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1

Introduction
An Invitation to Friendship

The Background to This Book: The Death of Susan

Susan and I had married right after college, in a traditional Episcopal 
Church ceremony of “holy matrimony,” promising therein to have 
and to hold in sickness and in health “till death us do part.” I had 
loved her from the first time I heard her talk, which was in a Bible 
study at the decidedly secular St. John’s College in Santa Fe, New 
Mexico. It was fifteen years into our marriage when her brain tumor 
was found. The medical professionals successfully treated it— first 
with surgery and then, when the biopsy showed that her astrocytoma 
had a mid- grade malignancy, with radiation and chemotherapy. Her 
cancer never returned. But the treatments weakened her brain in ways 
that, although slow to manifest themselves, proved inexorable. She 
needed more sleep; she lost the capacity to initiate tasks and carry 
them through; she grew quieter as she found it harder to locate the 
words she wanted to say. These were some of the manifestations of 
her brain disease, which, although it took nineteen years, in the end 
took her life.

I had longed for Susan to love me and for me to be able to love 
her. In giving her to me, God, true to his promise, had given me what 
I most desired. So does one read in, for instance, Psalm 37:4, “Take 
delight in the Lord, and he shall give you your heart’s desire.”1 Yet 
I believe it is necessary to say that God also took my heart’s desire 
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away. I don’t mean that at a particular moment (a Monday in late 
Advent, about 9 a.m. eastern standard time) God looked down from 
his seat in a distant heavenly abode and said, “I’m going to take 
Susan away from Victor and bring her home to me.” Such a view of 
God is crude and nonsensical. God is not in any place. And he is not 
in time. Which is to say, he is not an actor within the universe. God 
is not like the president of the United States, who could indeed say 
that he is going to remove his ambassador from Austria and bring 
her home to Washington. He is not like the CEO of IBM, who could 
say that she is going to close down operations in Houston and lay 
off workers there and leave them to their own devices to find other 
jobs. (Dear readers in Houston, this is a hypothetical. I write these 
words having no idea whether IBM has ever had operations in your 
fair city.) And God is not like the head honcho of a smuggling opera-
tion, who could decide that a particular individual is no longer of use 
but unfortunately knows too much to remain at large and therefore 
must be terminated.

No, God did not take Susan away in a fashion comparable to 
any possible action of an in- the- world actor. Rather, it is as the one 
responsible for the world being a world in the first place that he took 
her away. The world that exists— the world that God is responsible 
for— is, as Antoine de Saint- Exupéry’s little prince learns, ephemeral. 
Its character is marked throughout by transience, by loss. Susan has 
died; the flowers of last Easter have withered; the ancient mountains 
have been covered by the sea; you, dear reader, will one day yourself 
die and fade away like the grass and be covered over by all that follows 
you. This is the world. This is all God’s work. For all this, both giving 
and taking, God is responsible. As Job perceived, “Naked came I out 
of my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return thither: the Lord 
gave, and the Lord hath taken away” (1:21). Not as president, not 
as CEO, not as boss, but as the strange creator: God is responsible. 
It is that strangeness that drives Job to continue the verse saying, 
nevertheless, “Blessed be the name of the Lord.”

So I was married to my heart’s desire. As I begin writing this book 
some years after Susan’s death, I find that I am no longer sad about 
her dying, nor am I angry with God. I do not deny that sad- like feel-
ings may surface when, for instance, I come across photos of her with 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
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me in the early days of our marriage. On my mother’s desk, I see one 
that makes me wistful: Susan looks up with beauty and intelligence; 
it is just past her twenty- fifth birthday; she is holding our firstborn 
child. I pause before such a picture and know what time and disease 
will do; I see promise that I know will not be fulfilled. But today there 
is something else to see, something far from wistfulness and regret, 
something more important. It is the love of God, right there in the 
picture. It simply is the case that everything God gives us is finite and 
just so will have an end. But that the gift has an end does not take 
away the fact that it was a gift and that it was good, which is why Job 
does not say only “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away” 
but also “Blessed be the name of the Lord.”

