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ABSTRACT 

 

A Theology of Friendship in a Digital Age 

 

Joelle E. Lucas  

 

 Friendship has been a subject of theological study for many years – being viewed as 

both an earthly blessing and a heavenly virtue. In recent years friendship has become a topic 

of interest in the social sciences and within popular culture. This thesis aims to bring the 

theological roots of friendship into conversation with modern scholarship. This is of 

particular interest due to the introduction and impact of technology on friendship making 

and keeping. The primary question this thesis engages with is: To what extent does 

friendship, as practiced in a world saturated by digital technology, reflect biblical and 

classical ideals of friendship? This question may be answered both positively (areas of 

continuity) and negatively (areas of divergence).  

 The research approach combines theory (ancient and modern literature) and practice 

(empirical data). This approach reflects how friendship can be studied in a theoretical 

manner or within the scope of lived practice. Beginning with the theory in the form of a 

literature review which encompasses Biblical, classical, historic, and modern sources, these 

were used to create frameworks of thought and interview questions for semi-structured 

interviews for the empirical research. Interpreting the empirical data in consideration of the 

literature along with particular attention to the roles of theology and modern technology, 

brings about new understandings concerning the relationship between the theory and 

practice of friendship.  

 This thesis consists of seven chapters, the first chapter providing an introduction while 

the remaining six make up three partitions. Chapters 2 and 3 cover the ancient world 

addressing friendship in the Bible, ancient Greco-Roman philosophy, and church history up 

to the Reformation. Chapter 4 and 5 take friendship from theory towards practice focusing 

on value and technological changes in the modern world. The final chapters (6 and 7) 

contain empirical research and the conclusion.  
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Introduction 

 

1.  Chapter One: Why study friendship? 

 

Being social creatures, humans invest in and build relationships, families, and 

societies. While the family provides initial social relationships, family is not the only means 

of social bonding, nor should it be assumed that families will be the primary means of 

enjoying close relationships throughout a person’s life. Friendship is a unique human 

relationship because it is not inherently dependent upon blood ties, nor is it always 

necessary for human survival.1 Just as marriage and family relationships are often subjects 

of academic study, friendship, as one of the primary means of human relationship building, 

deserves to be a subject of academic study across disciplines. Theology, though often 

overlooked, is one of the academic disciplines aptly suited to the study of friendship. 

Theologians, both ancient and modern, have believed friendship to be a valuable subject for 

study within the realm of theological topics. One of the earliest Christian writers, Saint 

Augustine (354-430) for example, while never writing a separate book on friendship, 

mentioned friendship throughout his letters and in numerous writings including his 

Confessions.2 The English monk, Saint Aelred of Rievaulx (1110-1167), was best known for 

two books, one on the love of charity and one on the love of friendship.3 Aelred believed 

both manifestations of love were meant to be mutually illuminating for the Christian. Saint 

Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274) also devoted ample space in his Summa Theologiae to attend 

to the topic of friendship, coming to the belief that the highest end of man4 was friendship 

 
1  This is not to say that someone cannot be friends with a parent, sibling, cousin, etc., but that usually a 

friend is a relationship that one has with a non-relative.  
2  Augustine, Confessions. trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
3  St. Aelred of Rievaulx, Spiritual Friendship: The Classic Text with a Spiritual Commentary by Dennis Billy, 

ed. Dennis Billy (Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press, 2008).  
 St. Aelred of Rievaulx, The Mirror of Charity: xvii (Cistercian Fathers Series, xvii) (Collegeville: Cistercian 

Publications, 1990).  
4  There will be times in this thesis that I use the traditional term “man” to refer to both men and women 

as one might use the word “mankind” or “humanity”. The reason for this is for consistency within a 
certain historical context and within a significant strand in the discipline of theology. However, when 
deemed more appropriate terms like “humanity” or “men and women” will likewise be used depending 
on the relevant texts and contexts which are being engaged. 
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with God and that through friendship with God, the heart could be transformed to extend 

friendship and charity to others.5 In the nineteenth century, Henry Trumbull (1830-1903), a 

pastor known for pioneering the Sunday School movement in the United States and being a 

frequent traveller to the Middle East,6 dedicated a large work to friendship titled Friendship 

the Master Passion, in which he argued firstly that friendship can be studied within a biblical 

and theological farmwork, and secondly that friendships (between both Christians and non-

Christians) have changed the world.7 C.S. Lewis (1898-1963), wrote a book called The Four 

Loves, in which he addressed the four different Greek words for love and their meanings 

within a theological context.8 In this book he acknowledged that unlike marriage (which 

produces children in most cases) friendship is not necessary for life but it does make life 

worth living.9 Furthermore, C. S. Lewis was well known not only for his books but for his 

lived friendships, especially with the well-known Oxford writers group, the Inklings. More 

recently, a Durham University graduate, Wesley Hill, followed after St. Aelred of Rievaulx 

writing his own version of “Spiritual Friendship” in which he challenged the Church to 

celebrate friendships for their role in providing non-sexual, same-gendered affection, 

especially for those who are same-sex attracted, or identify with the LGBTQ community.10 It 

might be tempting to perceive friendship as less important to theology in comparison to 

doctrines like the Trinity, Justification, or Christology. However, friendship relates to all of 

these key Christian doctrines, and more importantly, theology is not defined as the study of 

Christian doctrine; theology is the study of God and subsequently His design and purpose 

for humanity. If God designed friendship to be enjoyed between humans and between 

humans and Himself, then friendship ought to be studied as part of the central purpose of 

theology: to come to a knowledge of God and His design for human beings. Furthermore, 

the study of friendship pertains to God’s salvific plan, the life of Christian community, the 

 
5  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (Second and Revised Edition) trans. Fathers of the English 

Dominican Province (1920), II-II, q. 23, a. 1. https://www.newadvent.org/summa/ 
6  Cyrus Adler and Joseph Jacobs, “Trumbull, Henry Clay” in National Cyclopaedia of American Biography, 

vol. ix. https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/14529-trumbull-henry-clay 
7  Trumbull, Henry C., Friendship the Master-Passion: Or, the Nature and History of Friendship and Its 

Place as a Force in the World (London: Forgotten Books, 2015). 
8  C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1960).  
9  Lewis, The Four Loves, 87- 89, 94. 
10  Wesley Hill, Spiritual Friendship: Finding Love in the Church as a Celibate Gay Christian (Ada: Brazos 

Press, 2015). 
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Kingdom of Heaven, and the adherence to the two great commands to love God and 

neighbour. The study of friendship is not limited to Christians, theologians, or the Church; 

rather understanding God’s purpose and design for friendship can be of benefit for all 

people, especially as it pertains to ethical concerns regarding the cultivation of lasting and 

emotionally satisfying friendships based on trust and sacrificial love, rather than tenuous 

relationships often resulting in psychological and emotional scars.  

