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The World According to John: Jesus, Our Friend
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A minister, having served the same church for many years decided to leave and take a similar position in another church. Without telling anyone he had made this decision or writing a letter to the congregation, he waited until Sunday morning to announce his resignation in church. When he spoke to the congregation he said, “The same Jesus that called me to this church many years ago has now called upon me to leave and serve another church.” Just then the choir all stood and sang, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.”
On the sign in front of St. Giles Presbyterian Church in Ottawa, was the Facebook logo and the sign said, “You have a new friend request from Jesus.” And then the options: “Confirm” or “Ignore.” For some that may not make any sense. But for the billions that participate in the social networking of Facebook, you understand that when you get a friend request you have the option of connecting and sharing your personal information over the internet with the one requesting friendship, or not. The sign in front of St. Giles Presbyterian Church is a not-too-subtle reminder that God in Jesus is reaching out to you requesting to be in relationship.

That we understand. That has been the mantra of Christianity from its beginning. God so loved the world that God initiated the healing process and atonement required, God gave God’s only son, that this divine-human relationship that we walk away from might be reconciled.

But friendship? Is Jesus my buddy? Are we BFFs? And if he is my best friend, can he be yours? Can you have more than one best friend?
I have always shied away from understanding my relationship with Jesus as a friend. I am not sure I can fully articulate why. But in some sense “friendship” almost seems too superficial – something that can be summed up on a greeting card. It also seems too exclusive, like I have a right to Jesus that others don’t have because he’s my friend.

So, I never enjoyed hymns like “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” because I never fully appreciated the analogy of our relationship with Jesus as friend. It is a very sentimental hymn and an emotional view of Jesus as a friend. It is very easy to be a friend of Jesus according to this hymn, because Jesus is there when we need him. He bears our burdens and cares for us. All we need to do is take these burdens to him in prayer. Don’t get me wrong. There are days when that is exactly what we need out of our relationship with Jesus. And that is available to us. But is that the sum total? Is that what it means to be a friend?

Enter the Gospel of John. Thanks to Gail O’Day who teaches preaching and New Testament at Candler Theological Seminary – our United Methodist Seminary at Emory University in Atlanta – I have a new and deep appreciation for understanding Jesus as our friend. In her essay “Friendship As the Theological Center of the Gospel of John,” she has convinced me of both – that Jesus is our friend, and if you want to understand the Gospel of John, then you need to understand the importance of friendship and what that means for John. But a warning: you need to know that it stands in stark contrast to this sentimental, emotional understanding of friendship.
It begins with connecting the Greek word that John uses for friend, “philos,” back to the root meaning in Greek, which is “love.” I don’t think that the English maintains that connection anymore. We use it too much for greeting cards and sitcoms. But when you call someone friend, you are telling them that you love them. O’Day claims that the Gospel of John is a pivotal resource for the reclaiming of this kind of friendship, and for understanding the theological ramifications it has for the Christian.
Plain and simple, in the Gospel of John Jesus articulates the heart of friendship this way: from our Scripture lesson today Jesus says, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13). O’Day helps us understand the cultural context within which these words were first heard. 
For classical Greek philosophers in Athens in the fifth and fourth centuries BC, and most notably Aristotle, “friend,” “philos,” played an important social role in the maintenance of the “polis,” city-state. Friendship was the key social relationship on which the “polis” depended. This mutual social obligation, this relationship between friends – equals contributing together – is what the democratic ideal of the Athenian polis relied on.
O’Day quotes Aristotle as saying,

…the virtuous man’s conduct is often guided by the interests of his friends and of his country, and that he will if necessary lay down his life in their behalf… And this is doubtless the case with those who give their lives for others; thus they choose great nobility for themselves.
O’Day uses this to highlight an important difference between ancient and modern understandings of friendship. We have lost, perhaps, that the ideal of friendship is to “lay down one’s life for a friend.” Given the sentimental and emotional content of most contemporary language of friendship, the claim of Jesus’ words in John 15:13 seems completely alien to us. But now, we have learned, it is not without precedence.
Gail O’Day is quick to point out that just because there was the rhetoric, doesn’t mean that any more people laid down their lives for their friends than they do now. But it does show that the ideal was in the rhetoric of the ancient understanding of friendship.
There is one other motif in this word “friendship” that would be good for us to understand. The polis, the city-state of Aristotle, gave way to the “patron-client” social relationship of the Hellenistic age under the Roman Empire, this time of the New Testament. Philosophical discussions of friendship in this period turned a bit more pragmatic. We hear rhetoric like “friends of the emperor,” which you hear echoed in John 19 when Pilate wanted to release Jesus, but the Jewish leaders shouted, “if you release Jesus, you are not Caesars’s friend.” You are not a friend of the emperor.