A couple of years after Susan died, I happened to be on a retreat, 
compliments of the far- seeing people of the Church Pension Fund 
who seek to encourage clergy wellness. This clergy retreat had talks 
and exercises on finances and spiritual practices and physical and psy-
chological health. It surrounded these talks with prayer. So there we 
were, one day, in a “healing Eucharist.” Now I hope, patient reader, 
that it won’t stop you from going on in this book to learn that I have 
voiced curmudgeonly views about prayers for healing being made part 
of the Eucharist. I do not like them. It seems to me that people often 
get in line for such prayers without any illness in particular that they 
wish to have God heal. It is sheer superstition (the curmudgeon says) 
to ask for the laying on of hands and anointing with oil for healing 
when one doesn’t have something in particular to ask for. (I also have 
doubts about being anointed on behalf of someone else— after all, you 
can’t be baptized for someone else, or receive Communion for someone 
else, or get married or ordained for someone else. But that’s another 
sermon for another day.) Too many people, this curmudgeon says judg-
mentally, get anointed in these healing services for fear that they might 
have some unknown illness. They fear that if they aren’t anointed, 
God will let the hypothetical illness get them. That is superstition.

So I am sitting there, judgmentally, indeed self- righteously (“God, 
I thank thee that I am not like these other people, who get anointed 
out of sheer superstition”), when it comes to me that I have never 
asked to be healed from Susan’s death.

Chastened, I get up and shuffle into line.

A n  I n v i t a t i o n  t o  Fr i e n d s h i p
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When my time comes, I tell the two people who are there to pray 
for me that (as they already know) my wife has died and (what they 
don’t know) I have never asked to be healed from that loss. They put 
their hands on me, and after a bit of silence, one of them begins. 
“Lord, we thank you that you have given Victor something that many 
people never get to experience.” The tears flow freely from my eyes, 
for instantly I interpret her as saying, “God gave you a long marriage, 
which many people desire but do not have”— and I get it.

I can see now that it is good to thank God for everything, includ-
ing evils like disease. As the Book of Common Prayer has put it— in 
words that go back to 1549, words that Susan and I heard as we 
grew closer together, kneeling or standing side by side—“It is very 
meet, right, and our bounden duty, that we should at all times, and 
in all places, give thanks unto thee.”2 “At all times and in all places” 
includes the hospital bedside and the grave. But what I heard in that 
prayer for my healing did not have to do with Susan’s long illness or 
her more recent death. I heard thanks being given for the marriage 
itself. It was held out there for me to see as if for the first time: God’s 
great gift to me of Susan for thirty- four years. Many people yearn 
for marriage but never receive it or, being married, find it ends after a 
short time. That our marriage had come to an end did not cause it to 
cease being a true gift of God. Although God had taken Susan away, 
it was still true that he had given her to me in the first place— and for 
an amazing stretch of more than a third of a century.

In those days I was theologian- in- residence of Saint Thomas 
Church Fifth Avenue in New York City. Suddenly one summer our 
world- class organist, John Scott, died. We all felt he was too young 
to die; he was truly at the peak of his powers, renowned and loved 
especially by our congregation and the boys of our choir school. 
Yet now he was dead. At the end of his sermon at John’s funeral, 
Andrew Mead, the rector who had brought John to Saint Thomas, 
spoke aloud the question we are often afraid to voice: “You may have 
asked the Lord, ‘Why have you done this, taking John away like this?’ 
For me, it has helped to widen the question: ‘Lord, why did you give 
John to us in the first place; why was there a John Scott at all?’ This 
provides room for gratitude within our grief. For what a privilege it 
is to have heard, seen, and known John Scott!”

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
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Every gift of God is a finite gift: to be this gift means that it has a 
shape and limits. That a gift has an end does not take away its good-
ness. A rose is no less beautiful because it will fade; the lovely skin of 
a baby is no less lovely to us who know of future acne, weathering, 
and scarring; a painting loses none of its interest even though it ter-
minates at the frame. Indeed, it is built into the very idea of a material 
creation that it be finite. Any thing whatsoever is a this and not a 
that, here and not there; it exists at one time— and not at another.

I grieved Susan’s brain disease, her diminishments, and finally her 
death. Yet she would have died at some time nonetheless, for every 
human life is finite. And every marriage is finite. It begins with vows. 
It ends, as plainly stated in those very vows, in the death of one or 
the other spouse.

