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I have called you friends…  
 

 

This week during the Phone Hacking enquiry questions were asked of the British 

Prime Minister David Cameron concerning his friendships with particular people.  

One voice protested:  just because the PM had a friendship with someone, did it 

necessarily imply a connection between him and the scandal.  Individuals have do 

have friendships that are unconditional, but that is much harder for people in power to 

achieve. 

 

Organizations and nations also have friendships.  Until the Second World Australia’s 

primary bond of friendship was with Britain: “the old country” an unequal, parent-

child type of relationship.  Since then we have made friends with the USA.  Despite 

the rhetoric, this is not an equal relationship, free of domination and exploitation.  We 

are bound to love what our powerful friend loves.  Our leaders find it difficult to 

openly disagree with our friend.  And they readily agree to bend their efforts to help 

achieve our friend’s goals in this and other parts of the world.  

 

The huge success of Face Book attests people still seek friendship.  But friendship in 

the deeper sense that some of us have known has suffered as competitiveness has 

escalated and increased mobility has alienated people from their roots.  The capacity 

for strong human connections formed by stability and the empathy that deepens over 

time, has been degraded.  We have many acquaintances: virtual connections with 

people with whom we network for particular purposes, but real friends are few.  

 

The ancient world had a threefold understanding of friendship.  There was: 1, the 

natural association, as between brothers, parents and children, husbands and wives; 2, 

the relationship between co-operative groups bound together for a particular purpose, 

as in merchants, soldiers or even thieves; and 3, there was the union of souls in pursuit 

of common, noble ideals.   

 

The 12
th

 C Archbishop of Canterbury, St Anselm gave great dignity to the friendship 

of souls united with God in worship.  One reason for this priority was because, while 

all natural relationships would pass away, this one retained an unaltered existence in 

Heaven.  It was and is a noble idea.  But when it came down to the point, his idea was 

that the union of souls was especially for males who were committed to the monastic 

life.  

 

In the 17thC the Quakers came to the belief that Christ was immediately present to 

each person as Light and ordained ministers and consecrated buildings were irrelevant 

to true Christian fellowship.  Those who shared the light of Christ were known as 

Friends, and soon the Quakers became the Society of Friends.  



Jesus said: You are my friends if you do as I command you. I do not call you servants 

any longer, because a servant does not know what the master is doing, but I have 

called you friends [John 15:14-15].  These verses occur in context of Jesus stating the 

new commandment: Love one another as I have loved you, something he modelled 

perfectly.  Jesus was no slave or servant who did only what he was expected to do.  

His words “as I have loved you” flowed from his complete at-one-ment with God: a 

relationship of deep, mutual intimacy.  When Jesus called his disciples friends he was 

including them in the deep mutuality of his love for God and God’s love for him.  His 

life embodied the reality that the heart of God searches for us, and seeks to restore us 

to the foundation of life from which we came, that we might enjoy all that life with 

God was meant to be. 

 

When Jesus called his disciples friends he made a distinction.  They were no longer 

slaves who simply respond to their Master’s commands without knowing the reason 

why.  The friends of Jesus have been told everything - through him the full counsels 

of God have been imparted to them.  Being party to this knowledge does not mean 

joining an elite, or never having to serve again.  A friend becomes a partner in a 

relationship of love, because of a prior gift of love.  Discipleship is not grounded in 

duty so much as it is grounded in love from God, that bears fruit by offering 

responding affection towards God, and towards those whom God loves.   

 

 You did not choose me, I chose you. When we think of friendship it usually involves 

mutual attraction between those who have something in common.  But the friendship 

Jesus speaks about is based on an initiative toward those who were originally 

indifferent or even hostile to the gesture.  And the words you did not choose me, I 

chose you raise the question: if Jesus chooses his friends, does this imply there are 

some whom he rejects?   

 

You did not choose me, I chose you can really only be read against the background of 

the initiative of God, expressed in John 3:16 - God so loved the world that he gave his 

only Son...  God chose to love the world.  In this initiative God did not choose some, 

and not others.  God chose all - even those who were God’s enemies.  And God 

continued to love them, even when they destroyed the living embodiment of his will.  

By its actions humanity should stand condemned in the eyes of God.  But the 

Resurrection is the revelation that God’s continuing choice was to stand in the midst 

of his enemies, in order to make us friends.  Friends such as we would never seek to 

make. 

 

When Jesus says: You are my friends if you do what I have commanded you, it sounds 

conditional, and the challenge is whether love can be commanded.  The words simply 

mean the church is called to love what he loves.  The friends of God are called to love 

God, and the world that God loved.  For the church God is Love is not a general truth, 

an idea or a doctrine.  It is an event - something that has happened to us for our good.  

And this event is to be repeated amongst us in acts that seek the good of others.   



I have called you friends.  Choosing to live on the basis of having been loved by God 

in Christ makes a massive difference to the sort of priorities we would choose.  It 

means choosing to love the outcast, the downcast and our enemies.  If we want to live 

as though we do truly have faith the pattern of divine self-giving seen in Jesus Christ 

shows God is found amongst the powerful and the successful not as an endorsement, 

but as a challenge.  

 

And because in his self-giving Jesus is found where there is alienation, suffering and 

disintegration, this has something to say to us as church, and as community, as we 

watch the continuing humiliation that exists amongst Indigenous communities in 

Australia, and amongst the homeless on our streets.  It speaks of a great lack of 

friendship even humanly understood.  But for us who live in the light of Christ, it is 

even more urgent because the humanity that was dignified in the raising of Christ is 

daily being crucified afresh in our land and in our streets.  

 

St Anselm of Canterbury made a mistake when he saw the highest expression of 

friendship as existing in male monastic communities.  But he was right about the main 

idea.  The union of souls in worship is the highest form of friendship.  This is 

something the whole drama of Easter, and the resounding Alleluias of the Easter 

Season make clear.  Over against the persisting evil that exists in the world, Easter 

stands as the sign that God was not satisfied to leave things in a state of alienation and 

degradation.  Easter is the feast that conquers all because here we see that from the 

lowest point there is, God caused a life to spring forth that shines a light for us.  It 

illuminates a new kind of grace-filled friendship that is gifted to us: a friendship like 

no other.  We did not choose this, or deserve it.  It was given to us.  If we have this 

friendship, there is nothing more we could possibly have.  And the quality of this 

friendship is such that we cannot keep it to ourselves. 

 

*** 


