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1overture
The Changing Face of Friendship

Here we are, you and I, and I hope a third,  
Christ, is in our midst.

“Spiritual Friendship”—Aelred of Rievaulx

If a book were to symbolize the notion of friendship in modern 
culture, it would very likely be a small gift book filled with fine 
photographs of smiling faces and adorned with sayings such as, 

“A real friend is one who walks in when the rest of the world walks 
out,” “A hug is worth a thousand words. A friend is worth more,” and 
“Friends are the most important ingredient in this recipe of life.” The 
book would probably have some pop cultural references from people 
like Lennon and McCartney (“I get by with a little help from my 
friends”) or the television sitcom Friends (“I’ll be there for you”). It 
is likely there would also be some room for rather more enigmatic 
quotes from philosophers such as Aristotle, “What is a friend? A single 
soul in two bodies.”1 And for the Christian market, it would include 
the wisdom of C. S. Lewis, “Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, 
like art . . . It has no survival value; rather it is one of those things 
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which give value to survival.”2 There would be a biblical proverb or two, 
such as “The righteous gives good advice to friends, but the way of the 
wicked leads astray” and “One who dwells on disputes will alienate a 
friend” (Prov. 12:26; 17:9).

Presenting a gift book of quotations as a symbol of modern 
friendship is not intended to trivialize an important part of life, even 
though there is an element of underestimation of the concept when, 
for example, all contacts on Facebook are designated “friends.” As one 
person said to another who was commenting about the number of 
friends that he had online, “How many of these ‘friends’ are willing to 
lend you a hundred dollars or help you move?” However, real friend-
ships do exist widely, with real warmth, depth, and meaning. They are 
an important part of a very significant sphere of life for many people, 
but they are limited in scope. That is, friendship is generally not a 
public, political, theological, or philosophical issue. Friendship is seen 
primarily as a personal, even private, affective relationship, usually asso-
ciated with high levels of intimacy and mutual sharing (especially for 
women) and recreational pursuits (especially for men). Friendship also 
involves expectations of care and concern and personal help in times 
of need. Friendship exists at all levels of intensity and extent, from 
the most casual to the most passionate, and from an exclusive friend-
ship of two people through to the companionship of larger groups of 
mutual friends. Few would now agree with the idealism of Michel de 
Montaigne, who, in his essay on friendship, in a rather exaggerated 
fashion declared that a real soul-friendship occurred only once every 
three centuries!3 However, many would seek the kind of friendship 
sought by Anne of Green Gables:

“Marilla,” she demanded presently, “do you think that I shall ever 
have a bosom friend in Avonlea?”

“A—a what kind of friend?”
“A bosom friend—an intimate friend, you know—a really 

kindred spirit to whom I can confide my inmost soul. I’ve dreamed 
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of meeting her all my life. I never really supposed I would, but so 
many of my loveliest dreams have come true all at once that perhaps 
this one will, too. Do you think it’s possible?”4

The intensely personal nature of modern friendship means that the 
observation that there are few contemporary references to the politi cal, 
civic, international, philosophical, religious, or ethical dimensions of 
friendship would only occasion surprise that anyone would think there 
could or should be such dimensions to what is clearly a private, volun-
tary association! Friendship for politicians, amiability in public life, and 
thoughtfulness about all forms of interpersonal relationships are seen as 
right and proper, even helpful, but always essentially private. Moreover, 
in public life, the usual view is that one ought not be swayed by personal 
friendships or give preferential treatment to one’s friends. That would 
be unjust and contrary to the egalitarian nature of public life, where 
all are treated fairly and equally. Indeed, there is a degree of disdain in 
Western culture for those societies where friendships do accord prefer-
ential treatment in public matters. In short, friendship has to remain a 
private rather than a public affair and is restricted to the personal rather 
than to the philosophical or ethical realms. 

Nonetheless, our imaginary symbolic gift book on friendship 
hints at broader concerns through the inclusion of some quotes from 
Aristotle, C. S. Lewis, and the Bible. There are, indeed, some deeper, 
more thoughtful resources for those willing to explore the matter. There 
are some substantial essays, though, for example, by Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, Elizabeth Telfer, and C. S. Lewis.5 However, not everything 
worth learning comes in the form of formal essays; actual accounts of 
friendships provide important insights that can extend one’s under-
standing, encourage, and challenge. Sometimes these can come from 
the most unexpected sources, such as the apparently unlikely friend-
ship between the playwright and giant of twentieth-century poetry 
T. S. Eliot, and comedian, film star, and quick-fire wit Groucho Marx. 
When they finally met, after some years of correspondence, Marx was 
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fully ready to discuss Murder in the Cathedral or Eliot’s study of modern 
despair, The Waste Land, but Eliot wanted to talk about Marx’s comedies 
Animal Crackers and A Night at the Opera.6 A healthy friendship will 
manage to incorporate discussions of both sets of interests. In a similar 
way, it is hoped that this exploration of friendship will draw together 
very different dimensions of friendship—connecting the philosophical 
and the practical, the theological and the popular.