There is much more to be said about God’s character as one who 
gives and takes away, and I have tried to explore those depths in my 
earlier book Losing Susan. Here I have written these introductory 
words so that you will know that marriage forms the background of 
the book in your hands. The author before you was married and now 
he is not. These days he finds himself in wonderment over friendship, 
about what its shape is, what might be its limits. He wants to have 
friends, indeed good friends, and hopes that somehow God might 
be a friend also. And behind all this wondering, he has a wee bit of 
worry (as you will come to see) that perhaps marriage has been too 
much in the forefront of our churches’ thinking, that perhaps in the 
life of our churches we need to move marriage a bit to the background 
and try for a while to foreground friendship.

For there is a signal difference between marriage and friendship. 
Although marriage might be a kind of friendship or might have a 
partial overlap with friendship (we will need to explore this), nonethe-
less friendship is clearly a different thing. One needs only to note the 
irreducible fact that friendship has no vows term- limited by death.

Will You Come with Me?

This book, then, is not an academic treatise but a journey into 
friendship, a quest prompted by a question. I start with perplexity 
about what friendship is and a hunch that it is more important than 

A n  I n v i t a t i o n  t o  Fr i e n d s h i p
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anything else. I have also a sense that our culture has lost something, 
that there is a hole in our reality where friendship needs to be. In the 
presence of such perplexity, what shall we do? It won’t do to try to 
have friends if we don’t know what friends are or why we need them.

The way forward is, in part, the way back. I will go first to the 
ancients, some pre- Christian thinkers of the West. My approach to 
classic writings is to skip over middle management (e.g., commenta-
tors and textbooks) and go straight to the source.3 If you come with 
me, we will dig into a few key sections of Aristotle— whose teaching 
about friendship, although immeasurably influential, ends tragically. 
We will turn to a short Platonic dialogue that is generally thought to 
be unsuccessful but which, I believe, actually shows the achievement 
of the beginning of friendship. And we will enjoy Cicero’s elegant 
prose, even though he shares Aristotle’s tragic elements.

But we will do all this probing of ancient wisdom as people who 
bear the scriptural narrative. The Bible itself can be seen as a text 
that is a journey into friendship (it will keep appearing throughout 
the book in your hands). We also need to take account of Augustine, 
the first Christian who gives a theology of friendship, and Aquinas, 
who has some breathtaking things to say about it. A hero of our 
journey will be Aelred of Rievaulx, a monk of the twelfth century 
who despite having had little time to write manages to point out ways 
to solve the Aristotelian/Ciceronian conundrum— to turn tragedy 
into good news.

Once we come to see how supremely important friendship is for 
our flourishing as human beings— and its centrality to our salvation— 
then we will want to ask further questions about our culture, not only 
in critique but also with an eye to finding hints of ways to practice 
friendship anew. For although this book is a journey in thought, it 
has in the end existential urgency. We just won’t be able to be really 
human if we do not have real friends.

 I n t r o d u c t i o n
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O N E

The Limits of Marriage

The Problematic Fallout of Marriage Debates

Why would we look for friendship? It might seem that our heart’s 
desire is for intimacy and companionship, to have another who will 
know us and whom we will know, within an embrace of love and 
truth. But isn’t that what marriage is?

Contemporary controversies over marriage in Western societies 
and churches go back a good century. Before there were questions 
about same- sex relationships, there were questions about the place of 
children in marriage (whether technology can permissibly shape pro-
creation and, if so, how, starting with questions about contraception). 
Then not that far in the past, questions arose about remarriage after 
divorce. Views on all sides of these matters have been passionately 
held, calling forth a lot of thinking and debating, as they should. 
Developments in society have been seen by some church folk as rev-
elations of new things that God is doing in the world; accordingly, 
they have urged their churches to reform what they viewed as out-
dated practices. But others, instead, have found those same societal 
developments to be temptations to deviate from the truth, and they 
have urged faithful resistance. And still others have wanted to hold 
on to traditional beliefs but have felt that pastoral concerns require 
some measure of accommodation.
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What is common to these controversies is that each has led to calls 
that the shape of marriage be changed and that the limits placed upon 
marriage be relaxed. There has been a resulting counter- response that 
urges a defense of marriage, which, it is said, is under attack and 
has been so for some time. As a result, the energies of the churches 
have been concentrated on the marital institution to such an extent 
that, arguably, we have failed to attend to other important things, 
including friendship.

