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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
United Church of Christ, Boxborough 
February 24, 2013 
Soul Friends 
 
Let us pray... 
 
Because of friendship I have been on a dinner cruise in Denmark, held sting 
rays in Grand Cayman, walked the streets of Paris and watched a Red Sox 
game from the top of the Green Monster. 
 
Because of friendship I have presided over a wedding in a rose garden by the 
ocean in Beverly, photographed in “New England Bride”. 
 
Because of friendship I have been to a Korean Buddhist funeral. 
 
Because of friendship I have had to upgrade my cell phone plane to handle 
all the minutes a friend needed to talk. 
 
Because of friendship I have camped in a “wilderness” site, with no 
bathrooms, accessible only by kayak over three foot swells. 
 
All this, and more, because I have been blessed with friendship. 
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Last year, at the Merrie Christmas Faire, so many people were sharing their 
gifts and talents at the auction.  Once again, I was forced to face the fact that 
I have virtually no gifts OR talents.  And so, like the little drummer boy, I 
offered what little I have:  a sermon, to be preached on the subject chosen by 
the highest bidder.  I told my husband that, in the event of no bidders, he had 
to place one - as if Paul needs more sermons from me.  My children, 
meanwhile, were strangely excited by the idea, and wanted to bid themselves 
- I think they liked the notion of getting to tell me what to say for a change.  At 
any rate, Jeff and Janet Glidden generously bid on the sermon, and they 
chose the theme for this morning’s worship service:  Friendship.  (By the way, 
while the Gliddens won the right to choose a worship theme, I am always 
open to worship ideas.  This summer I’ll be planning out next year’s worship 
services, so feel free to pass along any suggestions.) 
 
The Gliddens asked me to speak about friendship because it has been such 
a big part of their experience at UCCB; they’ve made such good friends here, 
and in turn those friendships have enriched their involvement in this 
community of faith.  They wanted to lift up and celebrate those relationships.  
I have a feeling this is a subject with which many people at UCCB can agree.  
We know most people start coming to a church because a friend goes there, 
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and friendships help people feel connected to and fed by a community of 
faith. 
 
And yet, I am probably the worst person to speak about friendships in the 
church.  Because of my role as your pastor.  Pastors are explicitly trained to 
not make friends within a congregation; we’re supposed to get those needs 
met elsewhere.  Friendship is, generally, a relationship between two equals, 
where they nurture and support each other, and enjoy each other’s company.  
But as a pastor, I’m supposed to nurture and support you, without expecting 
or accepting similar nurture and support in return.  Of course, it’s not so clear-
cut.  Being in a community together, I certainly feel your compassion and 
encouragement.  But in the end, when I have struggles and burdens and 
anger and pain, I’m to look outside the church for help and support. 
 
This might not seem like such a big deal to you right now, especially since I’m 
new here.  But think about your relationships with other pastors in your life.  
I’m taking this opportunity to talk about it because of how critical this issue 
can become over time.  In fact, upon leaving my last parish, we had to have 
LOTS of conversations about what it meant to be friends.  For 12 years I had 
told them “I’m your pastor, not your friend”.  But it felt to them like I was a 
friend; we laughed together, they called me when they were upset, I was 



 

4 

there during all the important moments of their lives.    Our area minister 
Peter Wells says it is very hard for people not to confuse pastor and friend:  “if 
you walk like a duck and talk like a duck people expect you to quack”.  It 
seemed like friendship to them, until they realized they never took a phone 
call from me when I was very upset.  When it came time for me to leave 
Westford, people said “But you’ll still be my friend, right?”  When I reminded 
them, once again, that I was their pastor, not their friend, the typical response 
was “I know you keep saying that, but I keep ignoring it.”  That’s when I had 
to come clean with them:  I am a terrible friend.  Parishioners get email 
replies and returned phone calls right away:  friends wait months.  Again, this 
makes me an ironic candidate for preaching on friendship:  you don’t want to 
be my friend.  For you folks, right now, it probably barely feels like I’m your 
pastor, never mind your friend.  But I want to be clear from the beginning 
what I offer you:  you have lots of friends, but only one or two pastors at a 
time.  And so I take my role very seriously:  I’ll be your pastor, instead of your 
friend. 
 
So those who can’t do, preach.  Of course I want to encourage you to have 
friendships at UCCB.  I agree with the Gliddens that friendships within the 
congregation are quite critical.  Different sorts of friendships, from the casual 
exchanges at fellowship, to long-term prayer partners.  The friendships make 
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church fun; we look forward to seeing each other.  Friendships also make our 
time here richer, as people know us in different ways over time.  Most of all, 
these friendships may be important ways to connect us to God. 
 
This morning’s scripture passage is usually selected to discuss healing - 
Jesus heals the paralyzed man, tells him to pick up his bed and walk.  But I 
selected it as a story about friendship.  A man lost the use of his legs.  Maybe 
he’d been run over by a broken wagon, or his nerves had been attacked by a 
virus.  Whatever the cause, the man couldn’t walk.  Which meant he couldn’t 
work, couldn’t care for his family, couldn’t even fully participate in worship.  
When it first happened there was lots of support, neighbors and family and 
friends making casseroles and coming to visit.  But before too long people 
kind of slipped away:  they got busy with their own lives or just couldn’t take 
not being able to help.  One person after another stopped coming by.  Except 
for four men.  They hadn’t necessarily been the man’s closest friends before, 
they hadn’t even all known each other.  But for whatever reason these four 
stuck with the paralyzed man, kept visiting and listening and laughing and 
cooking and struggling and staying. 
 
