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November 12, 2017 
 
Tim Hughes Williams 
 
Sermon: “Thank You For Being A Friend” 
 
The First New Testament Lesson: John 1:35-39 
35The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, 36and 
as he watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of 
God!”  37The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed 
Jesus. 38When Jesus turned and saw them following, he said to them, 
“What are you looking for?” They said to him, “Rabbi” (which translated 
means Teacher), “where are you staying?” 39He said to them, “Come and 
see.” They came and saw where he was staying, and they remained with 
him that day. It was about four o’clock in the afternoon.  
 
The Second New Testament Lesson:  John 15:9-17 
9As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. 10If 
you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have 
kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. 11I have said 
these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may 
be complete. 12“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I 
have loved you. 13No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s 
life for one’s friends. 14You are my friends if you do what I command 
you.15I 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.16You 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. 17I am giving you these commands so 
that you may love one another.. 
 
Sermon: 
 
A snapshot from the beginning and a snapshot from the end.   
 
Today we have two Scripture passages from John’s Gospel which more 
or less bookend the disciples’ time with Jesus before the resurrection.  
John 1 describes the day that they first met him in the flesh, walking 
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alongside the road.  The second reading, from John 15, falls squarely 
into a long monologue from the Last Supper, which scholars have come 
to call the Farewell Discourse.  
 
It’s striking to consider the difference between these two texts and all 
the events that happened between them.  In the first account, the 
disciples encounter Jesus the way most people did, as an increasingly 
famous traveling celebrity.  They stood there gawking, star-struck, as 
John the Baptist cried out like a carnival barker, “Look, here is the Lamb 
of God!”  They started following Jesus right then and there, more like 
paparazzi than disciples.  I imagine them creeping down the road 
behind him, tweeting out photos to all their friends.  #wwjd  #blessed.   
 
It’s likely that no one was more surprised than them when he turned 
around to face them and asked, “What are you looking for?”  This is one 
of those classic, open-ended Jesus questions.  We might all be better off 
if I just stopped the sermon right here and spent some time wondering 
what we would say if Jesus looked us in the eye and asked, “What are 
you looking for?”  #speechless.   I don’t think I would have the nerve to 
respond the way the disciples did.  “Rabbi, where are you staying?”   
 
Assuming it wasn’t a total non-sequitur, I suppose what they were 
looking for was a more personal understanding of Jesus.  After all, you 
can appreciate the Sermon on the Mount without knowing what kind of 
sofa Jesus has or which books sit on his bedside table.  You can follow 
the teachings of Jesus without locating him on Google maps.  But they 
wanted to know Jesus in a different way.  So they asked him where he 
was staying.  Sure enough he invited them to come over and see for 
themselves.  And they stayed there for the rest of the day.   
 
Have you ever stopped to consider how you might spend an afternoon 
with Jesus?  It’s a very different question than the ones we tend to ask.  
It’s more social than theological, right?  If the question itself makes you 
uncomfortable, then you may be uncomfortable with the idea of 
friendship with Jesus.    
 

g 
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 There is an author and blogger named Andrew Sullivan and he wrote an 
essay about friendship in the late 1990’s called “If Love Were All.” 1 In 
the essay he describes his friendship with another gay man named 
Patrick.  They first met in a bookshop in DC - Dupont Circle actually - 
where they sheepishly exchanged phone numbers and went out on a 
few dates.  Andrew recalls being disappointed when Patrick told him 
that they should just be friends, but it turned out that Patrick wasn’t just 
brushing him off, but actually meant it.  He became one of Andrew’s 
dearest companions.  They devoured books and threw dinner parties 
and shared notes on what it was like to be a gay man in DC in the 80’s.  
 
“We would have been hopeless lovers,” Sullivan wrote, “far too 
headstrong to tolerate each other’s constant company, far too individual 
to have merged into one.  But as friends, we had space to breathe, to be 
ourselves, and…help each other ease more deeply into what we thought 
were our futures.” 2 
 
By the nineties, things had changed. Andrew and Patrick’s friendship 
became strained.  They were both acting distant and withdrawing from 
their usual scenes.  One day, after months of unreturned phone calls, 
Andrew spotted Patrick at Mass, sitting in his usual pew, looking 
noticeably thinner.  He tried to connect with him when the service 
ended, but he had disappeared.  A few days later, Patrick called him in 
his office.  “I’m sorry I’ve been avoiding you,” he said.  “We need to talk.”   
 
“I’m so glad you called,” Andrew said.  “I need to talk to you too.”  They 
made plans to meet by the fountain of a nearby park.  With this 
mounting sense of grief and disbelief, they shared with each the same 
news: they had both been diagnosed with HIV.  
 