The other primary aspect of this research concerns digital technology. This is yet 

another area of study which, while not a primary theological subject, has great impact on 

the practice of theological values and pastoral concerns. All technologies, digital or 

otherwise, impact not only how people live, but what they value, how they think, and what 

they believe; all of which are of theological importance.11 Digital technology was not initially 

part of this research question but in studying friendship, technology became an unavoidable 

“elephant in the room”. Technology mediates so many aspects of human interaction. This 

means friendship is being directly impacted by digital technologies and so therefore any 

intention to speak into the modern conceptions of friendship requires engagement with the 

technologies that are shaping society.  

This study on friendship arises out of a tradition within theology and connects to other 

disciplines like that of philosophy, psychology, and anthropology which have also found 

friendship an important area of academic research. The purpose of this thesis is, therefore, 

to specifically address the biblical understanding of friendship and demonstrate how 

theological research in this area is especially useful for discerning a path towards 

meaningful friendships that will flourish in modernity’s increasingly digitalised society.  

 

1.1 Thesis aim, questions, and approach 

 

The main question this thesis will engage with is: to what extent does friendship, as 

practiced in a world saturated by digital media, reflect biblical and classical ideals of 

friendship? This question may be answered both positively (areas where continuity exists) 

and negatively (areas of divergence). From this question, both the areas of alignment and 

 
11  Neil Postman, Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (New York: Vintage Books, 1993). 
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misalignment can be explored with the aim of discerning potential effects. To get to the 

heart of this question it is vital to first understand friendship: definitions, ideals, changes, 

etc. Equally important is to understand how Christian theology informs friendship ideals, as 

well as how digital technology impacts philosophical frameworks which affect practices of 

friendship. Upon reflecting and engaging with the historical and modern understandings of 

friendship within theological frameworks the goal will be to emerge with at least a 

preliminary understanding of a theology of friendship which is faithful to the tradition while 

being appropriate for the digital age. 

One of the main difficulties for this study is the scope both in terms of disciplines by 

which to study friendship as well as the breadth of friendship itself (male and female 

friendships, friendships which intersect with other relationships like spouses or children, 

degrees of friendship, etc.). The objective therefore is to focus on the primary questions and 

allow breadth when relevant but without losing sight of the aims of this thesis. For this 

reason, rationale will be given for any divergent topics explored; otherwise, footnotes will 

be used to indicate topics outside the scope of this study which will not be pursued further.  

The approach for this thesis is a combination of theory and practice. This thesis will 

begin with the theory in the form of a literature review, highlighting and defining initial 

questions which were used to create frameworks of thought for the proceeding parts which 

focus on friendship in practice. The first two parts will therefore address the history of 

friendship leading up to the modern day and setting the scene for the empirical work. The 

final part will explore the empirical data from semi-structured interviews and conclude by 

interpreting the empirical data in light of the literature from the first two parts. The goal is 

to arrive at an understanding of the relationship between the theory and practice of 

friendship, with particular attention given to the roles of theology and modern technology.  

 

1.2 Important Cultural Factors 

 

In addressing the topic of friendship both historically and at present, there are a few 

key cultural factors which will be helpful to take into consideration. While there are 

potentially numerous cultural influences which would impact the theory and practice of 
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friendship, there are three cultural influences which will be particularly pertinent to 

consider regarding this study. 

 

1.2.1 Truth 

  

Firstly, there is the cultural conception of truth, whether truth is subjective and 

personal or a fixed constant and impersonal, or some mixture of the two. Beliefs concerning 

truth as relative or transcendent can impact friendship behaviours. In chapter one, it will 

become clear that according to the Bible, friends are to seek God’s will and to love truth; 

which was understood to be as unchanging as God himself. However, in many modern 

societies, truth is often understood as relative to persons and situations rather than as an 

unchanging, impartial transcendent reality. If friends are to help each other pursue truth 

and live in response to truth, how a person conceptualises truth will subsequently have a 

significant impact on their perceptions and experiences of friendship. 

 

1.2.2 Sexual Identity and Intimacy  

  

The next important cultural factor to consider is two-fold: sexual identity and 

intimacy. Since the time of the Bible, a significant cultural shift has occurred affecting the 

ways in which sex and sexuality are discerned and discussed. In the ancient world, sexual 

activity was not thought of in terms of one’s identity.12 There were moral and immoral 

sexual behaviours, but individuals were not classed or defined as being a certain kind of 

person based on their sexual behaviour.13 Today, sexual identity is, for many, a fundamental 

part of who they are, rather than an activity or action with which they may or may not 

 
12 “Indeed, can we not speak of heterosexuals and homosexuals as distinct categories of persons that are at 

least implicitly, if not explicitly, present in all cultures? That is, whatever the relative novelty of the 
terminology, can we not speak of heterosexual and homosexual identities as universal, intrinsic, 
natural, and essential facts of what it is to be sexual within the human community?” Susan Ackerman, 
When Heroes Love: The Ambiguity of Eros in the Stories of Gilgamesh and David (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2012), 6.  

13  Other than perhaps broader terms of “saints” and “sinners”.  
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engage.14 This leads to the question of how these changes concerning sexuality and sexual 

identity might impact friendship. In the Torah (and for the majority of practising Christians, 

Jews, and Muslims today) there was one acceptable outlet for sexual intercourse which was 

in marriage (a man and a woman). This stands in stark contrast to both the sexual ethics of 

the modern Western world (where there is far more freedom to engage in sexual activity) 

and to the concept of sexuality as directly tied to one’s identity. Furthermore, sexual 

intercourse and intimacy seem to have become definitionally intertwined. While these 

concepts are related and can certainly overlap, they are neither interchangeable nor 

inherently linked. It is understandable why these words would have become deeply 

connected since they are often mutually enjoyed in romantic relationships. However, 

intimacy does not require sex (nor vice versa). This is an important distinction due to the 

potential impacts on friendships. For example, two men who love one another could have a 

very different experience depending on when, and in which society, they lived. For example, 

David and Jonathan, in the Old Testament were able to express intimacy and love; even 

saying “your love is better than that of a woman”15 without their identities coming into 

question. Conversely, if two men in modern Western culture developed as deep an 

emotional bond as David and Jonathan, there would be those who would assume 

homosexual identity rather than platonic intimacy. If some men were to question their 

sexual identity in a friendship with another man, due to this cultural development, this 

could impact the friendship because of questions relating to sexual identity; questions 

which would not have arisen in many historic societies. 

