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on friendship
Robert Steiner

A friend is one who comes in 
when the whole world has gone 
out. (Anonymous) 

The glory of friendship is not the 
outstrechted hand, nor the kindly 
smile, nor the joy of 
companionship; it is the spiritual 
inspiration that comes to one 
when he discovers that someone 
else believes in him and is willing 
to trust him. (Ralph Waldo) 

John Gail O’Day comments on 
how fundamental the formation of 
friendship bonds is for the 
building of community. It is one of 
the first acts of sozialization we 
undertake as children and we 
thereby move beyond our own 
nuclear family. While we cannot 
choose our family, we can choose 
with whom we want to become 
friends. They become part of our 
growing social network, which is 
based on something beyond 
kinship. And as we grow older we 
realize that such bonds of 
friendship are not just about 
affection, but also about loyalty 
and responsibility. 

There is a growing concern 
among sociologists and 
psychologists about how people 
think of and handle friendship in 
our digital age. Some consider it 
to be ligthheaded, yes even 
reckless. The way people connect 
with each other and call each 
other “friends” appears to be 
arbitrary and haphazard. The 
result is described as a continuous 
inflation of the term friendship. 
The concept is seen to have lost 
depth and meaning, with serious 
consequences for our society. 

There are very extreme examples 
of such an inflation. There are 
online platforms that offer you, 
say, 3000 new “friends” for 
several hundred dollars. Quantity 
seems to be more important than 
quality. Its critics would argue that 
friendship involves hard work and 
takes time to develop. One 
should never reduce friendship to 
a commodity. Just as you cannot 
buy love, you cannot buy 
friendship.  

But as always, when society enters 
into a new age of technology, 

there is a danger of falling into 
the trap of a rather one-
dimensional criticism. It always 
helps, to speak with the poet 
Gabeba Baderoon, “to take two 
steps back and inhale your 
words.” A more constructive 
approach would be allow the 
things that unsettle us to take us 
back to a more fundamental 
discussion about what the 
irrevocable essence of friendship 
is in our fast-paced, digitalised, 
and globalised world.

When considering the theme of 
friendship in the Gospel of John, 
it is important to do so in the 
context of the first century 
Hellenistic world. The connections 
that the Gospel makes with the 
ideas of friendship circulating at 
that time reveal to us a confident 
writer who re-imagines the story 
of Jesus as a story of friendship 
culiminating in the ultimate gift of 
friendship. From now on Jesus’ 
statements of loving one another 
as he loved us cannot be read but 
as an invitation to show the same 
loyalty and boldness to our own 
community of friends.
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It is a call for love that tests 
our commitment to justice 
and equality. What is at stake 
is our integrity as a friend of 
Jesus and by implication as a 
citizen of a new world in the 
making. 

To explore the cultural 
hotbed for the Gospel's story 
line, we need to go back to 
the first systematic and very 
influential exploration on 
friendship by the ancient 
philosopher Aristotle. He 
devoted two out of the ten 
books in the Nicomachean 
Ethics to friendship. He 
considered friendship a vital 
ingredient for a functioning and 
thriving democracy. The concept 
of friendship included mutual 
social obligation, which was seen 
to be central to the public ethos of 
citizienship. 

He distinguishes three forms or 
categories of friendship, which 
also tend to overlap: 

The first kind of friendship he 
mentions is seen to serve our 
common pleasure. Friends get 
together, because they share 
common interests, enjoy similar 
hobbies, and feel alive and 
valued in each other's company. 
At the heart of it is the experience 
that joy is felt more intensively 
when shared with someone else. 

The second kind of friendship 
explored is the one inspired by the 
possibility of mutual benefit. We 
find such friendship among 
professionals working together on 
a combined project. Both sides 
benefit from each other's 
expertise, a win-win situation. 
There is nothing morally 
reprehensible to value the 

advantages that come with a 
particular friendship, as long as it 
is not one-sided and exploitative, 
but based on mutual respect and 
appreciation. 

