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“Friend Request”

“You are my friends if you do what I command you.”

No sooner had I joined Facebook a few years ago than I began to receive something called “friend
requests.”  At first I didn’t know what this meant, since I’ve never had a person request to be my friend;
my friends became a part of my life over time, usually among people I have met with whom I’ve formed a
close bond and who share common interests with me.  It was my first introduction into the curious
language that Facebook uses, which also includes works like “post” and “poke.”  On this social media
site, a “friend” is someone you invite into the group with whom you share information; your Facebook
“friends” are the people who will be seeing what you “post,” and who will also share their “posts” with
you.  A person can be your “friend” on Facebook even if you have never met them in real life.

Today, I have 270 Facebook friends.  Some of these people I know very well; they are family members
and close friends with whom I remain in contact not only on Facebook but through such old fashioned
methods as letters and phone calls.  Other Facebook friends are people from my past: fellow classmates
in high school, university, or seminary; people I have known from the various communities in which
Susan and I have lived; and people who have been members of the various chorus we have sung in over
the years.  Facebook has also been responsible for a few occasions in which I have able to have dinner
with high school classmates I hadn’t seen in decades.  But among my Facebook “friends” are people I
can barely remember; there must have been some reason why they requested to be my “friend,” but for
the life of me I really don’t know who they are – hardly a good understanding of what it means to be a
“friend.”

The phenomenon of a social media “friend” is so new that there aren’t even any good definitions for this
new use of the word.  A lawyer named Bradley Shear has offered a definition that might be useful in
establishing a clear understanding of what this might mean: 

· “A ‘Facebook friend’ is someone who is added to your network on a social media website.  A
‘Facebook friend’ may or may not be someone with whom you have ever met or interacted with
other than requesting that he or she be added to your network or that you confirmed that he or
she be added to your network.”

Not only has Facebook redefined the use of the word “friend,” but it has also created a new word:
“unfriend.”  When you “unfriend” a person, you remove them from your contact list, so that they cannot
read what you post nor do you have access to what they put up on the website.  In either case, whether
you choose to “friend” or “unfriend” a person, it can be done with a simple click on a computer screen.
Being a real friend, of course, is far different from establishing a relationship as a “Facebook friend.”  A
true friend is a very special person; while we may have a wide circle of acquaintances and people who
share similar interests, there are usually only a few people we consider our real friends.  Friends are the
people we know we can trust; they are the people we can rely upon to be with us no matter what is
happening in our lives.  Friends care for each other; they confide their deepest secrets and inner
thoughts trusting that they will not be shared with anyone else.  Friends are the people we turn to when
we have good news to share, and they are the one we lean on when our lives are going through periods
of distress and turmoil.  True friends accept us unconditionally and with no ulterior motives, while also
encouraging us to strive to achieve the fullness of our potential.  

· “Friends accept us not as we appear but as we can truly be.  They hold us up to our better selves
in a way that we feel not pulled but as though we are being drawn out gracefully from within …
We flourish in friendships because our friends coax us into our higher selves.” – Arthur Dobrin.



Of all of the people with whom Jesus became acquainted during his life and ministry, those with whom
he shared the closest bond were his twelve disciples.  They were the people he had personally chosen
and invited to follow him, and he had shared every moment of his work with them.  They were present
when he taught the people, fed the multitudes, healed the sick, raised the dead, and proclaimed that he
Kingdom of God was at hand.  They were the inner circle with whom Jesus shared special teachings,
including his purpose in traveling to Jerusalem to fulfill his mission as Saviour of all people.  Even though
they were often unreliable and did not fully grasp the meaning of what Jesus shared with them, they
were the group of people Jesus would claim as his friends.