 

1.2.3  Moral Responsibility  

 

Lastly, the effects of digital technologies on culture, especially regarding the role of 

moral responsibility, are important to understand. For example, the Canadian philosopher 

Marshall McLuhan once famously declared, “the medium is the message”.16 McLuhan was 

 
14  Judith S. Kaufman and David A. Powell, eds., The Meaning of Sexual Identity in the Twenty-First Century 

(Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014), 1-4. ProQuest Ebook Central.  
15  2 Samuel 1:26.* 
 * All Bible references are from the English Standard Version.  
16  Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York, McGraw-Hill, 1964). 
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arguing that people communicate not only through words and actions but also through the 

medium used. Not only are the styles, tenors, and messages communicated impacted by the 

medium, but the medium also reciprocally impacts the beliefs and values of individuals and 

societies. That said, technology does not have desires or a will therefore the moral weight 

should not be placed on technology, but rather upon the human producers and consumers 

of technology who do have desires, wills, and moral conscience. Therefore, while 

technology might be infused with certain patterns which would lead to certain moral ends, 

it is not the technology making moral decisions, but the developers who create the 

technology and the users who then bear the responsibility for how they employ their 

technology. In terms of friendship, if issues arise regarding social media or digital devices 

which help or harm friendship, then it is worth considering the moral implications of these 

technologies.  

 

1.3  Important Christian Doctrines  

 

1.3.1 Morality and the Body in the Creation Account 

 

In the creation account in Genesis, God proclaimed all He created to be “good” and 

then placed humans (Adam and Eve) in the garden of Eden tasking them with stewarding 

creation.17 The use of ‘good” is perhaps best understood in the classical understanding 

which arises from philosophers like Aristotle and Aquinas: that ‘the good’ can be 

understood both teleologically and morally. This means that good can be understood as 

either 1) when a thing is operating within its intended purpose, acting according to its telos, 

or 2) that an action is morally good according to a moral standard, such as the Ten 

Commandments or the laws of God from scripture or those inherently known in human 

hearts (Romans 2:12-16). In the creation account, both uses of good are employed. At the 

close of each day of creation, God proclaimed that creation was good. The sun, moon and 

stars in the sky and fish swimming in the sea were not morally good, therefore the goodness 

implied is teleological goodness. These things are good because they operate according to 

 
17  Genesis 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31.  
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their created design. Adam and Eve however possess moral responsibility. They were to 

bear God’s image in the world by morally doing good, by actively choosing to obey God and 

care for creation. For Adam and Eve, both definitions of good converge as being morally 

good was also their designed, teleological purpose. Evil, as the opposite of good, was then 

either the inability to function according to its telos (a better term for this might be to call 

something, not good, broken, or bad), or when opposed to moral goodness, as the 

deprivation of moral perfection. Thus, creation does not itself have a moral will: humans do. 

Therefore, humans are the ones to impress morality upon the creation through interacting 

with other people, creatures, nature, and anything created by humans. According to the 

Christian worldview, which asserts that humans are made in the image of God, there is an 

even higher expectation of care to be shown towards other humans. This is subsequently 

more difficult to achieve with multiple moral agents interacting. Conversely, when humans 

interact with the rest of creation such interactions are morally neutral and can be 

understood as something akin to the using of a tool. For this reason, it is vital to consider 

the way a tool will be used because, when utilised by a human, it will (in most cases) have 

some moral value attached to it.  

Thus, the physical world and humans as embodied creatures with both flesh and soul, 

were both deemed good by God. Movements like Gnosticism and Docetism undermined this 

teaching by promoting negative views of the body and creation. Such negative views of the 

body continue to persist in different guises (i.e., praising the body while abusing it to look 

“perfect”, idealising representations or enhancements over the original, or in extreme cases, 

trading in the human body for man-made machines that will not “die”). What this 

communicates is that one’s view of creation can profoundly impact how one interacts with 

the world. The idea that the body and the physical world are good will be vital for discussing 

friendship later in the part on digital technology. It is important to understand that creation 

itself and humans, as part of the created cosmos, comprise a physical reality. The soul or the 

mind, the non-physical aspects of humanity, are also very real and intrinsic to being human. 

However, it is often the physical body or the physical world which is deemed to be of lesser 

value, and yet from creation God proclaimed the goodness of the created world.  
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In the garden there was only goodness but after the fall in Genesis chapter two Adam 

and Eve chose the moral responsibility of knowing both good and evil and living with the 

imperative to choose between them. The beliefs one has regarding the morality of the 

world and who bears moral responsibility are critical to consider when it comes to how 

people go about making friendships using created things such as our digital technology and 

devices. Human friendships do not exist outside of creation therefore friendship interacts 

with many objects and situations with can help or hinder friendship-making and keeping. 

 

1.3.2  The Doctrine of the Imago Dei and the Trinity 

 

 In this section, how the Christian doctrines of the Trinity and that of the Imago Dei18 

serve as foundational frameworks for understanding human nature and both the need and 

capability for community and friendship will be explored. The doctrine of the Trinity teaches 

that God himself exists within a community of love and intimacy.19 Part of the very essence 

of God then implies communal love.20 Indeed, for love to exist there must be objects of 

affection which means love cannot be expressed in isolation. Therefore, if God is triune then 

even before creation, love existed. Furthermore, if humans were created to bear the image 

of God and were made according to His likeness,21 then it follows that humans are meant to 

live in communities where love is experienced and expressed. Indeed, while humans are 

individually complete biologically, and even spiritually each person is responsible for his or 

her own standing before God, there is an aspect of being human that requires the presence 

of other humans to fully experience humanity. To display certain qualities such as love, 

mercy, forgiveness, commitment, and generosity humans must interact with other humans. 

Indeed, it is impossible for any of these and other emotional activities to take place in 

isolation because they all require both a giver and a receiver. This idea fits within the 

broader view that the whole narrative of scripture should be seen as one overarching story 

 
18  The idea that human beings are made in God’s image. 
19  John 17:21, John 3:13-17. 
20  Joshua Reginald Sijuwade, “Love and the Necessity of the Trinity: An A Posteriori Argument,” Religions 

12, no. 11 (2021). https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12110990. 
21  Genesis 1:27.  
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of God’s love as He rescues and redeems humans so that they might enter into eternal 

friendship, just as God himself enjoyed within the godhead in eternity.  

