir.”  (I still can’t get used to older people calling me sir.   I’m still a kid, right?)  I hope you don’t mind me enjoying your lilacs.”  

     “Not at all,” I assured her. “ In fact you had better take a couple cuttings.”

      “Oh.”  She said, seemingly quite surprised.  “I’d love to.  We had these in my yard years ago.  And now I miss them so.”

       I knew she was missing more than lilacs.  I said, “It’s amazing how a fragrance or a piece of music like that can take you to another time and place, isn’t it?       

       “ Oh, yes,”  She said, visibly moved.    

      What kind of world are we living in that makes elderly ladies think they have committed a crime to smell the neighbor’s lilacs? Is it mandatory that we all act like strangers, hiding behind our privacy fences?  
      I understand why the fences are around yards these days. This week a drunk smashed my privacy fence taking out part of the bush the lady had enjoyed.  Had the fence post not been there he’d took out the kids’ swing set at the side of my yard.   The enclosed yard makes me feel more safe.  I want evil to stay away from my home.   So I suppose I understand why established residents of my new neighborhood are so hard to get to know.  We can’t be too careful about the kind of influences we allow into our personal space.  
      But I’m glad that my lilacs grow through the fence and invite others to come see and smell.  And I’m a fan of the shadow box variety of fence.  You can see through it at an angle.  It’s a barrier—but its not impenetrable.  It seems to say that there is still a way to still be neighbors.   Our biological cells are surrounded by semi-permeable membranes.  Our lives and spirits ought to be too.  Jesus could retreat to the wilderness, away from the corrupting influences; nevertheless he was able to eat with tax collectors and sinners. 

     The church has always had a hard time imitating this example.  Jude 22-23 tells us Be merciful to those who doubt; snatch others from the fire and save them; to others show mercy, mixed with fear-hating even the clothing stained by corrupted flesh.   This is a real balancing act, isn’t it?  I’m thankful for both my privacy fence that protects my family.  But I’m also thankful for the lilacs which burst through it and allow me to touch my neighbors—and they in turn to touch me.
