
[A] lawyer stood up to test Jesus. ״Teacher/' he said, ״what must I do to 

inherit eternal life?״ He said to him, ״What is written in the law? What do you 

read there?" He answered, ״You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and 

your neighbor as yourself." And he said to him, ״You have given the right an- 

swer; do this and you w ill live."

But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, ״And who is my neighbor?1״

How God Redefines the Boundaries of My Friendship!
By Kent A. Hansen

esus told the story of the Good Samaritan to this know-it-all 
lawyer who wanted to split hairs about targets of love. A smug, 

1 complacent Seventh-day Adventist lawyer, I find myself 
questioning Jesus’ command to love while seeking to preserve the 
neighborhood of my daily existence. Jesus does not tolerate my 
posturing; he constantly stretches the boundaries of my understanding of 
friendship and mercy.

T h e  fo llo w in g  th re e  s to r ie s  te ll w h a t  I ’m  le a r n in g  f ro m  Jesus ab o u t fr iendsh ip .

Boundaries of My Friendships
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se lf-d es tru c ted  in w o rm -ea ten  egoism . F rien d sh ip  
c an ’t save us. Jesus isn ’t ju s t  som e excuse for g e tt in g  
to g e th e r. If  all th a t is involved in m em b ersh ip  in th is 
chu rch  is show in g  up a couple h o u rs  each w eek w ith  
m y buddies, p ay ing  my dues, s in g in g  som e songs, and 
lis te n in g  to  a ta lk , I can  jo in  the  R o ta ry  C lub and 
save th e  g r ie f  o f  th is  place. Besides, w h e re ’s the  
frien d sh ip  in a chu rch  as d iv ided  as th is? ”

T h e  in te rim  p a s to r  no isily  in te rv en ed  at th is 
po in t, ch id in g  m e for u n o rth o d o x  use o f S crip tu re . 
T h re e  m ore  sen io r p a s to rs  in four years and a w eekly 
d ro p  in a tten d an ce  to  seven ty -five  o u t o f a to ta l 
m em b ersh ip  o f e ig h t h u n d red  finally  sobered  
everyone to  th e  t ru th  th a t po tlucks, flannel boards, 
and w eekly a rg u m e n ts  in Sabbath  School are  no 
su b s titu te  for a re la tio n sh ip  w ith  C h ris t.

Loving M y Neighbor

I lunched  w ith  m y friend , a fu n d am en ta lis t 
pasto r. H e to ld  m e abou t a 
book th a t he w as read ing . H e 
liked it, ex cep t for one th in g : 
“I c an ’t u n d e rs ta n d  how  
som eone can w rite  th a t w ay 
abou t d evo tion  to  G od and 
g race , b u t say th a t G od loves 
ho m o sex u a ls .”

“W ell,” I said, “m aybe 
he know s som e gays.”

“W h a t do you m ean?”
“I used to  th in k  th a t 

h o m osexua ls shou ld  be 
shunned . B ut I d id n ’t know  
anyone w ho claim ed to  be 
gay. T h en  one day an old 
friend  cam e to  see me. W e 
had gone to  an A d v en tis t 
co llege  to g e th e r  and  kep t in 

touch  a fte rw ard . I w as one o f th e  f irs t to  know  o f 
h e r en g ag em en t and had a tten d ed  h e r w edd ing  as an 
h o n o red  guest.

“W e m ade som e sm all ta lk  and  th en  she said:
‘I h ea r th a t th e re  have been som e b ig  changes in y o u r 
life.’

‘“Yes, I had an e n c o u n te r  w ith  Jesus th a t 
changed  e v e ry th in g  for m e.’

“I w en t on to  describe  an ex p erien ce  o f 
in ten se  sp ir itu a l renew al and th e  im pact th a t it w as 
h av in g  on m y life and th e  lives o f som e m u tu a l 
friends.

Loving God

O u r em b a ttled  chu rch  board  m et to  con sid er 
th e  qu a litie s  desired  in a new  p asto r. T h e  re su lts  o f a 
m em b ersh ip  su rv ey  w ere revealed  on w hy people 
chose to  a tten d  o u r co n g reg a tio n . (In  so u th e rn  
C alifo rn ia , th e  close p ro x im ity  o f chu rches gives 
A d v en tis ts  a v a rie ty  o f choices abo u t w here  to 
a tten d .)