 

1.4 Friendship from the Ancient World to the Modern World: What is Friendship? 

 

1.4.1 Biblical Friendship  

 

For this study, friendship will be defined within a biblical context. Towards this end, 

the first chapter will construct a definition of friendship from Scripture. Here, friendship is 

given by God and can be enjoyed with God Himself. Scripture asserts that the foundation of 

true friendship for the biblical authors is a mutual love for God and the pursuit of His will. 

Biblical friendships also encouraged (whenever possible) the physical sharing of life and the 

cultivation of emotional and spiritual intimacy. Biblical friendship was also quite inclusive in 

that friendship was open to men and women, as well as non-Jews, and was intended as a 

blessing both for the community and future generations. These main points of biblical 

friendship will be explored through the story of Abraham and Moses with Yahweh in the 

Torah, the friendships of David and Jonathan and Ruth and Naomi in the historical books of 

the Old Testament, the books of Proverbs and the wisdom of Sirach from the Apocrypha, 

and the gospel of John and Pauline letters from the New Testament. While these Biblical 

texts do not encompass every reference to friendship in the Bible, they do cover the 

breadth of the biblical teachings on friendship representing the themes of biblical friendship 

well.  

 

1.4.2 Classical Friendship 

 

Since biblical friendship is distinct from classical friendship chapter 2 will address 

classical friendship (traditionally understood as developed by the ancient Greek and Roman 

philosophers). Exploring classical philosophies of friendship are particularly important to 

understanding the development of later church teachings on friendship. These ancient 

philosophers believed friendship to be a virtue as well as a relationship by which friends 
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would cultivate virtue together. For the majority of these ancient philosophers, friendship 

existed in categories so as to make distinctions between virtue friendships and lesser 

friendships. Regardless of the categories used, all of the classical philosophers considered 

virtue friendship to be the highest and most rare form of friendship. Virtue friendship was 

considered noble and often rare and yet was also a means of enabling men22 to pursue a 

virtuous life. In the first part of this chapter Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and Plutarch’s writings 

on friendship will be explored. While there are other philosophers who also discussed 

friendship, these four are some of the most prominent and also address aspects of 

friendship which can be traced through towards later Christian conceptions of friendship 

which will be the focus of the second half of chapter two. 

 

1.4.3 Christian Virtue Friendship 

 

Towards the end of chapter 2 the term “Christian virtue friendship” will be explored. 

Though not commonly used, it seemed the most appropriate term for friendship as 

understood as it emerged from both Christian and Classical definitions over the course of 

Western history.23 A distinction ought to be made between Biblical and Christian friendship 

as Biblical friendship is solely based on scripture while Christian virtue friendship is informed 

by the classical tradition. Christian virtue friendship emerged from the combining of Biblical 

friendship with classical ideas of friendship, especially from the Scholastics, Reformers, and 

Puritans between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries. The idea that Christian 

theologians merely “Christianised” ancient texts (this did happen explicitly) misses the 

nuances as the influences of both biblical and classical beliefs of friendship merged to create 

the Christian tradition of friendship. For the purposes of this thesis, the distinctions between 

 
22  Friendship for the ancients was primarily for men, though some made allowances for women, but given 

that friendships of virtue was understood as something for the learned and that women were less likely 
to receive an education it would have been assumed that men were the primary audience when 
speaking of virtue friendship in the ancient world. 

23  Joelle Lucas, “Christian Virtue Friendship and Puritan Friendship in the English Reformation,” MA diss., 
(Durham University, 2019). 
https://www.academia.edu/41830536/Christian_Virtue_Friendship_and_Puritan_Friendship_in_the_E
nglish_Reformation 
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biblical friendship, and that of classical and Christian virtue friendships arise primarily 

because many notable differences exist between friendship as understood from the 

Scriptures and friendship as understood from the assimilation of philosophy and theology. 

This chapter will conclude the first part by comparing and contrasting biblical and classical 

ideas of friendship highlighting areas of importance and nuanced differences which are 

relevant to the study of friendship.  

 

1.5 From Theory to Practice: What Happened to Friendship?  

 

Having looked in-depth at the history and shaping of friendship part two of the thesis 

will address the ways in which friendship has changed and evolved from friendship 

perceptions and experiences of the past. While constants certainly remain, the focus will be 

to address areas of change. Some of these deviations relate to theological values, such as 

the friendship aims of seeking of God’s will and the cultivation of holiness and virtue, while 

others relate to underlying beliefs, such as views on truth, sexual identity, and intimacy. 

Lastly, more experiential changes to friendship, such as the longevity of friendships or 

openness when making friends (like male and female friendships, or friendships between 

people of different cultures or classes) will also be explored beginning with the deeper 

underlying beliefs regarding friendship, progressing to the more surface level ideas of 

friendship (since these usually rest upon foundational values). Changes are not assumed to 

be inherently negative; rather the goal will be to understand the changes, within their 

contexts, so to be better qualified to assess moral questions and bestow value judgements. 

Indeed, the nuances relating to contexts and outcomes, motivations, etc., may preclude the 

use of “good” or “bad” labelling. Therefore, the primary aim of this part is to not decide 

what is good or bad but to create a framework which will set the stage for the empirical 

data and concluding remarks of part three. 
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1.5.1 Changes with Friendship  

 

Chapter 4 outlines changes beyond technology which have emerged in the modern 

world which could affect friendship, and which also link to the emergence of digital devices 

and exploration of living which is increasingly common. These changes are traced from 

around the time of the Industrial Revolution, as the most recent technology boom before 

the digital technological boom and are separated into two sub-sections: 1) environmental 

and technological factors, and 2) beliefs and values. For the part on beliefs and values, 

issues of independence/dependence, truth and ethical frameworks, sexual and intimacy 

definitions, roles of gender, and the importance of physical bodies and matter are 

addressed as these all factor into broader discussions of modern friendship and the 

experiences of the integration of digital devices. In the first section which focuses on 

environmental changes, social scientists and philosophers like David Hume, Adam Smith, 

and Adam Ferguson from the Scottish Enlightenment, along with many secondary academic 

sources will be explored along with more modern examples from Neil Postman and Marshall 

McLuhan. In the latter half, historical examples such as Bonhoeffer or Trumbull will be 

compared with modern social scientists like Dean Cocking, Sofia Kaliarnta, and Sherry 

Turkle, along with more contemporary non-academic writers such as Kate Leaver, who 

together provide a well-rounded and helpful multi-dimensional view of modern friendship. 

