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Dedication

To my sister, Valerie

That’s the best thing about little sisters: they spend so much time wishing they were elder sisters that in the end they’re far wiser than the elder ones could ever be.

—Gemma Burgess





Epigraph

It is just mortifying to be a Christian, except for the Jesus part.

—Anne Lamott

Whoever feels attracted to Jesus cannot adequately explain why. We must be prepared to be always correcting our image of Jesus for we will never exhaust what there is to know. Jesus is full of surprises.

—Adolf Holl

Jesus teaches but requires more of a listener. We are invited to join the journey, wrestle with our assumptions, confront our spiritual bigotry and struggle with the humbling mystery and profound profundity of God.

—Otis Moss Jr.
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Introduction

Liberate Jesus

Who do you say that I am?

—Matthew 16:15

My knees hurt. The cushion at the marble altar almost did not matter. I could feel the cold in my legs, the ache of unanswered prayers. “Where are you, God?” I asked.

Silence.

I looked up at Jesus in full triptych glory, surrounded by angels, robed in cobalt blue against a gilt background, shimmering sanctity. The small chapel in the great cathedral was one of my favorite places to pray, mostly because of this Jesus. Today, however, I was restless as I gazed intently at the massive icon of Christ. Usually, the image drew me deeper toward God, and the railing where I knelt was a place of awakening and wisdom. “Where are you, God?” I asked again. Silence.

“God?” A quiet plea, really, the most incomplete of prayers.

“Get me out of here,” a voice replied.

Was someone speaking to me? I looked behind, around.

“Get me out of here,” the voice said again.

I stared up at the icon. “Jesus? Is that you?”

“Get me out of here,” I heard again, more insistent now.

“But Lord . . .”

The chapel fell silent, but I know I heard a divine demand for freedom. I was not sure what to think, but I also did not want to tell the priest who was wandering up the aisle. I doubted the Washington National Cathedral would take kindly to the Son of God looking for the exit. And I was not sure what to do. Smuggling an altarpiece out of the building was not going to happen. Instead, I got up and nearly bolted out, all the while envisioning how I might rescue Jesus from the cathedral. I felt bad leaving him behind.

* * *

Jesus spoke to me almost a decade ago. It was not completely unusual, as I have heard whispers from the sacred in prayer, walking along the beach, in the wind, or while meditating. Having God or the universe or my own inner voice speak to me in such ways is really no big deal. Until that day at the cathedral, however, I had never heard an out-loud, clear God-voice arising from something other than my own spiritual intuitions, especially one issuing a completely unexpected directive like “Get me out of here.” My husband still laughs about “that time Jesus asked you to spring him from the slammer.” I rarely share the story because, well, you just never know how people will respond to a voice from heaven—or a talking painting—requesting parole from church. Truthfully, I did not know how to respond.

It makes a bit more sense now, however. During the intervening years, millions of Americans have left church behind, probably many more have left emotionally, and countless others are wondering if they should. One of the most consistent things I hear from those who have left, those doubting their faith, and those just hanging on is that church or Christianity has failed them, wounded them, betrayed them, or maybe just bored them—and they do not want to have much to do with it any longer. They are not unlike novelist Anne Rice, who in 2010 declared, “I quit being a Christian. I’m out. I remain committed to Christ as always but not to being ‘Christian’ or to being part of Christianity.”1 She was not the first to make this negative confession, nor was she the last. It is a common refrain in these times: “I don’t consider myself Christian anymore, but I love Jesus, and I still want to follow him” or “I’m not a church person; I follow Jesus.”

The theologically trained and professional religious types roll their eyes at comments like these. One of the main tenets of faith is that the church is the body of Christ and that Jesus cannot really be known (at least fully) outside of the life of the church. Ecclesiastically approved theology will not let you separate Jesus and the church. But the millions of those who have done so beg to differ. They are more than content to have fled institutional Christianity, deconstructing their faith and disrupting conventional notions of church. Even while exiting the building, however, some of those religious refugees seem to have heard the same voice I did at the altar, “Get me out of here,” and are trying to free Jesus that he might roam in the world with them.

