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"Friends of God" 
 
I sometimes wonder, you know, why church, why religion, why ritual 
in general? Then I think about one of our deepest and maybe our 
strangest human longings—the longing to linger near that which we 
can never fully understand. That, in other words, we come here on 
Sunday mornings with a pretty bold and adventurous goal in mind: to 
encounter and to reckon with life’s greatest and most abiding 
mysteries.  
 
The Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard put his finger on one 
such mystery of life when he noted that we are always and already 
living life by way of going forwards, and yet we can only ever make 
sense of it and understand it by way of looking backwards. 
 
So we can only understand things glancing back, and yet we can only 
live our lives going forward, which I think is a rather strange 
conundrum or contradiction to find ourselves in.  
 
I thought about Kierkegaard this week because on my writing desk I 
happen to have a picture of the statue that’s dedicated to him by his 
graveside in Copenhagen, and I have that picture because it was a 
gift from my Grandma who brought it back from a trip of hers to 
Denmark a couple of years ago that she took as part of her ongoing 
genealogical research into our family's history. And so again with 
something like genealogy I’m struck by this idea of only being able to 
understand things by way of looking backwards—considering our 
family history, for example, and where we come from as a way of 
understanding the present, of who we are now and how we came to 
arrive in a place like this.  
 
And so it is also with us as the church. We gather here each week in 
order to look back on and to consider the ancient words of scripture 
as a means of understanding our present situation, of considering 



God’s call to the ancients as a way of preparing ourselves to hear 
God’s call to us today.  
 
Our scripture this morning from the Letter of James in the New 
Testament is a good case in point.  
 
These powerful and challenging words that we’ve heard about faith 
and about works, and about the relationship between our faith and 
our works, were probably written towards the end of the first century, 
and perhaps they were even written by the James who is thought to 
be none other than the brother of Jesus.  
 
Since we can only understand things by way of looking backwards, I 
want to invite you to journey back in time with me a bit to try to reckon 
with what this text might say to us today. 
 
For our first stop, consider Martin Luther in Germany in the 16th-
century. Again, I’m thinking this morning of my Grandma here too as 
she’s the most Lutheran of all Lutherans that I know. I sometimes ask 
her, you know, Grandma, how long has our family been Lutheran for? 
To which she likes to say, “for a long time, Daniel...all the way back to 
Luther himself." 
 
For Martin Luther in the 16th-century, these words from James were 
words that helped inspire the Reformation that he started, but not 
necessarily in a positive way. In the way Luther read it, James’s idea 
that faith needs to be expressed through works was a direct 
contradiction to the Apostle Paul’s idea that the righteous person lives 
by faith alone. 
 
And so Luther sided with Paul, and in turn he completely dismissed 
James—Luther even tried to argue that this letter should be taken out 
of the Bible entirely, suggesting that it communicated absolutely 
nothing of the gospel message, and he famously called it “the epistle 
of straw.”  
 



While James' words didn't fare so well in 16th-century Germany, they 
fared quite a bit better in the fourth century in Turkey, for example, 
where they were unanimously voted in favor of during the first church 
councils and so were included in the Biblical canon that we have for 
today. 
 
Looking back even a bit further, though, I imagine that these words 
must have really flourished in their original setting, somewhere in the 
Mediterranean or Middle East towards the end of the first century AD. 
 
The earliest churches were just then forming, and quite amazingly 
they started sprouting all over the place, spreading like wildfire 
throughout Turkey and Asia Minor, North Africa, Greece and Italy, 
and even into South Asia and India. This rapid spread of the early 
church, particularly before the Roman Empire became involved, has 
been called the greatest transformation of the most diverse social and 
religious cultures ever achieved by peaceful means, which I think is 
an amazing thing for us to think back on and consider today. 
 
To think of ourselves as part of this culturally diverse and nonviolent 
religious revolution—we might find ourselves wondering—how did 
this whole church thing happen, how did it get off the ground? What 
kind of people were these, and what was so special, so distinctive, so 
attractive about their way of living and thinking and being?  
 
