
Community of friendship  
 

[Jesus said,] As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. If you keep 

my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s 

commandments and abide in his love. I have said these things to you so that my joy may 

be in you, and that your joy may be complete.  This is my commandment, that you love 

one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life 

for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you. I do not call you 

servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I 

have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard 

from my Father. You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and 

bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my 

name. I am giving you these commands so that you may love one another. 
                          John 15:9-17 

 

 A couple of weeks ago in one of our discussion groups, we were talking about levels of 

friendship.  And someone remembered what David Feltman once said, that a true friend was 

someone you could call at 3:00 in the morning if you needed them.  Then we remembered 

something called a “fridge friend”—someone who, when they visit your home, feels 

comfortable enough that they can open your fridge and get something to eat or drink without 

asking.  Finally, we decided that the ultimate test of friendship is if someone comes over to you 

house at 3:00 in the morning just to get something out of your fridge. 

 When we think of a lifelong friend, especially if they were a childhood friend, we usually 

think of someone our own age—a school classmate or neighbor that we played with, fought 

with, shared secrets with. Or maybe it was a college roommate. But when I was just six years 

old, I became friends with someone who was more than 60 years older than me.   

 I have told you about her before.  She lived across the street from us in the little farm 

town in Oklahoma, where my dad was pastor of a tiny Baptist church.  We didn’t live in a 

neighborhood where there were other kids my age to play with, and I hadn’t started first grade 

yet. I am told that I used to sit in the yard and stare at the school across the street, where my 

brother and sister were reading books, learning all kinds of new things, and having a ball with 

their friends.   

 Across the street in the other direction lived a woman who was probably in her late 

70’s or early 80’s, an ancient age to a six-year-old.  She lived alone in a two-story white frame 

house, with a broad porch across the whole front side.  Sitting on her porch in the mornings, 

she probably noticed the tow-headed boy moping around like a stray dog.   

One afternoon my mother called me in and asked if I would walk the three blocks to 

what was called “downtown,” to the barber shop, where the mayor of Roosevelt not only cut 

hair, but also sold the daily paper which he wrote, edited, and printed—the lady across the 

street had asked me to take a dime, buy her a newspaper, and keep the nickel change.  So we 

began this routine of me going over to her house, getting a dime, bringing back a paper and a 

box of Cracker Jack, and sitting with her on her porch for the afternoon.  My older sister had 

taught me to read, so whether or not my new friend really wanted to know what was in that 

paper, I suppose I read what I could of it to her.  I can imagine that she liked to hear me read to 

her as much as I liked to show off how well I could read. 



After the paper, the Cracker Jack, and a glass of water, I don’t know what we talked 

about—or if we talked at all.  We were about a different as two people could be.  She was a 

quiet white-haired lady with no family, I was a shy, six-year-old kid with no friends.  We both 

were happy to sit on her big front porch in the early afternoon, in the rocking chairs or on the 

porch swing, and just enjoy each other’s company. 

I didn’t realize it at the time, but by reaching out across all the differences and 

unknowns between us, by opening her home and herself to this a young stranger, she was 

showing me at that early stage in my life what friendship could look like. 

 Jesus says to his disciples in our reading from John’s gospel, “I have called you friend.”  

That’s not a word that gets used much in the Bible.  We hear a lot about the relationship of 

Father to Son, parent to child, Lord to servant, and teacher to disciple.  But friendship, as it is 

described in this reading, brings another dimension to the relationships Jesus came to 

establish—relationships that are not built on ties of kinship or interest group or political 

ideology, not even on ties of religion or church membership.  It is a relationship that is forged 

not out of similarities and like-mindedness, but across differences and sometimes even outright 

opposition.    

When Jesus is said to be a friend to tax-collectors and sinners it is not because he 

condoned their behavior or ignored their sins.  Rather, he reached out and bridged the gap, the 

ultimate difference that separates sinful humanity from a holy God.  And the bridge he built 

goes beyond the traditional social and cultural and even religious structures that create bonds 

of unity. 

