Make a friend         John 15:9-17
How to survive in a topsy turvy world!
 
When I packed up my office at Colby UMC Church last June, I shook my head at the nearly three feet of paper stacked with copies of my sermons and other church business. In the process, I came across a short sermon series that I did some time ago which brought back pleasant memories, so I decided to rewrite the sermon for today using an outline that I will explain momentarily.
 
This story goes back to a summer in the 1980’s when I was pastor in Vergennes and West Addison, Vermont, just north of Middlebury and just south of Burlington Vermont. As was the custom when the pastor went on an August vacation, a nearby summer resident, Rabbi Victor Reichert would fill in the pulpit in may absence. One of my church members was a neighbor to the Cincinnati Rabbi of the Rockdale Ave. Temple, and had managed to obtain his services most summers for some years.
 
The congregation called Victor Reichert their “Methodist Rabbi”.  Rabbi Victor Reichert was even more interesting because he was a friend of the famous poet Robert Frost. The two had neighboring summer places in Ripton, Vermont, just 20 miles from my church in Vergennes. Frost, raised a Swendenborgian, had an attraction to the Old Testament images of God had a long and deep friendship with the rabbi and had been known to preach at the Rabbi’s synagogue.
 
Because of all the talk about the Rabbi, I was very disappointed that I would not hear his sermon and when I returned from my vacation, I asked someone what he had spoken about.
 
They told me his sermon was “How to survive in a topsy turvy world.” And his sermon had three points: take a walk, read a book or make a friend! More than that nobody could remember. It seemed rather simple to me and I wondered how he brought in the Bible to his topic. Sadly, I would never know more than that about his sermon. Googling the Rabbi, I would discover that he was a great intellect and renowned scholar on the book of Job. I need to investigate how Job survived the disasters that struck his life. For sure his faithfulness to God was they key to his survival. I am sure there are lessons in that for us.
 
Eventually his outline sparked my interest to use it for a message and this week I decided to rewrite this sermon for our own topsy turvy times.
 
The sermon topic could just as easily be a sermon titled: How to survive depression, or How to survive the dark months of the winter, how to survive the downturn in the economy or How to survive practically anything!!!
 
So here is the Rabbi’s advice and here is my advice as well:
Make a friend. Next week we will look at one of the other two topics.
Another Rabbi Dan Bridges, son of the Ben Bridges of the Jewelry Company and long time Director of Hillel Campus Ministry at UW, once told me that he was envious, from his Jewish perspective, of the Christian intimacy with God!
 
In this wonderful passage in John 15, we know that Jesus made us more than slaves, more than disciples. He called us FRIENDS!  We are chosen for intimacy.
 
Jesus chooses us to be friends.
And we are chosen by God to receive his grace and his love.
By being chosen in love, we are then called to fulfill the Great Commandment: to love God and to love others.
 
So today the third way to survive in this Topsy-Turvey world is to Make a Friend.
A-  So Make a Friend- It’s a truly Biblical mandate!
(maybe just slightly more important than Taking a walk or Reading a Book!)
 
It’s from the core of our faith, from the center of our beliefs. If all you had was the Great Commandment from the gospel of Luke 10 :27
'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind'[a]; and, 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'[b]"
If that was all the scripture you had to base your Christianity upon, you would be compelled to make friends and to lay down your life for those friends as well.
 
B-Make a friend- Because it is good for you.
Friends are helping us live longer.
Research has found that it relieves stress, especially for women!  So it really is a survival technique for surviving in a topsy-turvey world.
It seems that we release the hormone exytocin when we are under stress which produces the flight or fight response, but in women seems to produce what they call the ‘tend and befriend response’, which in turn calms the woman.
Consider Mary’s story. She has a visit from the angel and is told she will bear a son….. and then she goes off to visit her cousin.
This same calming effect apparently doesn’t happen to men, who produce testosterone under stress which counteracts any oxytocin they produce.
Friends help us live better. The more friends a woman has the less likely they were to develop physical impairments as she grows older, and they more likely she is to lead a joyful life. The chances of a successful transition after the loss of a spouse was also increased by having good friends.
If friendship is good for us, it’s good for the other as well. So being a friend helps keep people well, and joyful!  
This week I decided to call an old friend from Vermont, a fellow UM, a person living with MS to the point that she cannot easily use a computer or go too many places. After catching up, we talked about friendship.
(Both of us needed to update each other on our newer email addresses!)
She says that she has friends from church and care-givers who have become friends and that she very much depends upon them to visit her. From time to time she feels that the medical folks are the only folks she relates to and that her friends need to come visit more often.  Her experience is a lesson to persevere in our friendships.  I need to give that friend a call!
 
