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A Storied Friendship
Dick Foth
Hello! My wife Ruth sends her very best to you in the gift you are going to get at the end. I just want to say that the most important part about that is Ruth’s name is on it! 
So here’s the deal. Sammy was 14, our grandson climbs in the back of the car, we are off to get lunch. We were in San Diego and he said, ‘Grandpa.’ 

I’ll come back to that in just a second. This is the series, Known. To know and be known may be the greatest ongoing quest in our lives. At the end of Jesus’ earthly life, he distills his goal in these sentences. There is more to it than this but on the night before He is crucified, this is what He says to the 12 fellows that have traveled with Him and been with Him for three years. 
John 15:12-13

12 My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.

You might say, well you don’t just command people to love, but apparently He does. Apparently if He creates you and gives you life, He can command you to love. 

13 Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 
The definition that Jesus gives to love is a definition in friendship language. He defines the greatest love as a friend who chooses to lay his or her life down for a friend. 

So my statement is this, a friend is a person we know, really know, and when do we start knowing another person? I submit that it is when you hear that person’s story. When you start hearing that person’s story. So Sammy, who is 14, is sitting in the back of the car. We have a whole family vacation for a week in San Diego, California. 21 of us in the same house. I had hair at the start of that! It was a tremendous time. But we were piling in cars to go to lunch on the coast about 10 miles away and Sammy and another cousin of his gets in the backseat and as we pull out of the driveway, he says, ‘Grandpa, tell us a story from your childhood.’ Well, when you say that to a grandparent, it is like opening the dam. The spillway is full. So I started telling this story and I got so engrossed telling him my story of this incident in my childhood that I overshot our exit by 16 miles! I’m just saying. Ruth finally said, ‘Dick, shouldn’t we be there by now?’ I said, ‘We would be if we hadn’t gone 32 miles out of the way.’

Ruth has a younger sister and she and her husband had seven boys. 15 years and under. I walked into the house one day, she is very petite, and she was just standing there with her eyes glazed over and I said, ‘How are you Mary?’ And she said, ‘I’m sorry Dick.’ I said, ‘What for?’ She said, ‘I don’t know, I’m just sorry.’ But they had a thing that they did when they put the boys to bed at night. I don’t know if it was once a week or every now and again but they would say to the boys, pick a word and we will tell you a story from our childhood about that word. So they would say, horse, and they would have to tell a story from their childhood about a horse. What happens when a child asks a parent that? Or when a child walks into a grandparent’s home and says tells me some stories about Dad when he was my age. The father is over there shaking his head. Why do kids do that? It is because we get our identity from those with whom we are close and that is how it works. But what is it about telling and hearing a story that pulls us in?

There is a sci-fi author now in her 80s, her name is Ursula K La Guin and she said this, the story from Rumpelstiltskin to War and Peace is one of the basic tools invented by the mind of man for the purpose of understanding. There have been great societies that did not use the wheel but there have been no societies that did not tell stories.

