
WHAT A FRIEND
Enjoy Communion

Texts: Exodus 33:7-23; John 15:9-15

I

Of all the ways God seeks to design our lives for our own blessing and his good 
purposes, no tool is more powerful and wonderful than the gift of God’s 
FRIENDSHIP. “I no longer call you servants,” says Jesus, “because a 
servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called 
you friends” (John 15:5). 

Now I recognize that the thought of having God as your Friend may not seem 
all that amazing to some of us. If you are a Facebook user, then you know how 
easy it is to gain friends. We don’t even know some of these people and yet 
they want to be our friends! And that’s apparently true of really popular, well-
known people too. We live in an era where even many of the beings once 
thought inaccessible to ordinary people are now much more easily met at our 
level. 

The Pope drives around in a Jeep Wrangler and has a Twitterfeed. The 
President of the United States does jokes with Jimmy Fallon. Former President 
Clinton routinely hangs around the deli where I used to get my bologna 
sandwiches. A buddy of mine pastored a church where the sublime goddess, 
Cindy Crawford, regularly descended from heaven (OK, Malibu, it’s close) and 
sat in the front rows. Important people are coming our way.

So maybe it’s not surprising that GOD is so friendly too. People certainly speak 
of God in very familiar terms these days. He’s the Big Guy or the Big Man 
Upstairs. He’s their on-call consultant, their spiritual Siri, their political ally. He’s 
like that friend you can ignore or insult, but he never gets sad or mad about 
that. He’s like that friend who loves to always give us exactly what we want. We 
can go to him when we badly need a parking space, when we want the weather 
to be good for the golf outing, or when we don’t want ourselves or a loved one 
to actually suffer the physical decline that is the one certain fact of life. “What a 
friend we have in Jesus,” the old hymn goes. Do you suppose, “Friend, you 
could do a little more to help our Bears?” we ask.

II

If you read our text from Exodus 33, then you probably know that the ancient 
Israelites had a different experience and set of expectations of God. God had 
revealed himself to the ancient Jews in plagues and pillars of flame and towers 
of fog. They’d seen Moses go up to meet with the LORD on Mount Sinai and 
the mountain suddenly covered with massive thunderclouds and lightning 



strikes. When Moses came back, his hair was white and he was glowing like 
he’d just been irradiated by something very dangerous. 

God had been profoundly good to the nation of Israel. He delivered them from 
bondage in Egypt. He provided them with food and protected them from 
multiple dangers in the wilderness. He gave them his marvelous Law and the 
promise of a land of milk and honey toward with he was surely leading them. 
But was God their FRIEND? Not the word they would have picked. The Jews 
understood God to be a being so magnificent, awesome and holy that no sane 
mortal could possibly feel comfortable or blithely safe in his presence. In fact, 
”The Lord had told Moses to tell them, ‘You are a stubborn and 
rebellious people. If I were to travel with you for even a moment, I 
would destroy you’” (Exo 33:5). 

Pulitzer Prize-winning writer, Annie Dillard, says that we would be wise to 
recover that sensibility in our time and stop treating God as a harmless, 
malleable, indulgent, or utilitarian accessory to our lives. “Why do people in 
church seem like cheerful, brainless tourists on a packaged tour of the 
Absolute?” Dillard asks. “On the whole, I do not find Christians… sufficiently 
sensible of conditions. Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power 
we so blithely invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it? 
[Many] churches are [like] children playing on the floor with their chemistry 
sets, mixing up a batch of TNT” and not recognizing what they are playing 
with. “It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we 
should all be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and 
signal flares; they should lash us to our pews. For the sleeping god may wake 
someday and take offense, or the waking god may draw us out to where we 
can never return.”

The ancient Israelites and especially Moses got this. Exodus says that it was the 
practice of Moses to meet with God in a tent he would set up at “some 
distance” from where the Israelites made their camp at night (Exo 33:7a). 
Why do you think there was distance? It was so that if the contact between the 
holy God and a sinful man, actually did produce an explosion of some kind, 
others would be spared. 

”Whenever Moses went out to the Tent of Meeting, all the people 
would get up and stand in the entrances of their own tents. They 
would all watch Moses until he disappeared inside” (Exo 33:8). They 
knew that he was going to bring their needs before God and listen to Him on 
their behalf. “As he went into the tent, [a] pillar of cloud would come 
down and hover at its entrance while the Lord spoke with 
Moses. When the people saw the cloud… they would stand and bow 
down in front of their own tents” (Exo 33:9-10).  

The Israelites – and especially Moses by now -- understood that you don’t 



approach God with your Big Me blaring. You don’t approach God as if HE 
needed YOU as a fan or a follower, much less as a friend. You come humbly 
with your heart and mind open. You come listening to hear what is in His heart 
and on His mind. You come ready to go and do what He might call you to do. 
You come honestly with the needs you have, but without any expectation that 
God is obligated to do something about them. You come mainly to experience 
God – in a word, to COMMUNE. 

Have you ever had someone in your life with whom just lying, sitting, walking, 
or driving in silence -- alongside one another -- felt absolutely delicious… 
fulfilling… enough? The famous Trappist monk, Thomas Merton, writes that: 
“The deepest level of [connection] is not communication, but COMMUNION. It 
is wordless... beyond speech... beyond concept.” It is simply being with and 
for the other, without agenda, and finding that the very nature of the other fills 
you, and shapes you, and empowers you like nothing else.
 
I picture Moses entering that Tent of Meeting, kneeling down, and waiting in 
silence. I see the Presence of God descending upon him and surrounding him 
and filling him up in a way beyond words. I see God and Humanity communing 
like they once did in a lost garden long ago. And the Bible says: “Inside the 
Tent of Meeting, the Lord would speak to Moses face to face, as one 
speaks to a friend” (Exo 33:11). 

III

Here’s the wonder, God didn’t NEED Moses as his friend. But God, in his perfect 
freedom, chose to befriend Moses. He invited Moses into a regular practice of 
communion with him and Moses accepted the offer. Day after day, Moses went 
to meet with the Lord. It was in their times together that God’s character 
rubbed off on Moses, the way a friend’s character rubs off on you over time. It 
was in their communion with one another that God’s will and way became 
clearer to Moses, the way you just know after a while what your friend would 
say or do in a particular situation, even if they aren’t bodily there. It was 
through their communion, that Moses gained the strength to face the trials of 
the wilderness and the complaints of those he was trying to lead -- because he 
had a Friend who would never leave him or forsake him.

Now, here’s the remarkable part: That life-changing relationship God freely 
offered to Moses, God in Christ freely offers to YOU. “I have called you 
friend” (John 15:5), says Jesus. I have chosen YOU. Will you accept my offer? 
There are many ways you can nurture that friendship. Say you are sorry for the 
things you’ve done or let happen that have injured Him or your relationship. 
Find your own Tent of Meeting where you can spend time with Christ in quiet 
and prayer each day. Walk with Him in his creation. Write out your thoughts to 
Him as you would a pen pal. Read what He’s written. Discover what He loves 
and likes to do and join Him in that. Celebrate His good work. Thank Him for 



what He has done in your life.  

Nothing will so design your life for the good as communing deeply and 
regularly with the Friend you have in Jesus. And, right now, that greatest of all 
Friends invites you to join Him for a very special meal at this Table the Holy 
God freely prepared for you.
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