T h e  n u m b er one reaso n  people  cam e to  ou r 
chu rch  was friendsh ip . T h is  w as n o t su rp r is in g  in our 
affluent, w ell-connec ted  su b u rb an  c o n g reg a tio n . T h e  
se co n d -sco rin g  reaso n  w as the  h igh  q u a lity  o f ou r 
c h ild re n ’s Sabbath  Schools.

O ne board  m em ber no ted  th a t no one had 
lis ted  C h ris t as a reaso n  to  a tten d . A co n serv a tiv e  
physic ian  re jo ined , “W e can take C h ris t fo r g ra n te d . 
W e are  ta lk in g  abo u t the  rea l reaso n s people  com e to  
ch u rch .”

T h e  caustic  rem ark  silenced  th e  room . T h is

people come to church."

m an had a lread y  helped  hound  o u r p rev ious p a s to r  
o u t o f  th e  co n g re g a tio n  w ith  the  in cessan t accusation  
th a t he “p reached  too  m uch love, and n o t en ough  
S p irit o f  P rophecy .”

“D oc,” I said. “W h y  w ould  we ever take the  
Savior o f th e  W o rld  for g ra n te d ? ”

“You know  w h a t I m ean ,” w as th e  te rse  
response.

“I ’m  afraid  I do know, and i t ’s a p ro b lem .” 
“Doc, have you considered  th a t Jesus gave 

P ila te  and H erod  an excuse to  becom e frien d s? ‘2 Yet 
one o f  th em  ended  up ta k in g  his life and th e  o th e r

One board member noted that no one had listed
r ״ : י 

Christ as a reason to attend. A conservative
,

physician rejoined, "We can take Christ for
- ■ L ,.. ■ י■ ■ "A ' , f
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granted. We are talking about the real reasons
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would be the gain to God or to her?
“T hese were really tough questions because I 

believe that sexual purity  is an essential principle. I 
accept trad itional A dventist teachings on adultery, 
fornication, the sanctity  o f m arriage, and the need for 
celibacy outside of m arriage. In my represen ta tion  of 
church institu tions, I have been called m any tim es to 
provide legal enforcem ent o f these principles in the 
discipline and term ination of employees. She knows 
what I believe and why. W hat she doesn’t know is 
how much I prayed about w hat to do.

“I was im pressed to go forward. I offered to 
take her and her p a r tn e r to lunch to discuss their 
legal problem . Instead, she invited me to lunch at 
their home, and I agreed.”

“You mean you condoned her sin,” said the 
pastor, unable to contain his distaste.

“I don’t see it that way. She was my friend 
long before she adm itted her new relationship  to me.
I love her. W hat chance does love have w ithout 
contact and com m unication? Isn ’t th a t what Jesus’ 
incarnation is about? If there is contact there can be 
evangelism. Also, legal ethics are involved. I t ’s w rong 
for me to refuse represen ta tion  just because I 
disapprove of a clien t’s sexual o rientation.

“T he lunch was pleasant and the home

‘“I’m glad somebody 
I know is g e ttin g  their life 
together,’ she said. T hen  she 
told me abruptly, ‘I ’ve taken 
a lover.’

“M y eyes m ust have 
widened. ‘Really?’ I said.

“T here  was a pause, 
then the o ther shoe dropped:
‘M y lover is a wom an.’

“‘O h,’ I said.
“We kind o f tiptoed 

th rough  the conversation 
after th a t.”

M y pasto r friend laid 
down his sandwich and 
wiped his m outh w ith his 
napkin. “I can only imagine 
how you m ust have felt,” he 
said.

“W ell,” I continued,
“we talked about her 
es trangem en t from her 
husband and w hether their 
m arriage had a chance.

“Finally, I told her 
w hat was on my heart. ‘If God can say one th ing  to 
you in this m om ent, it is that he loves you and w ants 
you to th ink .’