I only have one qualm about that statement. Because I believe the truth is, story is not invented by the mind of man. I believe story is in the heart of God, that it lies at the center of creation. God has a story. If you are taking notes, this is an important one, God has a story. From Genesis 1 to the 22nd chapter of the book of the Revelation. This is a story. This is about people and places and events and happenings and interactions and peace and war and fractures and joy and lust and greed and all these things. It is all here in the book. It is like a play. It is not a play but it is like a play with plots and subplots and actors and sequences and themes and all that. 
When we read this story, we find out who He is and we find out who we are. Listening to Pastor Mark last week, the way he put it was who we are and whose we are. The interesting thing to me about God’s story is that He chooses to reveal his character and his care and his power through people, through the stories of people. For example, when He wants to describe faith, you read the letter to the Hebrews. We don’t know who wrote that letter but it is a letter that lists people of tremendous trust and faith. It starts with Enoch and he trusted so much that God grabbed him. He took him. I’m still here so that tells you where I am on that continuum! And you’ve got Abraham and Noah. Noah frames faith in a long obedience. That is again Pastor Mark’s phrase from several years ago. It took him decades, decades, to build this ark. And it tells the story of that. So God frames up faith through the life of Noah. And then you have Abraham. Abraham, who is the father of the faithful. He says you want to know what faith is about, why don’t’ you do someplace just because I tell you to do it? So here’s Abraham who in essence creates a whole people to illustrate trust in God. Then you have Moses. Moses, who rescued a people to show how God works. And then of course you have Rahab in the same chapter who didn’t have quite the profile that these other guys had but she’s commended for faith because she hides a couple of guys overnight. Here’s Noah, takes decades to build a big boat and he is in the faith chapter. And then you have Rahab with a one night or two day thing and she is in the book. But God uses people’s stories to tell his story. You say, but those were special people. Well, Noah, when you read his story, had a little problem one time with booze. And Abraham tried to pass his wife off as his sister because he didn’t want the Pharaoh to take her so he lied. Then you have Moses who, by the way, killed a guy. Then you have Rahab who was a prostitute. She sold her sexual favors for money. Part of the power of God’s story is what He does with people who don’t have great stories. And none of us have a great story. All of our stories are squirrelly at some places. All of our stories are messed up in certain places. All of us have pieces of story we don’t want to tell. One of the reasons I believe the God of this Book is the stories He tells about us or through us are unsanitized stories. They are not politically correct. They say it precisely how it is even though some of the stories in here don’t end up well, they end up badly. But the fact is that this God chooses to tell his story through people. Primarily through the person of Jesus of Nazareth but in a supplementary way, through others all the way through the Book.
Take leadership. He uses King David. Here is David who some would say the runt of the little if you will. He was the last kid. He was the kid that when they came to find the prospect of a king, he was out in the field with the sheep. So here is a shepherd boy who happens to be sort of a singer/songwriter. He is out in the fields and he composes songs. They are called Psalms here. Dozens and dozens of Psalms were created, written by David. If we played them here, it wouldn’t sound like our band. It would be Middle Eastern scale so it wouldn’t sound like Mozart. But here’s David who is a shepherd, he is a warrior, he is a poet, he is a composer and songwriter and it says that he is a man after God’s own heart and he is an adulterer and a murderer. How do you put that together? I don’t put it together, that’s just what the story says.

Then you have Simon Peter who is like one of the leaders of the 12. He is a natural leader in the group of 12 but he is clearly an unstable personality. Here’s a guy who promises more than he can produce over and over again. I identify with Peter because I have a PhD in promising more than I can produce! That’s just how it is.

When He wants to describe generosity, He takes the whole age spectrum. He takes a widow woman. I don’t know how old but she was I think she was older. He takes a widow woman in poverty and this is what it says in Luke 21.

As Jesus looked up, he saw the rich putting their gifts into the temple treasury. 2 He also saw a poor widow put in two very small copper coins. 3 “Truly I tell you,” he said, “this poor widow has put in more than all the others. 4 All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth; but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on.”
She would have no way of knowing that 2,000 years later in a place called Washington DC that didn’t exist when she put the penny in the treasury that she would be an icon, if you will, for generosity. I don’t know if she knows now. I don’t know how all that works. I’m just saying. Then on the other end of the spectrum, youv’e got this kid who was following the crowd. I mean to be around Jesus with a crowd, I don’t know if you are following the crowd because you really believe or because you want to believe or just because it’s a crowd and you are 10 years old and it is like a circus. Nothing this big has come to town in forever and in John 6, it says this.
5 When Jesus looked up and saw a great crowd coming toward him, he said to Philip, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?”
Ok, I believe He is the creator of the universe and all those things, so this is like a test question. 

6 He asked this only to test him, for he already had in mind what he was going to do.

7 Philip answered him, “It would take more than half a year’s wages[a]to buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!”

8 Another of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, spoke up,

Andrew was the quiet guy. Andrew was the guy who brought Peter and introduced him to Jesus, so he was a behind-the-scenes guy. I love behind the scenes people. 

9 “Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?”