Perhaps today we need to set aside for a while our disputes over 
marriage and bring friendship to the fore.

Jesus and the Nonresurrection of Marriage

It is built into the marriage vow that it exists only for this life. While 
everything that belongs to creation is finite and has limits, it is pecu-
liar to marriage that those limits are expressly this- worldly. Forgive 
me if I belabor the point; it is, it seems to me, signally unappreciated 
by Christians in general. In the kingdom of heaven there are human 
beings, free of sin and doing such great things as humans have the 
capacity to do. They are fully human— and they do not marry. Mar-
riage is the only social institution that Jesus identifies as not part of 
human flourishing in the kingdom of his Father.

When some opponents wanted to trap Jesus, they concocted (or 
co- opted) a scenario according to which a woman had had seven 
husbands, all of them brothers, each of them taking up with her, as 
the Mosaic law required, after his predecessor had, well, expired (in 
each case leaving her childless). These opponents (they were the Sad-
ducees) believed this scenario exposed a problem with holding that 
there is a resurrection (a doctrine they rejected): if dead people are 
raised, then this woman, when she is raised, will have seven husbands! 
Jesus’ refutation is clean and simple: in the resurrection there is no 
marriage. Here is how Saint Luke records his reply: “The children of 
this world marry, and are given in marriage: But they which shall be 
accounted worthy to obtain that world, and the resurrection from 
the dead, neither marry, nor are given in marriage: Neither can they 
die any more: for they are equal unto the angels; and are the children 
of God, being the children of the resurrection” (Luke 20:34–36). It is 

C h a p t e r  O n e
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briefer in Saint Matthew: “For in the resurrection they neither marry, 
nor are given in marriage, but are as the angels of God in heaven” 
(Matt. 22:30). Similarly brief, Saint Mark still gets in a reference 
to the dead: “For when they shall rise from the dead, they neither 
marry, nor are given in marriage; but are as the angels which are in 
heaven” (Mark 12:25).

The main point of this encounter is Jesus’ affirmation that there 
is such a thing as “the resurrection” or a rising “from the dead,” over 
against the Sadducees’ teaching that denied it. Since it seems they also 
denied the existence of angels, Jesus’ claim that in the resurrection 
humans are “equal unto” or “as the angels” is a further underscoring 
of their difference. To avoid misunderstanding, we should note that 
Jesus merely compares the resurrected human life with the angelic, 
and only on this point: just as angels do not marry (nor do they die), 
so for people in the resurrection. He does not say, for instance, that 
in the resurrection people are like angels in having no bodies; he 
does not characterize the resurrection as an ongoing eternal life of 
a disembodied soul. Most emphatically, he does not say that we die 
as women and men but rise as angels. It is human beings who “shall 
rise from the dead,” and they shall not marry.

This is no minor aspect of our Lord’s teaching. Rather, it is his 
key illustration of both the real promise of the resurrection and the 
real difference between this life and that one: there is marriage now, 
and there will not be marriage then. Marriage is temporally circum-
scribed; it is this- worldly; it is not a part of the life to come. Every 
marriage has a beginning and has, or will have, an end. To reject 
this reality is to indulge in fantasy and set oneself up for failure. I 
recall one of the first couples I prepared for marriage. During our 
premarital conversations, the groom- to- be balked at the words in 
the wedding vow “until we are parted by death.” Words that refer-
ence death, he felt, would be a downer; they would throw a shadow 
on what should be an exceedingly happy day. This groom wanted, 
instead of the vow as written, to say that his love would last forever. 
Green priest as I then was, I am sure I did not help him much. Yet 
alas, as it turned out, they were soon divorced; far short of forever, 
their marriage did not last even a few years. Reality can be hard, but 
fantasy can be worse.

T h e  L i m i t s  o f  M a r r i a g e
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Is There Something We’re Not Seeing?

O Christians! Do you want to be saying that the highest, most im-
portant achievement for a human being is marriage, when it is clear 
from Scripture and liturgy (if not from popular human sentiment) 
that marriage is for this world only? Does it make for a truly coher-
ent Christian doctrine of the human being to say that what is most 
important this side of death does not even exist on the other side? 
For (as we dare not forget) “on the other side” we will still be human 
beings, we will still have bodies— indeed, Christians affirm Jesus’ 
bodily ascension into heaven— and yet, in the resurrection, there is 
not to be marriage. Respect for our created nature cannot require us 
taking marriage as the highest thing.

