
y loving friends, we love God, whether we know it or not.
The experience of friendship can point people to conscious 
awareness of the divine presence, and thus to explicit love for

God. So friendship has the potential to be a rich spiritual resource. Because G od  
is th e  w o rld ’s tra n sce n d e n t C reator, we can experience  and respond  to  th e  d iv ine p resence  
u n d e r any  c ircum stances. So we do n o t have to  choose betw een  lov ing  G od  and lov ing  creation . 
Indeed , we love G od precisely  as we love th e  created  w orld . In particular, we love God as we love other people. 
Thus, friendship can be a form of love for God.1

The Defining Nature of Friendship

Love between persons is fundamental to who we are. Every genuinely moral choice is an implicit expression 
of love for God, for to accept a moral limitation on my being is to accept my status as a creature.־ W ith every moral
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requires the maintenance of otherness, the respect for 
difference, between the friends. Allowing a friend to be 
herself can prove to be a delicate moral task.

Friendship, Fidelity, and Vulnerability

To love a friend is to be faithful to her even as she 
grows and changes in the exercise of her freedom. This 
m ight be an easy task if a friend’s interests and one’s 
own, a friend’s personality and one’s own, a friend’s 
identity and one’s own, were simply the same. But the 
reality of a friend’s difference from oneself challenges

one to be loyal despite 
change and conflict. T hat a 
true friend is in an im- 
portant sense a part of 
oneself only complicates 
m atters further. By defining 
who one is with reference to 
who a friend is, by making 
her part of oneself even as 
she differs from oneself, one 
accepts a potentially threat- 
ening vulnerability.

To take a friendship 
seriously is to accept the 
responsibility to be loyal to 
someone to whom one is 
vulnerable. A friend’s claim 
on one’s loyalty constrains 
one’s options. Accepting 
this claim means that one 
m ust consistently define 
one’s own projects with 
reference to hers, even 
when— precisely when—  

they are not identical with one’s own. In opting for 
fidelity, one accepts oneself as limited, as finite— as a 
creature.

Accepting 
Friendship, G ifts, 

and Grace

Another im portant moral and spiritual dimension 
of friendship is the essentially graced quality of a life in 
which friendship is a part. Accepting friends and friend-

choice I confront comes the requirem ent that I make or 
reaffirm a fundamental decision about my own identity. 
Am I God? Am I valueless? Or am I a part of God’s 
good creation.3 Each of us faces these questions in every 
situation. Every time I make a choice about some 
concrete, particular thing in the world I also decide who 
I am. Even when not directly confronting another 
person, even when I am alone, I have to ask if my 
choices take the reality and value of others— and 
myself—into adequate account. Our encounters with 
other people pose basic moral and spiritual questions 
with particular force and clarity: will we exist with 
others in relationships of love, or will we sacrifice 
them— or ourselves— in relationships 
of abuse, domination, or neglect? W ill 
we be open to the world, or will we 
refuse to acknowledge any reality 
beyond ourselves?4

Personal relationships call up, 
challenge, and engage every aspect of 
our humanness.5 Thus, interpersonal 
love fundamentally reflects who we 
are.3 W hen we love, therefore, we 
decisively express our basic orienta- 
tion to the world— and thus to God.7 
Friendship is a particularly intense 
and committed kind of love. It embod- 
ies and expresses the decision to 
accept oneself as a part of God’s good 
creation in several ways.8

Friendship 
and Respect 

for Difference

It does so, first, because it is grounded in respect 
for otherness.9 M y friend is different from me. No 
m atter how much I love her, no m atter how much our 
interests may converge, now m atter how much we may 
identify with each other, I must recognize that she is still 
free, that she can surprise me, that our desires may not 
always coincide. To take her seriously as a friend is to 
g ran t her the space to be who she is.

Of course, if the identities of two friends merged, 
they wouldn’t be friends. Love is so powerful, so pro- 
foundly moving, precisely because it is given freely by 
another. A friend who does not stand over against me 
cannot really love me. The inner logic of friendship
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know that she has something valuable to give by accept- 
ing her gift is a gift in its own right. Our friends need to 
know that what they offer is significant, that it matters. 
W hen we g ran t the reality of our dependence by 
accepting our friends’ gifts, we affirm again our status as 
God’s creatures.

