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A pastor friend once shared a story about a man whose car slid off a muddy country road and got 

stuck in a ditch. It wasn’t banged up and he wasn’t hurt, but he couldn’t get enough traction to 

get the car back on the road. The man noticed a farmer working with a mule in a field nearby, so 

he called to him and asked him if he thought his mule could pull his car out of the ditch. The 

farmer said he thought he might and unhitched the mule from the plow and led him over to the 

car. He fastened a chain to the frame of the car and coupled it to the single tree that was dragging 

behind the mule. The driver got into the car and fired it up to offer what help he could, and the 

farmer slapped the reins and shouted, “Getup, Dick! Pull, Tom! Pull, Dusty!” And slowly, the 

car inched out of the ditch. 

         

The owner thanked the farmer profusely and offered him a bit of money for his time, and then, 

curious, he said, “Do you mind telling me why your mule has so many names?” 

      

The farmer smiled and said, “Oh, he only has one name. His name is Dusty. But Dusty is pretty 

old and he always been stubborn. He doesn’t see very well. And if he thought for one minute that 

he was the only one pulling your car, he wouldn’t have even tried.” 

         

Deep down, I think we are all a little bit like ol’ Dusty. We like to have someone pulling with us. 

Back in the day when Singles Search columns appeared in newspaper form and could take 

several columns, a syndicated columnist commented that if there were as many people walking 

as were writing about walking, you wouldn’t be able to see the sidewalk. We really don’t want to 

do it alone. 

        

And so we see it was, even with Jesus. It is a very sad scene that Matthew paints for us. It was 

the most difficult  moment of Jesus’ life: he was deciding about facing the cross. And while no 

one could make that decision for him, he took these whom he had just moments earlier called 

friends with him to this special place, and then took the ones he considered a little closer than 

others a little farther and asked them to “be there” for him…and they really weren’t “there.” 

Three times he came and found them asleep. It is somewhat understandable, I guess. They didn’t  
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understand  the depth of his struggle, and they were so used to depending on him to deal with 

their fears that it wouldn’t have occurred to them that he needed them. But whether he “needed” 

them or not, the gospels clearly indicated that he “wanted” them to be there for him. And they 

weren’t. 

         

‘Friend’ is a word that sometimes gets tossed about rather casually. We use the word in greetings 

to large groups of people even though we may not be able to put together the names and faces of 

those to whom we write or to whom we are speaking. The “friend” category on Facebook can be 

pretty casual, too. 

      

And yet, in spite of the easy usage the word sometimes gets, there is a depth of feeling and 

meaning in real friendship that we cherish almost above all else. Aristotle went so far as to say 

that “without friends, no one would choose to live.” Whether we express our feelings that quite  

strongly or not, we cherish friendship. 

       

When we move from one community to another in the course of job or school or life in general, 

isn’t one of the hardest parts of the change the separation from friends? Ask a teenager whose 

family is moving in her or his senior year. We were blessed when the daughter of one of our 

friends spent her senior year of high school with us so she wouldn’t have to go through that when 

her father’s job transferred him to South America.  

      

And isn’t much of the pain that we feel at times often traceable to the loss of a friend? In the 

loneliness that grips our lives so cruelly then, it is usually discovered that it was not the kinship 

or relationship so much as the friendship that the loss represents that brings us low.  

         

Do you understand what I am saying? We may attach some other title to define our relationship 

to a person—wife or husband or brother or sister or parent or child—but on the other hand, we 

may not. Kinships are given; friends are found and chosen. The two titles may be combined, but 

they are not necessarily the same thing.. 

        

There is a certain quality to these special friendships that has to be accepted more than explained. 

Who can give reasons why there are certain people whose lives resonate with our own as they 

do? Often friendship just seems to happen; it isn’t something that can be produced upon demand 

or special ordered in advance. It isn’t available from Amazon and checking it on Facebook 

doesn’t make it happen. It is sort of like the waitress told the Yankee in the Georgia diner when 

he found a substance on his plate that he didn’t recognize. When he asked about it, she told him 

it was grits. When he said that he hadn’t ordered grits, she told him, “Hon, grits just comes.” 