The third kind of friendship, which 
Aristotle regarded as the highest 
form, is the one which is not 
based on common interests or 
mutual benefits, but which simply 
exists for its own sake, not as a 
means to something else, but 
created simply in a spirit of 
kindness towards another human 
being. To be a friend for the sake 
of being a friend is the true sign of 
genuine friendship. It is born of 
love and affection. Such a 
friendship might very well create 
enjoyment and offer mutual 
benefits. But its appreciation of 
and respect for the other also 
inspires the growth  and maturing 
of one's character. It is the kind of 
love that makes you try hard to 
become a better human being. 
Such a friendship is not self-
centered, but seeks the best for 
the friend. At the same time both 
parties know that their empathy 
and sympathy is reciprocal. The 
nature of this kind of friendship is 

such that one does not enter 
it with expectations or 
calculations. It is rather like a 
pure gift, an unconditional 
invitation to share and 
participate in each other's 
lives. 

Such a genuine friendship 
does not exclude frankness 
and criticism. Especially 
where there is genuine love 
and trust, openness and 
critique have to be possible. 
At the centre of such a 
friendship are common 
virtues, the positive 
characteristics that shape a 
human being. 

Fascinatingly, from a 
philosophical perspective, the 
same cannot be said for the 
divine-human 
relationship. According to 
Aristotle, there could be no 
friendship with the gods. The wide 
gap between humans and gods in 
terms of their ability, wealth, and 
virtue makes such a friendship 
impossible. This also applies to 
human relationships made up of 
people of very different social 
status. When the distance 
becomes too big, friendship 
becomes impossible. These are 
two important qualifications 
Aristotle makes. Both will be 
challenged by Jesus in John's 
Gospel. 

The notion of friendship has 
become an important locus of 
theological reflection among 
feminist theologians. Its patterns 
of reciprocity mould us into a life 
in community, where we learn to 
take responsiblitiy for each other. 
It is along those lines that Aristotle 
believed that a good friend is also 
a good citizen.
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We need to note that the Hebrew 
language does not have a word 
for friendship. Only those biblical 
books translated into Greek, like 
the late wisdom books, explore 
the meaning of friendship. 
Friendship at this stage is still 
limited to the relationship 
between people. But within that 
realm there are stories developed 
that clearly breath the spirit of 
what we would describe as 
friendship today. The story of 
David and Jonathan, or of Ruth 
and Naomi come immediately to 
mind. In the latter the friendship 
of those two women is able to 
overcome barriers of ethnic and 
religious prejudice. It is a journey 
of survival, loyalty, and solidarity, 
which takes them from emptiness 
to fullness. Davids messate to 
Jonathan, on the other hand, 
represents a beautiful declaration 
of friendship: “I am distress for 
you, my brother Jonathan; 
greatly beloved were you to me; 
your love to me was wonderful, 
passing the love of women.”(2 
Samuel 1:26)  

The New Testament offers a very 
different scenario. It is written 
entirely in Greek and is shaped 
by the Greek culture and 
philosophy of the Mediterranean 
sea. In this context the concept of 
friendship gains a whole new 
significance, especially in the 
Johannine community. To come 
back to the beginning of my 
argument: To speak about 
friendship is to use a vocabulary 
current in the cultural context and 
to engage with and build on a 
specific legacy of philosophers 
and storytellers. The attempts of 

Jesus and the early Christian 
community to develop a life 
together that reflects the values 
of the kingdom of God stands 
in continuity with the ancient, 
classical aspirations for a good 
society. But as a socially 
embedded phenomenon the 
understanding of the role and 
place of friendship also keeps 
changing and developing 
differences. Those differences 
can be quite significant and 
according to the Gospel of 
John gives Jesus a rather 
unique and outstanding profile: 
As far as he is fully embodying 
the true spirit of frienship he is 
the way, the light, and the truth. 
This is not an absolute claim 
about the person of Jesus, but 
about the uniqueness of the path 
of love he chose to walk to the 
end . And as far as others 
embody the same spirit of 
friendship, they can be 
considered friends of the same 
way, the same light and the same 
truth, revealing a love that is 
unconditional and  selflessly 
giving to the world. 

