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I will share a confession with you, and thank goodness there aren’t more people here – a couple of weeks ago, I was defriended.

Now, those of you who don’t facebook probably don’t understand the full implications of what I’ve just said. So let me explain. 


I decided to join facebook recently – and on facebook, you ‘befriend’ people. (I should mention that a few of you have asked to be my ‘friend’ on facebook and I’ve not responded, but because of my relatively limited time here, I am not friending any church members, because I’d only have to ‘defriend’ you when I leave for awhile when a new pastor comes, and I can’t bring myself to defriend anyone.)

Defriend?, those non-facebook people are now wondering. I thought you said you befriended people. Well, you do. You add as many friends as you can find – least that’s what I did, because the more friend, the better, I guess – and those people have more access to your ramblings on facebook and vice versa. But if you decide, for various reasons, you want a divorce from one of these friends, then you can defriend them, and they are gone from your world.

Like what happened to me.

Here’s what happened. It was a friend from college, and to be really honest, she’d defriended me at various points over the years, starting when she got mad at me when we were 20. Then there was the time I didn’t write emails back enough, I think that was when we were in our 40s. And now, she made it official.

She probably had good reason, and you can guess what they were. Sometimes, things I say where I mean to be funny – well, not everyone finds them as funny as I do. And when you put them down in black and white, where you can’t see my charming grin, even more so. And I wrote something that my best friend John David and I said about her in college – and it had been 40 years, and I thought she was over it, and could finally joke about it, but apparently, no…

Well, I got defriended. 

I must admit, it kind of stung. No one, even someone as insensitive as I can sometimes appear, likes to be defriended. Just the sound of the word – Defriend – sounds bad, like the expression “you are so out of my life.” 

I could have apologized but now I was defriended, cut off from access, and besides, I wasn’t really sure I was sorry – like I said, she was kind of a person who defriended a lot of us over the years, and by the time we’re all 60 or thereabouts, I didn’t think I could be on my best behavior forever and figured I’d just get defriended again soon, so might as well get it over with now.

Maybe that’s a cop out, but the point is, it stung a bit even as I knew that I really wanted to say “Hey, don’t you think it’s time to get beyond things that happened forty years ago?” So I let it stand, right or wrong.

I’m not proud of any of this, by the way. I’m just letting you know that I’m as flawed as anyone. Of course, most of you are a lot more sensitive and nicer sometimes than I am, and you probably wouldn’t get defriended, so maybe I’m more flawed. 

It made me reflect, however, on what the world of  cyberspace is that we live in. And what it might change about our Christian message and our Christian notions of mission.

Now, you might not think it says anything. But look at the passage today about the mission of the church from Luke. I mean, you can’t take it literally, can you?

Even if you were a biblical literalist, who felt that every word of the bible was literally true, you wouldn’t completely buy into this passage. 

First of all, you don’t get to wear shoes when you are spreading the gospel.  Because if the town doesn’t accept your message, you are to shake the dust from your feet, and you can’t do that unless your feet have dust on them, and so shoes are out. Even the most staunch biblical literalists I know wear shoes.


And apparently you shouldn’t visit places that are paved or that have nice lawns, but only go spread the gospel in places that are dusty.

No bags when you travel either. No clothes, no personal belongings.

And no purses, no wallets. No money. 

And you go and stay with folks and you’d better not be a person who doesn’t eat red meat or worse, a vegitarian, because you have to eat whatever they put in front of you.

So I think even the literalists will agree that we don’t take all these things literally. (Literalists usually are pretty selective anyway about what parts of literal and what parts aren’t anyway, so it probably wouldn’t matter to them – they’re not particularly consistent – they’d just say, “Well, these details don’t matter; let me tell you the details that do matter that you have to take literally”. But still….

But even they recognize that times have changed. We don’t go to little villages all the time, with dirt everywhere, where you throw yourself on the charity of others and where you could walk into town, avoiding eye contact, dusty poor and homeless, and be invited into someone’s house and be feted with hospitality. 

It’s a different world entirely from the one we live in.

Now, we’re on the internet. 

And so what about Jesus’ words to us in how we are to spread the word. What does that mean today? And what are we to do?

I mean, even if you go around and take this part literally, and start talking about Satan falling from heaven in a flash of lightning, you might get a few raised eyebrows. What does that even mean today?

Because in our world, 500 million people connect with other people using facebook. Millions twitter in under 140 characters to one another, or communicate by Skype. These are the ways we do our new relationships, and if you want to shake the dust off your feet in this world, it’s pretty complicated. You can defriend, I guess, or you can can twitter: “You’re dead to me” but the effect isn’t quite the same.

