A New Story: Friendship & Fruit

John 15:9-17


What happens when the stories we live by no longer work? When those stories are broken or seem to fall apart? When they no longer adequately explain our experience or even give us reason to get up in the morning?


At such times, the best cure for a broken story is another story, asserts Daniel Taylor, who’s written about the life-shaping power of our stories.


“The right stories,” he explains, “can heal our brokenness and cure what ails us. They do so most often by reconnecting us with others who share our story, rescuing us from the sterile cycle of self-absorption, alienation, and radical skepticism. When our own ability to narrate our story falters, we can lean on the shared story to sustain us.”


In the New Testament, perhaps no time held more potential for being filled with broken stories than the days after the first Easter. Jesus’ followers had shaped their lives around a story and they way in which they thought that story would unfold. What would happen when that story took a turn they hadn’t anticipated? What would happen when that story of triumph and redemption seemed to fall apart around them?


In John’s gospel, Jesus seems to understand how devastating a broken story would be in the lives of his followers. And so just before his death, he gathers those disciples who’ve been closest to him and begins to tell them a new story—a story that could replace any stories they might have shaped in their own minds and hearts.


Our scripture reading today provides us with a portion of the new story Jesus offers his followers. Here Jesus again places an emphasis on the importance of love. He describes love as the core of the story he’s giving them. This love, which originates with God, has been what’s given shape and meaning to Jesus’ life. And now, he tells his followers, it can do the same for them—regardless of what lies ahead for them.


In this new story, Jesus offers his followers a new identity—that of friend. Jesus understands that it won’t be easy for his disciples or the early church or believers over the centuries to live out their faith. But he assures his disciples—and us—that we can face life not as servants, but as his friends—the ones with whom he’s shared the story of God’s reign and to whom he’s given a role in making sure that story continues.


Friendship may not be one of the primary ways we describe our lives of faith. But Gail O’Day, who teaches preaching and New Testament at Emory’s Chandler School of Theology, claims that in John’s gospel “friendship is the ultimate relationship with God and one another.” She notes that—since in Greek the word for friend comes from a common verb for love—“in the New Testament a ‘friend’ is immediately understood as ‘one who loves.’”


Jesus uses two dimensions of this classical ideal of friendship as he defines his love for the disciples. The first has to do with giving the gift of one’s life for one’s friends. O’Day explains that friendship was such a key relationship in the ancient world—the glue binding people to one another and to a community—that friends ideally might sacrifice their lives for one another and the common good.


What’s so remarkable, O’Day adds, is that Jesus fully lives out this cultural ideal. “What Jesus teaches, he is already living. Jesus’ entire life and death is an act of friendship.”


Jesus also points to friendship as involving honest and open communication. Rather than so-called “friends” who might flatter us in order to get what they want, Jesus acts as a true friend who speaks honestly and openly. O’Day notes: “Because Jesus, in his life and death, his words and deeds, showed and told his followers ‘everything’ about God’s love, his followers’ relationship to the world and to one another was forever changed. Jesus’ openness is a model of how we are to treat one another, but it also provides the wellspring that makes our acts of friendship possible.”


In addition to providing his followers with a new identity, Jesus’ story also calls them to new action. As Jesus’ friends seek to live out this new story and to follow his commandment to love, they’re to produce fruit—to reflect this new story in the way they live.


According to the writer Kate Huey, Jesus’ commandment to love “provides a clear, comprehensive framework for forming values in every age and every situation, no matter how different our cultures, our technologies, our ‘sophistication.’” And so we can test each decision or choice or plan we need to make by asking, “Is it rooted in love? Will it bear fruit for the reign of God?”


In today’s reading, Jesus offers a new story with a new identity and new role. But it was up to his first followers—as well as to us today—what to do with this story and all it includes.


Daniel Taylor contends that “one of the most encouraging truths in a difficult world is that we have the freedom to change our defining stories. Broken stories can be restored, deficient ones replaced, and healthy stories identified and nurtured.”


He describes broken stores as those that “fall in any of the crucial areas in which a life story must succeed. They give an inadequate sense of plottedness and meaning to our lives.” They tend to “ignore or undervalue either our freedom or our responsibility. They bind us to explanations of the world that do not correspond with our own experience, or they leave us isolated in a desperate pursuit of individual satisfaction like a dog chasing its tail.”


But we can choose to replace those broken stories. In fact, Taylor believes that “healing broken stories requires our active participation,” that we should “participate in the creation of the stories by which we live.”


He adds: “Although every story we hear has the power to affect us, a handful of core stories determine the general shape of our lives. These are the stories that most directly answer the big questions: who am I, why am I here, who are these others, what is success, what should I do, what will happen when I die? These are our life stories, the ones that organize reality for us, give us our values, and enable us to explain our experience. . . .


“New stories lead to new actions and new actions to new stories. When we envision our lives differently, we are capable of being different.”


It’s such a new story that Jesus offers in today’s scripture reading. And if we’re willing to accept Jesus’ story of friendship and fruit, it has the power to shape and give meaning to our lives—both as individuals and as a community.


That power of story is at the heart of a new play that’s now in production at Trinity Rep.


Shapeshifter tells the tale of mysterious women who emerge from the sea and change the lives of a small group of villagers on a remote Scottish island. The origins of the tale lie in ancient Scottish folktales about creatures who’re able to shift from an animal or bird into a human.


Playwright Laura Schellhardt says she loves such folktales because “they celebrate humans,” but they’re also linked to a culture—“that every story that comes out of them is in part a way to either illuminate or celebrate or explain one type of people.”


In her research of myths and mythmaking, Schellhardt has discovered what she believes to be a difference between folktales that focus on men and those that focus on women. 


She explains that in male shifting myths the question often is one of power—the power these creatures can have in the world. In female shifting myths, however, the creatures seem to find themselves in the human world for one reason or another and then be uncertain about what to do. Either the creature isn’t allowed to shift back or she falls in love with someone in the human world, which complicates the situation.


It’s these female shifting myths that most interest Schellhardt because of “the distinctive difficulty of figuring out in which land you belong and remaining true to something you were and at the same time moving forward into something new.”


In Schellhardt’s play, a young girl named Midge has lost her mother. We’re not told the exact details of the mother’s death, but there are hints that it came at her own hands out of the pressure of mental illness.


Midge is fascinated by the stories of shifters—stories that have been passed down from generation to generation on her isolated island. But she’s also haunted by the story of her mother. What if her mother’s story—one of despair and death—becomes her story?


And so throughout the play, Midge—along with the handful of other residents of that island—explore the possibility of shaping a new story. A story that will help them makes sense of and give purpose to their lives.


Midge uses the story of a creature who shifts from a dragon into a woman to try to imagine what it might have been like to have been her mother. Midge realizes “how hard it would be to have the heart of a dragon in a world where people don’t believe in dragons.” It’s a powerful metaphor that helps Midge understand her mother’s difficult life.


But Midge also comes to understand that we can choose to reshape the stories that shape our lives. As she puts it, “you can look differently or squint your eyes or tilt your head” in order to see a story in a new way. And that new way of seeing can make all the difference in a person’s life.

 
During his farewell discourse with his disciples in John’s gospel, Jesus seems to be encouraging his followers to look differently, to squint their eyes, to tilt their heads so that they’ll be able to see in a new way the story he’s spent his life telling them. Instead of seeing a story that at one point they might have imagined to be one of political power and victory or later have come to see as one of death and despair, Jesus offers a new story of love—a story of friendship and fruit.


May we allow ourselves to see this new story and then allow it to shape our lives in new and meaningful ways. Amen.
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