  

1.5.2 Technology and Friendship 

 

Technology is much more than merely a medium of communication. The scope of 

what the internet and digital technology will mean for humanity is likely far greater than 

one could possibly imagine. The abilities technology offers are multifaceted and ever-

changing. Neil Postman wrote that digital technology would do for humanity what the 

technologies of the wheel and the printing press did: forever alter how humans live, and 

more importantly, how they think and what they value.24 As Marshall McLuhan, whom I 

have mentioned previously, argued, the technologies used for communication inherently 

 
24  Postman, Technopoly, 10-20. 
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send messages before any personalised message is crafted.25 This is to say that without 

even the words or sentences, simply choosing to send a letter versus a text message sends a 

subliminal message. For example, a hand-written letter might communicate extra time, 

money, or special affection, while an email might communicate efficiency or urgency. While 

digital technology certainly interacts with cultural issues, it is also important to not over-

emphasize the impact of technology; forcing technology to be a scapegoat for societal 

issues.26 Change is not always for the worse, indeed sometimes there is much to be gained 

with change, but most often change - even for the better, comes at the price of losing 

something in return for convenience. Thus, the goal of part 3 will be to better understand 

the changes, gains, losses, hurdles, and innovations that have come from technology as it 

applies to friendship.  

Chapter 5, the final chapter for part two, is comprised of two main sections. The first 

delves into McLuhan’s idea of the message of technology addressing the topic both 

generally and morally. In the second half of this chapter, friendship itself comes into full 

focus through examining the technologies of the mobile phone, social media, and the 

impact of technology upon the mirroring aspects of friendship. Some of the voices which 

will be engaged with in this chapter are Adam Briggle, Johan Hari, Mary Aiken, Johnny Hartz 

Søraker, Dean Cocking and Steve Matthews as well as Christian pastors and theologians 

such as Andy Crouch, Andrew Graystone, C.S. Lewis, and Tricia McCary Rhodes. The hope is 

that by bringing thinkers from different disciplines together on overlapping subject matter 

relating to technology and friendship, a theological understanding of technology’s impact on 

friendship can be discerned.  

 

1.6 Empirical Research: What do we want from Friendship? 

 

Much of friendship-making and keeping now occurs via digital devices and in digital 

spaces. This raises questions regarding what effects this could have on friendship. Could 

technology be changing friendship values, can technology be used to reflect certain 

 
25  McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, 1-2. 
26  Shannon Vallor, “Flourishing on Facebook: Virtue Friendship & New Social Media,” Ethics and 

Information Technology 14, no. 3, (2012): 197. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-010-9262-2 
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friendship values, or does technology ultimately distract from true friendship? These are 

some of the main questions with which this final part seeks to wrestle. While there has been 

research on topics like the effects of online friendship, the theology of technology, and the 

need for in-person friendship encounters, there has been little academic research with a 

primary focus on the intersection of digital ethics, intimacy, theology, and friendship. This is 

where there is a gap in the literature which this thesis seeks to address by presenting a 

study which rests on a theological foundation, dialogues with other humanities disciplines to 

understand the lived-out implications of friendship in a sexualised and digitalised society, 

and which promotes interdisciplinary research which is vital for new and innovative 

research.  

 This final part is comprised of two chapters which together work through the empirical 

data ending with conclusions which tie together the empirical data with the literature. The 

first part, which deals with the empirical data, begins by outlining the methodology behind 

the research methods which, along with assumptions and other information about the data-

gathering process, are provided with the research methods themselves before moving on 

the data collected. The collected data which has been deemed useful and relevant to this 

study is then presented by progressing through the survey questions. In the final conclusion, 

the data from the empirical research is sifted into categories which highlight areas of 

continuity and areas of divergence relevant to the tradition as seen through the literature 

which provides a useful way of answering the primary question of this thesis which seeks to 

understand the changes made to friendship in the modern Western world and how the 

current ideals of friendship correlate to biblical and classical models of friendship. This 

empirical data is also useful because it further highlights modern challenges to friendship 

(such as respecting the body-soul relationship, or maintaining long-term friendships amidst 

a world of instant gratification and “cancel-culture”) and how theological frameworks (such 

as the ideas of the imago dei, or sacrificial love) can support friendship in the changing 

landscape of the modern world.  
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1.6.1 Methodology  

 

The methodology arose from research questions based on gaps in the literature. 

Through reading and research, the areas for subsequent and clarifying questions became 

clearer, influencing the methods used. Semi-structured interviews were chosen since they 

would allow for additional relevant questions to be asked, as well as granting greater 

freedom to respond to each interviewee uniquely based upon his or her responses. This was 

preferable to structured interviews which would not have the same freedoms and would 

take away from the conversational style of interviews. Interviews were preferred as well to 

surveys for their story-like nature and for interviewees to share openly about their 

experiences rather than merely responding with one word or in a few sentences. While 

surveys would have potentially provided greater amounts of data, the data sought was in 

quality rather than quantity. Semi-structured interviews allowed for hearing participants’ 

stories while also being able to ask responsive questions. The goal then was to conduct 

interviews which allowed participants to share their thoughts in response to the questions. 

This therefore necessitated a qualitative study rather than a quantitative study. The purpose 

was to understand some patterns of friendship which may be salient to people in some 

English-speaking countries like the US and the UK.  

 
 
1.6.2 Research Methods 

 

The downside of interviews is that they are long and therefore limited in how many 

people could be interviewed. With that consideration, it was still desirable to interview a 

diverse group of people. Participants of various ages, both men and women, living in both 

the North East of England and Portland, Oregon USA were therefore selected. The two 

locations were chosen for two reasons, firstly, because these were both places where I had 

residence and thus were accessible and secondly because they were both western contexts 

without isolating participants to one region of a country. This was to be avoided as this is 

not an anthropological study of friendship for a particular region but rather a study on 

friendship in two Western cultural contexts within the discipline of theology.  
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The interviews were composed of eight primary questions with sub-questions relative 

to how the interviewee responded. The questions were developed based on relevance to 

major themes already explored in the literature, as well as how they might garner responses 

from participants which would reveal thoughts, desires, definitions and lived experiences of 

friendship. Questions primarily corresponded to topics of friendship, faith, cultural ideas, 

and technology.  

Twelve people were initially interviewed but there were only 11 interviews used in 

this thesis due to a corrupted transcript file which made it unusable. These interviewees 

were from either the greater Portland area (Oregon, USA) or the Northeast of England. The 

interviews took place either in person or online and were recorded with Otter audio- 

transcription software. All the data was anonymised, and any names given are pseudonyms. 

All eight header questions were asked in each interview and the follow up questions were 

also usually asked in each interview unless the question was answered previously or if 

deemed irrelevant based on previous answers. Unscripted follow-up questions for 

clarification were also asked when appropriate. 

