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The Unconditional Love of Disciple-Friends

Friend requests are a common feature of Facebook and similar digital platforms. When
it comes to social media, “friends” are just a click away. But there is no automatic
guarantee of accountability, warmth, relationship, or true belonging in a virtual
community. In stark contrast, Jesus invites the disciples to become part of a community
where selfless, sacrificial, unconditional agape love is the core criterion. The kingdom,
or “kin-dom,” of God is present wherever God’s people are affirmed as children of God
and siblings in Christ. But Jesus gives his disciples an additional identity: that of
“friends.”

In the new status Jesus confers on his disciples, the single most important criterion is
love, including the readiness to lay down one’s life for another. Jesus has just taught
this lesson by example when he washed the feet of his disciples, including Judas
Iscariot. The new commandment to love one another as Jesus loved us summarizes the
whole of the gospel mandate. It is not an easy commandment by any human standards,
but it is possible because Jesus himself showed us the way and forgives us when we
fall short. The status of “disciple-friends” is not a request for the church, but a faith
mandate.

How can we live as disciple-friends of Jesus in this world? When we believe, trust,
obey, and follow the word, and the new commandment Jesus gave his disciples, a real
new community is born. When we learn to embrace the other—those who are
marginalized and “othered”—we partner with God in enabling the image of God to
blossom to its fullest.
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