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THE CHURCH AS FRIENDSHIP COMMUNITY


I’m trying in these sermons to persuade myself and all of us to invest ourselves in our friendship for each other.  I’m hoping we’ll be inspired to form new friendships.  The reason for this is because friendship is something of an ideal, even divine, relationship in Christian faith.


We read in our lesson that Jesus holds his disciples not as servants, as you’d expect, but as friends.  Then he turns around and says that the same loving, equal, self-giving relationship is how the disciples need to treat each other.  This is huge for you and me.  The community of disciples is a community of friends.


One of the things I’m learning is that back in the first century, this Christian idea of friendship community was new.  If we read between the lines in much of the New Testament we get a sense of how new this business of a loving friendship community was.  


A very diverse crowd of people came together in their faith in Jesus Christ.  Young, old, Jewish, pagan, rich, poor, different ethnic groups, and so on.  They didn’t exactly like each other at first.  They didn’t go along with eating at the same table or sharing with one another.  But with time, the radical new vision of Christian faith inspired congregations to a new mode of fellowship.  So, a big factor behind Christianity’s explosive expansion in the Roman Empire was the quality of life together that was visible in the congregations.  Christians really did love one another.


I believe the same principle applies with us today.  Our faith in the power of the Holy Spirit shapes this congregation.  We will be different.  Not weird or withdrawn of fanatical or even impressive or powerful.  The difference will be fun, welcoming, reassuring, fair, and supportive.


One of the ways we’ll be different is that social divisions will dissolve.  Let Jesus’ words soak in.  I no longer call you servants but friends.  I think of Islam which means submission.  The posture of the Muslim is on the ground kneeling in slavery.  But Jesus takes us by the hand and lifts us to eye level with himself and calls us, “friend.”

I remember, years ago, trying to revive the community ministerial association of ministers.  I took to lunch a minister from a small hot-gospelling, sect-like church.  He was in no hurry to hang out with other ministers.  He explained that only until we worked out theologically common ground, that he had no interest in basically having lunch together on a regular schedule.


I think the world around expects and conditions us to stay separate because we can’t agree on some fine point in the interpretation of, say, the Book of Revelation.  The world stays separate for lots of goofy reasons.  Management eats in the dining room, hourly employees in the cafeteria.  Democrats and Republicans don’t like each other.  Blacks and Hispanics and Whites have difficulty living in the same neighborhoods.


What’s revolutionary is that Christians are to be together.  When people of different social classes, different job classifications, different zip codes, different ages, different anything sit down or email, or give gifts because they are friends with Jesus, that’s still new.  Equality.


Add to equality affection.  That’s my second point.  In our lesson, Jesus urges us to love one another.  Read the New Testament sometime with an eye for the language of relationships.  The book is riddled with it.  Paul pines in longing to be back with his churches.  Christians call one another brother or sister.  Jesus insists on apologies and reconciliation.  It’s clear from the most superficial read of the Christian scriptures that the advent of Jesus Christ has launched a movement of loving warmth among people.


I always chat with the funeral director when we drive to the cemetery.  One afternoon several years ago, the owner of a funeral home explained that he was a Presbyterian, a member of Southminster Presbyterian Church.  But because Southminster was so embroiled in fights over their minister, he was going to Fairhaven Community Church.  He liked Fairhaven because it was big enough to attract top preachers.  The funeral director could slip in, sit anonymously and listen to a great sermon, and slip out with no entanglements.


I tried--with no success—to get him to go back to his Presbyterian Church.  Why?  Because that’s where the relationships were.  Isn’t Christian faith more about being together, patching it up, and hanging in with one another than listening to a world class orator?  I think it is.

Psychologist Jan Yager tells of a close friendship she shares with a successful businesswoman.  During a particularly stressful time in the businesswoman’s career when she was changing positions, Jan simply phoned her just to catch up.  They talked a few minutes about the particularly difficult day.  Then Jan’s friend simply said, “Jan, just hearing your voice makes me feel better.”  I can’t imagine a better example of what Jesus is teaching us here.

Finally, the friendship we’re talking about needs to be centered in Christ.  The distinct Christian vision of friendship is that it isn’t only two of us, but three of us.  Jesus is somehow present.


Now please don’t misunderstand.  Just because Jesus is part of it doesn’t mean that it’s a companionship where we do nothing but preach at each other or quote scripture.


After I’d served several years at my previous church, a young minister, Mark, moved to a neighboring Presbyterian Church.  The presbytery had just come up with the brilliant plan to provide guidance and oversight to younger new pastors by pairing them with older, mature, and spiritually advanced, role-model mentors.  So, guess who was assigned to Mark?  That’s right.  And just to be sure, I understood how to guide young Mark the presbytery gave me a workbook with blanks to fill in with questions like, “the area I get the most satisfaction in ministry is_____”


After one meeting we decided to alter my mentorship for young mark.  Instead, we visited Mendelson’s Electronics Salvage—the world’s largest surplus electronics warehouse.  Mark and I found that we also enjoyed swimming laps at lunch.  And eating Chinese food, and Mexican, and drinking coffee.  Bicycling before work.  One spent one day riding roller coasters.  Then we did a Bible Study jointly with a bunch of seniors—that was fun.  At length, we talked about problems in our parish.  We talked about our sense of being called by God, and how his call seemed to be changing.  We talked about our churches and preaching.  

It took 3 years before Mark and I started talking deeply about the kind of stuff the presbytery thought we should talk about.  Which was about two years after even the presbytery abandoned the workbook.


A Christ-centered friendship is one where two people enjoy each other and encourage each other’s best self and honor each other’s walk in discipleship.  And Jesus is just there!


You know, this business of opening ourselves to friends is one of the great joys of this Christian life.  We are gifts to each other.  Augustine insisted that God brings us our friends.  All we need to do is receive and enjoy them.  All we need to do is to love and enjoy them.


That’s why my invitation to cultivate one new friendship is hardly an onerous task.  It’s like so many things in the Christian life.  It’s grace.  Friends are a grace.  And all we need do is stop pushing them away or running away.  They’re there because we need them and they need us and God has given them to us and us to them.
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