One of the main distinguishing marks of a friend in this context, O’Day claims, was the use of “frank speech.” Philosophers counseled the “patron” to be on the lookout for whether “friends” were speaking honestly and openly, or whether they were engaging in flattery to further their own ends. According to the Hellenistic philosophers, to be someone’s friend was to speak frankly and honestly to that person and to hold nothing back.

So as we read the Gospel of John, we hear upon Jesus lips:

This is my commandment (reminiscent from last week’s lesson when Jesus washed the disciples feet). This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love no one has than this, that one lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you. No long do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends.
Jesus does not just merely talk the language of friendship; he lives out his life and death as a friend. He talks frankly and honestly, and he lays down his life. And he asks us to be his friends. That is, he asks us to do the same.

It is easy to read this passage and get all sentimental and sing songs about Jesus being our best friend forever. In fact it even sounds like a promotion of relationship. We are no longer looked down upon by the Son of God. We are no long his servants. We are his friends. We have made it, and doesn’t that make me feel special? And the answer is yes. But the question is, are you ready to be Jesus’ friends?
Fred Craddock tells a wonderful story of a time when he had a flight cancelled and he had to spend the night near the airport to catch a flight the next day. The next day was a Sunday, and the hotel he was staying at was close to a church that he walked down to and attended the next morning.
It was a small church, he describes. The preacher was not smooth in speech, but Craddock said it was probably the most captivating sermon he had ever heard. The preacher used James 2:23 as his text where it says “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness; and he was called the friend of God.” The opening words of his sermon were “Abraham was a friend of God. I’m sure glad I am not a friend of God.”
This is how Craddock described it:

He recalled the story of Abraham, pilgrim and wanderer who after years of homelessness, died and was buried in a land not his own. “Abraham was a friend of God,” he said. “I’m glad I’m not.” He then spoke of others who had been called friends of God, faithful in spite of dungeon, fire, and sword. He concluded with a story of Teresa of Avila, remembered by the church as a friend of God. He recalled her begging in public to raise funds for an orphanage. After a series of setbacks – flood, storm, and fire repeatedly destroying the orphanage – Teresa in her evening prayers said to God, “So this is how you treat your friends; no wonder you have so few.” The sermon closed with counsel: if you find yourself being drawn into the inner circle of the friends of God, blessed are you. But pray for the strength to bear the burden of it.

No longer servants, but friends: it sounds like a promotion. And so we sing “What a friend we have in Jesus.” But who among us, Craddock asks, would sing “What a friend Jesus has in me?”
Jesus says, “But I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father.” A friend of Jesus shares in the knowledge of God’s operation in the world. Knows what and how and why God is working. God is creating a community of love that is to embrace everyone. A friend has this love and extends it toward others, says Craddock, but it carries a price. The world that does not know God will hate the friend of Jesus as it hated Jesus for practicing this love.

“What a friend we have in Jesus” is a pleasant and encouraging thought, but “what a friend Jesus has in me,” is beginning to feel a bit burdensome.
It is hard to be knowledgeable. That’s part of the problem. As Christians I think we feign ignorance all the time, and choose to continue to use language like “I am a servant of Christ,” because we don’t want the burden of being friends and knowing what we know. And what we know is that we are loved and redeemed by God, made friends that we might friend others – be willing to lay down our lives, sharing honestly and frankly.

But when there are over 4,000 homeless in Washtenaw County alone, what kind of friend are we? When there are over 40 million people without adequate access to health care in the U.S., what kind of friend are we? When there are hundreds of thousands of unwanted pregnancies aborted every year, what kind of friend are we? When we label someone as “unredeemable” and so we execute them for the “good” of society, what kind of friend are we?” When over eight children a day are killed by guns in the U.S, what kind of friend are we?
I know there are no easy answers and I chose controversial topics to highlight on purpose. But we are no longer called servants who are ignorant to the master’s plan. We are to love as Christ loves.
If you find yourself being drawn into the inner circle of the friends of God, blessed are you. But pray for the strength to bear the burden of it.
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