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An English teacher gave her class an assignment to write creative definitions of a friend. 

 A friend is a pair of open arms in a society of armless people. 

 A friend is a warm bedroll on a cold and frosty night. 

 A friend is a lively dance in the midst of a dreary musical concert. 

 A friend is a mug of hot coffee on a damp, cloudy day. 

 A friend is a beautiful orchard in the middle of the desert. 

 A friend is a glass of milk and honey when you can’t go to sleep. 

 A friend is a good book on a rainy day. 

 A friend is a hot bath after you’ve walked 20 miles on a dry, dusty road. 

 

Not bad.  All these definitions describe a friend as someone who comforts, accepts, encourages, and 

refreshes us.  Its nice to have people like that in our lives isn’t it?  Its that person who can change 

the whole mood of a day that’s stressful and frustrating by simply listening, accepting us without 

judgment, affirming us when we feel down on ourselves, pointing out the important things we lose 

sight of, making us laugh, rescuing us from our own negativity and critical attitude.  When you find 

a friend like that, you’ve found a treasure.  Hang on to them.  Appreciate them.  Treat them well.  

Be thankful. 

 

Friendship is what the church is all about.  Its not really all that complicated.  At its most basic 

level, the church is a gathering of friends.  Did you know that Christians were called “friends” 

before they were called Christians?   The book of Acts reminds us that the followers of Jesus were 

first called Christians at Antioch.  That’s after the crucifixion, after the resurrection, after the first 

persecutions that scattered Jesus’ followers… after Jesus had returned to the Father in heaven.  But 

it was Jesus himself who first called his disciples “friends”.  Think about that.  Let it sink in.  “I 

have called you friends.”  Before anything else… they were friends.  It was Jesus’ most intimate 

word to describe the relationship he wanted with his followers. 

 

The last meal they all shared together in that upper room, the one we call Passover, and the one we 

celebrate today… that dinner is called “chaburah” or “friendship dinner”.  Every month we 

celebrate our friendship… with God and with each other.  It was at the Chaburah that Jesus said to 

his followers, “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  Greater 

love has no person than this, that they will lay down their life for their friends.  You are my friends 

if you do what I command you.” 

 

Do you know what the greatest heresy is in the church?   The greatest heresy is a church where 

people don’t love each other.  The church, at its very core, its foundation… is built on love and 

friendship. A church where love is absent is a contradiction in terms.  Its like the fig tree that Jesus 

cursed because it had leaves but no fruit.  It looked like a fig tree.  The color of the leaves was right.  

The texture of the bark was perfect,  The form, the height, the shape was that of a fig tree.  But it 

didn’t bear the fruit of a fig tree.  No fruit!! 

 

So it is with the church that looks like a church, seems to work like a church, has the organizational 

structure of a church, sounds like a church when the people sing in worship.  But if it doesn’t 

possess the fruit of a church, which is to love each other as we are loved by God, then can it really 

be a church? 

 



I’m not aware that our church has a mission statement.  It might be a good exercise if we were to 

spend some time reflecting on how to express our mission as a church in just a sentence or two.  Let 

me give you a short mission statement that comes right from the heart of Jesus.  Here it is:  We are 

to love God with all our heart, soul, strength and mind and love our neighbor as we love  ourselves.    

Simple isn’t it?  All that we do, all that we hope to accomplish, all our vision for the present and for 

the future, all our efforts, all our resources, all our energy as a church… it all needs to be focused on 

loving God and loving our neighbor as we love ourselves.  That’s the test.  If we don’t pass that test, 

then it calls into question our identity and purpose as a church.   

 

You may ask, “How can we love God?”  And the answer is, “We love God by loving our neighbor.”  

Its what Jesus said, “You are my friends if you do what I ask you to do.”  Now that isn’t always 

easy.   The kind of love Jesus talks about is not a mushy,  sentimental, emotional kind of feeling.  Its 

not always clean and neat.  It doesn’t always make us feel good and satisfied.  In fact, Jesus’ 

definition of love is this, “Greater love has no person than this, that he will lay down his life for his 

friends.”  Whoa Jesus!  Say what?  It sounds dangerous.  It sounds scary.  Precisely… Love is hard 

work! 

 

Loving people isn’t always easy or convenient.  Its easier to love God than to love people.  At least 

on the surface.  But God’s take on this is that we can’t love Him unless we’re willing to get  

involved in loving our neighbor – the people we live with, work with, study with and the people 

who sometimes drive us crazy.  In fact, loving others is the ONE WAY God says that we can be 

sure that we DO love Him.  Words don’t cut it.  Fancy liturgies, great looking newsletters, neatly 

manicured grounds…. All of it can feel good and look good and sound good.  But unless there’s 

love at the center of all those efforts… as St. Paul wrote and we read earlier in the service, all our 

efforts might as well be compared to a noisy gong or a clanging symbol.   

 

So who is that person you have the most difficulty loving?   They’ve offended you, or they’ve  

taken you for granted.  Maybe they’ve betrayed you or just made life very hard for you.  Maybe 

their personality is one that just rubs you the wrong way and you find them to be annoying and 

irritating.  I have news for you:  That person is God’s gift to you.  That’s the relationship that will 

revolutionize your life.  When we find the grace, the forgiveness, the transcendent power and 

patience to truly love that person, magic happens.  Not only is that person touched with grace, but 

we are changed in some profound way. 

 

Its no big deal to love the person who loves us.  Jesus’ call to us is not to a comfortable, easy, cozy, 

predictable and secure life of playing church.   Do we dare stretch ourselves to include the 

unlovable?  Do we dare consider how we might love God more by engaging with those who are not 

like us?  What if our church was known as a place of radical involvement in our community – 

where the outsider and the marginalized were welcomed?  Or where people who were hurting and 

feeling ashamed because of personal failure felt accepted and loved?    

 

We’re called to be friends… but its not an easy assignment by any means.  Are we up to it?  By 

God’s grace and with the Spirit’s presence, let’s unleash the power of unconditional, life-

transforming and rock-our-world love.  And then see what God does with that.   My friends, I invite 

you to the Chaburah, the table of friendship.  Amen.  

 

   