The language of friendship is 
found at key moments in John's 
narrative. To be a friend (philos) 
and to love (phileo) are ways in 
which Jesus reveals God's love 
for the world. Such love, as 
exemplified in genuine friendship, 
also becomes the calling of the 
disciples. Fascinatingly there is 
even with Jesus a friendship in 
the singular and in the plural. He 
addresses all his followers as 
friends, dismantling and undoing 
a servant/master relationship, 
modellling a new way of being in 

community, characterised by 
mutuality, empathy and solidarity. 
At the same time one disciple is 
singled out in John's Gospel. Six 
times we read about “the disciple 
whom Jesus loves”. He features 
as the one who is next to Jesus at 
the last supper and dares to ask 
him who it is who will betray him. 
He is present at the crucifixion 
and the addressee of Jesus’ 
attempt to create a support 
system for his mother Mary: “This 
is your son”, Jesus says to Mary. 
And to the disciple he says “this 
is your mother.” He is also the 
one who races with Peter to the 
tomb on Easter morning. He 
arrives first, and after Peter had a 
chance to step inside the tomb, 
John is said to go inside, to see 
and believe. Again, when Jesus 
stands at the sea of Galilee, it is 
the same disciple who recognizes 
the stranger at the shore to be 
Jesus: “It is the Lord!” When 
Jesus speaks to Peter about his 
martyrdom, Peter wants to know 
if the disciple he loves will suffer 
the same fate. 
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But Jesus just says: “If I want him 
to remain alive until I return, 
what is that to you?” He is finally 
mentioned as the on whose 
testimony the Gospel of John is 
based: “This is the disciple who 
testifies to these things and who 
wrote them down. We know that 
his testimony is true.” Scholars 
are still debating  the identity of 
this beloved disciple. Some have 
argued that it is John, the 
evangelist. Others think of him 
as Lazarus of Bethany, the 
brother of Martha and Mary. In 
the story of Lazarus’ resurrection, 
Lazarus is referred to by his 
friends as the one that Jesus 
loves.  Others again have 
suggested that the beloved friend 
is Mary of Magdalene. The 
Gnostic Gospels, as for example 
the Gospel of Mary, suggest that 
Mary is the one. She is referred 
to as the one whom Jesus loved 
more than the others. The 
difficulty of settling for a 
particular person has raised the 
more general question of why 
the disciple's identity is not made 
explicit. Is is because the Gospel 
writer had to fear persecution? 
Or is it out of modesty? Or is it a 
rhetorical device, which draws 
the reader into the story and 
gently nudges him or her to 
identifiy with the one whom Jesus 
loved.

Two friendship motifs from the 
Hellenistic world from which the 
New Testament emerged play a 
prominent role in the Johannine 
community: The noble death and 
frank speech.

(A) The noble death

In contrast to Aristotle's 
reservations regarding human-
divine friendships, John's Gospel 
emphasizes more strongly than 
the other Gospels the unity 
between Jesus and his heavenly 
father and in that sense his 
divinity. At the same time he 
refers to the disciples as his 
friends. The pivotal passage can 
be found in the section usually 
refered to as Jesus’ farewell 
speeches, where Jesus prepares 
his followers for his suffering and 
death. The section begins with 
an idea that already Aristotle and 
other Greek philosophers have 
articulated: The giving of one's 
own life is the ultimate proof of 
friendship:

13 Greater love has no one than 
this: to lay down one’s life for one’s 
friends. 14 You are my friends if 
you do what I command. 15 I no 
longer call you servants, because a 
servant does not know his master’s 
business. Instead, I have called you 
friends, for everything that I learned 
from my Father I have made known 
to you. 16 You did not choose me, 
but I chose you and appointed 
you so that you might go and bear 

fruit—fruit that will last—and so that 
whatever you ask in my name the 
Father will give you. 17 This is my 
command: Love each other. (John 
15:13-17) 

Jesus will live this truth as he begins 
his journey to Golgatha. But it also 
marks a radical break with 
antiquity's thinking about the 
impossibility of friendship between 
humans and gods.

 And this break is roted in a central 
Christian belief: In Jesus God 
emptied Godself of all power and 
became a human being. And this is 
the only way how one can possibly 
conceptualize a friendship of God 
with humans. The movement is 
initiated by God and it is an 
expression of profound grace. Our 
text also quotes Jesus saying: “You 
did not choose me, but I chose 
you ...” Such friendship does 
therefore not necessarily 
presuppose equality. This is further 
highlighted by the fact the title 
"friend” is never used to desribe  
Jesus in the Fourth Gospel. He fully 
embodies the ideal of friendship, 
but is never addressed as a 
“friend.” 
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It is therefore theologically correct 
to speak of Jesus as our friend. But 

we need to make two important 
qualifications and remember: 

(1) Jesus called his disciples friends. 
But Jesus was never addressed as a 
friend by them. There is a clear 
invitation to equality and reciprocity. 
At the same time a distinction is 
made, which points towards God's 
initiative and God's movement 
towards us. Such friendship is a gift 
made to us.  

