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Friends! Reflection for Easter 6—9 May 2021 
John 15:9-17, Acts 10:44-48, Psalm 98    
Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 
 

Such rich texts again for this week!  

The lovely story in ACTS is about people who were not Jewish becoming followers of 

Jesus. Earliest followers thought what Jesus taught was just for their people, who were 

Jews. So, they had an eye opening experience when Peter preached to Gentiles (non-

Jews) and the Gentiles wanted to be baptized and become followers of Jesus’ way.  

It is a wonderful selection for us Jesus-followers in Canada, where we celebrate the 

pluralism of many faith traditions. And, by definition, we are Gentile followers unless we 

happen to have some Jewish heritage.  

I appreciate the resources of so-called Progressive Christianity, “Christians who affirm 

that the teachings of Jesus provide but one of many ways to experience the 

Sacredness and Oneness of life, and that we can draw from diverse sources of 

wisdom in our spiritual journey.i  

Over the past several years with you, I have frequently shared this way of thinking 
theologically with you. While our liturgies are fairly traditional in shape, I try to be 
careful about language, images suggested, and the flow and connectedness of the 
liturgy. Its style is a blending of traditional and contemporary. Rex Hunt, a minister in 
the Uniting Church in Australiaii calls it 'contemporary liturgical.' I like that description. 
It’s liturgy that seeks to use contemporary language and images in an inclusive way. 

The involvement of others each week in the presiding at worship, with a printed liturgy, 
as well as projected, is essential, because liturgy is “the work of the people.”iii At 
EPUC, examples include how people offer their gifts in decorating (at Thanksgiving, 
Christmas, Easter, Earth Day, Pentecost, etc.) or gifts of music and leadership gifts of 
reading scripture and doing other liturgical leadership. And by the way, in sermon 
footnotes and at the end of each liturgy you will find acknowledgement of resources 
and sources used to shape the content of the Order of Worship, as well as the sermon. 

Uniting Church of Australia’s Rex Hunt explains that colour, symbols, candles, 
inclusive language and story, all shape the liturgical experience. In Hunt’s words: 
“In short, the weaving of story (what we tell) and ritual (what we enact) are ways we 
make sense of our world in our worship. Liturgy is not about the past, but life in the 
present. Thus worship is about celebrating life in the continuing, creative presence of 
God. Worship is a human activity, celebrated in the presentness of G-o-d/sacred. 
Rather than praise required of us by the …god G-o-d. 
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…The Goal of such worship… [is] to help us know/feel how we relate as individuals to 

ourselves, others, world, universe. To celebrate that relationship. To touch sources of 

creative transformation. To reinterpret our experiences. To reaffirm living in this 

world.  To respond with awe and wonder.” iv 

And as we do it, it is with the humility of recognizing that our approach to God is not the 

only way. Rather, I have described it to you before, as holding ONE pane of a stained 

glass window.  

Similar understanding is growing in our hearts in relationship with our Six Nations 

neighbours, relatives, and friends. And we in the United Church committed to carrying 

out the recommendations for working toward Right Relations in the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s Report and Call to Action. 

As you are hopefully aware, Five Oaks Education and Retreat Centre—where I serve 

as a board member—has a new Vision and Direction as an Interfaith/Intercultural 

Centre, with partners of other faiths or no faith. Our original partners in this new 

venture are Muslim and First Nations and we now have three program streams: 

Indigenous, Newcomer, and Settler, each with its own program coordinator 

(Indigenous, Muslim, and Christian).v 

Together, we are learning new ways of being together—at Five Oaks, in Canada, in 

our own faith community of EPUC. The Psalm for this week expresses that so 

eloquently, that we are learning to sing a new song together, celebrating together all 

that God has done. That togetherness even includes all of creation! What wonderful 

images of singing hills and clapping rivers! 

And what are they celebrating? Well, today’s gospel offers a few thoughts on that. 

Though it sounds like an exclusivist text, that those who follow Jesus find the gold at 

the end of the rainbow. Not really. What we are discovering is that each faith tradition 

has similar understandings to what Jesus taught. That God is a God of love and wants 

only good for us.  

This gospel reading has the poignant line about Jesus calling us friends! No boss and 

underling relationship there. Jesus calls us friends, equals. The one we follow, the one 

who points us to our loving God, in the intimate language of being our father, calls US 

friends.  

And what is the commandment Jesus refers to that qualifies us to be his friends if we 

keep it? Loving God, each other, ourselves, and Earth herself with all our hearts, souls, 

minds, and strength. The greatest commandment in the Jewish scripture, his scripture. 