The Pew Institute released this week its updated survey on the state on the internet, where they talk to internet experts and heavy internet users, about the state of the cyberworld and human relationships. Not surprisingly, given who they surveyed, it was a mostly optimistic assessment. Over 85% of those surveyed agreed with the statement:

“In 2020, when I look at the big picture and consider my personal friendships, marriage

and other relationships, I see that the Internet has mostly been a positive force on my

social world. And this will only grow more true in the future.”
Most of the comments from people celebrated all the wonder that the internet can bring us, like this one from foundation president Eric James:

 “The enemies of social connectivity are silence, disengagement, distance, and abandonment. In

the past, how many individuals and families have suffered from these degenerative influences?

Now we have the Internet. High school sweethearts are reunited. Strangers meet and form

personal unions. Families are brought together. Adoptees find reunion, too. Interest groups

thrive. Businesses leap borders. Genealogies are learned, and one person in his lifetime can

place himself into history, and comprehend his place in the span of time. On the Internet, social

alienation remains a factual force. But never before has a person had more opportunity for

social integration. More than ever, being inside or outside now is a matter of personal choice.”

—Eric James, president of the James Preservation Trust
Much of this is true, and I am not one to be disparaging new technologies. As I said, I’m on facebook and enjoy hearing from college friends, and friends from my time in Colorado. And yet, there were voices of concern running through the report.

Reva Basch, a consultant, said this:

“I got involved in social networks as an adult. I wonder about younger people who haven't yet formed a solid Web of real‐life relationships or learned how to function in a real space social environment. I think there's a real downside there.” 
—Reva Basch, consultant 
And even more interesting is this comment from the author Howard Rheingold:

“Where you stand depends on your circumstances. For me, the net is a wonderful learning network and for some it is a lifeline and for others it is a tether to their boss or a source of harmful misinformation, disinformation, and distraction. Since when is the world starkly divided into either‐or alternatives? For many, life will be alienated, rushed, and confusing because of their involvement online. Others will choose or will learn or be trained to cope with dangers of an always‐on lifestyle.” 
—Howard Rheingold, author of many books

It’s true we live in a world is that new and different, where people relate to one another in a new and often exciting ways. And yet, I stand in firm belief that the message of the scriptures is still relevant to us, even today.

For I know that in those dusty villages back in Jesus’ time, people were also often alienated and confused. Maybe it looked different, but people are people, and I believe that there was just as much loneliness than as now. I believe even then, there were people who didn’t like other people, who treated others cruelly and insensitively. I believe that in those small towns, there were people who only worked, who rarely talked and rarely were interested in others, and who as a result felt something disturbingly hollow in their stomachs, as if they were missing out on all the miracles of life.

These were the people Jesus sent us out to reach then, and these are the people we are sent to reach now. And to do it, he told us we had God’s authority – in Luke 9 – to cure the sick, exorcise the demons, announce that things had changed, and the Kingdom of God was here on earth. In other words, we told us we had the ability to heal the broken, reach out to the sick, befriend the lonely, and offer hope to the hopeless. He told us that we couldn’t be concerned about how much money we had, or what clothes we wore, or how much we owned when we did it, because those things had nothing to do with the message we were delivering. Those things often stood in the way of the message we were delivering.

No, then as now, we are to bring peace, shalom, to those we meet, whether we dine with them, or meet them on facebook, or sit next to them in church. And when we are attacked, because some just won’t want to hear it, we are to respond with non-violence. 

And if we do all these things, if we open our hearts fully to one another, if we really try to connect from our deepest souls and not just in 140 character tweets, most of all, yes, Satan will fall from heaven. 

In those days, it was often believed that Satan existed in a kind of middle heaven, somewhere between God and humans. And so, when he fell, suddenly the barrier between us and God’s wonder would disappear. And that’s what the mission is dedicated to.

I have a practice I finally started after being urged to by a friend for a long time. At the end of each evening, I try to think of five things that happened during the day that I could be thankful for. And since I’ve been doing that, I found something interesting. That there were long stretches of my day where I wasn’t thankful for anything much. Many of these were hours spent on the computer, either browsing aimlessly or looking at facebook or even typing up reports and agendas for church – I didn’t say it was wasted time, or that the time wasn’t spent doing things that needed to be done. It was just that when it comes time to think of what I’m thankful for in a given day, what always comes to me is the moments of connection I have made that day. A meaningful and deep conversation. Petting my cat. Laughing in a class. Getting to worship with you.

These are the things of value – because they are the times I walked into the village and someone took me in and I ate what they offered, and we talked about what really mattered to us, and we shared our lives in the deepest way, and we supported and loved one another, in the moment. Even if it was just in a quick hug or a laugh shared together. We connected. We shared. We saw a little piece of God, with nothing in the way.

Those are times you should hold to and treasure and not let slip past, for those are the times where Satan falls, and you are no longer separated from the wonder of God. Those are the times – in other words - where you really, really befriend. Me, I wish I had 500 million more of them.