One day the paralyzed man heard about the healer and teacher named 
Jesus.  This miracle worker was coming to town, and everyone was lining up 
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to be near him, especially those in need of healing.  The man’s friends 
decided to take him to see Jesus, and turned his thin mattress into a sort of 
stretcher.  Each holding a corner, they carried the man through the streets, 
careful to jostle him as little as possible. 
 
When they got to the house where Jesus was staying, they realized people 
had come from miles and miles around to listen to him.  They couldn’t even 
see the door, never mind get through it.  The man was ready to give up and 
go home; his friends had already done so much, sticking by him and carrying 
him all this way.  They had done enough, he thought. 
 
But the friends disagreed.  One ran to get a ladder from a nearby house, 
another came up with a plan to wedge their way through the crowd, a third 
figured out a way to hoist the bed into the air, and the fourth kept the 
paralyzed man entertained with a series of off-color jokes.  They climbed the 
walls of the house, pulled the man up on his mat, and slid back the terra cotta 
tiles on the roof.  Below them, in the house, shocked faces looked up.  And 
there was Jesus, with a welcoming smile.  The four men carefully lowered 
their friend into the room, sending their prayers down with the mat.  When 
Jesus told the man he was healed, commanded him to stand up and take his 
bed and walk, the four friends burst with joy as they clambered back down the 
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walls to meet their friend out front.  Neither the man, nor the friends, had any 
interest in the philosophical debate the Pharisees were about to engage in 
with Jesus. 
 
These friends let nothing stop them from helping their friend, from getting 
what he needed, from bringing him into the presence of God.  Distance, 
crowds, and a roof were nothing in the face of their dedication. 
 
Imagine the story had ended differently:  Jesus prayed with the man but didn’t 
return his legs to usefulness.  These four friends wouldn’t have left the man 
there on his mat, while they faded into the crowd.  They would have carried 
him back home, first silent with him in sorrow, then quietly talking about this 
newest disappointment, then finally making jokes and plans for the next day.   
 
This is friendship:  relationships that persist even through life’s difficulties.  
Companionship that lasts even when there is nothing that can be done.  
Creativity and resourcefulness employed to help each other.  This is 
friendship:  a relationship that seeks the best for the other, that works toward 
healing, and growth.  Even more, this is friendship:  that which can bring us 
closer to God, helping us get through crowds and down from roofs and into 
houses that keep us from the Source of Life and Love.  Maybe it’s stressful 
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work instead of a crowd of people; self-isolation rather than a roof; fear and 
anxiety rather than four sturdy walls keeping us away from God.  But 
friendship can help us overcome even these. 
 
I particularly love the Celtic idea put forth by John O’Donohue, Anam Cara.  
“Anam” is the Gaelic word for soul; cara is the word for friend.  O’Donohue 
writes, the soul friend “was a person to whom you could reveal the hidden 
intimacies of your life.  This friendship was an act of recognition and 
belonging.  When you had an anam cara, your friendship cut across all 
convention and category.  You were joined in an ancient and eternal way with 
the friend of your soul.” (p. xviii)  The church can help us find these “kindred 
spirits”, since it brings together people of different ages and experiences who 
might not otherwise encounter one another.   
 
But like everything else worthwhile, such friendships require our attention.  
We have to be open to those around us, alert to connections that could 
happen in the most unlikely of places.  And we need to be able to listen, even 
in the pain, even in the silence.  We need to know there will be difficult times, 
when we don’t feel like being friends, and know that working through these 
difficulties will actually take us someplace deeper. 
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One of my colleagues is a house parent at Concord Academy.  A few years 
ago she wrote about Gordie, a student at Concord Academy and an amazing 
young man.  He swims, sails, and is the varsity lacrosse goalie.  He is also in 
a wheelchair.  My colleague was worried what would happen should there 
ever be an emergency at the school that would shut down the elevators, and 
one day at lunch her greatest fear came true.  They were all at lunch in the 
crowded, noisy dining hall when the fire alarm went off.  They didn’t know if it 
was a drill or for real.  Kim Crawford Harvie writes, “Instinctively, I looked up 
at the balcony, where there’s comfortable seating and a little less chaos.  And 
there was Gordie.  My heart.  The siren was deafening.  Fear rushed in my 
ears, and my mouth went dry. 
 
But at the same moment I saw him, half a dozen guys dove toward him, and 
into action: two guys in front, bracing; two on either side, lifting; two in back, 
lifting and leaning back against gravity...and Gordie, being borne forth like a 
king, with a huge grin on his face. You have never seen a wheelchair come 
down a flight of stairs so fast. 
 
Safely down, they pushed him at breakneck speed out of the building...so fast 
I could have imagined it all. Wiping away my tears, I followed them out. 
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“Guys, that was amazing!” Gordie laughed as they all, in their inimitable, 
inscrutable, teenage boy way, pounded on each other and made loud 
grunting noises. I knew I could take “Gordie in a fire drill” off my list of things 
to worry about in the night. Gordie has friends.” 
 
We might not be in a wheelchair, yet.  But all of us need to be carried, 
sometimes.  In our pain, our worry, our hopes.  So we better hang on to our 
friends.  Inspired by God, they can turn an emergency into a celebration. 
 
Hear these words by John O’Donohue, A Friendship Blessing: 
 
May you be blessed with good friends. 
May you learn to be a good friend to yourself. 
May you be able to journey to that place in your soul  
 where there is great love, warmth, feeling, and forgiveness. 
May this change you. 
May it transfigure that which is negative, distant, or cold in you. 
May you be brought in to the real passion, kinship. and affinity of belonging. 
May you treasure your friends. 
May you be good to them and may you be there for them; 
 may they bring you all the blessings, challenges, truth, 
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 and light that you need for your journey. 
May you never be isolated. 
May you always be in the gentle nest of belonging with your anam cara. 
Amen. 