There are, of course, those who stay within church and hear Jesus pleading for release from the constraints often placed on him. During a recent Christmas season, a Methodist minister actually put the baby Jesus in a cage on her church’s front lawn. This congregation’s point was political: by identifying Jesus with refugee children being held at the border, they were attempting to pressure authorities to release them. It was a dramatic illustration equating the captive Jesus with the poor, the weak, the voiceless, all those held in bondage.

Those Methodists wanted to free Jesus too, as both a political and theological point. The story made national news. Many people came to the display, leaving notes, ribbons, and signs of support: “Set the prisoners free!” But the church and the pastor also received death threats saying it was irreverent, even blasphemous, to imprison Jesus. I commented to my husband, “It is odd that the physical fence bothers them. If only they noticed the invisible fencing they’ve already placed around him.”

What does it mean to set Jesus free?

The Jesus of History and the Christ of Faith

The question of freeing Jesus was first posed to me in the early 1990s. Then, the question did not come from those fleeing church; rather, the query arose in a group of friends who were returning to church. They had left church once—they had grown up with religion, but stepped away in the 1970s as teenagers or young adults. They were among the first “leavers,” what one sociologist of religion dubbed “a generation of seekers.” Although those seekers never returned to church in the same numbers that they left, some portion of them made their way back to Christianity in the 1990s, filling pews long empty and bringing new energy to declining churches.2

These were not fundamentalist or evangelical congregations, but mostly liberal mainline churches finding new life. I was a parishioner at one such church—Trinity Episcopal in Santa Barbara, California, a congregation that went through a genuine rebirth in the decade before the millennium’s end. On a sunny Sunday afternoon, I remember standing outside the building talking to a friend who had just returned to church; she was speaking of how glad she was to be back in faith community, how she loved the liturgy, and how grateful she was to speak of God.

“But,” she said in a confiding tone, “I don’t really know what to say about Jesus. He’s important, the center of everything. But I don’t know how to think about him, how to explain him. Who is he, really?”

She was not alone in wondering about Jesus. As the 1990s unfolded, Jesus topped the religion book charts, including several blockbusters that landed on the New York Times bestseller list. This was the heyday of the Jesus Seminar, a group of scholars who were dedicated to uncovering the historical Jesus and whose work was communicated to millions through television, radio, national magazines and newspapers, and a vast network of churches and conferences. They looked at Jesus in new ways: as a rabbi, prophet, teacher, miracle worker, itinerant mystic, political rebel, and rabble-rousing Jewish peasant—nothing like the Jesus surrounded by angels at the altar in the Washington National Cathedral. “Who is Jesus, really?” proved a powerful question as Western society moved toward 2000, his biggest birthday celebration of all time.

Of course, not everyone liked the Jesus of the 1990s, the one stripped of glory and rediscovered in the dust of ancient Israel. Those opposing the historical Jesus wrote books too. Lots of them reasserted the miraculous God-Jesus, emphasizing his divinity, making sure Jesus Christ stayed on his throne in heaven—or, at the very least, remained the One to whom all praise songs were directed. For them, what mattered was neither Roman political history nor Jewish cultural background, but the theology of the church as the infallible guide to knowing Jesus the Christ. Those books made it to the bestseller lists too. If nothing else, the 1990s could well be described as a battle for Jesus.

It was, however, not a new conflict. The arguments may have been shaped by new questions and circumstances in American religion and fought by new combatants, but the sides had taken shape a century earlier. In 1892, the German scholar Martin Kähler made a distinction between the “Jesus of history” and the “Christ of faith” and set the trajectory of arguments over Jesus to the present day.3 The Jesus of history needed to be recovered, reclaimed, and reinterpreted as the man Jesus who had a radical ministry and life; the Christ of faith needed to be renewed, reasserted, and reembraced as the Jesus Christ of orthodox doctrine. Some authors, teachers, and pastors tried to integrate the two, but, for the most part, people took sides, as Christians have been wont to do for the better part of the last one hundred years.