There has to be a catch, right? Having to follow this commandment about loving?   
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It's not really a command at all, suggests another minister in the Uniting Church in 
Australia, Andrew Prior. Prior says, It's a promise—you can hear it like this, that Jesus 
says: “If you seek to like each other, if you become friends… then you will discover that 
I am your friend too, and that I always have been your friend. I like you. Whoever has 
seen me has seen the Father. Therefore you know that the Father likes you; God likes 
you! In fact, God LOVES you! God has always liked and loved you, just as God 
always loved all people, and only wants good for you. "I have said these things to you 
so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete."vi 

There is also room for a further interpretation of this reference to Jesus’ command and 

I am inclined to pay attention to it. There is some question over whether Jesus issues 

one command—love one another—or if all the things that Jesus taught, collectively, 

were his command. It comes down to how one particular Greek word is translated. 

Was it accurately translated as “that,” or is it better translated “so that” (you may love 

one another) in Verse 12?vii Verses 12 and 17 are examples of the two translations of 

that Greek word. 12 ‘This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have 

loved you. 17I am giving you these commands so that you may love one another.  

Verse 17 and what precedes it suggests that all that Jesus taught about living in the 

Kin-dom of God NOW, enables us TO love one another. That resonates for me. And it 

all connects back to the concept that we REMAIN or ABIDE in the love of Christ, the 

vine that connects us (as Christians) to God, the gospel from last week. If you really 

want to delve into some nitty-gritty biblical interpretation, check out footnote vi! 

In today’s gospel, Jesus almost sounds like a spoiled child, saying “You are my friends 
if you do what I tell you.” That is because we hear it from our own context, the way we 
would talk. I can hear one of our grandkids saying: “I will be friends with you if you do 
things MY way. I will play with you if you play what I want to.” What he was saying, 
though, is different. A subtle difference—that, if we live the way he has shown us can 
make the world a better place, living love, THAT shows that we are followers, disciples, 
friends of his. 
 

It’s important that we understand what Jesus is saying here. “Abide in my love, as I abide 
in God’s love.” This is about letting our lives be shaped by the pattern and the priorities of 
Jesus, loving others as he has loved us. Loving what and who he loves. And that is 
EVERYone. And that, my friends, is why we as a faith community are spending 
intentional time in the Affirming process, learning how to do that. 

On Tuesday, a group of intentional interim ministers gathered for our monthly meeting, 

now on Zoom. We spent the first thirty minutes in small groups with this week’s gospel 

reading, using a process of listening for words that jumped out at us and applying them 

to our lives and our intentional interim ministries. What really stuck in my heart was 

verse 11, I think partially because of thinking about looking for the joy in this pandemic 

time. We hear a lot of sermons about LOVE, but how often do we focus on JOY? 
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“As God has loved me,” Jesus says, “so I have loved you; abide in my love. 10 If you 

keep my commandments, you will abide in my love [you will be living in love], just as I 

have kept God’s commandments and abide in God’s love. 11 I have said these 

things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.  

He does not say, I have said these things to you so you can get into heaven after you 

die. Nope. He says, I have told you these things and shown you a better way to live SO 

THAT your joy may be complete. NOW! Living in God’s kingdom here and now—as IF 

we truly believe God is king of the universe. Living in God’s kin-dom, living as siblings, 

sharing the food and the toys, brings joy into our lives and the lives we touch. 

There is SO much in this scripture that we could explore, but one of the most amazing 

things in this passage to me is that Jesus calls us friends. So let’s return to that. 

Friendship is nothing new, and the Bible gives us pictures of intense and deep 

friendships like that of David and Jonathan. Friendship is one of few social 

relationships that hasn’t really changed much over the centuries.  

Marriage has changed frequently and appears in many forms throughout history and 

across the world—arranged marriages, forced marriages, polygamy, marriage between 

close relatives, marriages between a man and woman, and same sex marriages.  

Parent/child relationships have changed too. Childhood as we now know it is a new 

phenomenon. Children used to be seen as an important part of the family’s labour force, 

working on the family farm and so on. But in some places, exploitation of children as 

cheap labour still continues and we advocate against that, both as Christians and as part 

of Western cultural values. 

Ancient peoples would have been astonished at changes in our economic relationships 

too—the idea that employees have rights or that slavery is wrong. And that women are 

not property. 
 

All these relationships have changed, but friendship is remarkably recognisable, 

remarkably similar over time and culture. It is a relationship of freedom. It doesn’t carry 

legal baggage; friends have no rights over each other. We hope our friends will be 

loyal and kind and generous, but we can’t enforce it if they aren’t. There are no formal 

ways into friendship, and no divorce proceedings if it all goes wrong. Though I guess 

unfriending someone on Facebook serves that purpose. 