To make another person a close friend is to make 
her part of oneself. W ho one is, then, depends on who 
she is. One is always vulnerable, of course, to forces 
outside one’s control, but in friendship one explicitly 
owns and accepts one’s vulnerability. One chooses it. One 
agrees that one’s identity will be affected by the actions 
of another. Realizing that her love has shaped and

continues to shape who one is, 
one accepts that one’s identity is 
a friend’s gift. It is contingent 
on her choices and on what 
befalls her. “A friend is a part of 
my own being. If he is no 
longer there, then I have 
somehow died with him.”10 The 
friend’s gift thus includes, in a 
sense, the gift of myself. To 
receive this gift of grace 
thankfully, instead of shunning 
it as a source of enervating 
dependence, is also to choose life 
as a part of the good creation.

Friendship as a 
Response to the 

Good
Friendship represents a response to the good 

discerned in the friend. I don’t mean that we seek— or 
should seek— only the virtuous or the beautiful as our 
friends. But everything that is at all is good. The simple 
fact of existing is good. Being is good. The only per- 
fectly bad thing would be som ething that didn’t exist at 
all. Of course, the good that every finite thing embodies 
is limited— that’s ju st what finitude means, and the 
goods realized in human lives are distorted by, among 
other things, hum anity’s moral imperfection and broken- 
ness. The fact remains, though, that, whenever we 
experience true friendship, we respond to qualities of 
our friends as in some sense good. Friendship is morally 
significant, then, because in it we respond to the claim of 
a goodness external to ourselves.

ships as gifts; accepting a friend’s ongoing, particular 
self-gifts; and accepting oneself as a friend’s gift are all 
ways in which, as a friend, one owns oneself as a part of 
God’s good creation.

As a Christian, I will believe that God has been at 
work in and through the events leading to the formation 
of my friendships. In this sense, each friendship is a gift 
of grace. But it is possible to accept and respond to the 
experience of grace in friendship whatever one believes 
about divine providence. T hat a friendship cannot be 
planned or controlled confronts us directly with its 
character as a gift of grace. Friendships come into being 
when we least expect them. The factors that predispose 
us to enter into them are 
often unconscious: we often 
want particular people as 
friends for social, cultural, 
and psychological reasons 
that we cannot articulate.
Seemingly random circum- 
stances bring people together 
and give them opportunities 
to discover each other as 
potential friends. Thus, our 
friendships tend to be beyond 
our conscious control.

Becoming and remain- 
ing a friend reflects the 
recognition that our lives are 
better— more fulfilled, 
marked by greater flourish- 
ing— when we share our- 
selves with others than when 
we close ourselves off in 
individualistic isolation. As a 
friend, I accept that I need 
someone else if I want to experience a certain quality of 
life. After a friendship has come into being, and I have 
bonded my life with that of a friend, I also need her if I 
am to be the person I am, to retain the identity I have 
achieved in relationship with her. In this sense, I am 
dependent on her.

As one weaves one’s life together with a friend, one 
becomes dependent on her in other ways as well. A 
friendship itself is a gift. But gifts of various kinds may 
also accompany or result from it. Gifts of time, money, 
expertise, and emotional support may all express a 
friend’s love. Receiving these gifts joyfully may some- 
times be easy— but not always. Fearful of domination 
and abuse, we may flee dependence. But accepting gifts 
is part of what it means to be a friend. To let a friend
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We can encounter God anywhere and in any 
context. God doesn’t live in church. Having pious 
feelings isn’t the only way to be sensitive to God’s 
presence (indeed, it !־nay not even be an especially good 
way). T urn ing  away from particular things in the world 
won’t enable us to know or love God better, for we can 
tu rn  away from one finite thing only to another finite 
thing and God is not a finite thing at all. The Creator is 
not a com petitor with any aspect of creation for our 
attention and love. A God who could be a human friend’s 
rival for our affections— even a successful rival— isn’t 
really God at all.

Friendship and
Idolatry

The actual significance 
of Christian concern with 
idolatry can help us avoid the 
guilt and anxiety that 
sometimes follow from the 
view that God and creation 
compete for our love. We 
can’t treat any finite thing, 
any creature, as if it were 
infinite— as if it were God—  
without falsifying the nature 
of reality. If we are to treat 
each bit of finite reality 
appropriately, then we can’t 
allow any single constituent 
of the creation to trum p the 
claims of all the others. Only 
if we give ultimate loyalty 

solely to God, to the infinite reality that transcends 
every particular object in the world, will we be able to 
put every finite reality in perspective and give each its 
due. T h at’s why Christians ought to avoid idolatry.13

Being loyal to God does clearly mean, then, that 
one can’t act as if a friend— or, for that matter, a car, a 
house, an institution, a nation, even a planet— is the only 
thing that really matters. Loyalty to God relativizes all 
of our particular loyalties. It puts each one in its proper 
place. Loving God means that we cannot view any finite 
reality as ultimate in importance.