Precisely the question I think I would have asked. I might have been Philip who said where are you going to get all that. But I know I would have asked, ok, you’ve got a little kid with a brown bag, how far will it go among so many? You’ve heard me share this before that I had a friend who wrote a musical that had this little boy in it and his song was, if you’d been there when He borrowed my lunch, you would have believed him too. I can see him as a grandfather years down the road, when the grandkids said, Grandpa tell me a story about when you were a boy, and hear him say, let me tell you about the day that Jesus of Nazareth came through our town. The whole crowd went out and I didn’t know what was going on and I went with them and my mom said, take a lunch, so he went and he would tell his grandchildren, you are not going to believe this, He thanked the Father for it and then He started to break by bread and my fish and He just kept breaking and breaking and breaking and not only did we have enough, there were basketfuls left over. When it was all done, and you could see the grandkids with their eyes like this, do you think the story of God would be transmitted to another generation in a story like that? When he says, I don’t understand the theology. I don’t’ understand how that words. All I can tell you is what happened, what I brought to the party and what He did with it. What I saw. That’s all I can do. 
I believe God tells us stories of unlikely people whether it is with their flaws or their simplicity or whatever it is, not so we have an excuse to be squirrely and do bad stuff. I don’t think He tells tehs tories for that reason. I think He tells the stories to give me hope. I think He tells the stories to say, Foth, with all your junk, I can still use you if you listen, if you hear Me, If you follow me. I beelive God uses other people’s stories so when we tell our stories, I believe He uses other people’s stories to inform ours. 

I love what the author of Walking On Water, Reflections on Faith and Art said. She said Jesus was not a theologian, He was God who told stories. 
There is something about that that is powerful because when Jesus comes, He in fact is the story of the Father. It is like God the Father says do you want to know what I look like and He says I look like my Son, Jesus of Nazareth. So when you see Him, you see Me. And Jesus says that. But He tells stories. He not only lived it but He tells stories to not only illustrate the character of his Father. I think the coolest story He tells is the story that you find in Luke 15 of the prodigal son. He talks about lost things in Luke 15. He talks about lost coins, He talks about a lost sheep, and then He talks about a lost boy. I think there was probably more than one lost boy. I think both boys, both the elder brother in the story and the younger brother were lost. These were two sons with problems but you have a father with a heart. I think this may be the best short story ever read, ever told, ever written. It has all the pieces. And when you read the story of what we call the prodigal son, but I think it is really the story of the gracious father, you have this kid who is the youngest son who wants his inheritance from his father, which in that culture, that is like saying to your father, I wish you were dead. I won’t go into all the pieces but you know the story. He wanders off, he soils the family name, he blows his time and his life and he ends up slopping hogs. A Jewish kid ends up slopping hogs at a Gentile place and it says that he comes to himself and remembers his father’s house. Deep in him, there is something in him that remembers his father’s house. I don’t know if Jesus was saying deep in you there is a part that remembers your father’s house, but in the hearing of this story, it is a powerful thing. The boy comes home, the culture says he needs to be killed. That is why the father runs to him, to protect him. You don’t have the aggrieved person running to the party who caused the grievance. That is just not done. It is not just counter-cultural, it is way more than that because he has not only shamed his father, he shamed the whole community. And when he runs to him, the boys says I just want to be a servant and you can see the father saying, ok, you’ve done your thing, you called it one way, this is my moment and I’m going to tell you how this works. I’m giving you a robe and I’m giving you sandals to show you are not a slave and I’m going to give you the signet ring to signify everything you’ve blown I’m going to give back to you. That’s how we are going to do it. He was supposed to be killed but instead they got a killer party! And you know the elder brother was ticked because he had done everything and he had followed all the rules, but his heart wasn’t right. So in both cases, the hearts need to be changed and that story, the story of the gracious father. When we live today, oftentimes with a whole in our culture where fathers and grandfathers, oftentimes they are not, that is just the nature of the thing, it is just that story is never more needed than it is today. What does a real father look like? Even if you had the worst father or the best father, neither of them come up to the standards of this father. This is the father that shapes who I am and how I see my world.
So, let me say this. Your story is a unique gift to the rest of us. When you share your story, it is a unique gift to the rest of us. It is one of a kind.

