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The Four Great Friendships, Part 2: Friendship with Neighbor 
by Rev. Eric Elnes, Ph.D. 

First Congregational Church of Eugene 
February 16, 2025 

 
Scripture: Matthew 22:34-40; John 15:12-15 

I. Our Restless Hearts 

A recent study found that half of young people feel lonely most of the time. Imagine walking 
into a room full of people, yet feeling completely alone. According to the same study, a third of 
you who are adults don’t have to do any imagining. This is your experience, too. Now, imagine 
this same feeling of isolation and awkwardness applied to our spiritual lives.  

St. Augustine once wrote, “You have made us for Yourself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it 
finds its rest in You.” 

The phrase “for Yourself” in the original Latin carries a sense of motion, almost as if Augustine 
were saying, “You have created us to arrive home in You, and our heart remains restless until it 
gets there.” 

After thirty years in ministry and thousands of deep conversations, I am convinced that we all – 
at least on some level – sense that we do not fully belong to this world. While some may 
experience physical homelessness, we all experience spiritual homelessness. We have an innate 
awareness that life could and should be richer, more peaceful, and more whole. But how would 
we know such things unless we had already tasted them? Perhaps this is why we all enter the 
world crying! 

Some of us – including myself – believe we will return one day to our true home in God. Yet, 
this belief doesn’t make me less invested in improving this world. What about you? It simply 
orients my life. Rather than assuming that more success, wealth, or social media “likes” will 
bring me lasting peace, I try to align my life with a purpose beyond personal ambition. Instead of 
filling the void with constant motion – through work, entertainment, or scrolling through 
TikTok self-improvement videos – I seek greater wholeness in stillness, mindfulness, and 
gratitude. 

I’ve also learned that finding true rest in God does not come exclusively from religious 
practices like prayer and meditation. While I have committed a portion of my day to prayerful 
meditation for over forty years, I have found that direct, internal communion with the Divine 
accounts for a small portion of the peace available to me. The vast majority comes from my 
relationship with other people – especially when love is given and received. 

That small portion that comes from meditation, however, is profound. In those moments, I 
understand why the Psalmist wrote: 

“A day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere.” (Psalm 84:10) 

Yet, I have also found that Jesus was absolutely right when he taught that a crucial part of loving 
God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength comes from loving our neighbor as ourselves. 
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When loving our neighbors, the highest form of love is not necessarily agape – the 
unconditional love that applies to all people. Instead, the Greek concept of philia – the love 
expressed in deep friendship – holds a unique power. 

For instance, there’s a vast difference between saying “I love everyone” and “I love you.” 

Unlike agape love, philia is highly conditional. While we may strive to love everyone as God 
does, we don’t necessarily like everyone. The people we both love and like tend to be our 
friends – provided they feel the same way about us (another condition). 

Friends fill a significant part of the God-shaped hole in our hearts. Why? Because God not only 
loves us – God likes us. Each and every one of us. (See last week’s sermon!) When we both 
love and like others, our hearts become less restless because we are doing what God does, 
only we’re doing it with fewer people. 

Genesis tells us that human beings bear God’s very image and likeness. No wonder we 
experience a portion of God’s own love and friendship through our relationship with others. 

The value and importance of friendship became especially clear to me over the last two years 
when I served as an Interim Minister for two churches on the East Coast. 

Not only was I separated from my closest and deepest friend – Melanie, who was still working 
in Portland – but I also lacked the long-established relationships that make ministry deeply 
fulfilling. While I valued my time in those churches and developed meaningful connections, 
those relationships remained surface-level simply because of time. 

As a result, I often felt lonely and restless – more so than I have in years. I also experienced 
God as more distant. It was harder to sense the Spirit’s presence and support. Even though I 
knew God was there, it was more difficult to discern God’s will for me or the congregations I 
served. 

Thankfully, I had one practice that helped: meeting with vast numbers of these parishioners 
one-on-one. Through these meetings, I experienced a budding sense of philia that deepened my 
connection to them and God, and could better discern where the Spirit was moving these 
congregations. 

This experience reaffirmed something essential: I want to serve a church where I can build 
relationships over years, not just months. I don’t need to be close friends with everyone in my 
congregation, but I need to find things I love and like about those I serve. These relationships 
have revolutionized my own spiritual walk with God, and some of theirs as well. 

Before we explore the benefits of friendship further, I invite you to reflect on your own 
experiences: 

How do you experience the Divine through your relationships with others? Where have you found rest – 
not just in moments of solitude, but in moments of true connection? 

Because sometimes, the most profound way we rest in God… is through the friendships we 
cherish. 
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II. Where Have All the Good Friends Gone? 

Friendship is in decline in the United States. According to the Survey Center on American Life, 
the percentage of Americans with ten or more close friends has dropped from 33% in 1990 to 
just 13% in 2021. 1 While surveys vary slightly, approximately one in five Americans now 
reports having either only one close friend or none at all. 2 

At one time, people believed that the rise of Facebook and other social media would help 
reverse this trend by fostering greater connection. Instead, the opposite appears to be true. 
When a third of all adults and half of today’s youth, who are the most digitally-connected 
generation in human history, struggle with loneliness and isolation, this tells me something is 
deeply wrong. This amounts to roughly 125 million people regularly struggling with loneliness! 3 

Now, consider this: If the vast majority of our experience of God is mediated through our 
relationships with others – people who bear God’s image and likeness – then it is no surprise 
that a decline in close friendships parallels the decline in religious and spiritual community 
participation and a rise in atheism. It’s not that all atheists or religious “nones” are lonely or 
disconnected from God. It’s just that the connection is harder to experience and maintain for 
anyone who struggles with loneliness and isolation, be they atheists or committed church folks. 