It is my intention to consider the history, the philosophy, and, 
particularly, the theology of friendship, because it is not what it used 
to be, and it is not what it could be. I will be considering friendship 
as a public, civic relationship rather than simply as a private matter for 
one or two; as a serious topic of philosophical reflection as well as a 
personal preference; as a significant ethical virtue rather than only as a 
recreational activity; as a relationship which has ontological significance 
for our very nature as human beings rather than only an affective or 
emotional expression of character; as a relationship which is contributory 
to the common good and not merely a matter of personal disclosure and 
mutual sharing; and as a relationship which is theologically grounded and 
specifically Christian in form rather than simply a reflection of general 
secular principles. Friendship is biblically based and, in particular, has 
its shape and nature determined by friendship with God through Jesus 
Christ. It has implications for the form of the church and the nature 
of Christian relationships and the ministry and mission of the church. 

the changing face of friendship

The nature of friendship and the way it is organized and expressed is 
significantly influenced by time and place. There are differences in the 
usual context for friendship (e.g., work or home) that vary according 
to socioeconomic class, and the form of friendship varies with age. 
Gender differences are also significant. Modern Western men are more 
emotionally reticent than women and more likely to find close friends 
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at work. However, one has to be careful not to hold too tightly to these 
stereotypes. There have been significant changes in the understanding 
of friendship over long periods of time, with the ancients seeing male 
bonding through heroic, military activity as the highest form of friend-
ship, and the ability of women to enter into real friendship has often 
been doubted: “the normal capacity of women is, in fact, unequal to 
the demands of that communion and intercourse on which the sacred 
bond (of friendship) is fit; their souls do not seem firm enough to bear 
the strain of so hard and lasting a tie.”7 Of course, the female reality 
may well always have been different to the male perception. However, 
even in more recent times there have been significant changes, for 
example, in the form of male friendship over the past century. A study 
of everyday photographs from the nineteenth century indicates a level 
of physical intimacy between men that would make most males uncom-
fortable today.8 Obvious affection was expressed through holding hands, 
 physical closeness, and intimacy. More intense and intimate relation-
ships between males were perhaps to be expected in an era when men 
and women lived in very different ways. Until they got married, men 
and women basically lived in separate worlds. 

What is very clear is that in modern Western cultures friend-
ship, both for men and women, that functions according to traditional 
patterns is becoming more difficult and increasingly rare. However, the 
apparent decline of friendship may relate more to its changing forms 
rather than to a fundamental loss of intimacy. On the one hand, some 
sociological comparisons of “confidants with whom Americans discuss 
important matters” over the past twenty-five years indicate that these 
discussion networks are becoming smaller.9 The number of people saying 
there is no one with whom they discuss important matters has nearly 
tripled. In 2004, the mean average number of confidants per individual 
was 2.08 compared to 2.94 in 1985. The significance of this decrease 
of almost a third, from virtually three to two confidants, is accentu-
ated by the fact that the most common response is that the respondent 
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has no confidants. The average of both kin-related and non-kin-related 
confidants has decreased, but the greater decrease of non-kin ties has 
produced a more pronounced reliance on spouses and parents, with 
fewer contacts through voluntary associations and neighborhoods. These 
shrinking networks reflect an important dimension of social change.

These changes in friendship patterns are connected with other 
changes in contemporary society including increased mobility; changing 
patterns of work; the deterioration of local, neighborhood community 
structures; increasing levels of depression; and a general sense of social 
alienation and fragmentation.10 But one should not only consider the 
problem areas; any account of friendship must also deal with the posi-
tive dimensions of friendship today and the presence of many healthy, 
life-affirming personal relationships, as well as the positive aspects of 
many social trends. The constantly developing and extending informa-
tion and communications technologies, for instance, can increase and 
enhance friendships in new and positive ways. 