(2) Jesus’ commitment to friendship 
is grounded in taking the risk of 
suffering and death. And in this 
way John's Gospel emphasizes that 
with Jesus the ideal of the noble 
death was not just beautiful rhetoric 

but reality. He did not merely talk 
about laying down his life for his 

friends. His whole life embodied the 
ideal of friendship 

And with the resurrection his 
friendship is no longer limited by 
the barriers of death, transcending 
our usual experiences of friendship. 
It signals the promise of a very new 
sense of community and solidarity, 
no longer limited to our earthly 
bodyliness. 

(B) Frank speech 

The other vital aspect of friendship 
is bold speech and action. The New 
Testament writings make a 
distinction between the friend who 
employs frank speech (parresia) 

and the flatterer (kolax). John's 
Gospel does not mention the 
flatterer. But boldness of speech 
(parresia) is seen to be a 
characteristic of Jesus’ ministry and 
the calling of discipleship 
(7:4.13.26; 10:24; 11:14.54; 
16:25.29; 18:20). Given the 
prominence of the theme of 
friendship in John's Gospel,  those 
passage should also be interpreted 
within the framework of frienship. 

The following mini parable on the 
good shepheredd in John's Gospel 
breathes this very theme of 
friendship. The true friend as 
opposed to the false friend will 
rather risk his own life than put the 
sheep at risk. The true friend shows 
itself in a moment of crisis. 

11 “I am the good shepherd. The 
good shepherd lays down his life for 
the sheep.12 The hired hand is not 
the shepherd and does not own the 
sheep. So when he sees the wolf 
coming, he abandons the sheep 
and runs away. Then the wolf 
attacks the flock and scatters 
it. 13 The man runs away because 
he is a hired hand and cares 
nothing for the sheep.
14 “I am the good shepherd; I 
know my sheepand my sheep know 
me— 15 just as the Father knows 
me and I know the Father—and I 
lay down my life for the 
sheep. 16 I have other sheep that 
are not of this sheep pen. I must 
bring them also. They too will listen 
to my voice, and there shall be one 
flock and one shepherd. 17 The 
reason my Father loves me is that I 
lay down my life—only to take it up 
again.18 No one takes it from me, 
but I lay it down of my own 
accord. I have authority to lay it 
down and authority to take it up 
again. This command I received 
from my Father.” (John 10:11-18) 
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The parable becomes a stark reality 
in the Garden of Gethsemane. In 
order to protect his disciples he 
steps forward to meet those who 
have come to arrest him and 
instructs the soldiers: "Let these men 
go.” The Gospel of John portrays a 
Jesus who takes charge and actively 
chooses to make the ultimate gift of 
friendship. Even at the cross Jesus 
remains in control of his life and 
determines its end. He first 
announces: “It is finished.” And 
then we read that “he bowed his 
head and gave up his spirit.” His 
death marks the ultimate triumph of 
friendship. It is not a defeat, but the 
result of a life lived as a true friend 
for others. With the words of John's 
Gospel: Jesus loved his own “to the 
end.”(13:1) 

The feminist theologian Sallie 
McFague encourages us to think of 
“friend” along with mother and 
lover as a root metaphor for God. 
To address God as friend moves us 
beyond gender and points to a 
degree of maturity and mutuality in 
our relationship with God. More 
importantly, it draws attention to the 
fact our existence is about being in 
relationship with each other and 
that such relationships can become 
a mirror, an echo of God's 
relationship with humanity. 

But the language of friendship as 
employed in John's Gospel also 
makes a strong point on civil 
courage as a significant marker of 
discipleship. Jesus life and ministry 
is conceived as a act of self-less 
and bold service, a stepping in and 
a stepping in front of others, a 
speaking up against injustice and a 
giving of voice to those silenced. 
But showing civil courage can be 
very dangerous and put one's life at 

risk. I have come across workshops 
in Germany that are run by theater 
groups to empower those wanting 
to be more courageous in speaking 
out against injustice. Participants 
are exposed to different scenarios 
and taken through the various 
options of responding. The actual 
enactment of such situations of 
conflict allows the participants to 
physically experience their own 
emotional response and to be 
better prepared in a case of 
emergency. One of the key factors 
for defusing a situation of conflict 
seems to be to not threaten the 
aggressor in any way and to remain 
non-judgemental in the moment of 
confrontation. A publication by 
the police also offers succinct 
advice, providing us with six basic 
rules: (1) Help without getting hurt. 
(2) Try to ask for help. (3) Observe 
carefully and try to remember the 
faces. (4) If possible, call for 
professional help. (5) Offer care to 
the victim.  (6) Be prepared to be a 
witness.  