Since my friend posed the question, “Who is he, really?” much has changed. Instead of the earlier generation of leavers who returned to church and did not understand the Jesus they encountered there, those who are leaving the church today want to take Jesus out into the world with them. But whether coming in or going out, the question remains, “Who was Jesus, really?” When I bolted for the exit at the Washington National Cathedral, I think I heard both voices: “Who was Jesus, really?” and “Get me out of here,” simultaneously, almost like a polyphonic monastic chant.

Understanding the Jesus of history has proved helpful (and even life-giving) for me; and I appreciate the theological traditions surrounding the Christ of faith. Yet neither historical scholarship nor conventional doctrine quite captures who Jesus is for me—the skepticism bred by one and the submissiveness inculcated by the other do not fully tell the story of the Jesus I know: the Jesus of experience. Well before I studied Jesus the Jewish peasant or worshipped Christ the King, I knew Jesus. Even as a small child, I knew his name. I had a sense of his companionship. I knew he was the heart of Christian faith. Although I now understand both history and theology, neither intellectual arguments nor ecclesial authority elucidates the Jesus I have known.

Jesus has always been there, a memory, a presence, and a person. We grew up together, Jesus and me.

* * *

I hesitated to write a book about Jesus. Part of my hesitation arose from the vastness of the subject. What can a writer say that hasn’t already been said? And I didn’t want to exclude anyone, because not everyone has a “Jesus and me” story. That is as it should be. We are all different people, with different stories, differing religious traditions, from different cultures and places. But these days, Christians shy away from telling their stories of Jesus, perhaps for fear of offending others or perhaps not knowing what to say. There is no denying that Christians often speak of Jesus badly—in exclusive, hurtful, and triumphal ways. Despite the reticence of some and the hubris of others, Jesus remains central to the lives of millions of Christians, however awkward it has become in a pluralistic world to talk of him.

Yet, I love sharing stories; and I love listening to others’ stories. There is a way—maybe even the way—we can live together in this diverse and divided world—learning from each other’s stories. Even stories of Jesus. My story can never be your story (that is called colonization—something I hope we are leaving behind). But my story might inform yours, or be like yours, or maybe even add depth or another dimension to yours. If nothing else, sharing our stories might lead to greater understanding, tolerance, appreciation, and perhaps even celebration of our differences.

As I thought of Jesus and me, I came to understand that few people grasp the significance of the “Jesus Christ of experience.” I worry that people are stuck, not knowing how to talk about Jesus without sounding dogmatic, narrow, or pietistic. Christians often seem inauthentic when we mimic creeds even we do not understand, using words drawn from theologians long gone instead of our own. Our language about Jesus confines both him and us—and may well have been part of his complaint when he asked to be freed from above the altar.

Whether you are coming into a church for the first time, or whether you are running out the door with your hair on fire; whether you are a Jew or a Muslim, a humanist or a Buddhist who is curious about Jesus, I am glad you have taken the time to be with me, a Christian, as I share the stories of the Jesus I have known. And to my fellow Jesus followers in particular, I invite you into your own memory and experience, where I trust Jesus can be found.

The Jesus Question: “Who Are You?”

It feels odd to write the words “Jesus question,” because Jesus has never been much of a question for me. Over the years, when quizzed why I am still a Christian, I have always responded, “Because of Jesus. I know it sounds corny, but I love Jesus.” If you love Jesus, if you somehow believe in and believe Jesus, that comes pretty near the definition of what it means to be a Christian. Although I’m not quite at the end point yet, my eulogy might say I was a “cradle to grave” Jesus person.

That does not mean I have not questioned Jesus. There are lots of questions when it comes to Jesus. Nine out of ten Americans (not just Christians, but Americans) believe that Jesus was a real person, and six of ten say they have made some sort of personal commitment to Jesus.4 Two thousand years after he lived, “Jesus” may still be one of the most recognized names on the planet, making for myriad questions from all sorts of people. Those who are not Christians have questions; those who are no longer Christians have questions; people who are trying to stay Christian have questions; Christians have questions. I have questions about Jesus still. And many friends and acquaintances regularly ask me their questions about Jesus.

