The World needs Friendship

A quarter of a million senior managers and their families are moved around every year by UK employers. This statistic reflects a cause of the breakdown of community. Many, and not just senior management, have to place the securing of professional success before the sustaining and developing of friendships which take time and accessibility to grow. Whereas society rewards economic achievement there is little incentive for the fostering of personal relationships.

In his book Good Life - Reflections on what we value today Nigel Biggar asks Could it be that current disillusionment with politics...has something to do with a failure to let the requirements of friendship govern the manner of public debate? When did you ever hear a politician say, in answer to a question, I dont know?...In domestic and professional life, someone who refuses to admit their ignorance when it is patent to everyone around, is regarded with contempt.

If the world is crying out for greater friendliness the Church is recognising that it is in fact through friendship above all other routes that new people find their way into the Body of Christ. A recent survey showed that 70% of Christians say friendship with another Christian played a significant part in their coming to practice their faith.

At the same time the pressures of Church life seem to militate against friendships between Church members and outsiders. This is a major challenge now being taken up in new forms of evangelism like the Alpha Course which rely on links of friendship extending beyond the Christian community. If 70% of new members come into the Church through friendship with a member the way Christians spent their time and the internal preoccupations of our Churches are over ripe for examination.

Laurence Singlehurst in his book Sowing, Reaping, Keeping warns about Christians exploiting friendship in the wrong way: What we often do is drive our five ton gospel truck over our one ton relationship bridge...the bridge breaks and the relationship collapses. Most people, he says, need five to seven positive experiences of Christianity before committing themselves. They need to sense gradually that God is good and were OKbefore joining the community of Christians. Friendships with believers are often the key to removing negative understandings of God and of their beginning to see that Christians are not boring, irrelevant hypocrites but genuine, hopeful, caring people who have experienced the love of God.

As ever it is the presence of God in people, the integrity of individual presence that speaks louder than any words or arguments, which is at the heart of what friendship is all about. Friends share and converse in such a way that their intention is as much to journey together as to arrive at any particular destination.

If friendship is the key to a better world and a proven means of entry into the Church it is also more and more recognised as being essential to the discipling of Christians. The late spiritual writer Henri Nouwen placed regular contact with a friend who keeps me close to Jesus and continues to call me to faithfulness as second only to his need to pray daily, intimately and long. He went on to say: I now understand much better why Jesus sent his disciples into the world in groups of two rather than alone. Together they could maintain the spirit of peace and love they found in his company and could share these gifts with everyone they met.
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