James, I think, gives us a good clue today into answering these 
questions and I think the clue has to do with the simple but sublime 
biblical idea of faith—of faith as the total human response to God; 
faith as something much more than simple cognitive assent; faith 
even as something more than what we mean today by the word belief 
when we say we believe x, y, or z; faith as involving and 
encompassing an entire worldview and an entire way of living and 
moving and being in the world.  
 
James, like Paul does, and like Mohammed in the Quran also does, 
and like all Christians and Jews and Muslims still do today, points us 
back to Abraham as the exemplar of this idea of faith, and so I want 
to end today by thinking a bit about Abraham with you, and so going 



even further back in time, back to sometime between the Bronze Age 
and the Iron Age, so back to about 2,000 BC.  
 
What's remarkable about Abraham I think is that he seems to have 
understood and to have lived his faith in a completely new way, not 
simply as something one did on the side or as what one inherited 
from one's parents, but faith as a living, breathing, always in the 
moment, always new, ever-evolving relationship to God.  
 
The basic outline of Abraham's life reveals something about this faith, 
as about midway through his life's journey Abraham heard God's call 
and claim, and he set out on a crazy journey following after that call—
journeying always away from his homeland, from what was familiar to 
him, and journeying ahead into the unknown and the new, towards 
the ever-elusive promised land, and so living his life as if he were 
always leaning forward, pushing ahead, trying to follow after and 
discern what God had in mind for him next.  
 
It's pretty subtle in the text, but James adds an interesting twist to the 
Abraham story. He gives Abraham a brand new name, one that never 
appeared before in the Old Testament: he calls Abraham a "friend of 
God."  
 
The idea of friendship has, I think, quite interesting and quite different 
ancient and modern meanings. In the ancient sense, friendship was 
among life's highest and most difficult goals and ideals. The 
philosopher Aristotle considered friendship to be the highest of all the 
virtues, higher even than justice. His idea was that true friendship 
meant being of one mind with another person, which I think is also a 
beautiful description of faith and of Abraham being a faithful friend of 
God—faith as being in a sense of one mind with the Divine.  
 
And for us today, in the 21st-century, friendship is sort of back in 
vogue, but in a different way. Today in the social media and 
Facebook age everybody can now be friends with everybody, and 
while friendship may have lost something of its exclusivity and 
difficulty, it is still very much at the front and center of our social life.  
 



I want to leave you today with a thought inspired by this week's 
reflection on the James text—that to be faithful means to be a friend 
of God—to be, in the ancient sense, of one mind with God, and to be 
also, in the modern sense, a friend to everyone, trying, insofar as 
possible, to join others in their struggles, to seek first the welfare of 
the other as you would seek first the welfare of your best friend.  
 
James challenged the early church, show me your faith, what does it 
look like, what does it effect, how does it change the world? 
 
I want to give the last word this morning to one of the many ways I 
know of that we here in the Weybridge Church are trying to answer 
James' challenge.  
 
Next Sunday is the Addison County CROP Hunger Walk and I want 
to encourage us all to participate in whatever way we see fit, and to 
participate as a way of expressing our friendship with God and so in 
turn our friendship with everyone, and particularly with those could 
most use our help and our friendship. 
 
Here is a testimony from a CROP Hunger Walk-er, shared through 
Facebook in response to the question of why to participate in 
something like the CROP walk. This person wrote: 
 
"We CROP Hunger Walk because being hungry isn't a sign of 
personal failing and isn't a judgment of one's behavior. It is a 
preventable condition that more often than not requires that one 
person help another. We are meant to bear one another's burdens 
and help each other through times of suffering." 
 
In the end, I think, that's a good testimony of what it means to be 
faithful, and of what it means to be a friend of God—to be of one mind 
with the source of love and compassion, and to be a friend to all. 
//Amen// 
	  