 

1.6.3 Qualifications, Questions and Assumptions 
 

Due both to the limited size of the study and that those interviewed were those most 

easily accessible, the sample of participants will not represent wider portions of Western 

society. Participants ranged from strangers to personal acquaintances and friends though 

any preferential treatment was actively avoided in analysing the data.  

Another reason for choosing semi-structured interviews was to avoid preferences for 

any personal assumptions of desired answers by allowing participants greater freedom in 

their responses. Likewise, responses to participants aimed to be clarifying as much as 

possible so as to avoid influencing responses. To give respondents more time to consider 

their answers (if they wished) and to avoid the questions only being given out blindly in one 

order at the time of the interview, all respondents received copies of the eight main 

questions prior to the interview. The interview questions were also written with the 

assumptions that hyper-sexualisation, religion, society, and digital technology could 

influence and affect friendships to varying degrees.  
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1.7 Conclusion 

 

The primary thesis question posited was, “to what extent does friendship practised 

now, in a world saturated by digital media, reflect biblical [or Christian] ideals of 

friendship?” The conclusion will arise from an analysis of all the philosophical and empirical 

data. This research question is a sizable one which will require ongoing investigation as 

technology and culture continues to shift and change. However, I am confident that answers 

can be ascertained which will be helpful for both philosophical understandings and moral 

values of friendship as well as the bettering of lived experiences of friendship making and 

keeping in the modern world.  
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Part One 
 

 Friendship in the Ancient World 

 

2. Chapter Two: Biblical Friendship, From the Old Testament and the New 

Testament 

 

Understanding biblical teachings on friendship brings clarity to the conceptualisations 

of friendship; and when understood properly, friendship proves itself to be not only a 

human benefit or means of pleasure but also an integral part of the purpose and design for 

humanity to know and be known by God Himself. In the Bible the word friendship is not 

expressly defined, there are no biblical laws to provide clear definitional boundaries, nor are 

there any direct commandments specific to friendship (unlike the commandments to 

honour one’s parents and be faithful to one’s spouse).27 Instead, friendship can be 

understood and defined through the reading of narratives and wisdom books such as of 

Proverbs in the Old Testament, Sirach in the Apocrypha, and the gospel of John and Paul’s 

letters in the New Testament.28 Through examination of these texts, Biblical friendship 

proves to be not only part of God’s design for fellowship and human flourishing but also an 

important means of understanding the gospel where God’s redemption plan to atone for sin 

and restore humanity in mercy is also intimately revealed as a restoration of friendship 

between God and man. Understood in this way, the theme of friendship becomes integral to 

the overarching message of Scripture. This becomes increasingly apparent if friendship is 

understood as a manifestation of the agape love of God (which is intrinsic to His character 

and a catalyst of his will). When friendship is mentioned in the Old and the New Testaments 

it is used to refer both to human friendships as well as friendship between humans and God 

himself. Furthermore, not only is understanding friendship from a Biblical context of use in 

 
27  Exodus 20:12,14. 
28  “The writers of patristic and medieval times consciously reflected upon the biblical references to 

friendship, notably the story of David and Jonathan, verses from the book of Proverbs, and the relevant 
New Testament passages, such as John 15:15. The basis of spiritual friendship was identified in the 
person of Jesus Christ.”  

 James McEvoy, “Ultimate Goods: Happiness, Friendship, and Bliss,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Medieval Philosophy, ed. A. S. McGrade (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 272. 
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any exploration of the history of friendship (due to the historical and literary impact of the 

Bible) but this will be especially necessary for being able to discern a theology of friendship 

both historically as well as within the modern context.  

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter is comprised of two main sections, the first of which addresses friendship 

in the Old Testament, starting with the narrative accounts of David and Jonathan and Ruth 

and Naomi, followed by friendship through the wisdom literature of Proverbs and the book 

of Sirach, concluding with passages relating to human friendships with God through the 

accounts of Abraham and Moses. The second part will explore friendship in the New 

Testament starting with a cursory explanation of some of the various words for love and 

friendship which provide useful context before delving into the biblical texts themselves, 

followed by an exploration of the integration of friendship and salvation in the gospel of 

John and concluding with a brief look into Paul’s examples of friendship from his letters and 

the book of Acts. This chapter should lay a biblical foundation of the meaning and 

significance of friendship from Scripture itself, before moving on to the ideas and ideals of 

human friendship in the subsequent classical writings (both secular and Christian) which will 

be explored in chapter 3. 

 

2.2  Old Testament Narratives  

 

While there are other narratives which also touch upon friendship,29 for the purpose 

of this study, the narratives concerning the relationships between David and Jonathan and 

Ruth and Naomi will be explored as they are both excellent examples of friendship in the 

Old Testament.  

 

 
29  Such as Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego during the Babylonian captivity ( see Daniel chapters 

1-3) or Job’s friends who come to “comfort” him in his affliction (see Job 2:11-13; 4:1-5:27; 8:1-22; 11:1-
20; 15:1-35; 18:1-21; 20:1-29; 22:1-30: 25:1-6; 32:1-37:24; 42: 7-17). 
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2.2.1  David and Jonathan 

 

 The friendship between David and Jonathan was selected for this study due, in part, to 

the plethora of research already addressing this friendship, but primarily because of how 

the text celebrates the friendship which arguably indicates this is an ideal friendship for the 

biblical writers. There are also many curious and intriguing aspects to this friendship which 

make it especially useful when seeking to ascertain defining qualities of Old Testament 

friendship. Because the nature, purpose, and intentions of this friendship have served as 

fodder for much academic study, the arguments run in many directions. Some scholars 

assert that David and Jonathan were not friends but lovers, while others see the political 

undercurrents and ramifications as motivating their relationship. Then there are questions 

regarding the covenantal nature of their friendship.30 Further topics explored through this 

friendship are related to differences in status or age and mutuality in their friendship. 