The most typical questions from people of other religions involve basic queries about Jesus—things like who he was, what he taught, and whether Christians actually believe he rose from the dead. Questions from those who are no longer Christian often involve skepticism regarding doctrines, especially those about the Trinity, miracles, or some particular teaching that makes no sense, and are the core reason for their rejection of the faith. But the struggling question too. Recent surveys show that even among churchgoers, belief in classic dogma about Jesus—such as his having lived a sinless life, his virgin birth, and his divinity—has eroded significantly in recent years.5

Most of these surveys devise their questions on the basis of Christian creedal statements, the ancient formulations outlining orthodoxy, or “right belief,” as determined by certain early church authorities. That is actually odd, given that people in the United States are leaving religion in droves and only about one in four (or five, depending on the research) Americans attend a religious service on a regular basis.6 Quizzing people on material when they have not attended class does not seem quite fair. Some may vaguely remember what their church told them to believe about Jesus and manage to check the correct box, but many more fail the test. And that is the real problem: thinking that belief is an exam, that there are right or wrong answers.

A few years after the Romans killed Jesus, a man named Saul was persecuting Jesus’s early followers, known as those who belonged to the Way. When he was traveling to Damascus, a light from heaven struck Saul to the ground as a voice thundered, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” Saul, a zealous Jew, knew the voice of God when he heard it. “Who are you, Lord?” he asked. The voice replied, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:3–5). In a life-changing second, Saul—later known as Paul—became a believer. But not because of a creed or any idea about Jesus, because creeds did not exist yet and the ideas he held about Jesus were not particularly helpful. He believed because he experienced Jesus as a blinding light, as the risen Christ, as healer of his own broken soul. He would have gotten every question on the doctrine test wrong.

In the decades that followed, however, Paul would reflect on his experience of Jesus—and his many experiences of Jesus yet to come—sharing those reflections and insights in letters to his friends and co-workers in small Christian communities throughout the Roman Empire. Those letters, Paul’s ruminations on his Christ experience, were loved and treasured by the church; eventually they would make up about a third of the New Testament and form the theological spine of much of Christian doctrine.

Each letter struggles with Paul’s very first question—“Who are you?”—as he contends with faith, personal travails, and conflicts in the little churches he founded. Through the letters, we do not meet a single Jesus. Rather, Paul introduces many Jesuses: gift-giving Savior, egalitarian radical, Wisdom of God, Merciful One, Light of the World, Joy of All Hearts, mystical insight, deliverer from sin and guilt, cosmic vision. From his first encounter on the Damascus road, along the paths of his missionary journeys, to his own imprisonment and execution, Paul met Jesus over and over again, and Jesus was always new.

Paul’s first question intrigues me. He asked, “Who are you?” not “What are you doing?” or “Why are you talking to me?” “Who” is a relational question, a question that opens us toward companionship, friendship, and perhaps even love. It is the question we try to answer whenever we meet someone new; if we find out “who” is sitting across from us, we might know how to proceed with whatever comes next. To know “who” is an invitation into a relationship that can—if we let it—change us, often sending our lives onto a completely unexpected path.

If we think that being with Jesus means getting the right answers from a creed or remembering points of doctrine from a sermon, we probably will not manage to truly know Jesus. We will only succeed in keeping the right responses scribbled on some back page of our memory. “Who are you, Lord?” is the question of a lifetime, to be asked and experienced over and over again. That query frees Jesus to show up in our lives over and over again, and entails remembering where we first met, how we struggled with each other along the road, and what we learned in the process.

I just passed a “big” birthday, having completed the sixth decade of my journey with Jesus. Like Paul so many centuries before, I have not known just one Jesus—I have met many. But there are six who stand out, the Jesuses who have been with me: friend, teacher, Savior, Lord, way, and presence. At each part of the journey, I met Jesus primarily in these ways, with the particular understanding appropriate to that stage—from childhood, through the teen and young adult years, to adulthood, wherever I was on life’s time line. Jesus as my friend was my earliest experience. Although I am well past the Sunday school room, I still understand Jesus as friend, but it is different now than it was then. The same goes for each Jesus in turn.