I love what Dr. Dan Allender says in his book To Be Told, God invites you to coauthor your future. Here’s what he says, most of us have spent more time studying a map to avoid getting lost on a trip than we have studying our life so we will know how to proceed into the future. Our story is truer than any reality we know. When I study and understand my life story, I can then join God as a coauthor.
Let me say this, your story is unique. Whoever you are this weekend, your story is unique. Your story is unique among seven and a half billion people on the planet. Nobody else has your story. It is the one place, and you’ve heard me say this before, it is the one place in our life we don’t have to compete. We get up every morning, most of us, to go compete somewhere, in the marketplace, at school, we get up to go compete. But when you tell your story, there is no competition to your story. You have an A before you start, you have an A half way through and when you get done, you still have an A. Nowhere in my life do I have that! Except there. You say your story is not interesting? Well, who says? And the point is not if your story is interesting or not, the real point is, is it true? If Jesus commands us to love each other like He loves us and that love is captured in friendship, story is the fuel for friendship. If you don’t hear anything else this weekend, hear this. With your story, when you share your story with another person, friendship has a chance. Without your story, friendship has no chance at all. You can be a colleague, you can be a coworker, you can be an acquaintance but you can’t be a friend without a story. 

Look around you. You have a huge library around you of walking books. Ruth and I try to elaborate on that. I love the idea that you are not just a person, even though that is huge, but that person, you, are full of anecdotes and experiences and when I ask question and when you ask questions and we start telling our stories to each other, it so enriches our lives and gives us insight. There are things to learn. There are adventures to take. There are people to know. There are friends to find.

Telling our stories can connect, does connect us in profound ways. Frederick Buechner, the fellow who taught and was chaplain at Princeton for some years said this: Maybe nothing is more important than that we keep track, you and I, of these stories of who we are and where we have come from and the people we have met along the way because it is precisely through these stories that God becomes known. There is that word, known. God becomes known to each of us powerfully and personally. 

So when you tell me your story about how God is at work, who you are and what you’ve gone through and stuff, when you tell me that and where God intersects your life, it helps me understand Him better, not just you, it helps me know Him better. If this is true, it means that to lose track of our stories is to be profoundly impoverished not only humanly but also spiritually.
You say, you can’t just sit down and tell your story. I know you can’t. Our stories come out in bits and pieces. But no part of the story is insignificant. If Admiral Barry Black were here tonight, the Chaplain of the United States Senate, I would ask him to come up here and tell us about growing up in the hood in Baltimore and how did your mother help shape your life. And he would tell you that his mother would pay him 25 cents a Bible verse for him to memorize. I don’t know anybody who quotes more Scripture than Admiral Barry Black. And he is wealthy! He started learning short Scripture verses and his mother caught that and she dropped the price to a nickel! But the point is, that is part of who he is now, it is part of what he was when he was a kid in the hood in Baltimore. By the way, he wrote a book called From the Hood to the Hill. I recommend it to you.

When people share pieces of their lives, oftentimes the painful pieces are the pieces we identify with. I identify much more with your suffering than I identify with your victory. That is just how we are as human beings. So when you are vulnerable and authentic in that way, it is a powerful piece that connects us.

I was sitting at a breakfast for ambassadors some years ago and a former ambassador who was back in his home country had a little boy who died in a fire. He was two or three years old. And when they brought it to that group that morning for prayer, the ambassador I was sitting with, a woman from Eastern Europe, started to weep. I asked if she was ok. She said she was ok but something she hadn’t said to me was that she lost a three year old daughter in a tragic accident years ago and I’ve really never shared that with anybody. But when this piece came in, she told that piece and it was a whole different level of how we connected.