“‘I don’t w ant to think rig h t now,’ she said.
“‘I know, but God w ants us to think about 

w hat we are doing and why.’”
“So what happened?” the pastor asked.
“We w rote to each o ther after that. We 

exchanged frank views regard ing  the righ ts  and 
w rongs of her situation. She realizes that I don’t 
approve of the breakup of her m arriage and her new 
relationship, yet she knows I care deeply about her as 
a person and friend. I also m aintain a good friendship 
w ith her form er spouse.

“I invited her back to church when I preached, 
and she came. She was obviously uncom fortable, but 
th o u g h t enough of me to listen as I spoke about a 
com plete com m itm ent to Christ.

“Later, she and her dom estic p a rtn e r needed 
legal assistance concern ing  their property. She asked 
me to rep resen t them. ‘Now this is w here the rubber 
hits the road ,’ I thought, ‘W hat am I going to do?’
All o ther friendships from her A dventist days were 
gone. O utside her family, I was her only rem aining 
contact to that life. W ould I enable sin if I helped her 
and her dom estic partner?  If  I cut her off, what



com pulsive eater and verbal abuser are those who 
loved me enough to look at and touch me, not

flinching at my nature. T he 
ones who tu rn ed  away in 
d isgust left me in despair 
and self-hatred. Knowing 
that, I can’t tu rn  away 
from my friend.

D ostoyevsky observed. 
“To love a person m eans to 
see him as God intended 
him to be.” Jesus said, “For 
judgm ent I have come into 
this world, so that the 
blind will see and those 
who see will become 
blind.”5 T here  are four 
Gospels, four sets of G od- 
given eyes that saw the 
people whom Jesus came to 
save from  four different 
perspectives. W ith  the eyes 

Jesus gives me, I see a friend God loves, who needs 
my help and knows I serve Jesus. W ho am I to shut 
these eyes and tu rn  away, w ishing instead for God to 
bring  me a person who thinks and acts ju s t like me?

Loving Myself
1

The story is often told of a man who 
made an appointment with the famous 
psychologist Carl Jung to get help for 
chronic depression. Jung told him to 
reduce his fourteen-hour work day to 
eight, go directly home, and spend the 
evenings in his study, quiet and all alone.
The depressed man went home to his 
study each night, shut the door, read a 
little Herman Hesse or Thomas Mann, 
played a few Chopin etudes or some 
M ozart. After weeks of this he returned 
to Jung complaining that he could see 
no improvement. On learning how the 
man had spent his time, Jung said, “But 
you didn’t understand. I didn’t want you 
to be with Hesse or M ann or Chopin or 
M ozart. I wanted you to be completely 
alone.” The man looked terrified and 
exclaimed, “I can’t think of any worse 
company.” Jung replied, “Yet this is the 
self you inflict on other people fourteen

decorated beautifully. M y friend’s p a rtn e r was very 
gracious and both were friendly and relaxed. T hey 
obviously cared about each other.”

T he pastor persisted: “I can’t believe you w ent 
to their house.”

“Well, I kind of surprised me. But I’m glad I 
w ent and I would go again.”

“I could never and would never do th a t,” the 
pasto r said. Persons in known sin should be excluded 
from  fellowship until they repen t and re tu rn  to G od.”

“T he God we know,” I replied, “is a God of 
mercy. I simply cannot get around w hat James wrote: 
‘Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by 
the law that gives freedom, because judgm en t w ithout 
m ercy will be shown to anyone who has not been 
merciful. M ercy trium phs over ju d g m en t.’3 If  C hrist 
is my life, if C hrist m eans anyth ing  to me, then who 
am I to deny contact to a person who seeks me out in 
friendship?”

In politeness, we agreed to disagree. T he 
lunch ended; we were both troubled. M y mind 
continues to change about how the gospel should be 
applied in relationships.

Sometim es I long for the re tu rn  of days 
before I felt the grip  of Jesus on my soul. I was much 
m ore com fortable and certain  then about the 
application of rules to life and friendship.

W hat do I th ink at this point? I think that my 
friend’s lifestyle is not G od’s ideal, but neither are my 
com pulsive behavior and angry  speech— both equally 
noted as barriers to inheritance o f the Kingdom .4,
T he persons who have b rough t me to conviction as a
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"To love a person means to see him as God

intended him to be.