Today’s Gospel lesson is from the section of the Fourth Gospel known as the Farewell Discourse, in
which Jesus is sharing his final teachings with these disciples before his passion and death; he explains
the significance of his departure to his closest followers while pointing them to the life that they will lead
after this hour.  Knowing that these words will create deep distress among them, Jesus begins the
discourse with words of hope and encouragement: “Let not your hearts be troubled; believe in God,
believe also in me.” (14:1).  Even though Jesus will no longer be physically present with them, the
relationship that he has established with his disciples is one that not even death can destroy, for his
departure is for the sake of preparing for them the eternal home to which “I will come again and will take
you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.” (14:3).  As Jesus has shared his true identity
through a series of “I am” statements throughout John’s Gospel, the good news for these disciples who
are coming to terms with the immanence of Jesus’ departure is that “I am the way, and the truth, and the
life; no one comes to the Father except through me.” (14:6).  Jesus continues to offer encouragement to
his followers, assuring them that “I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you” (14:18) while
promising them the gift of the Advocate (the term John uses for the Holy Spirit) whom “the Father will
send in my name, [who] will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you.” (14:26). 
As Jesus invites his disciples to “rise, let us be on our way” to Jerusalem and all that will occur there
(14:31), he also assures his disciples that their relationship with him and with each other is one that is
bound together with cords that cannot be broken; for “I am the vine, you are the branches.  Those who
abide with me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” (15:5).

In the continuation of the Farewell discourse that is our Gospel lesson for today, Jesus teaches his
disciples that the ground of their abiding with Jesus is the love that God and Jesus share with each other
and that the disciple community is called to enact: “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 the
Father’s commandments and abide in his love.” (15:9-10).  To “abide” (meno) means to live in the same
intimate relationship that Jesus shares with the Father; this unity and mutuality that love makes possible,
symbolized by the unity of the vine and branches earlier in this chapter, is what leads to the “joy” that is
“complete.”  The gift of “joy” (chara) is a gift of salvation that is associated with the saving work of Jesus
and will come to fulfillment for this disciples in their continuing his mission and bearing fruit:

· “Very truly, I tell you, you will weep and mourn, but the world will rejoice; you will have pain, but
your pain will turn into joy.  When a woman is in labor, she has pain, because her hour has come. 
But when her child is born, she no longer remembers the anguish because of the joy of having
brought a human being into the world.  So you have pain now; but I will see you again, and your
hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy away from you.  On that day you will ask nothing
of me.  Very truly, I tell you, if you ask anything of my Father in my name, he will give it to you. 
Until now you have not asked for anything in my name.  Ask and you will receive, so that your joy
may be complete.” – 16:20-24.

Jesus continues the Discourse by reminding the disciples of the commandment that will be the means
through which people will know that they are truly Jesus’ followers: “This is my commandment, that you
love one another as I have loved you.” (15:12).  Jesus then offers the most explicit statement in the
Fourth Gospel of what it means for them to love as Jesus loves: “No one has greater love than this, to
lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” (15:13).  Jesus’ definition of “friend” has very little in common with
Facebook’s definition of the word, and is even different from many current understandings of friendship;



“friend” (philos) is from the verb “to love” (phileo).  When Jesus speaks of “friends” here, is is really
referring to “those who are loved” (Mary and Martha describe Jesus’ friendship with Lazarus in this
manner when they refer to their brother as “he whom you love” – 11:3).  Jesus is not appealing to a
noble ideal of “friendship,” but to an understanding of friendship that is wholly grounded in Jesus’
particular love (agape), a love toward others that “bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things,
endures all things.” (1 Corinthians 13:7).  To be Jesus’ friend and to love Jesus are synonymous,
because both are defined as keeping Jesus’ commandments: “You are my friends if you do what I
command you.” (15:14).  Jesus’ disciples are now his friends because he has kept nothing about God
from them: “I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard
from my Father.” (15:15).  In this relationship as beloved friends, Jesus has involved his disciples in the
intimacy of his relationship to God, fulfilling his promise that “those who love me will keep my word, and
my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them.” (14:23).