Just recently, we experienced the 
tragic killing of a young high school 
student, Janet Ntozini. She was 
stabbed to death, when she stood 

up to a man who attacked a boy, 
who was vulnerable and disabled. 
The principal of the school praised 
her courage: “She had a very small 
frame, but she had the spirit to fight 
for what is right.” His words echo 
Aristotle's praise of a good citizen 
and take us back to the ideals of a 
noble death and frank speech. But 
they also painfully remind us about 
the risks involved when standing up 
for what is right and just. The 
Johannine community was invited 
to envision their witness to Jesus 
along the lines of such ideals, 
captured in the language of 
friendship. 

Let us return to the new challenges 
that have come with the digital age 
and explore the possibilities that it 
harbours. Friendships formed on 
the web can also have great value. 
The philosopher Wilhelm Schmid 
higlights the distinctive features of a 
virtual friendship in contrast to the 
kind of friendships that originate 
with a personal encounter: 

There is ... the possibility, to come 
into contact with human beings, 
whom we would never meet in real 
life or which we would not pay any 
attention to: People from all social 
spheres, from the most different 
cultures and nations, from the most 
different professions and activities 
are able to communicate with each 
other, independent of their status, 
irrrespective of the person 
concerned and without worrying 
about outer appearance, which 
plays such a big role during real 
encounters. People with diabilities 
can participate, without running into 
contact fears, which are usually 
hard to deal with. (My own 
translation.) 



7

Of course, friendships formed 
online run the same risks as those 
inspired by a real encounter. They 
too can be based on common 
pleasure or mutual benefits. And of 
course online friendships, because 
of a certain anonymity, run the risk 
of being superficial and uitlitarian. 
But having said this, online 
friendships can develop and 
deepen as real face-to-face 
enouncters.

It is important to remember that 
during those times where there was 
less mobility and even short 
distances took a lot of time to 
travel, letter writing was an 
important medium to maintain 
one's friendships. It created a 
whole culture of letter writing. Why 
should such a culture of letter 
writing not also be promoted by 
living in a digital world?  

What matters is not so much the 
medium than rather the 
commitment of the two sides, a 
commitment to develop and 
deepen the friendship. Then the 
following characteristics can be 
just as much part of an online 
friendship: 

Exchange between equal partners 
Reciprocal goodwill 
A selflessness when it comes to 
one's own desires 
Absolute loyality 
Openness to criticism 

Such a friendship becomes a 
reliable shelter. But it is not just 
suddenly there, but needs to be 
cultivated and practiced. In this 
sense the religious scholar Martin 
E. Marty is correct to highlight that 
we can fall into love, but we don't 

just fall into friendship. 
Friendship grows on us, matures, 
and as an art needs patience and 
perseverance. But it also calls for 
courage, civil courage, for it 
involves taking risks, and at times 
unpredictable risks.  

Given the pressure that social 
media can generate, that the more 
followers or “friends” we have, the 
more we are valued in society, it is 
helpful to go back to the French 
philosopher and Christian 
existentialist Gabriel Marcel 
(1989-1973). His research was 
dedicated to help us overcome the 
experiences of being alienated in 
the world, a world where “to have” 
has become more important than 
“to be”. The result of our present 
alienation is an existence ruled by 
a posture of not being disposable 
for others. In love the level of 
“having” can be transcended, and 
the other does no longer remain 
an object, but becomes a subject, 
involved in a dialogue 
characterised by mutuality. 
Genuine freedom is therefore not 
about autonomy, but about the 
ability to truly be there for others, 
in love and care. The true friend, 
then, is the one who is willing to 
enter a place of “being more than 

doing,” i.e. a “being at the 
disposal fo someone else.”(Marcel) 
An important element of friendship 
is hence the ability to make 
yourself available to someone else, 
involving and risking your whole 
self in the encounter. This is a 
fundamental dimension of the way, 
the truth, and the light Jesus 
continues to bring to our efforts to 
build communities of genuine 
friends, committed and responsible 
citizens of the kin(g)dom of God. 
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