 
Gets at a problem-
How committed are we anyway?  Are we willing to love at all times, as the proverb urges friends to do.
-For me, friendship takes a lot of time and a commitment to hold up my end of the partnership, despite a busy life.
-As a friendly, but quiet person, it was a lot easier to make new friends when I was younger and shared certain important events or activities with other people like: struggling through graduate school and seminary, enjoying English Country Dance Camp in the summers, taking various classes together or sharing a church community. To this day I cherish these friends.
Beyond these years, I have a lot of excuses for slacking off on making time for friendships.
-In my teaching, parenting and early ministry years I had several experience where people were trying to make a friend out of me, by calling and trying to get together and I just couldn’t find a free piece of time in the next month! At one point I decided that as a pastor of a two point charge in Vermont, I just wouldn’t be able to have any friends outside of my church brothers and sisters.
-The older I get and the more I move around, the harder it get to make new good friends. The new friends I have, have not shared the same life stages with me, they don’t know my story in the same way as my old friends do. Sometimes it seems that people already have enough friends in their life. Some friends are married and seem occupied with their own families in ways that make it hard to be more than an occasional friend.
It’s easy to let go of a friend because things change in our lives , we move, we have new jobs and the time disappear. I emailed a friend of mine this week, Carla, another UM. I used to walk with her regularly but she took a full time job and took up biking and we spent less and less time together. I thought of Carla this week since she is poet and at one time wrote a series of poems to her lost friends. And in delightful synchronicity she wrote me that she had decided to read Robert Frost this winter when the rain starts to fall and was interested in my sermon. I have a great little book for her- The Rabbi and the Poet.
Now let me read you one of her Lost Friend poems.
VI.  Susan, 1984
 
You wrote the first poem I ever loved, a poem that lifted me up and put me on a dry New Mexico highway at night so I could understand when you wrote "...the way time goes by like headlights at dusk, something dim against something dimming."  When we both lived in San Francisco, I admired your devotion to your craft, your use of the writing table with its immaculate typewriter next to carefully typed poems, the books arranged just so, and the pursuit of your doctorate in every Western State.  You wrote, you published, you added degrees, and then after a long absence, you re-surfaced with a faculty position, a new husband, and a passion for Tai Chi.  When I tried to respond to your quick postcards with a series of letters, you informed me that what little time you had for writing would be devoted only to your craft and not to correspondence.  So I wonder, what shall I do with the postcards you sent, forward them on to a lonely mailbox near a highway in New Mexico, and watch as our friendship becomes "...something dim against something dimming?"

 
Are we willing to sacrifice for a friendship? For making new friends, and keeping the old?
 
 
-Over all I have found the best experience is the small covenant discipleship group or regularly meeting prayer group that provides friendship and sharing that satisfies the soul. A place, a container is set in motion for the friendships to take place.
 
God is therefore calling us to make time and to make a commitment to reach out in love to others and make friends. So what are we going to do about it?
 
How many friends can we make anyway?
Several discussions with friends and family about this and sometimes the number three comes up.. handle about three good friends.. brother used to feel that when one moved away then another person stepped in to fill that void.
On line blog sites-A few to up to 8 best or good friends and then a lot of regular friends.
What happens to us if we all have our quota’s ?
I wish I knew the answer.
How are we going to go about making more friends for Jesus? This is a very good question.
 
 
Make a friend         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.


 


Proverbs 17:17 A Friend loves at all times, and a brother is made for adversity.


The Message-17 Friends love through all kinds of weather,


  and families stick together in all kinds of trouble.








