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    JUNE 24, 2012

Unnecessary For Survival
1 Samuel 17:57-18:16;  II Corinthians 6:1-13

In preparation for today’s sermon, I pulled out my yearbook from my senior

year of high school.  No, it was not to remind me of the big earrings, big shoulder

pads and even bigger hair we wore over two decades ago.  And no, it was not so that

I could share pictures of one of my best friends and me in our matching acid-washed

jeans and brightly patterned tunic sweaters.  We all committed our share of fashion

violations in the 80's.  

 No, I found my old yearbook so that I could read some of the notes written to

me by my friends.  Most of them were the usual, predictable reflections on high

school:  “It seems like yesterday when we became friends in seventh grade,” or “It’s

been great getting to know you in calculus class this year,” or “Have fun when you

go off to college,” or “I hope we remain friends forever.”  

But the two comments that stick in my mind were from my two best friends,

the two people who shared with me all the ups and downs, the triumphs and sorrows

of growing up.  One of them wrote, “Don’t stop until you’re doing what you love and

you’re happy doing it.”  And the other, reflecting on the competitive nature of our

friendship wrote, “Thanks for always pushing me.  We made each other better.”

It is a gift to have people like that in our lives, isn’t it?  People who want the

best for us, people who push us to be stronger, people we trust implicitly.  To have

someone in your life who asks what’s on your heart, cares enough to listen to the

answer, and to whom you are willing to be vulnerable enough to share those deepest

thoughts and feelings, all your dreams and fears–That kind of friendship is a rare gift

indeed.

I’ve often wondered what it is that draws us to the people we call our friends.

Of course, sometimes we become friends with those who share a hobby or passion.

Sometimes friendship grows out of proximity because of where we live or where we

work.  Friends may be bound by the shared experience of success or tragedy.  Or

perhaps we become friends through mutual acquaintances.  
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The friendships which intrigue me the most, however, are those shared by

people who seem to be a complete mismatch but which are close and deeply fulfilling.

I had a close friend in college, for example, who was my total opposite in nearly

every way.  We were from different parts of the country, had completely different

personalities, shared no other friends in common, and had very different ideas about

hobbies, music, even religion.  Our friendship didn’t make sense to anyone else who

knew us, and we couldn’t explain it either.  But it worked for us, and we became so

close that I was later in her wedding, and we still manage to keep in touch despite

many years and miles between us.

Whatever the reasons we are drawn together, it remains something of a mystery

why certain people become friends and others do not.  It turns out, though, that we

may choose our friends based, at least in part, on a certain genetic predisposition.

Recent research from the University of California, Berkeley, has indicated that

our brains are wired to decide within the first twenty seconds of meeting someone

whether or not we think they are trustworthy and kind.1  The study also found that

those whose body language was deemed more trustworthy were more likely to

possess a particular variation of the receptor gene for oxytocin, the hormone which

promotes social interaction and bonding.  

The researchers point out that what makes a particular person kind and

dependable is a complex combination of biological and environmental factors, but

it seems we are genetically wired to like and trust certain people and not others.

Today’s Old Testament passage is in part about the beginning of an unlikely

friendship.  Up until now, David and Jonathan had led very different lives.  Jonathan

was the first-born son of King Saul, the likely heir to the throne, and what we know

of Jonathan before the eighteenth chapter of 1 Samuel are the stories of his exploits

with the Philistines on the battlefield.  Jonathan grew up a child of privilege, a prince

and a warrior.

David, on the other hand was a shepherd boy, the eighth son of a farmer from

Bethlehem, a fertile but, up until then, relatively insignificant part of Israel.  David

had known hard work, not privilege, and once he was chosen by God and anointed

by the prophet Samuel, he was a threat to the Saul’s power and to Jonathan’s hopes

of becoming king.  

David and Jonathan met just after David had saved the Israelites by defeating

the giant Goliath and, despite their differences, we are told that “the soul of Jonathan
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was bound to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul” (1 Samuel

18:1-4).  Jonathan and David became like brothers, and as David’s success on the

battlefield and notoriety among the people grew, so did Saul’s jealousy and hatred of

David.  Jonathan would choose to honor the covenant of friendship he had made with

David rather than side with his father in his plot to kill David.  David eventually

became king because, we are told, the Lord was with him and because Jonathan

risked his own life to protect David’s (1 Samuel 19). 

Yes, to find a friend we trust who desires the best for us and who makes us

stronger is a precious gift.

We are probably all familiar with the Ralph Waldo Emerson quote, “The only

way to have a friend is to be one.”  David seems to have learned that lesson from his

friend Jonathan.  David “mourned and wept and fasted” (2 Samuel 1:12) after he

heard that Saul and Jonathan had been killed at the hands of the Philistines.  He

vowed to take care of Jonathan’s five-year-old son who was lame (2 Samuel 9:7),

granting him all the land that had belonged to his father Jonathan.  And he went to

great lengths to bring the bones of Saul and Jonathan back to their homeland to give

them an honorable burial (2 Samuel 21). Because David could not repay Jonathan’s

kindness and loyalty during his life, he did all that he could to honor him in death.

It is clear from his writing that the Apostle Paul also knew the value of good

friends.  His tumultuous relationship with his friends in Corinth is recorded in the two

letters we have addressed to them.  Paul helped to found the church, to nurture it

through its early years, to teach and correct it, sometimes impatient with how slowly

the congregation, made up of both Jewish and Greek converts to Christianity, seemed

to assimilate his teachings.  

In the passage from 2 Corinthians which we heard earlier, Paul reminds the

believers in Corinth that he and his fellow missionaries have endured great suffering

for the sake of their ministry, yet they continue in their work so as “not to accept the

grace of God in vain” (2 Corinthians 6:1).   He recounts this list of hardships as a kind

of resume for his trustworthiness as an apostle of Christ.  He says to them, “We have

been honest with you and opened our hearts to you as friends.  Now, open your hearts

to receive us and the message we bring.”

