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A group of friends went deer hunting and paired off in twos for the day. That night one of the hunters returned alone, staggering under an eight-point buck.
"Where’s Harry?" he was asked.  The hunter responded, 
"Harry had a stroke of some kind. He’s a couple of miles back up the trail."
"You left Harry laying there, and carried the deer back?"
"Well," said the hunter, "I figured no one was going to steal Harry."

Bad joke about a bad friend.  Obviously this guy was NOT a real friend to Harry.  Friends are really important to us; without good friends we would be miserable.  Friendship is a complex topic, however, and as a result poets, theologians, philosophers, novelists, film makers, sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists have all dealt with this topic. Today’s Gospel leads us to ponder friendship.  Jesus says, “I have called you friends.”  Is this a big deal? Oh yes it is.  What is the nature of this friendship with Jesus?  Is it the same as those friendships we see depicted on TV sitcoms or movies? Same as our earthly friendships?
Have you ever noticed on TV sitcoms or in the movies how the main character (whether it be Tom Cruise or Jennifer Anniston in movies, or Ray Romano in “Everybody loves Raymond”) always has a sidekick friend?  This friend plays a small part in the plot, is not as good looking as the star, is a social klutz, and is funny – because they make the star look good.  Is this the picture of a friend we have when we hear Jesus say, “I have called you friend?”   No. 

Well how about earthly human friendships then? Let me tell you about two of my friends.  One: Laurie. Laurie and I were inseparable in high school; she and I survived and thrived in high school because of our friendship, and we assumed we would be friends forever and ever.  We stayed in touch in college. We were in each other’s weddings. In the years following, we kept in touch with Christmas cards. Now, I don’t get a Christmas card from Laurie anymore.  2nd friend: Betsy.  Betsy and I were really good friends at work and outside of work; we had much in common: children near the same ages, same church, similar projects. We had fun having lunch together and sharing a babysitter.  One day, Betsy shared with me about how she was having an affair with a man who she visited with while on travel for work.  He was everything her husband was not: exciting, spontaneous, a real hunk.  For the next month in between trips, Betsy would stop by my office and tell me about her wild fun times with this guy. Her husband had no clue.  One day, I realized I needed to speak the truth to her, as a friend, in love. So I did. I went to her office, closed the door, told her how much I cared about her, but thought that she was making a big mistake and that she needed to walk away from this affair and now.  She asked me to leave her office. She did not speak to me again.  
These two examples of not so perfect friendships may remind you of friends you have had.  And let’s face it, many of our friends fall short. It turns out that we humans are not very good at true friendships, deep and lasting friendships that make it through thick and thin.  We all would like a best friend who never lets us down, listens patiently to us whenever we need it, gives us wonderful gifts on our birthdays, is not demanding, has a good sense of humor, loves to do the same things we love to do, ever gets angry or upset, and gives us permission to be ourselves.  Oh yes, isn’t that the kind of friend we would like to have?  We all want faithful, long lasting friendships.  There is only one friend who will be true forever, who will never let us down, who always makes you feel special, and that friend is Jesus.  Jesus actually picked you to be His friend; He said, “You did not choose me but I chose you.”  It’s like you are sitting alone on a park bench wrapped up in your worries and loneliness, and He comes and sits right next to you and asks you to be His best friend.  Then, He listens and listens to you, shares with you, and hugs you.  Then you spend the rest of your life with Him close by, you learn from Him; He  supports you no matter what is going on.  Jesus brings you into a state of intimate, trusting, permanent fellowship with Himself.  
This friendship with Jesus is way beyond any earthly friend you have ever had or ever will have.  Jesus said, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”  Jesus did this for you – that is the sacrificial love nature of His friendship with you.  We are told in Hebrews 13:5, “He will never leave you or forsake you.”  The hymn we will sing in a few minutes at the Offertory is, “What a friend we have in Jesus.” It was written in the 1800s by an Irish immigrant to Canada named Joseph Scriven, who had known great hardship, as a prayer to his ill mother. Here are a few of the lyrics he wrote:  “We should never be discouraged; take it to the Lord in prayer. Can we find a friend so faithful who will all our sorrows share? Jesus knows our every weakness; take it to the Lord in prayer. In his arms he'll take and shield thee; thou wilt find a solace there.”
This friend relationship with Jesus is THE launching pad to our purpose in life.  In calling you His friend, Jesus actually defines your approach to Him and everyone else.  Jesus said, “I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last…I am giving you these commands that you may love one another.” You are the ambassadors of Christ in the world; you are the only Gospel many people will ever meet. You are the hands, feet, voice, ears of Jesus – your purpose is to share His message of love through words and actions; this is the fruit Jesus is talking about!

This is not a fake, superficial kind of caring for others. You know what I mean by this, like that seemingly sincere smile given to you by the waitress right when she hands you the big check at the restaurant after your meal (because they want a big tip)?  In the service business, you have to be nice to people—it is part of the job.  In fact, people in the service business (like waitresses and flight attendants) have to deal with something called “EMOTIONAL LABOR.” This phrase was coined in 1983 by sociologist Arlie Hochschild.  It refers to when “emotions are intentionally managed in response to the rules for the job.” In other words pretending to be nice, pretending to be loving—and it turns out this causes stress; it takes a toll when you are working hard from your own strength to fake being nice. In our day to day lives as Christians, Jesus doesn’t want us to have the problem of EMOTIONAL LABOR. Jesus did not tell us “This is my commandment, that you pretend to love one another.”  Our love for others is to be real, sincere.  
The strength to do this comes from God, not from ourselves - so it is not stress-filled but rather stress-reducing. With God’s help, you can see the best in everyone, show sincere caring, gentleness, kindness and generosity to every person you know and meet (even if you don’t like them). The key is here, Jesus said“ as I have loved you.”  It can only be done through the love of Jesus Christ.  Through this friendship with Jesus, we learn to take on God’s characteristics as our own – to love one another as God loves us. Go ahead and accept Jesus’ invitation, take the risk to be Jesus’ friend, learn from His ways, love one another as He loves you.
God selected you to be His friend, to be His apostle; to follow Him and share His love with others in the world.  What an incredible honor and important purpose!  

 Jesus said, ”I have called you friends…you did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last…love one another.” Alleluia. Amen.
1