As Jesus teaches his disciples that his relationship with them is one of loving friendship, he also reminds
them (as well as all who hear his words, including us), that this relationship is the result of his initiative,
not ours: “You did not choose me, but I chose you.” (15:16).  To put it in Facebook terms, the “friend
request” is not one we sent to Jesus, but it was through him that we became true friends, a relationship
that is ultimately a result of God’s grace: “And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose
nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last day.” (6:39).  This acceptance and election
is followed by commission and vocation: “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.” (15:16b).  To be “appointed” (tithemi) is the
same verb Jesus uses in v.13 to speak of laying down one’s life; the disciples’ commission, therefore, is
grounded in Jesus’ own gift of his life.  To “bear fruit” is to go and do work of love; this “fruit that will last”
(meno) suggests that their works will also attest to the abiding presence of and union with God and
Jesus.  As a final guarantee of the community’s union with God and Jesus, Jesus repeats his promise of
answered prayer: “the Father will give you whatever you ask” (15:16; 15:7).  As Jesus prays to God with
full confidence that he is heard and will be answered, he promises his disciples that they can pray with
that same confidence.  They share fully in Jesus’ relationship with God, further evidence that they are
Jesus’ “friends.”

· “Righteous Father, the world does not know you, but I know you; and these know that you have
sent me.  I made you name known to them, and I will make it known, so that the love with which
you have loved me may be in them, and I in them.” – 17:25-26.

The “friend request” of Jesus is an invitation to each of us to enter into this close, loving relationship with
our Lord that will be the source of our joy and the inspiration for our reaching out to share this same
“friend request” with others.  It is the relationship into which we are invited through the words of the
beloved hymn “What a Friend We Have In Jesus,” written by Joseph M. Scriven as a poem in 1855 to
comfort his mother who was living in Ireland while he was here in Canada.  The words offer us the
comfort and reassurance that in this loving friendship we have the “privilege to carry everything to God in
prayer,” and that even in the midst of trials and temptations we should never be discouraged but take
“everything to God in prayer.”  As true friends bear each other burdens and support one another even in
life’s most difficult moments, Jesus is a friend who is “so faithful, who will all our sorrows share.”  And
even when our human friends betray us – which happened quite frequently to early Christians whose
friends turned their backs on them when they became friends and followers of Jesus Christ – Jesus’
friendship is steadfast and true; for when such friends “despise, forsake you … in his arms he’ll take and
shield you; you will find a solace there.”  Being a friend with Jesus means that our relationship with our
Lord is loving, trusting, and abiding; it is at the center of our lives.  It also means that as Jesus has made
us his friends, we look upon each other in the Church as fellow friends of Jesus and worthy of the same
love and devotion as Jesus establishes with us.  The Church is nothing less that the community of
friends who have been chosen through Jesus’ “friend request” that he made not through the mere click of
a computer key but through the ultimate act of love: laying down his life for his friends in his death on the
Cross.  He has done this for us so that we might live together as friends of Jesus: “in order that I may
belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and



blessedness, just as he is risen from the dead and lives and rules in eternity.” (Small Catechism). 
Because Jesus has requested us as his friends, our request of each other is that we might serve as true
friends, “weep when you are weeping; when you laugh I’ll laugh with you.  I will share your joy and
sorrow till we’ve seen this journey through.” (Richard Gillard, “Will You Let Me Be Your Servant?”).

· “Community is the place where people give to one another.  We are not God, but we can be
mediators (in a limited way) of the unlimited love of God.  Community is the place of joy and
celebration where we can say to one another, ‘Be of good cheer: the Lord has overcome the
world, the Lord has overcome the evil one.  Do not be afraid.’ … Love is stronger than death, and
community is the place where you and I continue to let the world know that there is something to
celebrate, something to be joyful about, something to be ecstatic about … Community is the
place from which we speak the Good News to the world: ‘Don’t be afraid.  Look, it has already
happened.  Christ is risen.’” – Henri Nouwen.

A “friend request” may have its place on Facebook, but in real life friendship involves more than a few
clicks of computer keys or messages shared on a smartphone.  Friendship requires loving devotion,
abiding presence, and commitment to share the joys and sorrows that all of the years of our lives bring. 
True friendship is what Jesus offers us, inviting and requesting that we enter into the loving friendship
that will bring us joy and invite all persons to abide in this love.  We have such a friend in Jesus – not a
virtual friend, but a real friend who abides with us always, walks with us every day of our life as he
prepares to welcome us to our eternal home where our friendship will abide forever.
Amen.