The story of David and Jonathan is situated within the books of First and Second 

Samuel. The accounts of David and Jonathan detail the friendship of only two characters in a 

wider narrative which takes place within a broader history of the Israelite people and God’s 

story of salvation in which David later becomes an ancestor of Christ the promised 

Messiah.31 In discussing the nature of their friendship, it is useful to remember that these 

accounts serve as contributions to the arc of the larger narrative of the people of Israel and 

their God, so as to avoid erroneous readings of the text. There are many potential elements 

such as politics, wars, gender, and sexuality etc., to explore within the accounts of David and 

Jonathan. However, not all of these topics are relevant to a discussion on friendship. That 

said, some of the debate surrounding sexuality and gender will be addressed as it is relevant 

to clarifying the nature of their friendship and how it should be best understood within the 

wider biblical context. Therefore, since the purpose is to evaluate the relationship between 

David and Jonathan for its message concerning a biblical teaching on friendship, basic 

 
30  I first explored this topic in a Master’s paper titled: “The Theology of Friendship: The Covenantal Nature 

of Biblical Friendship”. Joelle Lucas, “The Theology of Friendship: The Covenantal Nature of Biblical 
Friendship,” MA paper, (The Master’s University, 2014). 
https://www.academia.edu/39152489/The_Theology_of_Friendship_The_Covenantal_Nature_of_Bibli
cal_Friendship 

31  Matthew 1, Luke 3:21-28. 
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background context will be relayed as this will bring clarity and context, before delving into 

the significance of the covenant made and reaffirmed by these two men.  

 

2.2.1.1 Background 

 

In 1 Samuel 18 David and Jonathan pledge friendship in a covenant. However, before 

delving into the covenant itself, it is important to understand the background and context in 

which their covenant was forged. In many ways, David and Jonathan did not begin their 

friendship as equals: Jonathan being older, possibly stronger, a prince with wealth and 

power etc., while David was younger32 (though having already been anointed as the future 

King), lacked in riches and power, and was King Saul’s armour bearer.33 However, these 

factors of inequality did not prevent their friendship.34 According to Gary Stansell, these 

inequalities diminished with the covenanting of their friendship where Jonathan promoted 

David by giving him his robe and sword etc.35 Furthermore, in marrying Jonathan’s sister, 

Michal, David would have increased in his political standing.36 Thus, it would seem that in 

Jonathan’s making a covenant with David, an equality emerged as he humbled himself and 

elevated David.37 This provides an interesting perspective on whether equality is necessary 

in friendship, and if so, what can account for equality. The measurement of equality often 

correlates more to physical attributes, but for David and Jonathan, their equality was 

measured less by power or wealth and more by faith and character. Consider how, in both 

their introductions, Jonathan and David were described as men strong of character and 

 
32  “The age difference may be a factor in this response as Marti Williams places David around 15 or 16 

years old when he killed Goliath.” Notes from Dr. Marti Williams’ “BOTB 511 Rise of the Davidic 
Monarchy class,” [Wednesday, July 16, 2003], Regent University, Virginia Beach, VA., quoted in, Kevin 
C.R. Tyson (2010) “A Cultural Study of the David and Jonathan Relationship through the Ritual in 1 
Samuel 18:1-5.” PhD Diss. (Durham University, 2010), 83.  

33  Gary Stansell, “David and His Friends: Social-Scientific Perspectives on the David-Jonathan Friendship,” 
Biblical Theology Bulletin: Journal of Bible and Culture 41, no. 3 (2011): 123. 
doi:10.1177/0146107911413209  

34  Stansell, "David and His Friends,” 122. 
35  1 Samuel 18:4. 
36  1 Samuel 18:17-27. 
37  “The intensity of Jonathan’s love for David is further emphasized by the sequence of actions that 

Jonathan takes. He makes a pact with David, removes his cloak, and gives it to David along with his 
armour, sword, bow, and sword belt…. Jonathan was a commander in the army; this presentation of his 
armour and weapons to David signifies a transfer of his military authority.” Stansell, "David and His 
Friends,” 7. 
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faith. Jonathan’s first appearance in 1 Samuel chapters 13-14 describes how he and his 

armour bearer defeated the Philistines38 through an act of faith in God. David’s introduction 

in chapter 17 displayed a brave young man with an intense faith in Israel’s God.39 He 

declared to King Saul: “The Lord who delivered me from the paw of the lion and from the 

paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine,”40 before facing Goliath the 

Philistine. David and Jonathan may not have started their friendship as equals in station, but 

they were equals in faith. Furthermore, where they were unequal in other measurements, 

with time such inequalities faded. Therefore, it would seem that while equality of station 

can be useful and pleasant in a friendship,41 it is not necessary, while equality of values and 

faith are far more important factors for building a lasting friendship.  

There were clearly many dynamics in the relationship between David and Jonathan; 

one of the most prominent was the political roles they filled and the ensuing underlying 

political narratives.42 For example, Martin A Cohan queried: “How else explain the fact that 

David and Jonathan made a berith, a type of covenant which in all other passages of the 

Bible resounds not with sexual, but with political, military and religious overtones…?”43 To 

view their friendship as merely a political alliance, however, would fail to appreciate the 

depth and love shared between these men, and would be a gross under representation of 

 
38  1 Samuel 14:6. 
39  1 Samuel 17:26-27. 
40  1 Samuel 17:37. 
41  This will be made clear in chapter 3 where equality was considered desirable by many of the classical 

philosophers.  
42  Erin E. Fleming noted a 1963 article by William Moran was formative for a stronger argument in favour 

of a political reading of the text. Flemming said that Moran, “argues that the term love (Hebrew אהב) 
has a specialized political connotation in biblical and ancient Near Eastern treaty relationships….In light 
of Moran’s argument, I suggest that two other terms associated with David and Jonathan, חפץ, meaning 
“delight in” or “desire,” and נעם, which denotes being “pleasant” or “lovely,” can also have political 
overtones in particular contexts….A politicized understanding of חפץ and נעם has significant bearing on 
the interpretation of the relationship between David and Jonathan presented in 1–2 Samuel.” Erin E. 
Fleming, “Political Favoritism in Saul's Court: נעם, חפץ, and the Relationship between David and 
Jonathan,” Journal of Biblical Literature 135, no. 1 (Spring 2016), 21-22. Referencing: William L. Moran, 
“The Ancient Near Eastern Background for the Love of God in Deuteronomy,” The Catholic Bible 
Quarterly 25 (1963): 77–87.  