This book is an exercise in memory—remembering then, with all the nostalgia, sorrow, and joy memory summons. It is also an exercise in now, taking the lessons once learned and applying them to the present. And it is an exercise in what can be, having a certain confidence to keep on the way in the midst of even radical challenges. We live in a time of disruptions, deconstruction, and dislocations, of political chaos, climate crisis, and global pandemic. Yet we are still called to go on journeys to unexpected places, get lost, get found, and continue farther down the road.

As I collected the memories of Jesus assembled in these pages, I realized how profoundly the past shapes our spiritual lives. A verse in the New Testament says: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Heb. 13:8). Sometimes Christians interpret that to mean that Jesus is static, almost like a pillar of stone, ever reliable, never changing. But we, of course, do change, and because of that Jesus goes with us in and through change, growing with us as we grow, a surprising companion who never ceases to be who we need at any given time, showing up recognized but ever new. This is not a story about a fundamentalist, liberal, orthodox, unconventional, demythologized, or liberationist Jesus (even though some of those Jesuses show up in this tale). Instead, this is a story of the Jesus of experience, who shows up consistently and when least expected. Freeing Jesus means finding Jesus along the way.

Your six Jesuses may be different, or they may be the same but in a different order. Perhaps you have known eight or ten Jesuses. Or maybe you have only known one and are looking to know that Jesus more deeply or anew. Whatever the case, you are welcome here—to this story of Jesus, a rediscovery of the Jesus who is liberated from constraint and whose company releases the possibility of peace, healing, and compassion in our lives and for the world.





Chapter

1

Friend

The Son of Man has come eating and drinking, and you say, “Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!”

—Luke 7:34

Miss Jean, my favorite Sunday school teacher, held up a picture of Jesus surrounded by children. He seemed to be laughing, and boys and girls were sitting next to him or on his lap and hanging around his neck. A girl, whom I imagined to be me, leaned her head on his arm. “Jesus loves little children,” Miss Jean said reassuringly. “He will always be your friend.” She put down the poster and read from the Bible: “Jesus said, ‘Let the children come to me, and do not hinder them; for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven’” (Matt. 19:14, RSV).

About fifteen of us sat in a circle. Miss Jean again said, “Jesus is your friend,” before we sang:

Jesus loves me, this I know,

for the Bible tells me so.

Little ones to him belong;

they are weak, but he is strong.

Yes, Jesus loves me.

Yes, Jesus loves me.

Yes, Jesus loves me.

The Bible tells me so.

If Miss Jean said Jesus was my friend, then Jesus was my friend.

That song was the first theology I learned. Jesus loved children, and he was a loyal friend, one who protected those he loved. We sang that song in Sunday school and at bedtime. I sometimes sang it in the bath or while walking to school. “Jesus Loves Me” was the soundtrack of my early life. I was the little girl in the picture, and Jesus was my friend.

* * *

“Friend” seems a gentle way of understanding Jesus, yet it is often mocked. Atheists sometimes ridicule Christians as having an “invisible friend.” But the criticism is not limited to atheists. I have heard famous preachers and theologians explicitly attack the idea of Jesus as friend as juvenile and instead argue for a more “mature” Jesus. Even churchgoers dismiss certain worship songs as “Jesus is my boyfriend” music. Those who engage in such mockery might be surprised to learn that much of this goes back to Sigmund Freud, who concluded that God, the “invisible friend,” was an illusion, a fairy tale, a projection, “an infantile prototype,” and a neurosis.1

The Bible tells a different story about friendship with God, especially in the Hebrew scriptures. Friendship is anything but immaturity; it is a gift of wisdom: “In every generation [wisdom] passes into holy souls and makes them friends of God, and prophets” (Wisd. of Sol. 7:27). Two of Israel’s greatest heroes, Abraham, the father of faith, and Moses, the liberating prophet, are specifically called friends of God. In Isaiah 41:8, God refers to Abraham as “my friend,” a tradition that carries into the New Testament (James 2:23). Of Moses, Exodus says: “The Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend” (33:11), a very rare intimacy, for such close proximity to the divine usually meant death (33:20).