-Dostoyevsky



your prom ise; then I will answer the one who taun ts 
me, for I tru s t in your w ord.”8 T hese w ords were a 
revelation. God loves me and will not stop! T his tru th  
moved from  my head into my heart. A ssured th a t the 
C reator and Lord of the U niverse finds me loveable, I 
could confront the one who taun ts me: myself. In that 
m om ent, a door opened and I walked th rough  to free 
space where I could begin loving my neighbor and 
m yself—as I am loved. In the w ords of an old 
children’s chorus about John 3:16, “W hosoever surely 
m eaneth me.”

T he sim ple fact of a life possessed by a 
faithful C hrist is that it does not need to force issues 
and people to com pensate for a perceived lack o f love. 
Jesus tells me, “I will not leave you orphaned; I am 
com ing to you.”9 A ccepting this prom ise changed 
every th ing  for me. I am my own friend.

A year after that A rizona m orning, I was 
driv ing  with my spouse, Patricia. I told her in amazed 
relief, “I’m not mad anym ore. I don’t know when or 
exactly how it happened, but the rage has gone out 
of me like a forest fire m ust die in the ra in— slowly 
and gently, w ith steam ing hisses and flare-ups— but it 
goes ou t.”

Jesus’ po int to the lawyer was th a t the 
neighbor is the one who shows indiscrim inate 
kindness. I am learn ing  that the person who needs 
my kindness is a friend w ith whose choices I disagree, 
my own self-contem ptuous soul, and even Jesus 
him self when taken for g ran ted  and shunted aside in 
his own house.
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hours a day” (and, Jung m ight have
added, the self you inflict on yourself.)6

T his s to ry  explains why I sat on an eighty- 
seven-hundred-foot peak in A rizona’s W hite  
M ountains at 6:30 a.m., on July 30, 1994, reading 
Psalm  119. I could no longer live with the self that I 
was inflicting on o thers and on me. I had learned in 
childhood to question w hether I was really loved and, 
to avoid the pain of discovery, I learned to keep those 
closest to me at bay, routinely  using an em otional 
flam ethrow er to clear space around me and readjust 
my boundaries. Anger, however, is a weapon w ithout 
d iscernm ent between enemies and friends. It seared 
persons in my life deeply com m itted to me no m atter 
w hat happens— people like my spouse, child, and law 
partners.

M y rages broke relationships that I valued. 
Persons who loved me and whom I loved came to fear 
me and d is tru s t my responses. This, I discovered, was 
the very cycle th rough  which I had learned my 
destructive behavior.

C hrist seized my life and stubborn ly  refused 
to coexist w ith my m urderous heart of anger. T he 
fact th a t I was reacting  to childhood wounds 
explained m atters, but was no excuse. W ritin g  about 
the preem inence of love in C h ris t’s followers, Paul 
explained: “W hen I was a child, I spoke like a child, I 
th o u g h t like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I 
became an adult I put an end to childish ways.”7 
W hen people depend on you to take care of them, 
you m ust forgo the luxury  of childish indulgence at 
their expense and pain.

In the su m m er of 1994, I was referred to a 
couple of clients who told me, “T hey  say that win or 
lose, you always take a pound of flesh.” T h at 
com m ent devastated me. M y sin was my business 
card and it was past time to change. But how could I 
a lter my very nature?

U nfit for com panionship, I re treated  into the 
A rizona w ilderness for two weeks. I hiked into the 
woods every m orn ing  before dawn and spent the day 
pray ing  for God to change me. T he Holy Spirit 
s trong ly  im pressed me to pray while reading Psalm  
119. T h a t surprised  me because I knew the passage 
only as the longest chapter in the Bible and an 
exposition of the glories o f G od’s law.

On the six th  m orning, I found my way cross- 
coun try  to a rocky p rom ontory  th a t rose out of an 
aspen grove in the valley below. T here  I sat and 
prayed, read ing  these words: “M ay your unfailing 
love come to me, O Lord, your salvation according to
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