Andrew wrote, “Whatever barriers and boundaries there had been 
between us until that moment suddenly dissolved into something much 
more like union, solidarity, relief.  So much relief.  We were at that 
moment each other’s only HIV-positive friend.”   
 
Likewise, Patrick wrote in a letter to Andrew: 
                                                        
1 “If Love Were All.”  Included in “Love Undetectable: Notes on Friendship, Sex, and 
Survival,” by Andrew Sullivan.  Random House, 1998.   
2 Ibid., 183. 
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        “With all that’s happened to us – together and apart – I’m inclined to 

think that somehow we were chosen to know each other, to help 
sustain each other, and to teach each other the mysteries of loving, 
living, dying.  After the initial crush of your news…I found myself 
strangely more attached and connected to you, even protective of 
you, and I felt an effusion of love and tenderness, that, for the first 
time since I met you, was not constrained by consideration of 
others.” 3   

 
Andrew never found out how the letter ended, because Patrick never 
sent it to him.  He found the first page of it among his possessions nearly 
a year after his death.   
 

g 
 

It had been something like three years since that day that John and his 
friends spent an afternoon at Jesus’ place.  Now, in their more 
experienced eyes, he was both less and more than the Lamb of God that 
John the Baptist squawked about.   They had seen the miracles, sure.  
But they had also come to see Jesus as a regular dude.  Maybe he talked 
in his sleep.  Maybe he occasionally called John Peter or vice versa when 
he was flustered.  Perhaps he got a little bit snippy when he was tired.  
He was a man.   
 
At any rate, three years had passed; incredible, eventful years that they 
would never forget.  They were a far cry from that first star-struck 
encounter by the side of the road.  Now they were gathered around the 
Passover table on the night of Jesus’ arrest.  At least as John tells the 
story, Jesus speaks in a tone that is both intimate and didactic.  He 
speaks with the urgency of a beloved teacher who understands that 
there will not be many more lessons, so every word counts.   
 
“As the Father has loved me, so I love you,” Jesus says.  “Abide in my 
love.”  We are familiar enough with this language that perhaps it doesn’t 
immediately occur to us to ask what Jesus really means.  How does one 
abide in the love of Jesus?  Live in the love of Jesus?  Make one’s home 

                                                        
3 Ibid., 186.   
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there?  I suspect that those words didn’t sound any less strange to the 
pre-modern ear.  I can imagine the disciples shooting Jesus a raised 
eyebrow, maybe even asking that same old question: “Well, Rabbi, 
where are you staying?”  Where do you live, and how many guest rooms 
do you have?  See, unlike us, they actually had been abiding with Jesus 
for years, roommates, all over the countryside.   You could hardly blame 
them for taking him literally.   
 
If anything, the events of that evening and the months, and years that 
followed would be the destruction and loss of that beloved, familiar 
home.  This man that they had come to love and trust, to follow at great 
sacrifice, to abide with, was to be ripped away from them, arrested, and 
crucified.  Much sooner than they would like, they would find 
themselves scrambling for new ways to understand, and follow, and 
love.   
 
Maybe, after all that, his words would ring with new meaning:  
 
12“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved 
you. 13No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s 
friends. 14You are my friends if you do what I command you.15 
 

g 
 
I have to admit, I struggled a little bit this week with that last bit.  “You 
are my friends if you do what I command you.”  Do you have any 
friendship in your life that works on that basis?  Try calling up your 
friend and saying, “Do what I command you!”  Let me know how that 
works out.   
 
I’m trying to understand what Jesus is talking about when he talks about 
friends.  And I found Andrew Sullivan’s essay very insightful.  He points 
out, by the way, that there is very little scholarship about friendship in 
the modern era.  We all have friends but we very seldom talk about 
what that means.  To really dig into the subject you have to go back to 
the ancients.   
 
The Greek work here, “phila,” suggests a brotherly or sisterly love, but it 
can be a slippery word, applying as much to the friendly co-worker as 
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the lifelong friend.  It’s the old man who plays chess in the park as well 
as the godmother to your child.  
 
Aristotle dedicated large chunks of his Ethics to the subject of 
friendship.  He suggests that while friendships are everywhere, they can 
also be distinguished by types.  There are utilitarian friendships that 
help you get what you need.   There are friendships that are based on 
pleasure.  You just enjoy being together.  There are friendships that 
make you looker better by proximity.  There are friendships that give 
you access to power.  Artistotle is not too harsh on these kinds of 
friendships, by the way – he believed they were a necessary, if lesser, 
part of the human community.   
 