However, although there may be a discernible problem in friend-
ship levels in certain forms of association, other studies indicate that 
significant levels of friendship are hidden from any research that does 
not take into account the changing patterns of relationship today. The 
work of Liz Spencer and Ray Pahl, for example, reported in Rethinking 
Friendship: Hidden Solidarities Today11 provides a more optimistic assess-
ment of the situation. Their research, which invited people to map their 
own friendship patterns, reveals the emergence of a new set of complex 
and multifaceted friendship repertoires with an enormous diversity of 
micro-social worlds.

However, although these trends are important and illustrative of 
the current situation, and even though I want this book to enhance the 
concept and practice of friendship, it is not my intention to address 
them directly, but rather indirectly. This is because I want to examine 
dimensions and possibilities of friendship that extend beyond a 
perception of friendship as a personal, affective relationship of mutual 
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disclosure and activity. To operate on that basis would be too limiting 
and could not fundamentally alter the situation. It is not my intention 
to either critique or rehabilitate something that is purely perceived in 
such narrow terms. Rather, it is my intention to draw upon the rich 
history of friendship from biblical and classic traditions. 

There is a rich history of friendship to draw on for this. The classic 
Greek philosopher, Plato of the fourth century bc, wrote a series of 
dialogues on important themes, and one of them, known as Lysis, 
between Socrates and several others, seeks to define friendship and 
clarify how one becomes a true friend. Friendship was the basis of 
society. Plato’s student Aristotle, whose views are reckoned to be foun-
dational for Western philosophy, logic, ethics, and politics, and whose 
influence extends from his time to the present, devoted two of the ten 
books of his seminal Nicomachean Ethics to the topic of friendship and 
its close relationship to virtue and the common good. This is one of 
the most important philosophical works we have, and friendship is 
described as central to ethics and to public life. Friendship that seeks 
the common good is the highest, the only true, friendship.

Cicero, the Roman philosopher, statesman, and lawyer of the first 
century bc wrote De Amicitia (On Friendship), a treatise in the form of 
a dialogue where friendship is grounded in virtuous love. The very exis-
tence of society, it is argued, depends upon the presence of friendship. 
This became perhaps the major source on friendship in the West—at 
least until there was a resurgence of interest in the Nicomachean Ethics 
in the thirteenth century.12 Cicero’s influence can be seen in the writing 
of the twelfth century’s impressive advocate of friendship, Aelred 
of Rievaulx. His De Spiritali Amicitia (On Spiritual Friendship) is a 
classic description of friendship with God as the foundation for all 
friendship.13 He spoke of friendship in the same way that John the 
gospel writer wrote of love in 1 John 4:16: that “God is friendship.” 
His writing was influential on the spiritual life of monastic communi-
ties and, through that, on the whole church. The immensely influential 
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scholastic theologian Thomas Aquinas, the “angelic doctor” of the thir-
teenth century, revised Aristotle in a more theological context and he 
made friendship with God the basis for his entire system of under-
standing the Christian love of God and neighbor. Friendship was 
fundamental for social life, justice, and Christian community. “God is 
our chief friend,” he said.14 

the decline of friendship

However, despite this honorable history, friendship has all but dis ap-
peared from sight in modern discourse. Theologians did not follow 
Aquinas in making friendship a central theological concept, philoso-
phers have not seen friendship as being essential to their concerns, and 
friendship has not been a primary category for ethicists. Friendship is not 
considered to have a public dimension, and there is no sustained treat-
ment of friendship in political theory. Friendship in the public sphere is 
not impossible, but it is by no means essential. The advertising tag for 
the movie about the political implications of the relationship between 
Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, The Special Relationship, makes a valid point 
when it says, “Never underestimate the politics of friendship.” Personal 
friendships can have profound political ramifications, as they did in both 
international and domestic politics, despite the presence of more formal 
political and diplomatic processes. The proper role of friendship in poli-
tics will be discussed in the chapter “Public Friendship.”

Friendship has all but disappeared from public life in the modern 
era, and it is simply understood and practiced in terms of private, affec-
tionate relationships. However, it has to be conceded that with this, 
as in everything, there are exceptions. The topic does appear at times 
in the most unexpected places, as in the thought of Nietzsche and 
Kierkegaard. And in recent days there has been something of a resur-
gence in ethics as a result of the post–Alasdair MacIntyre shift toward 
virtue ethics.15 He called for a return to the virtue ethics exemplified 
by Aristotle and Aquinas because of the failure of the Enlightenment 
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project to establish ethics on purely rational and objectively shared 
principles. This has necessitated some further reflection on friendship, 
but it has not yet had a significant impact. In fact, in terms of formal, 
academic study, friendship is generally restricted to psychology and 
sociology. It is definitely not a point of integration for social, cultural, 
religious, economic, philosophical, and political dimensions of life. So 
friendship remains theoretically undeveloped, and it exists as practiced 
in the everyday lives of ordinary people as a private, affective relation-
ship generally divorced from public life. 