It doesn’t mean, however, that we can’t or 
shouldn’t care deeply, intensely, about particular people 
and communities and things. Indeed, love for God 
manifests itself precisely in our love for and attachment

To engage seriously in the practice of friendship is 
to accept ourselves as parts of God’s good creation. It is 
to grant, practically if not always explicitly, that we are 
finite, contingent, vulnerable. It is to deny the possibility 
that we could ever exist on our own, and thus to affirm 
that we are creatures. In owning ourselves as creatures, 
we experience again and again an essential element of 
the conversion that is necessary if we are to relate 
appropriately to God. For in friendship we accept that 
we are not divine. We recognize our dependence, even as 
we celebrate the goodness of the grace on which we are 
dependent.11 Thus, we orient ourselves aright in relation 
to G od.12

Distractions and 
Disagreements

Some people seem to think 
there’s a basic, unavoidable conflict 
between loving other people and 
devotion to God. For them, God “is 
the only thing w orthy of love.”
Every other reality is less impor- 
tant, less valuable. Prayer and 
devotional practices are the only 
genuinely worthwhile activities. We 
are wasting time and emotional 
energy when we focus our attention 
on other people— time and energy 
we could instead give to God. Our 
friends are at best distractions from 
God, who is our only true Beloved.

Such people are wrong. They 
rest on a m isunderstanding of 
God’s relation to the world— a m isunderstanding 
according to which friendship is a spiritual distraction 
and God and creatures compete for our love. I believe 
the Christian doctrine of creation helps to show why 
this conception is doubtful.

As well as highlighting God’s presence in the 
world, the Christian doctrine of creation also points to 
the difference between God and creation. Being created 
means being the kind of reality that couldn’t exist on its 
own. Being created means being finite, limited, con- 
strained. By contrast, God is infinite. God isn’t a thing, 
an object, or a bit of finite reality. As the universe’s 
infinite Creator, God is qualitatively different from each 
of the things that make up the universe, and from the 
universe in its totality.

'Loyalty to God relativizes 

all of our particular loyal- 

ties. Loving God means 

that we cannot view any 

finite reality as ultimate 

in importance."



absolute good imposes a crushing burden on her or him. 
Being treated as the center of the universe imposes an 
enormous responsibility on the idolized person for the 
idolater’s well-being, one the idol is incapable of bear- 
ing. In turn, the idolater may use this sense of responsi- 
bility as a basis for try ing to control the idolized person. 
T hat it tempts the idolater to manipulation and control, 
however, isn’t the only thing that makes idolatry bad for 
the idolater. Enchanted by the idolized person, she or he 
may give up freedom, agency, and responsibility. She or 
he may find the failure of the idol to deliver the ultimate 

satisfaction for which she or he 
seeks profoundly disappointing. 
Recognizing persons as infinitely 
precious and cherishable, but 
nonetheless incapable of substitut- 
ing for God, incapable of trum p- 
ing absolutely the claims of other 
creatures, is the only way to relate 
to them properly. Idolatry is a bad 
idea. However, passionate desire, 
devotion, and care aren’t idola- 
trous: they are appropriate re- 
sponses to the immeasurably 
precious creatures human beings 
are. Idolatry is w rong because of 
what it takes away from the 
idolater, the idolized person, and 
from others.17

Understood correctly, then, 
we should avoid idolatry for the 
sake of the creaturely world. 
Loving friends, loving them 
intensely, needn’t be idolatrous. It 
doesn’t have to keep us from 
loving God. We don’t have to 

ration our love for our friends to make sure we’ve got 
enough left over for God. We can love God precisely as 
we love our friends. God is not in competition with the 
world, or any part of the world, for our loyalty. Any 
reality to which we could be loyal only as we turned 
away from things in the creaturely world wouldn’t be 
God at all: it woidd be an especially demonic idol.