 Even though the word “friend” is not used, we see this concept of friendship acted out 

over and over again in the stories Jesus told—the story of the Good Samaritan, the Prodigal 

Son, the lost sheep.  In these parables the outcasts, the marginalized, the overlooked—those 

who are different from the mainstream of a given culture or society—these are the ones who 

are befriended; while the conventional morality of the established religious groups is called into 

question—their piety sometime exposed as hollow self-righteousness. 

 And it is not only the stories he tells. In the life of Jesus, we are given a model of this 

level of friendship.  In his identification with the suffering of others, in his willingness to give his 

life for others—here we see the most profound level of friendship embodied in human form. 

 Jesus says that the ultimate expression of this level of friendship is to “lay down one’s 
life for one’s friend,” a concept we considered a couple of weeks ago in the texts about the 

good shepherd.  The power in that statement, however, is not only the laying down or risking 

one’s life—it is also in how we think of the other side of the equation, who we identify as 

friend.   

 It is one thing to identify my friends as those who think like I do, read the same kind of 

books I read, belong to the same service organization or church that I belong to, and follow the 

same baseball team I support.  That is usually how we define our friends, isn’t it?  That and 

those who “like” us and our posts on Facebook.  And there is nothing wrong with that.  That 

level of friendship is a great human quality, and we need all the friends we can get.  But there is 

another level that goes beyond likeability and similarity.  The little letter of 1 John says that we 

can love others because God first loved us.  In the same way, we reach that higher level of 

friendship because we have been befriended by Christ. 

In just a moment Dennis will sing the gospel hymn “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.”  

It is one of the greatest hymns ever written, as all my friends will agree.  But there is a danger in 

singing this hymn.  The danger is that we reduce Jesus to the kind of friend that shares my good 



taste and good sense, who affirms everything I hold true and good—a Jesus who agrees with 

me on so many important things. The danger of singing “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” is 

that we reduce the friendship of Jesus down to nothing more than an individual, private 

relationship.   

Chuck Campbell reminds us that when friendship is shaped by the gospel and modeled 

on the friendship of Jesus, we do not become closed in on ourselves, centered on “me and 

Jesus,” but always open ourselves up to the world and intentionally include in our lives the 

stranger, the outsider, the one who is different, maybe even the enemy. 

In this remarkable passage in John’s gospel, Jesus enlarges our vision of what friendship 

means, and deepens the level of that friendship.  But more than just invite a few close associates 

to be his BFF (best friend forever), he also begins to shape the church into a community of 

friendship,  a community whose boundaries reach across and go beyond the traditional 

relationships of kinship or identity group in a given culture or society.   

And it may be that Jesus most powerfully enacts this concept of friend and embodies 

this community of friendship when he sits at the table not only with disciples and followers, but 

even more with tax-collectors and sinners and with the same Pharisees and religious leaders 

who were offended by his table manners.  Sallie McFague suggests that in these table stories we 

see a model of the same table we gather around here, and that we know ourselves welcomed 

and we welcome others in the same way.   

We are a community of friends.  As much as we are a community of worship, or a 

community of believers who agree on doctrine—we are also a community of friends, modeled 

on the friendship of Jesus Christ.  And that friendship doesn’t end when we leave this sanctuary.  

We take that sense of community and friendship with us wherever we go. It reaches out to 

include those we haven’t even met yet.  Maybe it doesn’t even end when we leave this world.   

Back to that holy time that I spent on the porch of my neighbor friend.  Even though 

our time together was short—we lived in Roosevelt only about a year, and she died just a few 

weeks before we moved; even though nearly 60 years have come and gone since that time; and 

even though I can’t even remember her name, to this day I still consider her one of my best 

friends.   

And I like to think that wherever she is, whatever porch swing she is swaying in, she still 

remembers those days when she had more than just an errand boy or companion for a brief 
while.  I like to think that, like me, she remembers those days as when together we began to 

enter God’s holy community of friendship.  

May it be so. 
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