       

In the Old Testament Book of Ruth there is a story about such a friendship. It is about three 

women, Naomi, Ruth and Orpah. Ruth and Orpah each married one of Naomi’s sons. Naomi’s 

husband and both of her sons died and for some time the three women shared the same home in 

Moab, the homeland of the younger women. Later, the older woman, Naomi, declares her 

intention to return to her own country, Israel. The daughters-in-law go with her partway and then 

one of them turns back to her own home…perhaps missing her friends too much? It is then that 

Ruth speaks the words that are commemorated in the song that you have no doubt heard: 
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Entreat me not to leave you and bid me not to cease from following after you; for 

where you go, I will go, where you dwell I will dwell; Your people shall be my 

people, and your God, my God.  

       

The words have been set to music and are often used at weddings. And while it is fitting to 

understand the words as an image of what one hopes that a marriage will be, the words had 

nothing to do with a wedding. They were words about a friendship. 

         

Such are the bonds of special friendship. It happens. And the lives that bless us that way are 

gifts, not something that is due us. If we are wise, we cherish those gifts with all our hearts.  

        

Two years ago, when four dams broke in the rivers north of where we live Michigan, we, along 

with hundreds of other people, lost the place where we had lived for the past 17 years. In that 

experience we recognized that while we had lost a lot of ‘things,’ what we hadn’t lost was a lot 

more precious. In addition to each other and our family and our faith, we had our friends. One 

friend family invited us into their home, were we stayed for ten days until we could get our 

trailer un-winterized and find a campground in the area that would take campers after having 

been shut down because of COVID. And in the days that followed, the presence and work in 

cleaning out the debris, the calls and cards and prayers and help and gifts were overwhelming. 

The closing phrase of the breakfast prayer we used with our children, and still use, became more 

fitting than ever: “For health and strength and love of friends…for everything your goodness 

sends, we thank you, Lord.”   

       

We thank God for those who share our burdens and are there for us. 

         

But this scene from the Garden has more to say to us than underscoring the need for and the 

blessing of friends. Jesus asked the three that he hoped would be there for him: “Could you not 

watch with me one hour?” There is a reminder here that while the need for friends is real and the 

blessing of friends is tremendous, the Christian's call is to be a friend.  

     

Not that we are expected to have that special, deep friendship that I spoke about with everyone, 

but from his summary of the Law and the Prophets with the words, to “Love your neighbors as 

yourself,” to the story of the action of the Samaritan traveler on the road to Jericho, to his words 

about the sharing of coats and food and visits to strangers, and drinks of water to the thirsty, 

acting towards one another in friendly ways is at the heart of the Gospel. And our world needs it 

desperately; our nation needs it, our communities need it, our church needs it.  

      

It is as friends that we are invited to serve Christ—that is, to serve gladly and willingly, not 

slavishly or in a spirit of necessity. One of the great stories of the early church is that of the 

martyrdom of Polycarp. He was a bishop of the early church. In the persecution of Christians in 

the middle of the second century, he was brought before the emperor and told to deny Christ or 

be burned at the stake. His reply was, “For eighty and six years I have served him and he has 

never done me any wrong. How can I blaspheme him now?” The legends say that the flames 

would not touch his body and that they finally had to run him through with a spear. But what was 

it that kept him faithful? Not a fear of hell if he denied. It was not a feeling that he could lose 

everything that he hoped for in the hereafter if he turned away now. It was an appeal to the 
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qualities best defined by friendship. He regarded himself as a friend of Christ and he didn’t want 

to disappoint a friend like that.   

        

Which leads us to another word to be said in this matter of friendship, and that is that Christ not 

only calls us to such friendship with one another, but he also used the word “friendship” to 

describe his disciples’ relationship to himself. During his final hours with those men, as they 

gathered in the Upper Room, he had said to them, “I call you no longer servants but friends.” 

And the fact that they had not been able to come through for him did not mean that he would fail 

to be there for them.  

     

William Barclay writes that it was a custom in the courts of the eastern kings and of the Roman 

emperors for the ruler to have a group of people who could demand access to the ruler at any 

time; they could even come into his chambers at the beginning of the day. These were called  

“friends of the King.” Jesus invites us to such a relationship with him. What does that mean? It 

means that he is there for us and that he will share our burdens.     