Despite the uniqueness of seeing “face to face,” sacred friendship also appears in other places and to other biblical characters. Indeed, Moses married into a clan whose family name was Reuel, meaning “friend of God.” The point is that friendship with God establishes the covenant—and that Israel is freed from bondage into a new family forged by friendship through the law given by Moses. Friendship with God is not a biblical side story; rather, it is central to the promises and faithfulness of being a called people, in which all are friends, companions, intimates, siblings, and beloved.

Early Christians, most of whom were Jews, knew all of this and extended the idea of divine friendship to Jesus. The New Testament vividly recounts the closeness of Jesus’s circle of friends, women and men transformed through their relationship with him. The only episode in which Jesus cries is at the tomb of Lazarus, whom he referred to as “our friend.” Indeed, Jesus instructed his friends to pray to “Abba” (as we can assume he himself prayed), a term most often rendered as “Father” in English, but one that contains shades of meaning denoting intimacy and familiarity, including that of fraternal relations like “brother” or “companion,” and is related to the Hebrew word for “friend” (ahab), used to describe Abraham.

Thus, Jesus introduces his friends (the disciples) to his other friend (God) in the daily prayer known as the “Our Father,” perhaps the spirit of which is better captured by “Our Father-Friend” or just “Our Friend.” This idea of “Our Friend in heaven” was a revolutionary one, as Jesus, acting as a mediator of divine companionship, collapsed the sacred distance between God and us. That thread of insight is found scattershot in the tradition, appearing in comments of theologians like St. Gregory of Nyssa, who linked the tradition of Moses as God’s friend with Jesus when he wrote, “Christ is our true friend.”2

With due respect to critics and Dr. Freud, in my experience, that is exactly who Jesus was to me as a child: my friend. I had one close childhood friend who moved to Ohio shortly before kindergarten. Otherwise, I was a fairly isolated girl. There was an empty lot across the street from our house, the last stand of trees in a Baltimore neighborhood that had once been a great wood. I played there, alone except for Jesus, acting out fairy tales and Bible stories, making art of rocks and twigs. He was my first companion as I noticed moss and watched birds, as I lay on the ground and looked up through autumn leaves to the bright blue sky.

At church, Miss Jean told the story of God walking around with Adam and the pair naming all the animals, “The Lord God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name” (Gen. 2:19, RSV). The wooded lot was my own private Garden of Eden, and Jesus walked with me there, just as the grown-ups sang in the big church on Sundays:

And he walks with me, and he talks with me,

And he tells me I am his own,

And the joy we share as we tarry there,

None other has ever known.

There were no divisions between the worlds for me—neighborhood and family and church and world existed together, all mixed up with the Bible. When I was three, I remember the adults speaking reverently about a man who lived in a white house (I thought they said he rode a “white horse”), and, when he was killed, I wondered if he might rise from the dead like Jesus. A preacher on television spoke about having a dream of children playing together—that sounded nice to me—but my uncle said the man was a Communist. I asked Miss Jean what a Communist was and if they were in the Bible.

One December, figurines went missing from our manger scene. After a frantic search, my mother found the Blessed Virgin and her baby behind the wheel of my orange toy convertible conversing with a bikini-clad Barbie. I had moved the Holy Family into the spare bedroom at Barbie and Ken’s house, thinking that a suburban two-story was better for Jesus than growing up in a barn. Jesus lived easily in all these worlds—the woods, in the White House, on the television news, and with my dolls. “I do not call you servants any longer,” Jesus said to his followers, “but I have called you friends” (John 15:15). Yes, Jesus loves me. And Jesus was the best invisible friend any little girl could ever have.

In the Beginning

In the film Miracle on 34th Street, a bitter Doris Walker raises her little girl, Susan, to never believe in fairy tales. Although the story focuses on Doris’s eventual conversion from cynicism to love, young Susan’s transformation is just as interesting. Susan seems old before her time, like a world-weary adult. She has no friends her own age and even sneers that the other children she knows are immature. Once Kris Kringle befriends Susan, however, her world opens to the power of imagination and, in a very real sense, she becomes a child. The point is not that she comes to believe in Santa Claus or fairy tales; rather, it is that Susan herself now became the child her mother forced her to deny.

