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2 Kings 2:1-12  Spiritual Friendship
I’m willing to bet that loneliness is something that has been part of every one of our lives at one time or another.  It affects us as children, and as young, middle aged or elderly adults.  I consider myself a reasonably well adjusted person, yet there have been times in my own life where loneliness engulfed me.  As a young child, new to Australia, I remember for a while not having many friends, standing alone at recess, watching the other children laugh and run around – probably because I “talked funny”, with my strange South African accent. As a teenager, I experienced the inevitable rifts in close friendships, and at times found myself aching with loneliness.  As a young adult, a fractured romance left me feeling that I would never again trust myself to another person. That wasn’t Jay, by the way.  But he did help pick up the pieces about a year later.  

We can feel lonely in the midst of business and activity. We can feel lonely in a crowd.  We can feel lonely in the church.  We can feel lonely in our marriage.

I think that as we get older, loneliness becomes more prominent.  We gradually lose relationships.  Parents and friends pass on.  We find ourselves on our own more than we care to be.

God has made us in his image.  Part of that image is a desire and a need for intimacy – for deep communion.  First and foremost, it is intimacy with him that we were created for.  But as part of that, we were also created to experience intimacy with others.  And so we have a precious gift from God, called friendship.

When I read through today’s readings, I was struck by the Old Testament account of Elijah and Elisha, as they faced the fact that Elijah’s time on earth was drawing to a close.  I was struck, not so much by the theological significance of the passage, but by the simple fact of their very close friendship. 

Elijah first met Elisha when he found him plowing with a team of oxen. As Elijah walked past Elisha, he threw his cloak over the younger man’s shoulders.  We’re told that Elisha “arose and followed Elijah, and became his servant” (1 Kin. 19:21).  From that time on, Elisha was with Elijah till the end of his prophetic ministry. They were with each other all day, every day.  They laughed together, suffered together. They shared dreams and disillusionment.   We catch a glimpse of the depth of their friendship in today’s reading:

When the Lord was about to take Elijah up to heaven in a whirlwind, Elijah and Elisha were on their way from Gilgal. Elijah said to Elisha, “Stay here; the Lord has sent me to Bethel.”  Elijah knew that his time to depart from the Earth was imminent, and he wanted to spare Elisha the pain of being present when the Lord took him.  It is so hard to look on when someone you love is being taken from you.  Anyone who has lost a loved one to dementia or cancer or some other degenerative illness will know what I mean.

Elijah knew how hard it would be – for both of them.  Because of his deep friendship with Elisha, he wanted to spare him that pain. But Elisha wasn’t having any of this!  His response?  “No way!!”  So they went to Bethel together.  

Then a group of prophets confirmed that the Lord was about to take Elijah. 

“Don’t you know the Lord is going to take your master from you today?” I can feel Elisha’s pain in his response.  “Yes, I know!”  he retorts. “And I don’t want to talk about it!” Elijah and the other prophets tried twice more to discourage Elisha from going with Elijah, and each time, Elisha refused.  There was no way that he was going to leave Elijah’s side – no matter how painful it might be. 
The rest of the reading tells how Elisha was present when the Lord took Elijah, and that he received Elijah’s commission and empowering, to continue Elijah’s prophetic ministry to Israel.  Amongst other things we may glean from this passage, this is a wonderful picture of love, loyalty, and lasting commitment of one friend for another. 
There are many more examples in the scriptures of deep friendships: David and Jonathan; Jesus and “the disciple he loved” (whom we assume is John), Paul and Timothy.  In our Aussie culture, we’d identify these guys as being great ‘mates’. The Bible has much to say about friendship, because it is such a clear reflection of the intimate relationship God wants to have with us.

I know that we really don’t need convincing that friendship is truly a gift from God. But what I’d like to share with you this morning is a different dimension of friendship which is available to the Christian. That dimension is a spiritual one – it is experienced when a friendship becomes rooted in Jesus himself.

The concept of the spiritual friend or “soul friend” as some have called it, is as ancient as the church itself. The Celtic Christians of the pre-medieval period were very strong on the concept of the “soul friend”.  They believed that it was vitally important that every pilgrim in Christ have a friend with whom they could walk their spiritual journey: someone with whom they could share their joys and doubts, their fears, and excitements; someone with whom they could come into the presence of God with naked honesty.  

Have you ever found yourself in a place in your spiritual walk, where you have had thoughts or feelings that you have been reluctant to share, for fear they may offend someone, or worse still, offend God?  Or perhaps you’ve made discoveries about God or yourself, but have kept them tucked away inside, for fear that no-one would really understand? To the Celts, and many others throughout the centuries of Christendom, Soul Friends were those with whom a person could share their deepest thoughts and feelings. Soul friends could help bear one another’s burdens, and guide each other to see what God was doing in each of their lives.

I really learned the value of spiritual friendship myself some years ago.  I was at a stage in my walk with God, where I’d really cooled off.  I hadn’t thrown in my faith, but for me, Church was a drag. I’d stopped reading the Bible, and rarely prayed.  I was aware I was cooling off and had asked God to help – but I really wasn’t expecting an answer.  It was shortly thereafter that I found myself arranging to pray with another lady at church once a week.  Now, I really know that was God’s doing, because that definitely wasn’t my idea of a good time. In fact, I found prayer meetings even more boring than church! 
But God really blessed those times of prayer!  We both began to experience the presence of God in a tangible way – which had us panting for more!  Over a period of months, a deeper friendship began to grow between us.  Together, in the presence of God, trust grew. As we shared with each other things that neither of us had probably voiced before, love for each other grew. And as we came together before God’s throne, love for Him grew. I can’t really explain the dynamics of it – I just know that when two people come together before God – there is something very powerful at work in that fellowship.  I suspect that is something of the meaning behind Jesus words, when he promises that when two or three are gathered in His name, he is in the midst of them.  He is always with us, but it seems there is a different dynamic at work when we come into his presence with someone else.

I look back to those prayer times – which only stopped because we moved away – as being the most powerful and significant period of spiritual growth I have ever experienced.  It was out of that renewed fire for God in my Spirit which happened in the context of a spiritual friendship, that I experienced a call to ministry.

Not all friendships have this spiritual component – nor really do they need to.  But the value of having “a” spiritual friend has been attested to through 20 centuries of the church’s history.

Can I encourage us this morning to perhaps take a new look at friendship, ore mateship – be it between two men, two women, or husband and wife.  Consider introducing a spiritual component to a close friendship that you already have, or perhaps ask God about whether it may be possible to deepen a relationship with someone we know and become “prayer partners”.  Maybe arrange to meet once a week, or once a fortnight, with the specific intention of praying together.  Sometimes a threesome works just as well.  The important thing with any spiritual friendship is to remember that if it is to grow, and become truly food for the soul – it takes time and commitment to develop.  

It’s probably risky.  It’s certainly costly – because not only will we find ourselves sharing our friend’s joys, but also their sorrows – and we may find that we are drawn into our friend’s pain in the process, as we help them bear their burdens – just as the Scripture tells us.  But the benefits far outweigh the cost.  

A close friendship that is rooted and grounded in Christ is a precious gift that God offers us. We were never created to be lonely.  We were created for intimacy. It’s part of being made in the image of God.  And we’ll find that as we experience deeper intimacy with a fellow human being, we’ll learn what it means to experience deeper intimacy with God, which is his ultimate goal for each one of us. 

Let’s pray