Friendship is a relationship of mutuality. Even if friends have very different status in the 

world’s eyes, they relate to each other on the same level. Friendship makes equals of 

people   the world might not see as equal. Friends value each other for who they are, not 

for what they possess or what they can do for the other. And friends willingly give to each 
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other, make sacrifices, listen late into the night, go to chemo appointments, stand up for 

each other.  

And it is this relationship which Jesus calls his disciples to in today’s Gospel passage. 

It’s a staggering thought, that this is how he would see us. “I have called you friends.” 

In an ever increasingly isolated world, a world in which we can have thousands of 

virtual friends but no one we can turn to that really sticks by us, Jesus calls us 

'friends.'  One of the ways we are the beloved community, especially in this time of 

pandemic, is by offering genuine and intentional friendship to others. That happens 

every day at EPUC. 
 

Today’s Gospel is part of John’s account of the Last Supper. On the night before he 

died, Jesus spoke to his followers for the last time. Last words are always important, 

and these are no exception. The words we find in these chapters sum up the essence 

of Jesus ministry. He doesn’t present people with a list of rules that will keep an angry 

God off their backs; he’s calling us into a friendship with God, to abide, to live, in God’s 

friendship. 
 

Like all friendships, this one will shape and change those who accept it. If you are 

going to be a friend, it is important that you share values in common.  If your friend is 

an animal lover, your friendship won’t last long if you kick her cat every time you visit. If 

you are going to live in community, it is good to share a common understanding of how 

you will live together. For us, it’s Jesus’ concept of God’s Kingdom/Kin-dom. That is 

what will shape and change us as we value and love as God does. 

As Jesus’ friends, we grow in our ability to gently question, probe and even challenge 

others. That is what friends do! If you just kept quiet, it would be an unequal relationship. 

Friends don’t fear each other’s opinions and can risk speaking truth to each other.  

Christian Family Sunday is a great week to be thinking about the friendship of 

Christ, friendship which spills over to the world around us and includes those whom      

we might not ordinarily hang out with. Because, in God’s world, we ARE all family. 

To feel sorry for someone who is in need, whether they are in India or in our own 

neighbourhoods is not loving as God loves. The real change comes when we start to 

see them as we would our friends, as people we can’t bear to see suffer, people for 

whom we would go the extra mile without even thinking about it. It is all very well for us 

to rejoice in Jesus’ words, “I have called you friends,” but they mean nothing if we don’t 

recognise that they aren’t just for us, but for all people. Being a friend of Christ means 

treating everyone as we would our friends, with respect, as equals, with sacrificial love.  

And it guides how we relate to any in our own community who are in need. Would we let 

friends get so desperate they had to use a food bank? Would we let our friends sit alone 
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at home, housebound by disability, not speaking to anyone for days or even weeks at a 

time as some elderly and disabled people do? Would we let our friends sleep on the 

streets because it would cost us a little more in taxes to provide them with housing? 
 

We can’t solve the problems of the world in one fell swoop, but that doesn’t mean we 

can’t do something. And it starts with small steps after the simple, but life-changing, 

realisation that Jesus calls us friends. And if we are called into his friendship, we are 

called into friendship with all God’s other children too.  

I’ll end with a little poem by yet another minister in the Uniting Church in Australia. Lots 

of Progressive Theologians there! His name is Jeff Shrowder and he wrote this about 

Jesus’ Commandment, as given in this week’s gospel reading. 

JESUS’ COMMANDMENT (John 15:9-17)  

 

Love one another  

and bear much fruit together  

living Jesus’ way.  

 

It sounds quite simple  

yet much harder in practice.  

Practise anyway.  

                Jeff Shrowder, 2018viii  

i Second of The 8 Points of Progressive Christianity, https://progressivechristianity.org/the-8-points/, accessed on 8 May 2021. 
ii https://uniting.church/ accessed on 8 May 2021. 
iii The word liturgy (/lɪtərdʒi/), derived from the technical term in ancient Greek (Greek: λειτουργία), leitourgia, which literally means 
"work for the people" is a literal translation of the two words "litos ergos" or "public service."   
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liturgy#:~:text=The%20term%20%22liturgy%22%20in%20Greek,the%20term%20as%20described%20 
accessed on 8 May 2021. 
iv Rex Hunt, http://www.rexaehuntprogressive.com/liturgies.html  
v https://fiveoaks.on.ca/ Be sure to check out the “Gratitude Report” for the upcoming AGM. 
vi John 15: 11. ttps://www.onemansweb.org/theology/mark-13-2018/i-like-you-john-159-17-a-sermon.html 
vii https://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2015/05/in-order-that-you-love.html  accessed on 8 May 2021. 
viii PRCL posted on 30 April 2018. 
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