Disagreeing with Friends in a 
Religiously Plural W orld

This is especially im portant in an environm ent like 
the one in which many, if not most, contem porary

to particular goods.14 We need to take seriously not only 
the claims of those realities that are central to our own 
particular projects, but also those we haven’t chosen to 
focus on, but which may m atter profoundly to others.

It is not our job to replace God. We are not respon- 
sible for the universe. To act as if we were would itself 
be an especially pitiful and futile kind of idolatry. We 
can and should have particular, finite projects of our 
own, causes and relationships that m atter to us deeply. 
And, obviously, if we care about some things we will be 
able to devote less attention to o thers.15 But we can avoid 
idolatry as long as we don’t 
treat the things and people we 
care about primarily as the only 
things and people worth caring 
about at all.

Idolatry as a Moral 
Concept

Avoiding idolatry means 
being morally responsible by 
respecting each element of the 
creation for what it is. Idolatry 
is wrong, not so much because 
idolatrous behavior doesn’t give 
God what God is due, but 
because it doesn’t give the 
creation what it is due. “God 
does not stand in line waiting 
his tu rn  at the wicket, not even 
at the head of the line. Rather, 
he brings this or that neighbor 
to the head of the line, and 
demands our best attention for him. And at another 
moment, perhaps, he closes the wicket, sends the whole 
line away, and demands to inspect our books.”16

We refuse to succumb to idolatry by choosing to 
live morally responsible lives, not by forsaking life in the 
world. Provided we don’t attem pt to be God, there’s no 
reason our particular commitments should come into 
significant conflict with our general loyalty to the good 
of creation most of the time. Rejecting idolatry means 
that when conflicts occur we m ust be willing to let our 
particular loves take their proper places in relation to the 
other elements of created reality.

Idolizing someone else is bad for her or him as well 
as for others whose legitimate claims we may ignore 
because of our idolatry. T reating a friend as a source of
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beings—■just like us. T hat means that their devotion to 
us may be fitful and that other loyalties may compete 
with their loyalties to us. But it doesn’t mean that their 
love for us isn’t at least as genuine as ours for them. If 
their love for us is real and respects the claims of the 
rest of creation, then friends who disagree with us give 
good evidence of God’s work in their hearts and lives. 
We can understand their friendship for us as love for 
God, as the fruit of God’s grace, and as appropriately 
responsive to God’s love.20

This realization frees us to 
share lovingly our convictions 
about the most adequate way to 
be fulfilled and responsible 
persons in God’s world. Because 
we love friends, we will want 
their lives to be as rich as pos- 
sible with the gifts— relational, 
emotional, physical, and social—  
that God wants to give them.
But we will not suppose that our 
efforts will determ ine whether 
they accept God’s grace or not, 
whether God accepts them or 
not, or whether God is lovingly 
present and active in their lives.

People love God implicitly 
in friendship. W hatever they say, 
whatever their conscious beliefs, 
genuine friends who accept the 
claims of those beyond the 
boundaries of their friendship 
love God and are in an im portant 
sense in right relationship with 
God.21 Thus, even if they 

disagree with us about things that m atter profoundly, 
and even if they hurt themselves and others as a result, 
our friends’ love gives evidence that they are not strang- 
ers to God’s saving grace.

Loving Those with Whom 
We Disagree

Some Christian discomfort with close relationships 
across religious boundaries appears to be grounded in a 
concern with what we m ight label “purity.” Some 
Christians seem to feel as if close contact with non- 
Christians will defile them, make them unclean.22 At its 
roots, the idea of purity involves maintenance of social

people live. People in our world confront a dizzying 
array of religious options. It should not surprise us that 
people we care about, people who care about us, disagree 
with us about some or all of the things that m atter most 
to us.18

Proselytization is not the purpose of friendship. 
One doesn’t become someone’s friend to win her over to 
one’s own religious community or convictions. A rela- 
tionship with a person directed toward converting her 
isn’t a friendship. At the same time, beliefs— our own 
and other people’s— ought to m atter 
to us. W hat we believe can determine 
how we experience our world, how 
we relate to ourselves and other 
people. Our religious convictions can 
significantly influence the kinds of 
lives we lead and different convic- 
tions have the potential to shape very 
different lives, so some disagreements 
are certainly worth taking seriously.
Just because someone says, “This belief 
works for me,” it doesn’t follow that 
the belief in question really does work 
for her, that it doesn’t lead her to 
engage in self-destructive behavior, 
that it doesn’t prevent her from 
reaching her full potential. Precisely 
because we care about people, then, we 
need to care about what they believe.