A trustworthy friend who offers encouragement and speaks the truth, even

when it is difficult to hear, is a gift from God and something to be cherished.

But just as Paul learned with some of the congregations he loved, and as some

of us have experienced, friendships and other close relationships can bring great joy

and fulfillment to our lives, but they can also cause us tremendous pain.  All of us
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have likely endured the pain of having a friend disappoint us or hurt us.  Many of us

have had a close friend move far away or have grieved the death of someone close to

us.  Those we love the most and to whom we allow ourselves to become most

vulnerable carry the potential for causing us the greatest pain.  

It is no secret to anyone who knows me that C. S. Lewis is one of my heroes.

A gifted writer and great apologist for the Christian faith, Lewis’s writings have

shaped my life and faith more than any other outside the Bible itself.  I recently

watched, for about the tenth time, the movie Shadowlands, which tells the story of

Lewis’s relationship with his wife Joy.  

A confirmed bachelor, in his later life, Jack, as he was called by his closest

friends, began corresponding with an American writer of Jewish background, who

was a convert from atheism to Christianity, a woman named Joy Davidman.  In an

early scene in the movie, Lewis is seen reading a letter from Joy, whom he had yet to

meet, and comments to his brother, “Her letters are rather unusual.  She writes as if

she knows me somehow.”  

The two eventually met and began a close friendship, based at first on a shared

intellectual acuity and clever sense of humor.  At the age of 58, Lewis agreed to

marry Joy, who was 17 years his junior, in a civil marriage contract so that she and

her sons could continue to live in Britain.  It was not until she was diagnosed with

terminal bone cancer, however, that Lewis, who had written extensively about deep

emotions and the importance of meaningful relationships for the Christian life, but

had remained untouched by them, began to recognize his love for her. The two were

joined in Christian marriage at her hospital bed in 1957, just three years before her

death.

In one of the movie’s most poignant scenes, the couple is traveling through the

English countryside during a period of her cancer’s remission.  Jack says that he is

no longer waiting for anything else to make him happy.  Instead, he says, “I’m here

now, and that’s enough.”  When Joy reminds him that she is going to die, and Jack

begins to protest that they shouldn’t spoil the time they have, Joy says to him, “It

doesn’t spoil it.  It makes it real . . . The pain then is part of the happiness now.

That’s the deal.”2

“The pain then is part of the happiness now.”  In any relationship where we

allow ourselves to be vulnerable to someone else, whether it be a friendship so close

that our souls are connected, a missionary offering encouragement to the
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congregation he has birthed, or a spouse who is dying; whether it be a parent and

child, a sibling, a neighbor or anyone else to whom we open our hearts, the potential

for great joy also brings the potential for great loss and pain.  “The pain then is part

of the happiness now.  That’s the deal.”

Of course, we could avoid the pain by not allowing anyone to become close

enough to hurt us.  But in avoiding vulnerability to pain, we also miss the opportunity

for real joy and the true fulfillment of life in relationship that God intends for us.  We

could surely survive on our own without any significant relationships or meaningful

connections to others, but would we want to?   What kind of life would we lead if we

insulated ourselves from pain by isolating ourselves from the opportunities for love

and laughter, for encouragement and nurture, for understanding and acceptance, for

giving and receiving, that life in relationship offers to us? 

To quote C. S. Lewis again, “Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like

art.... It has no survival value; rather it is one of those things that gives value to

survival.”3 

Another great theological thinker and preacher, Grady Nutt, who was perhaps

best known for his recurring appearances on Hee Haw, said it this way, “I am a

person of worth created in the image of God to relate and to live!”4

While we could choose to lead lives free of the pain and disappointment that

life in relationship with one another may risk, if we fail to open our hearts to others,

we also fail to receive the gifts of friendship, of companionship, and of fellowship for

which we were created in order to love and be loved.

When I looked back at my high school yearbook, there was another note,

written by a lifelong friend, that stood out for me. She wrote, “New and better things

await us.  I like that word: US!”  

Yes, I like that word, too.  And I believe it is in the “us,” in relationship and in

community, where we risk pain and experience joy, that we will find not just what we

need for survival but also the life of abundance and hope for which God has created

us all.  Thanks be to God!  Amen.
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Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession   June 24, 2012

Holy and Ever-Present God, you have created us with hearts capable of loving

and receiving love because you are a God of love, calling us into relationship with

you and with one another.  You have graced our lives with family and friends who

support and strengthen us, who share the joys and sorrows of life, who call us to be

our best selves.  You created us to live in community, to join with others for work and

worship, for rest and play, finding delight and encouragement in one another.  For the

gifts of those with whom we share life, the ways we love and nurture one another, and

every good gift which we receive from you, we offer our thanks and praise.

We realize, too, O God, that loving one another can be a risky endeavor.  When

we love, we are vulnerable to being disappointed or hurt by the mistakes and

shortcomings of others.  We leave ourselves open to feeling their pain or realizing our

responsibility to respond to their suffering.  Out of the great love with which you

loved us and gave yourself for us, help us to love one another, Merciful God.  Where

we find loneliness, help us to be present.  Where we find sickness of body or spirit,

empower us to bring healing.  Where there is poverty, give to us a generosity of spirit.

Where we find violence, teach us to be messengers of your peace.  Where there is

division, enable us to promote unity.  Where darkness and despair seem to reign,

grant that we might offer the light and hope of Christ.  Give to us hearts that are open

to one another and to you, O God, that we might live and love after the example of

Jesus Christ our Lord, in whose name we pray.  Amen.