Last Friday, I was in Springfield, Missouri and many of you know that when I was eight, I lived on the same street as this kid named John David Ashcroft who later became Governor and Senator and came here as Attorney General. John was there. I was speaking to this older group, like maybe we were on the low end of the age spectrum. And there were 400 folks, many of them in their 80s. John came on the second night. I said John come on up here and let’s talk about values and so forth. I said tell me about your parents. He said my mom was real industrious, my dad was conceptual. He dad was a pastor and a college president and he would pray over the three boys. John was in the middle and he would pray over them when they went off to school and say God bless these boys and help them today to do a noble thing. And in John’s language, the word noble comes up often. I said what is the most important thing your dad ever taught you? And he said the most important thing my father ever taught me was there are some things in this life that are more important than I am. Like the redemption of mankind, for starters. John likes music. He plays gospels songs and stuff so we had agreed we were going to do some songs so he went over and sat down at the keyboard and he said let’s sing a kid’s song. Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so. We sang that and then he said, does anyone here know any action chorus? Action songs? And they started naming songs that they had learned in Sunday School 80 years ago. Climb Climb Up Sunshine Mountain. Deep and Wide. And then somebody said how about I’m in the Lord’s Army? It goes I’m too young to march in the infantry, ride in the cavalry, shoot the artillery, I’m too young to fly o’er the enemy but I’m in the Lord’s army. And I was watching and these 400 people with arthritis were on their feet and they were doing this with gusto! And we had younger guys standing up on the seats in the back videoing this with their iPhones! They couldn’t believe it. Why? Because it was part of their story, part of their spiritual journey that had shaped them when they were six years old or eight years old back in the day.
When you are a Jesus follower and tell your story, you automatically tell his story. You say you don’t know how to talk about Jesus, tell your story! Your story, when you start following Jesus, He is in there somewhere. And when you tell your story, it is the most natural way to tell about Him. That is just how that works. His story is intertwined with your story. You can’t tell your story without telling his story. You can’t. Some of us have longer stories. Mine is getting longer by the day. Some are shorted. But all are worthwhile.

Let me close with one. I’ve told some of you this before. A year ago, January, I went to Cairo, Egypt to speak to some folks who were in work there. They were learning Arabic and so forth and they asked me where I would like to visit while I was in Cairo and I said the place I really want to go is to the American Cemetery and the British Cemetery but the American Cemetery, there is a grave there that was placed there in 1913. There was a young boy who came to the Lord at Moody Church when he was eight in Chicago. He grew up and when we was 16, his father was very wealthy and sent him around the world in order to gain understanding and he came back with this huge heart for the poor and huge heart for the Muslim community. He came back and decided he wanted to go and be in that community and tell the story of Jesus. But he wanted to go to northern China because there was a large population there. He ended up going go Cairo to learn Arabic. He had come to Jesus when he was eight. He went to school at Yale and a buddy and he shared their stories and they decided to start having a little devotional time each day and then other suite mates got involved and pretty soon there were dozens of little groups all over the campus at Yale. When he graduated, I think it was 1908 or 1909, when he graduated, out of 1,300 students at Yale University, the books about him say 1,000 of those students were in small groups because of Bill Borden. He became known as Borden of Yale. And when he got to Cairo, he ended up getting meningitis and he died at the age of 25 and he is buried in the American Cemetery there. Somebody heard about that, one of his colleagues and they heard that somebody said isn’t it terrible that such a tremendous life was cut short. And the friend’s response was when you are fully surrendered to Christ, your life can never be cut short. It will always be just right.

That’s how it is. Whether your story is long or short, your story, when you tell it, if you are a Jesus follower, includes the telling of his story. Here’s what we all can say if we want, I love to tell his story, I need to tell my story and I want to hear your story. We don’t just have stories, we are stories. And when you share yours, it might be that for someone, it is a doorway to eternal life.

Let’s pray.

Father thank You for your grace and for sending your Son Jesus to be a story, to tell his story and that we can be a part. Thank You that we don’t just stand alone but that our lives and stories are intertwined with yours and with those with whom we walk that we call friends. If there is anyone here tonight who has never stepped into that, who might have been around your story but never said I buy that, I want to start that journey, I want to move that way, by your Spirit I pray, if that has been happening even as I spoke, let the stuff that is just Foth just go on by but let the things that are from your heart, your Word and embedded in your story find their way into the nooks and crannies of our very souls so that we cannot be the same. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 
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