Any disagreem ent about 
im portant issues can be stressful, but 
disagreem ents with friends about 
religious m atters can be especially 
painful if we feel that our loved ones’ 
disagreements with us may prove that 
they are outside the circle of God’s grace. We may have 
learned somewhere to fear that God will accept friends 
who disagree with us about important religious matters 
only if the friends change.19 Thus, we may be tempted to 
shun people who disagree with us, or to view prospective 
friends as suspect if their convictions differ from ours. Even 
if we do open ourselves to people who differ with us, we may 
secretly fear that they are outside the pale of God’s grace.

Friendship as a Sign of 
Spiritual Health

Realistically, it is likely that loved ones with whom 
we differ are morally flawed, struggling, divided human

Whatever they say, what- 

ever their conscious be- 

liefs, genuine friends who 

accept the claims of those 

beyond the boundaries of 

their friendship love God 

and are . . . in right rela- 

tionship with God."



Breaking Down Boundaries That 
Separate People

The conviction that God is the world’s transcen- 
dent Creator, that God’s tru th  is infinitely greater than 
our beliefs, that God’s world is far vaster than our 
particular communities, should make us question any 

attem pt to keep our beliefs or 
lives pristine, pure, unchallenged, 
and unchanged. The church, like 
any other community, has come 
to exercise demonic power in our 
lives if we refuse, whatever the 
price, to allow contact with those 
outside its boundaries to upset 
our orderly lives within it, if we 
seek to protect our identities at 
any cost.

Any community m ust be 
open to challenge and change if 
it is to avoid idolatry. T he Chris- 
tian church has a particularly 
strong reason to reject rules 
about purity that divide people. 
The m inistry of Jesus and the 
teaching of Paul were clearly 
designed to create inclusive 
community. Christianity was 
founded on the premise that 
boundaries separating people and 
communities should be broken 
down.23

T hroughout his letters, Paul wrestled with the 
question of how a movement that started Jewish could 
become a truly universal community. His solutions and 
prescriptions were, of course, carefully shaped— albeit 
pragmatic— responses to the particular challenges he 
confronted, but the consistency with which they exhibit 
his commitment to inclusiveness in the face of prevail- 
ing purity rules is both obvious and noteworthy.24

Shunning those whose views m ight unsettle us or 
challenge the convictions of our communities is a 
manifestation of idolatry and should be avoided— not 
embraced. Paul and Jesus were both committed to 
fighting the idolization of human communities and the 
consequent creation of boundaries designed to keep 
outsiders at arm s’ length. Thus, a central Christian 
belief and a fundamental trajectory of the Christian 
tradition militate against Christian exclusivism.

order and group identity. Categorizing and classifying 
people, places, practices, objects, and events imparts 
meaning and structure to a seemingly chaotic world. 
Establishing group boundary markers— we are the 
people who do this, who don’t look like that, or who 
don’t go there— enables a community to feel secure and 
stable. Purity  rules serve to maintain group identity.

Sometimes, of course, Christians w orry about 
relationships with those outside the Christian commu- 
nity not only because of a vague 
fear of impurity, but also because 
they w orry that their beliefs will 
be challenged, their perspectives 
altered, and their habits changed.
Of course, it’s possible that a 
person m ight give up valuable 
convictions and practices because 
of a friendship. However, there’s 
no reason for this possibility to 
make anyone fearful of a genuine 
friendship.

Still, few if any friend- 
ships— and certainly none 
between people whose religious 
or moral beliefs differ signifi- 
cantly— will be free of tension.
Such tension is no reason to 
forsake a friendship. Instead, it 
can provide an opportunity for 
growth. Friends who disagree 
should be able to learn from each 
other. The respect friends have 
for each other means that one 
friend won’t force her beliefs on 
another, but each will still likely share her beliefs— not 
only verbally, but also (and more im portantly) by 
embodying them.