He also believes they are important because they are the place where 
true friendship come from.  True friendship, he argues, emerges over 
time between equal parties who eventually begin to choose to love each 
other in a manner than transcends self-interest.  The word he uses to 
describe this, paradoxically, is ‘dis-interest.’  The disinterested love of 
true friendship takes time.  As he puts it, “The wish to become friends 
can come quickly, but friendship cannot.”  It develops. 4  
 

g 
 
There soon came a moment between Andrew and Patrick, a 
conversation, that Andrew will never forget.   
 
Because of the timing of their diagnoses and their response to 
medications it began to become clear that Andrew was increasingly 
likely to survive his HIV diagnosis, and Patrick was not.  One afternoon, 
Patrick was laying in bed with a fever over 100 degrees, sweating and 
vomiting and feeling miserable.  He had lost an incredible amount of 
weight.  Andrew was lying on the bed with him, holding his body with 
only the bedspread between them.  If such physical intimacy seems 
suspiciously romantic to you, remember that it is one of the gifts of gay 
men and women to have physically affectionate friendships that straight 
men are often afraid of.   
 

                                                        
4 “Love Undetectable, p. 196.   
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But they were lying there on the bed.  They talked about death: what it 
meant, how it might feel.  Andrew felt like he might be the only person 
in the world not afraid to talk with Patrick about dying.  Shortly after, 
Patrick asked Andrew to scatter his ashes across the ocean in the Gulf of 
Mexico, a short distance from his childhood home.  Patrick had already 
told his family but was worried they hadn’t taken him seriously.  “I 
promise it will happen,” Andrew said, pulling him closer, feeling his 
skeleton through the bed sheets.   
 

g 
 
Aristotle’s notion of true friendship as a disinterested love helps me to 
make sense of what Jesus said.  After all, his time with the disciples was 
characterized by their dependence.  From day one they followed him 
like baby chicks.  They listened to him, loved him, and lived with him.  It 
was the privilege of a bodily friendship with Jesus. But a friendship of 
equals with Jesus is never possible.  Therein lies the paradox of Jesus’ 
statement: “You are my friends if you do what I command you.”    True 
friends, in their purest moments, love their friends without regard to 
their own needs.  It’s a feature that makes friendship different from 
romantic love, which revolves around the merging and blurring of 
identities, one flesh.   
 
The freedom to do what Jesus commands with disinterested love is 
made possible only with distance. Jesus knew that a day was swiftly 
coming when the disciples would need to stand on their own two feet.  
They would do what he commanded them, not because they had to, but 
because they loved him.  That’s what abiding in love would mean.   
 
And here’s the great irony: making the move from abiding with Jesus –
roommates - to abiding in the love of Jesus – believers - would make 
them stronger.  It would transition them, willing or not, from the 
humble crutches of dependence to the faithfulness of friendship.  It 
would guide them through the difficult days ahead.  
 

g 
 
After Patrick died, Andrew packed his bags and flew south to that small 
Gulf town for the funeral.  He was alternately numb, raw, furious.  There 
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was a small framed photo of Patrick from his high school yearbook in 
the front of the church, taken years before he had come out of the closet.  
Andrew felt like everyone was staring at him and the other “special 
friends” who had come to pay their respects from DC.  It was an act of 
resistance, he felt, to simply show his love, to be the friend that he knew 
that he was.   
 
There had been a little back and forth, in the end, about scattering the 
ashes in the ocean, but in the end Patrick’s family agreed and they all 
boarded a boat and cut a path through the dark waters that Patrick had 
swam in every summer since he was a little boy.  Poems were read.  
Someone played a trumpet solo.  Ashes scattered across the surface of 
the water, darkening and disappearing.  There was a terrible sense of 
finality, the end.  They stood there a moment in grief-struck silence.   
 
And then, without saying a word, Patrick’s brother leapt into the ocean, 
fully clothed.  “It feels amazing!” he cried out from the warm water.  
Andrew didn’t have to hear another word.  He flung himself out over the 
water, arms open, into the shock of wet and warmth.  He rose to the 
surface slowly, the roar of salt water in his ears, and let the ocean hold 
him.   
 

g 
 
How, then, do we abide in the love of Jesus?  It begins in the physical 
world, for sure.  Loving those around us.  Loving their bodies and the 
places they live.  But it is the best and worst of news that that is only the 
beginning.  If you do that well, grace will move you forward into a place 
of letting go, where you open your arms and rest in a much deeper, 
more mysterious love.  Who says it better than the poet, Denise 
Levetov? 
 

As swimmers dare 
to lie face to the sky 
and water bears them, 
as hawks rest upon air 
and air sustains them, 
so would I learn to attain 
freefall, and float 
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into Creator Spirit’s deep embrace, 
knowing no effort earns 
that all-surrounding grace.  

 