There are three primary reasons for this. The first is that friend-
ship, as an essentially communal concept, appears to conflict with the 
dominant starting point of post-Enlightenment rationalist thought, 
which is fundamentally grounded in a perception of the individual 
as a free, autonomous agent. For example, instead of starting with an 
Aristotelian conception of friendship, modern political theory is more 
likely to operate with assumptions about the essential independence or 
freedom of human nature. But of course, starting with such assump-
tions makes it virtually impossible to achieve real communion, and one 
has to be content instead with associations or pragmatic collaborations. 
If one begins with individualistic freedom, one may have a society 
but not a community. If one starts with the individual, then friend-
ship can only come into the picture much later, as a private, voluntary 
relationship.

Secondly, the free exercise of the preferential dimension of friend-
ship in public life appears to conflict with modern egalitarianism and 
its associated conception of justice. For example, while it is very appro-
priate for a public health official (perhaps a doctor in a hospital) to have 
a personal friendship that functions in the private realm, it is consid-
ered inappropriate and unjust if that friendship means that he gives his 
friend preferential medical treatment ahead of other patients. In other 
situations, a politician or public official who gave gifts to friends or did 
favors for them would be considered corrupt. Justice appears to demand 
a more impartial attitude than friendship provides. 
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Thirdly, theologically speaking, it appears that the personal, prefer-
ential love of friendship is in conflict with the Christian understanding 
of love as agape which is to be offered universally and indiscriminately 
(rather than to a select few people one knows very closely), and which 
is more volitional and active in practical care (rather than affective and 
predicated on mutual sharing) and ultimately epitomized by love of 
those who are most distant from oneself—love of one’s enemies (rather 
than one’s friends). In such a context, friendship-love appears too 
narrow and selective, perhaps even self-serving. This perception appears 
to be supported by a conspicuous absence of friendship-love in the New 
Testament. Kierkegaard claimed that friendship-love, like erotic-love, 
is essentially pagan and idolatrous. He also argued that it should not be 
seen as something to be taught in addition to agape love. He observed 
that if it was claimed that Christianity did affirm this form of friend-
ship-love, it would have been considered remarkable “that in a whole 
[N]ew Testament there is not found a single word about friendship in 
the sense in which the poet sings of it and paganism cultivated it.”16 

rediscovering friendship 

The objective of this book is, as indicated earlier, to consider the history, 
the philosophy, and particularly the theology of friendship, and to view 
it as a public relationship, a serious topic of philosophical reflection, 
and as a significant ethical virtue, which contributes to the common 
good. It is a relationship that has implications for the life, ministry, 
and mission of the church. Consequently, my aim is, firstly, to explore 
further the history of friendship and show that is has existed as an 
important concept in premodern political thought, ancient ethics, and 
in biblical theology. It has had a public dimension that has been lost 
in recent times, and which needs to be restored in a manner suitable 
for today. However, although it is important to deal with the formal 
Western tradition of friendship from Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero 
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through the other major writers, it is not my ultimate goal to write a 
history of friendship or establish in thorough detail precisely what the 
various theorists said. My analysis is a means toward the two ends that 
are expressed in the next two objectives. 

My second and more significant goal is to establish a biblical- 
theological foundation for spiritual friendship. This means taking 
the biblical material about friendship with God as foundational and 
formative for an understanding of the nature and form of all friendship. 
Although insights from other sources may be illuminative, friend-
ship with God as described in Scripture is determinative. This means 
moving from an examination of the biblical practice of friendship to an 
understanding of theory, rather than from a general theory of friend-
ship to Scripture. As Ambrose of Milan pointed out, it is because God 
is true that friends can be true to each other.17 