Seeing what a particular vision of life looks like in 
practice can be a profound challenge to one’s assump- 
tions about fulfilled, flourishing human existence. 
Obviously, that can be very unsettling. But unless one 
supposes that one already has everything figured out 
and has nothing to learn, one will seek to learn from a 
friend instead of ignoring, denying, or rejecting the 
things that make her different from oneself. To close 
oneself off to a friend’s challenge— even for supposedly 
religious reasons— would be to indulge in an excessive 
self-confidence that represented an implicit denial of 
one’s creatureliness.
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tive, or arrogant. Friendship can help to make healthy 
religious belief possible for such a person. It can con- 
tribute to the development of basic trust: the confidence 
that the universe is, despite its darkness, danger, and 
undeniable obscurity, a fundamentally friendly place, a 
place in which it is worthwhile to risk oneself in love.27 
Thus, it can nurture an openness of spirit that makes 
dialogue, including dialogue about ultimate questions, 
possible. It can also encourage recognition of the self’s 

limited character, its inherent 
relatedness, as a result of which 
relationship— including relation- 
ship with God— can come to be 
seen as empowering rather than 
threatening.

One will find it hard to 
experience the world as a benevo- 
lently ordered, meaningful whole 
if one’s own social world is in 
chaos. A personal life void of 
purpose or bereft of evidence of 
love, affirmation, and support is 
hardly a fertile breeding ground 
for religious belief. The collapse of 
the social structures that have 
given one security and hope may 
occasion the collapse of one’s 
belief in God as well. W ithout a 
sense of basic trust, fostered in 
relationship and community, one’s 
attitude toward God will be no 
different from one’s attitude 
toward any other reality different 

from oneself. The only kind of God one will be able to 
imagine will be an object— an object to be manipulated 
or a competitive oppressor. One may thus distort one’s 
picture of God beyond recognition, or deny that God- 
talk refers to any kind of reality at all.28

If “the absence of human community . . . renders 
prayer well-nigh impossible,”29 then only when such 
community exists will authentic, appropriate religious 
believing be viable for many people. This is obviously a 
societal and political as well as personal problem. A 
small group rarely has enough power to stabilize or 
reconstruct other people’s social worlds on its own, but 
what happens on the personal level matters, too. As 
friends offer each other love and trust, fear can be 
exchanged for love, and doubt can give way to hope. 
W hen people learn to tru st each other, and when, as a 
result, they come to experience the world in trustful 
ways, they will be able to believe in a trustw orthy God

Learning Through Religious 
Disagreement

A friend with whom one differs about religious 
issues will usually have reasons for viewing things the 
way she does. If she holds her beliefs responsibly, if she 
has thought about them carefully and reflectively, 
engaging with her will enrich one’s 
own understanding. One undoubt- 
edly has things to learn. One 
should expect to change in the 
course of sharing life with one’s 
friends. Indeed, one should be 
disturbed if one does not change.25

It is certainly possible that 
one may find one’s own convictions 
essentially unaltered by one’s 
relationship with a friend who does 
not share them. Even then, how- 
ever, one may well find that this 
relationship enables acquisition of 
a clearer understanding of just 
what it is one believes, what one’s 
beliefs mean, and how im portant 
they are. Dialogue helps to clarify 
one’s thinking whatever the 
outcome.26

A true friend is another self.
This means letting  her into the 
inmost core of one’s being, being 
vulnerable to her, accepting that 
one can and indeed will change in relationship with her. 
So respect for a friend’s otherness cannot mean keeping 
her at a distance. The call to fidelity in friendship is a 
call to remain in relationship with another despite 
stresses and tensions. The recognition of one’s own 
creaturely finitude is a challenge to continue learning 
from disagreem ents with a friend.

Experiencing God and the World 
Through Friendship

People find it difficult to believe in a loving and 
empowering God for an enormous variety of reasons. 
But it is certainly unlikely that someone will be able to 
believe if she lacks the experience of genuine commu- 
nity, if she is closed in on herself—fearful, self-protec
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painful and tedious process of constructing or recon- 
structing a social reality within the context of which 
she can find it possible to believe.32

Is That A ll There Is?

In love relationships such as friendships, we 
experience the quest for more than we could ever 

possibly have. We may 
unreflectively expect those we 
love to provide us, not just with 
fidelity, but also with ultimate 
security-—including security that 
comes from knowing they will 
never die. Our behavior suggests 
that we want them to offer, not 
merely deep and committed love, 
but a total acceptance that will 
permanently heal our doubts 
about our standing in the uni- 
verse. Friendship is an arena in 
which we struggle against— and 
thus, ironically, affirm— our 
contingency.

