My neighbor named Joe

" “Gentleness,
self-sacrificeand
generosityarethe’
exclusive posses-
sionofnoonerace
orreligion.”-Gan-
dhi

InMay 1985, my
family (which, at
that time, consisted
of me, my wifeand
three children) .
movedintoournew
home. Ournext-doorneighbor

promptly introduced himself whileI

wasinspecting my backyard. My
new neighbor was standing next to
the fence that separated our proper-
tylines, with alarge smile upon his
face.Inastrong and Broadway-
esque bellowing voice, he said,
“Hello, neighbor. Mynameis Joe.”

Iimmediately walked overtoJoe,
shook his hand and introduced my-
self. Joe wasaretired military man
whoappeared tobeinhis mid tolate
60s. We spoke forabout 15 minutes,
during which time Joe told me all
about the good and bad of my new
neighborhood. (Afterlivinginthe -
neighborhood for about six months,
IdiscoveredthatJoe’s descnptxon
was spot-on.)

Withinjustafew weeks Joebe-
came a very good friend to our fami-
ly. He was particularly kind toour
little ones. He.quickly learned my
children’s names and didn’t hesitate
tosay hellotothem. And1always
knew when the Schwan’s truck had

beeninourneighborhood because
Joeregularly brought us a variety of
icecreamtreats. -

- My only complaint with Joe con-
cerned the factthateachandevery

timelIdid somethmg nice forhim, he

would do two nice things forme and
my family. I could never catchup!
Forexample, Iofteninvited Joe over
forbackyard barbecues. Joe accept-
ed my many invitations uponthe
conditionthathe be allowed tobring
some of the meat. Joe had agood
friend who happened tobe abutch-
er, and the meat that Joe broughtto
ourbarbecues was second-to-none.
Whenitsnowed,Idid mybestto
anonymously and stealthily shovel
Joe’ssidewalks. I knew thatThad
been caught when Joe graciously
gave my wife some money tobuy
snowsuits for our children.
Itdidn’t take long before Joe be-
came part of our family. We truly
loved him, and I strongly suspecthe
loved eachandevery one of us. Dur-
ing the many years that we closely
interacted, we never experienced
anyconﬂictornegaﬁvit‘yin ourrela-
tionship. Joe alwayshad my back,
and I hopethatJoe knewthatIal-
ways had his back. Joe was a won-
derful neighbor.
Itwasavery sad and challenging
fime for us when Joe died. Joe was
truly animportant part of our life.
By outward appearance, many
misguided and prejudicial individu-
alswould have perceived that Joe
andIhad nothingincommon. Joe

q/zé /2020

was an elderly man, of Africande-
scent, who did notgrow upin Wyo- -
ming.Iwasayoung man, of British/
Irish descent, whowasbornand
raised in Wyoming. Outward ap-
pearancescanbesodeceiving! -

Joeand I quickly soughtand
found our common ground: 1. Even
though we were of different denom-
inations, we were both Christian; 2.
We beheved inthe sanctity and-
strength of family; 3. Weloved our
country; and 4. We did our bestto
love our neighbor.

Thave previously written columns
which strongly denounceracism
(“Strivetobecome socially color-
blind,” WTE, 4/6/19, and “Reasons
why bigotryisn’tforme,” WTE,
12/31/16). Fromthe positive feed-
back thatIreceived onthese col-
umns Isuspectthatthemaaontyof
myreaders donotperceivethem-
selvestoberacist. However, ifyou
areinclined tosupportany racist
viewpoint, Iaskthatypu change
your perspective.

Joe mattered because he wasand
isachild of God. However, the most
importantreasonthat Joe mattered
tome was because of the content of
hischaracter. ‘

Whatatragiclossit wouldhave
beenifbigotry had prevented or oth-
erwiseimpededimycherished
friendship with my neighbor named
Joe. :
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