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FOJ 

I saw some old friends this past week.  I went to some lectures at my alma mater, Union 

Presbyterian Seminary in Richmond.  This lecture series occurs at this time each year and some 

great scholar along with a very good preacher are brought to address something pertinent for the 

church.  It also serves as the time for the annual alumni luncheon, where we get to visit with 

those other pastors and ministers who were with us at seminary at the same time.  It is, of course, 

a time where stories are shared.   

 

Many of us started our seminary career six weeks before the fall semester began.  We came 

together for what was called Greek school, where we began to learn a two-thousand year old 

form of the language that had been used in writing the New Testament.  Class time was each 

morning.  The homework that filled the afternoons and evenings consisted of memorizing 

vocabulary and working on verb conjugations, along with translating sentences.  Although it was 

close, it couldn‟t be Greek 24/7.  We gathered for meals in the cafeteria and got to know one 

another as we broke bread together.  Each afternoon there was an hour to blow off a little steam, 

playing outdoor volleyball – we were not only sweating it out in class, but in a bit of relaxation 

too.  I realized that others were like me, a bit nervous about what a seminary experience was 

going to be like and hoping to build friendships with classmates.  We studied individually and in 

groups.  It was not a competitive feel, because as we got to know each other, we got the feel that 

we were in this challenge together.  When the professor was verbally drilling the individuals in 

class, we were all pulling for one another.  We were going through an intense time, a significant 

challenge together and strong bonds of friendship formed.   

 

In our passage from the Gospel of John, we hear Jesus call his disciples „friends.‟  They had been 

students of this rabbi.  They were followers of their leader.  They had been servants of their Lord 

and Master.  Long before “Downton Abby”, Jesus knew the dynamics of a relationship between 

servants and those who gave commands to them.  There have been a lot of these English stories 

in movies or on the „tellie‟ where servants have assisted an aristocratic family, sometimes in 

quite intimate settings, but there is no mutuality in the relationship.  The servants are always 

servants.  And the family is always the family.  The servants know the pain of the family‟s 

heartbreaks, and even might experience them as their own.  But in general, the family doesn‟t 

care to know the heartaches of the servants – they are to keep such things to themselves because 

to do otherwise would be crossing boundaries.  Servants carry out a command because they 

would lose their livelihood or would be punished if they did not.  Jesus says to his followers that 

he would be considering them to be friends, more so than servants.  It is this passage that led to 

Quakers having as their other name, the Society of Friends.  What does it mean for us to be 

friends of Jesus?      

 

To be a FOJ is to have a deeper, more intimate relationship, first with him.  In the original Greek, 

the word used for „friend‟ here is „philos,‟ related to one of the verbs for love, „phileo.‟ 
1
  His 



followers, his servants, were to be his beloved friends who would abide in God‟s love and have 

God‟s love abide in them.  A friendship goes beyond a servant relationship marked by rules and 

obligations.  It extends beyond the understanding of being „on duty‟ or „off duty.‟  It is a caring 

relationship that longs for the best for each and for all.  Think of your closest friendships.  Do 

you have a deep level of trust that your friends want what is best for you?  Will they rejoice with 

you and mourn with you?  Can you count on them to tell you the truth even when it is difficult?  

Do they help you to be your best you?  Will they work to get through that which would damage 

the relationship?  Would they be willing to make sacrifices on your behalf?   

 

That is the kind of friend that Jesus is to us.  However, in the various gospel accounts, we notice 

that his followers don‟t generally demonstrate the same kind of faithful and loving friendship 

they received from him.  But Jesus‟ example shows us the way and enables those who have been 

his followers and servants to move toward being the FOJ we are invited to be.      

 

His friendship with us redefines the possibilities of relationships with others.  Dr. Peter Storey, 

who was President of the South African Council of Churches while apartheid was being 

dismantled, who stood up to the voices of hatred and bitterness, says that when we invite Christ 

into our lives, he insists that we let him bring his friends with him. 
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 The other friends of Jesus 

that join us for the journey  can open the way for spiritual growth that our friend, Jesus, enables.  

Presbyterian deacons as well as ruling or teaching elders, when they take their vows, are asked, 

“Will you be a friend among your colleagues in ministry, working with them, subject to the 

ordering of God‟s Word and Spirit?” 
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 Disagreements or disputes can arise, but the love of God 

in Jesus Christ is a more powerful unifier than anything that would pull us apart.    

   

With these friends we take on additional challenges fighting hunger or racism or other forms of 

oppression and violence, not out of obligation or guilt, but as those who have been inspired by 

the sacrificial love we have seen in Jesus.  Our motivation gets transformed by the friendship we 

have experienced.  We Presbyterians are good about taking on responsibilities – but this 

friendship that Jesus offers enables us to rise to a challenge with joy.   

 

A couple of days ago, we passed the 70
th

 anniversary of VE Day, marking the victory in Europe 

during the Second World War.  Some of you remember the friendships that were forged in those 

challenging times.  Shared stories and experiences can draw us closer.  But primarily it is the 

shared love of God that enables you and me to understand ourselves as something even more 

than those who have made it through such trying times.  Some people of faith focus on the 

judgment of God.  There are some who focus like a laser beam on God‟s rules for this and that.  

But the grace and love of God that Jesus embodied leads us toward the experience of a friendship 

with God, redefining who we are, what we do, and why we do it.  When I went to seminary, I 

thought I would be learning about the gospel primarily in the classroom.  But by God‟s loving 

grace, I also learned about it in the relationships that developed along the way with my 

classmates.  Being FOJ changes who we are, what we do, and why and even how we do church, 

because the dedicated love and faithful joy of Jesus blazes the path for us to live out gospel 

news.  I am thankful that you are not only my friends, but that we can be friends of Jesus 

together.   
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