The anxiety to which these 
unfulfillable demands are reac- 
tions is one that our friends 
cannot assuage. They cannot 
secure us against fate. Even as we 
realize this and struggle against 
it, however, we confront the 
demand within ourselves for 
something that can. Again, the 

secular person can conclude that this striving for ulti- 
mate security and acceptance is finally futile, that it is 
the product of self-deception. But she m ust at least 
acknowledge that it expresses a desire for more than 
secular reality seems able to deliver, which raises the 
question whether secular reality truly is all the reality 
there is.33

Friendship and 
the Desire for 

Total Acceptance

Friendship provides us with distinctive opportuni- 
ties for evil as well as good. The vulnerability to which

as well. Close friendship provides a setting in which 
people can acquire the sense of basic tru st crucial to the 
formation of belief in God.

Friendship makes affirming the reality of a trust- 
w orthy God conceivable by fostering the experience of 
the universe as a friendly place. It does so by encourag- 
ing the kind of dialogue within which friends can 
explore the possibility of God. Being a friend, existing 
in friendship, makes one a certain kind of person. 
Friendship expresses and reinforces 
a basic com mitment to be in the 
world dialogically, to attend to the 
surprises with which things and 
other people present us, to relativize 
our own perspectives and projects 
as we listen— literally and figura- 
tively— to others. A ttending to 
what is other than oneself, allowing 
one’s preconceived notions to be 
challenged is essential if one is even 
to consider the possibility that a 
religious interpretation of reality 
m ight be appropriate.

This kind of openness is 
necessary if dialogue about reli- 
gious questions is to get underway.
It is not simply a prerequisite for 
discussing belief in God, however; 
it is to a significant degree the goal 
of the dialogue as well. A healthy 
belief in God is expressed, crucially, 
as one opens oneself to the rest of 
reality, recognizing one’s inherent 
fmitude and fallibility. This is 
precisely what the kind of openness required for dia- 
logue is about.30 One can offer implicit love to God 
w ithout being overtly religious, but one cannot be 
overtly religious in a healthy way without adopting a 
basic stance of openness to the world.31 Such a stance, 
characterized by readiness for dialogue and respect for 
otherness, can be both generated and sustained by the 
experience of friendship.

Friendship cannot create religious convictions on 
its own, but it can foster a way of experiencing the 
world— one marked by venturesome openness and 
hopeful tru st— that make religious belief an option. If a 
person’s social world has been shattered, or if it never 
cohered in a meaningful way at all, it will be very hard 
for her to see the world as anything but a place of 
threatening darkness. The experience of friendship can 
serve to light a candle in that darkness, to begin the

"Friendship cannot create 

religious convictions on its

own, but it can foster a

way of experiencing the

world . . . that makes

religious belief an option."
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constituents of the creation and refusing to give any of 
them— including ourselves and our friends— a 
pseudodivine absoluteness. Even if, fearful of vul- 
nerability and contingency, we could flee from the world 
to God we would be ignoring the example of Jesus and 
our hope for life beyond death as well as denying our- 
selves the opportunity to experience the rich gifts God 
has given us in creation.

Taking friendship seriously requires us to own 
ourselves as parts of God’s good creation. Thus, friend- 
ship is a form of faithful response to God— whether 
explicit or implicit. Because friendship is a kind of 
implicit love for God, religious differences need not 
prevent Christians from seeing friends with whose 
convictions they differ as nonetheless inside the circle of 
God’s grace— simply in virtue of their genuine friend- 
ship. W hile some conflicts may occur between persons 
with differing religious convictions, this need not keep 
them from being friends. Indeed, their differences may 
spur each to grow th and a greater appreciation of God’s 
truth.

Basic tru st is crucial to belief in God. Indeed, 
community— including the community of friendship—  
is the only thing that makes religious belief a live option 
for some people. T he experience of friendship can help 
foster basic trust, and thus render belief possible. 
Numerous features of friendship also raise questions 
contem porary secularity may find it hard to answer, and 
in so doing help nudge people toward explicit love for 
God.

Loving friends is neither irrelevant to Christian 
spirituality nor a distraction from the love of God. As a 
form of love for God and an inspiration for basic tru st 
and explicit Christian belief, it can play an im portant 
role in contem porary Christian life. T hat friendship is a 
way in which divine love is shared and experienced gives 
us yet another reason to celebrate it as one of the richest 
of God’s gifts.
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