The third aim is to demonstrate the value of friendship—its value 
and extent for the life, ministry, and mission of the church, and for 
wider society as well. Christianity began with Jesus calling together 
a disparate group of people who became friends as well as disciples. 
Following Jesus’ death, this group of friends became the foundation of 
the life and mission of the church. Friendship is not merely a cultural 
practice shared in common with all other people; it is a thoroughly 
Christian concept with its own distinct form, and it has profound spiri-
tual, ecclesial, and missional consequences. 
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2Beginning
No Longer Servants

“I no longer call you servants, . . . [but] friends.”
John 15:15 niv

Servant imagery is such a vitally important and profoundly biblical 
part of Christian identity and such a dominant motif in Christian 
discipleship today that it is very difficult to write a chapter that 

criticizes it. This is an approach to the Christian life that has been 
stressed in preaching and discipleship, in theological education, and in 
thousands of books so that it is now practically impossible to conceive 
of being a follower of Jesus without employing this imagery. Every 
Christian is aware of Jesus’ example of servanthood and his teaching 
that whoever wants to be great in the kingdom must be a servant of all 
(Mark 10:42–44). In worship we have all sung some form of the words 
of Francis of Assisi, such as “Brother, sister, let me serve you, let me be 
as Christ to you; pray that I may have the grace to let you be my servant 
too,”1 or the hymn “From Heaven You Came,” which praises Christ, 
who “came not to be served but to serve” and who calls us to follow him 
by making our lives a daily offering of service “to the Servant-King.”2 
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The extent of the contemporary influence on servanthood and, it 
must be said, the strong foundation it has in biblical teaching makes it 
very difficult to critique the concept. Its position as the primary defini-
tion of Christian living makes it almost unassailable. It seems to run 
counter to the whole notion of the Christian life to suggest that servant-
hood may be misconstrued in the way in which it is presented, or that it 
can be unhelpful in the way it dominates discussions of discipleship, or 
that in contemporary teaching it is generally interpreted apart from its 
proper context. Nevertheless, these claims are not without foundation. 
If servanthood is to remain a vital part of the Christian life, it has to 
be properly understood. Specifically, it is very important that we do not 
ignore the teaching of Jesus concerning both servanthood and friend-
ship, nor reverse his understanding of their relationship. Simply put, it 
is necessary to take seriously the words of Jesus to the disciples, “I no 
longer call you servants, . . . [but] friends” ( John 15:15 niv) and locate 
servanthood within the context of divine friendship. 

Unfortunately, the general tendency is to do precisely the oppo-
site and place servanthood above friendship. One may be forgiven 
for assuming that in most churches friendship with Jesus is seen as 
a childlike, rather than an adult, way of expressing one’s relationship 
to the Savior. It is an image that functions at a level suitable for chil-
dren; Jesus is, after all, “Jesus, friend of little children.”3 And while it 
is an important stage in one’s spiritual journey, friendship is seen as 
only one step along the way to adopting a more dutiful and respon-
sible form of relationship, such as that of servanthood. Taking on 
the role of a servant is perceived as something much more serious. It 
marks a genuine commitment and involves the adult dimensions of 
duty and responsibility. Mature faith, it seems, must leave behind the 
childish approach. It is just as though Jesus had called the disciples to 
a new level of relationship by saying, “I no longer call you friends, but 
servants.” However, to think in this way is to reverse the actual trend 
of Jesus’ thought and to guarantee the development of a works-related 
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and duty-orientated view of discipleship, rather than one permeated by 
the grace and love of friendship.

This contrast—between the Christian life interpreted primarily in 
terms of friendship compared with servanthood—should not be taken 
as implying a disregard for the concept of servanthood. Properly under-
stood, the two concepts are not in conflict, yet neither are they the same. 
The relationship between them needs to be clarified for the sake of the 
life and ministry of the church. How different might the church be 
today if, over the past twenty or more years, there had been a focus on 
exploring the implications of friendship with God to the same intensity 
with which we have explored servanthood? Comparatively speaking, 
there has been little development of the concept of friendship, yet it 
has great potential for enhancing Christian life and ministry in every 
respect. It is central to each person’s relationship with God in Christ; it 
is a vital part of the community relationship of the body of Christ; and 
it has great value as a mode of relationship with the wider community. 
All three of these areas need to be explored.

from lordship to servanthood

The critical passage of Jesus’ teaching that relates friendship and servant-
hood is recorded in John 15:10–15 (emphasis added): 

“If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I 
have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. I have 
said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your 
joy may be complete. This is my commandment, that you love one 
another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay 
down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what 
I command you. I do not call you servants any longer, because the 
servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you 
friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have 
heard from my Father.” 
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