Is there something else on offer, something we should cease over-
looking and bring to the center of our attention, at least for a while?

There is, and that something else is, of course, friendship. Let me 
propose an answer to a question implicit a few pages back. If we are 
fully human in the life to come, what is the characteristic human activ-
ity of that life? This is my answer, which I first heard suggested by Her-
bert McCabe, a brilliant thinker of the last century: heaven is people 
living together as friends— friends with each other, friends with God.1

The characteristic activity of  a human being is to live in friend-
ship with others.

The rest of this book will try to bring light to this conclusion. We 
will learn from philosophy, the Bible, Christian thinkers, literature, 
and indeed our own pondering over what makes sense.

To speak honestly, most of us know little about friendship. We are 
confused by it, and consequently we don’t know how to work on it, 
and thus we underprize it. It is a great puzzle. While the limits and 
nature of marriage are hotly contested, we muddle along in blind-
ness to something that is arguably more universal than marriage and 
more eternally important.

I awoke to this reality a few years ago. Shortly after Susan died, 
my children, who were then independent young adults, gently and 
lovingly told me that they would have no objection if I wanted to 
remarry. Other friends occasionally asked about such things. I re-
member a question from a priest—“Are you seeing anyone?”— which 

C h a p t e r  O n e
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surprised me, although it turned out he was wondering not if I had 
taken up a new romance but if I was seeing a psychologist to work 
through grief! Still, the question of seeing or dating or marrying is 
often there, even if not always given voice. And it’s not wrong, but it 
is interesting that no one asked me how my friendships were doing.

My immediate thoughts after Susan died turned to my calling 
from God. As a priest in the Episcopal Church, I could remarry as 
a matter of course, just as all Christian laypeople may regardless of 
their church. It is different for Orthodox and Roman Catholic clergy. 
In the Orthodox tradition, marriage, if it comes at all, must precede 
ordination, and a priest (male, of course) whose wife dies cannot 
remarry. Similar provisions apply to former Episcopal clergy who 
are ordained in the Roman Catholic Church, and indeed they apply 
to married deacons within that church itself.

Wise, practical reasons can be discerned behind such a tradi-
tion— it keeps the priest from being “on the market” among his or 
her parishioners; it’s a boundary that protects pastoral care from 
turning into a romantic relationship, which could easily sour and 
harm people. But I felt another reason as well.

Taking care of Susan through her illness had consumed a large part 
of my attention for nearly two decades. That was time gladly given for 
the most part (albeit I was sometimes grumpy and unreasonable), and 
through those decades I learned a lot about myself and grew in ways 
I would not otherwise have grown. For me, as is the case for many, 
marriage proved a school in which I learned the joyous practices of 
sacrificial love. But when Susan died, I saw I would have a lot more 
time to put at God’s disposal. With grown children, and without a 
spouse, I would be free to serve God wherever he called me.

And that is the case: I am at God’s disposal, and already I have 
moved once in response to his call, as I discerned it, not to India 
(where I had a bit of a fancy he might send me) but to Dallas. (For 
many New Yorkers, Dallas is at a greater cultural remove than India.) 
I call myself a theological missionary, someone sent by God to teach 
and write to help people better understand divine and human things.

Then I thought some more. I was married immediately after col-
lege. I never had those post- college single years in which many people 
develop friendships while living alone. It’s happening to me in reverse, 

T h e  L i m i t s  o f  M a r r i a g e
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it seems. I married first, and now I am in a time of life to explore what 
friendship is, to try to make and build friendships, and to learn to 
be a friend. I am a missionary into friendship, as someone who sees 
friendship not as a possible preliminary to marriage but as the reverse. 
Friendship is the good thing that extends beyond any possible mar-
riage. What is it? Premarital, postmarital, extramarital, intramarital, 
nonmarital— all of these at once and, in fact, something that need 
not have any intrinsic connection with marriage.

It’s obvious, at least from my standpoint in life, that friendship 
is the highest human thing. It is, may I say, the final frontier. It is the 
long game. But what is it?

C h a p t e r  O n e
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