We often associate friendship with children and even arrange “playdates” to encourage it in them. Go to your local library or bookshop and look at the children’s section. Scores of books are about finding a friend, being a friend, welcoming others into friendship, crossing boundaries to be friends, befriending outsiders, overcoming loneliness through friendship, working with friends, and treating friends well. Children’s literature is a world of friendship, one populated by boys and girls from all ethnicities and races, animals and pets of all kinds, and even elements of nature. In addition to all the general books about friendship, there are dozens of books from specific faith traditions about it—stories of friendship from the Bible, the life of Jesus, Jewish history, and the lives of Islamic heroes.

If the books we read to children are any indication, friendship may well be the very first virtue we teach and the highest value for which we wish them to strive. Certainly, stories of friendship are the earliest stories many of us hear, and their resonance stays with us through life. The lessons learned from those first words remain compelling: be yourself, welcome others, practice kindness, and play well together.

When my daughter was young, I read to her all the time—and I would wind up crying over the stories. I think I loved some of the books more than she did; I remember marveling at the wonders of a playground détente, the joy of a new girl moving in to the empty house next door, the awkwardness of an elephant and a pig being friends, and the change in the rainbow fish who learned to share. And it is not just books—it is the entire world we create for children in film, video, and animation and through games and play.

My daughter accepted the lessons easily; I cried when reading because I knew how hard it would be. We teach our children to be friends and then we ourselves forget the teaching. Surely the playground is not Eden, but it may well be one of the few places where we still strive to create a community of friends who know freedom, trust, and mutual joy. We think friendship is juvenile, but it is not. Friendship may well be the hardest thing of all. Maybe that is why we encourage friendship in the youngest in our midst, hoping against hope that they may do a better job with it than we did.

It is not, perhaps, surprising that the first story in the Bible is about friendship. In the opening chapters of Genesis, God is lonely and wants a friend. Of course, it does not say that directly, for most theologies depict God as perfect and complete, with no need for anything beyond God’s own self. But when I read those pages, God, at the very least, seems bored by divine isolation. So God creates, almost as if at play in the cosmos. All sorts of things come forth: day and night; water and sky; oceans and earth; plants and trees; sun, moon, and stars; all the fish and animals and creatures of every kind. The last artistic flourish is humankind; God made male and female to be friends, companions, and lovers and to bring forth children, just so no one will ever be lonely again. What was a brooding, chaotic universe becomes a realm at play, one in which everything and everyone is harmonious, a circle of friends caring for and with all, and God said it was very good.

Friendship is an important theme in the biblical creation stories. In the beginning, God walks with Adam and Eve in mutual delight. These friends share the same spirit—the breath of God—and a common vocation to tend and attend creation. Often religious people read Genesis as deadly serious, maintaining that it is about sin and punishment, but when I read those first pages, I always laugh. God makes man from the dust of the ground, watered by a spring, and gives him everything. But the man is not happy even when he has all of creation at hand. To keep boredom at bay, he names all the animals—rather like an only child naming stuffed toys—a venture that winds up being deeply unsatisfying. It is hard to imagine feeling somehow incomplete when one has God’s total attention and the entire animal kingdom as companions, but Adam must have been a uniquely needy guy.

So God makes a new friend for him, the woman Eve, whose name means “life.” When he sees her, Adam proclaims, “Bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh!” (2:23), a pronouncement that may be the best description of true friendship ever. Adam was incomplete without a partner, the one whose friendship finally gave him life. Thus, Adam and Eve become spouses, but this is always a story about more than an exclusive friendship of two. In Genesis, a sacred circle of friends forms within the circle of creation, in the delight of uncomplicated trust; the first act in biblical history is oneness of three, mutual vulnerability with no shame. Kindred souls, playmates, friends. Man, woman, God.