What may be more surprising are the health effects of loneliness. According to former Surgeon 
General Vivek Murthy’s 2023 report, The Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation, loneliness is far 
more than just a bad feeling. It erodes health in powerful ways.4 

For instance, research has linked loneliness to an increased risk of: 

• Cardiovascular disease 
• Dementia 
• Stroke 
• Depression and anxiety 
• Premature death. In fact, loneliness and social isolation increase the risk of premature death 
nearly 30%! 

Murthy compares the health impact of loneliness to smoking 15 cigarettes a day or consuming 
six alcoholic drinks daily. It is also more deadly than obesity and physical inactivity. 

 
1 Survey Center on American Life, “The State of American Friendship: Change, Challenges, and Loss,” June 8, 2021. 
https://www.americansurveycenter.org/research/the-state-of-american-friendship-change-challenges-and-loss/ 
 
2 15-21%. Compare, for instance, the above survey with the Pew Research Center, “What does friendship look like 
in America?” October 12, 2023. https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/10/12/what-does-friendship-look-
like-in-america/ 
 
3 Time Magazine, “The U.S. Surgeon General Has one Last Piece of Advice,” January 7, 2025. 
https://time.com/7205289/vivek-murthy-interview-surgeon-general/ 
 
4 https://tinyurl.com/nh8jpyrt 
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Loneliness doesn’t just affect individuals – it affects society. The more isolated we become, the 
more distrustful we grow of one another. Is it any wonder that our current political climate is 
so deeply fractured by suspicion and division? 

In a New York Times article titled “We Know the Cure for Loneliness. So Why Do We Suffer?” 
journalist Nicholas Kristof recalls growing up in Yamhill, Oregon. A quarter of the children who 
rode the No. 6 school bus with him as a child have since died from drugs, alcohol, suicide, or 
other so-called “deaths of despair.” 

Curiously, Kristof points out a paradox: During the Great Depression of the 1930s, despite 
horrific economic devastation, the mortality rate actually fell. “Why didn’t we see more deaths of 
despair in the 1930s?” he asks. 

His answer? Because back then, community institutions were strong. 

• Churches 
• Men’s clubs 
• Women’s associations 
• Bridge clubs 
• Bowling leagues 
• Extended families 

These institutions provided emotional and social buffers against the pain and humiliation of 
economic distress. In some cases, they became even more active during difficult times, 
strengthening the social fabric. 

Today, these institutions have frayed. Many of us feel we’re on our own. And perhaps that’s 
why so many are also dying alone. 

I used to believe that if I ever lost all my friends, as long as I could still sense God’s presence, I 
would be okay. But I now realize Jesus was right: Loving God and loving our neighbor are not 
easily separated. 

In light of Dr. Murthy’s research, I also realize that God, friendship, and our physical and mental 
health are deeply intertwined. 

Given the profound impact of close friendships, what if we, as a church, made developing 
meaningful friendships one of our highest and most essential callings? 

This would not mean setting aside spiritual practices or social justice efforts. Rather, it would 
mean making friendship a foundational goal of everything we do. 

• How many more enjoyable ways can you think of to improve someone’s health than by giving 
them the equivalent of quitting a 15-cigarette-a-day habit? 

• How many more joyous ways can you think of to deepen your relationship with God than by 
developing more friendships? 
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• How much more effective could our social justice work be if we saw developing relationships 
to be just as critical as the food we distribute, the policies we advocate, and the 
affirmations we proclaim? 

A few years ago, I became deeply interested in how churches could better serve and minister 
to and with people experiencing homelessness. So, I sought advice from someone who had 
spent 30 years working with people on the streets. His insight stunned me. He said: 

“The greatest need among the homeless is the exact need that few, if any, social programs address. 
What they need most is relationships.” 

Yes, the homeless and unhoused need food, shelter, and medical care. But they also yearn for 
friendship; people who don’t just love them, but like them, who become for them people they 
love and like, too. They long for people who will treat them not as problems to be solved but 
as human beings whose hopes, dreams, and ideas are just as worthy of time and attention as 
anyone else’s. 

Isn’t this exactly what we all long for?  We all feel a sense of spiritual homelessness that makes 
us restless. This doesn’t go away just because we have a roof over our heads. 

If the greatest need of the unhoused and the housed is the same, imagine how much good we 
could do if we became experts at developing and maintaining friendships – both within our 
church and beyond it. 

Friendship isn’t just a social nicety. It is a sacred calling. 

Let’s take it seriously. For the sake of our spirits. For the sake of our health. And for the sake 
of a world that is desperate for connection. 

This coming week, you’ll find a link in our congregational emails that will enable you to schedule 
one-on-one time with me. If you click on the link, we may get to know not only each other 
more deeply, but our God. And our hearts may experience a tiny bit more rest amidst the 
world’s turmoil.  
 
 
 
 
 

To book a “Getting to Know You” appointment with me, click here! 
 
 