           

There is a custom in India of placing special posts along rural roads. The posts have a shelf on 

top. They are placed where people who are walking with heavy loads on their backs (which is 

how things once were, and often still are, moved in much of the world) can stop and place their 

loads on the shelf and rest awhile without needing to lower them all the way to the ground and 

then need to lift them up and get them balanced again before continuing their journey. The 

resting posts are called “soma tongas,” and that phrase has become one of the names by which 

new Christians in India sometimes refer to Christ. Christ is their “Soma Tonga,” their resting 

place. 

         

There are times when the help from friends is not so much in doing something as in being there.  

That is what Jesus’ was seeking from the disciples, especially from Peter, James and John. Not 

just to “be there,” which they were in a purely physical sense, but in a caring that communicates 

beyond doing. Awake, if you will, to what a friend was going through, even if all they could do 

was be there; but reallly be there…and, if you will permit me another clarification, even when 

that was not a physical presence at the moment. Jesus didn’t need Peter, James and John standing 

right beside him, literally holding his hand. Matthew tells us that Jesus “went a little further” 

from where they were to wait. But he had hoped they could “be there.” Know what I mean? 

      

That is what Christ offers us. He will always be there for us, even when, and especially when, 

there is nothing to be “done.” 

       

I like images from God’s creation when they apply, and one of the most moving descriptions of 

the beauty of such ‘being there’ that I have been talking about I found in the writings of 

naturalist and anthropologist Loren Eisley. You will find it in his essay “The Bird and the 

Machine” in his book The Star Thrower.   

      

As a young man, Eisley was part of an expedition to collect fossils and artifacts in the mountains 

of the southwest. They were also instructed to bring back any live specimens that they might 

capture to replenish a zoo somewhere, and in the ruins of the cabin they were improvising to 
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operate from for a few days they captured the male of a pair of sparrow hawks that were roosting 

there. The female escaped through a hole in the roof. 

 

The next day Eisley took the box in which the little hawk had been imprisoned overnight and 

walked out to where he was planning to build a cage. He looked around and up for any signs of 

the mate and could see no signs of her anywhere. Telling himself that she was probably in the 

next county by now, he carefully took the bird out of the box. He writes: 

 

As he lay limp in my grasp I could feel his heart beat under my grip of his 

feathers, but he only looked beyond me and up, into a sky so full of light that I 

could not follow his gaze... I suppose I must have had an idea then of what I was 

going to do, but I never let it come into my consciousness. I just reached over and 

laid the hawk on the grass. 

       

He lay there a long minute without hope, unmoving, his eyes still fixed on that 

blue vault above him... He never stood. He just lay with his breast against the 

grass. 

    

In the next second after that long minute, he was gone. Like a flicker of light, he 

had vanished with my eyes full on him but without my actually seeing even a 

premonition of a wing beat. He was gone straight into that towering emptiness of 

light and crystal that my eyes could scarcely bear to penetrate. For another long 

moment there was silence. I could not see him. The light was too intense. Then 

from far up somewhere a cry came ringing down. 

         

I was young then and had seen little of the world, but when I heard that cry my 

heart turned over. It was not the cry of the hawk I had captured... From where she 

must have been soaring restlessly above us for untold hours, hurtled his mate. 

And from her far up, ringing from peak to peak of the summits over us, came a 

cry of such unutterable and ecstatic joy that it sounds down across the years and 

tingles among the cups at my breakfast table. 

        

I saw them both now. He was rising to meet her. They met in a great soaring gyre 

that turned to a whirling dance of wings. Once more, just once, their two voices, 

joined in a harsh wild medley of question and response, that stuck and echoed 

against the pinnacles of the valley. Then they were gone forever somewhere into 

those upper regions beyond the eyes of men. 

               

Sharing burdens…and being there.                

         

At the heart of the gospel is the affirmation that Christ has called us friend; that he is our friend; 

and that he loves at all times, even when we may not deserve such friendship or such love. And 

in that day when the great and small alike stand before God, we can stand there as the friends of 

Christ; not because we have earned such friendship, but because Christ has chosen to call us 

friends.      
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Seeing that we have a friend like that, what manner of friend should we be…to one another, and 

to Him? 

   

Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 