We are pretty far from Eden, but we see the qualities that make for friends most often in children. Although it is more than possible to romanticize children and friendship (and to forget the indignities of the playground), we remember our own childhood friendships and marvel at the capacity of the children in our lives to make friends. As one writer says simply, “A friend is someone fun to play with—and someone you can trust.”3 Children get that. By adulthood, however, most people, bullied and wounded by betrayal, have forgotten how to play. But imagine Jesus in that way—playful and trustworthy.

When we consider friendship one of the primary spiritual purposes of creation, other biblical stories emerge in new ways. The lovely story of Jesus and children that Miss Jean showed us a picture of in Sunday school is told in the gospels of Mark, Luke, and Matthew (where the incident is actually told twice!). As word of the loving rabbi Jesus spreads through Israel, people begin to bring their children to Jesus that he might bless them. The disciples rebuke them, but Jesus, in turn, rebukes them: “Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs” (Matt. 19:14). Most scholars interpret this text on the basis of the low social standing of children in the ancient world—children ranked only slightly higher than slaves with regard to status and rights. That Jesus invited them to his side is not particularly unusual given his propensity to welcome all sorts of outcasts and marginalized people, as he envisioned an upside-down world where those who were last would be first.

But when we combine the creation story’s emphasis on friendship with Jesus’s welcome of children, something else comes to the fore. Does Jesus welcome children only because of their low status? Perhaps Jesus is welcoming them because they somehow understand all this, intuit it, better than older people. In the ancient world, friendship between adults became caught up in labyrinthine structures of patronage, debt, kinship, and moral obligation. People prized friendship as a virtue, but friendship was also treacherous territory filled with potential rivalries and betrayal. It was assumed that friendship was political—you helped your friends and you hurt your enemies.

Even in the ancient world, however, friendship between children was a carefree state uncomplicated by worldly realities. Although most ancient philosophers did not consider children capable of deep friendship, since they lacked virtues like wisdom and judgment, others, like Plutarch, noticed that children possessed something called “first friendship,” a quality endued to them by “Nature.” This “brotherly love” was a desirous trait, but however noticeable it was in children, it appeared lost to most adults.4

“Truly I tell you,” said Jesus, “unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:3). Perhaps we could render his words afresh: “Truly I say to you, unless you return to first friendship—the way of trusting love and playfulness—you won’t know anything about the life God promises.” Apparently, Jesus sees friendship in childhood as something to aspire to, not look down upon. We may shake our heads in Calvinist disagreement or argue against such notions with modern psychological maturity, knowing full well that the stark realities of original sin or the theories spun by Freud better express the selfishness and brutality of childhood. Jesus, however, goes on to say that if you inhibit the natural propensity of children toward friendship with him, “it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea” (Matt. 18:6).

And therein is the problem of assigning friendship to children: everybody grows up. There are stumbling blocks aplenty. Friendship gets cast aside in favor of more important tasks, to be recovered only in our leisure time if at all. Meanwhile, the picture from Sunday school hangs in the clouded corners of memory. And Jesus’s welcome of children points us toward the friendship for which we were created, even as we mourn that we do not know how to get back there. But Jesus is still waiting on the playground, wanting to be our friend.

“You Are My Friends”

In August 2019, at the beginning of the school year in the United States, a photo showing two little boys holding hands went viral. Conner, an autistic boy entering the second grade, was going to school alone for the first time. Although the bus trip went well, when he arrived at the school, he froze with fear and started to cry; he hid in a corner, unable to walk into the building. Christian, another boy, saw Conner and went to comfort him. Then he took Conner by the hand and led him inside the building. “He found me and held my hand, and I got happy tears,” Conner later told a reporter when asked about Christian. “He was kind to me. I was in the first day of school, and I started crying. Then he helped me, and I was happy.” Conner’s mother said, “Christian is Conner’s first real friend.” And Christian’s mother explained, “They have an inseparable bond.”5

Like millions of others who saw the photograph and read this story, I felt verklempt, unable to hold back small tears of joy. I also laughed—because who would believe it without a picture? A white boy named Conner huddled in a corner, a Black boy named Christian—Christian!—reaching out to help him. It was an updated American parable, a rewrite of The Pilgrim’s Progress for an age of racial anxiety and political division. As I looked
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