 “…Jonathan, recognizing the inevitability of David's eventual accession to the throne of Israel, was won 
over to David's conspiracy and subordinated himself, not sexually, but politically.” Martin A. Cohen, 
“The Role of the Shilonite Priesthood in the United Monarchy of Ancient Israel,” Hebrew Union College 
Annual 36 (1965): 83. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23506568 

43  Cohen, “The Role of the Shilonite Priesthood in the United Monarchy of Ancient Israel,” 83. 
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the nature of their friendship.44 A more accurate depiction would be to acknowledge the 

very real political ramifications, while asserting these were not the only motivators for their 

friendship.45 One example is how Jonathan did not align himself with David so as to stay 

alive, given that he made a choice to keep David alive, even at the price of disregarding an 

order from his father the King;46 something Jonathan would not likely do if his friendship 

with David was only for political advantage. Why then, if not for political reasons, did David 

and Jonathan forge their friendship? A detailed appendix from a popular Christian book 

titled Friendish by Kelly Needham, provides one of the most sensible, logically argued, and 

contextually relevant exegetical interpretations regarding the relationship between these 

two men in comparison to many of the various academic papers evaluated for this topic.47 

Needham argues that the two introduction passages (1 Samuel 13-14 and 17) illustrate a 

clear similarity of characters and devotion to Yahweh. From a straightforward reading of 

these texts, her assessment would appear to be correct.48 While others cowered in fear, 

retreated from battle, and lacked faith in the power of God, both Jonathan and David faced 

their enemies due to their conviction that God would bring victory to the Israelites. David 

and Jonathan shared the belief that they were to be God’s servants, who, by their faith and 

obedience, could become God’s instruments of defence for the Jewish people. Shared 

character and faith seem to be the most accurate reasons for why they entered into a 

covenant of friendship rather than social standing or political gain. 

 
44  Julian Morgenstern argued kingly succession by a son might not have been a given meaning Jonathan 

might not have assumed he would become King after his father, and possibly even by David marrying 
into the family this may have placed David in position for the throne. Julian Morgenstern, "David and 
Jonathan," Journal of Biblical Literature 78, no. 4 (1959): 324. doi:10.2307/3264728 

45  “It seems that the love that inspired Jonathan to conclude his alliance with David has two implications: 
(1) on the emotional and personal level and (2) on the practical and political level…. Certainly the 
metaphor is apt for the fierce love of two souls that are intertwined. But the bond is not two-way, and 
the love is not mutual. The description focuses on Jonathan’s emotions and actions: ‘he loved him’, ‘he 
made a covenant’.” Orly Keren, "David and Jonathan: A Case of Unconditional Love?" Journal for the 
Study of the Old Testament 37, no. 1 (2012): 8. doi:10.1177/0309089212455544  

46  1 Sam. 19:1-3. 
47  Academics like F. B. Meyer, and Barry A Jones, also share this view. Frederick Brotherton Meyer, David: 

Shepherd, Psalmist, King (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1895), 53-54.  
 “Zeal for YHWH, which has characterized each on the battlefield, also appears to foster their mutual 

devotion.” Barry A. Jones, "Between Text & Sermon: 1 Samuel 20:1-17," Interpretation: A Journal of 
Bible and Theology 58, no. 2 (2004): 174. 

48  Kelly Needham, Friendish: Reclaiming Real Friendship in a Culture of Confusion (Nashville: Nelson Books, 
2019), Appendix II. 
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2.2.1.2  The Covenant  

 

These shared purposes are needed to understand the reasons for which this covenant 

of friendship was made between David and Jonathan as recorded in 1 Samuel. 18: 

As soon as he had finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and 
Jonathan loved him as his own soul. And Saul took him that day and would not let him return to his 
father's house. Then Jonathan made a covenant with David, because he loved him as his own soul. 
And Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that was on him and gave it to David, and his armor, and 
even his sword and his bow and his belt.49  
 

In this passage Jonathan made a covenant with David,50 a promise which was invoked in the 

presence of God.51 While some scholars like Orly Keren, Ralph Klein, and Julian Morgenstern 

noted the possible political motivators for making a covenant, it has already been shown 

that this is not likely to have been the primary motivating factor in the forming of this 

covenant. Therefore, the more logical conclusion is that as these men noticed their shared 

values, they formed a covenant based on a foundation of faith which is also most-likely why 

the covenant was invoked before God. This is not simply a modern evangelical reading of 

the text; Danau Lambert, a French theologian from the 16th century, whom I studied when 

researching friendship in the time of the Reformation, also believed shared faith and love of 

God’s will was the centre of their friendship and the motivation for their covenant. While 

consensus is not the only measure of good exegesis, it is a helpful marker. In his writings he 

shared Needham’s view, writing that it was the boldness and shared nature of their faith; 

their shared inclinations and “conformity of wills” that was the catalyst whereby Jonathan, 

“knit himself in the most firm friendship with David.”52  

 
49  1 Samuel 18:1-4. 
50  According to Websters 1828 dictionary, a covenant Is firstly, “a mutual consent or agreement of two or 

more persons, to do or to forbear some act of thing;” the third and fourth definitions are given in a 
theological context and refer to things God promises to do corresponding with human conditions, or 
agreements between church members who promise to “walk together according to the precepts of the 
gospel, in brotherly affection.”  

 Webster’s 1828 Online Dictionary, s.v. “Covenant,” http://websters 
dictionary1828.com/Dictionary/Covenant. 

51  1 Samuel 20:23. 
52  “...mooued Ionathan to knit himselfe in most firme friendship with Dauid: whom for his valiaunt heart 

and noble courage in vanquisshing proud Goliath…. to wit, the mutuall knitting together of myndes, 
and a like inclination and conformitie of willes.” Daneau Lambert, Thomas Newton, George Robinson, 
Abraham Veale, True and Christian Friendshippe: With All the Braunches, Members, Parts, and 
Circumstances Thereof, Godly and Learnedly Described (Imprinted at London for Abraham Veale, 
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To say, however, that their friendship was entirely based on faith apart from any 

emotional ties would also fail to represent the whole of the text. The text makes clear that 

affection – love, was shared between these men. Thus, while political and religious factors 

are not irrelevant to their friendship, indeed they cannot be avoided, it would seem that the 

greater incentive for their friendship was their similarity in character and values. In his 

thesis, A Cultural Study of the David and Jonathan Relationship through the Ritual in 1 

Samuel 18:1-5, Kevin Tyson also highlighted the brotherhood, or warrior bond53 aspect this 

friendship covenant might convey. This bond was one of affection which, the Israelite 

readers would have seen as, “the two souls merging even though there is no blood 

relationship or sexual relationship between them.”54 Their covenant was reaffirmed 

multiple times, Jonathan constantly taking the initiative.55 Jonathan’s proactiveness does 

not however mean that David was a passive participant. In one passage David invoked the 

covenant, remembering it and affirming it.56 David is shown here to be the one invoking the 

covenant which shows his active participation. Jonathan is clearly the primary instigator but 

that does not mean that David is therefore indifferent.57  

 

 

 

 
dwelling in Paules Church-yard at the signe of the Lambe, 1586), 3. http://downloads.it.ox.ac.uk/ota-
public/tcp/Texts-HTML/free/A19/A19802.html#index.xml-group.1_text.1_body.1_div.5 

53  “Within this context, the cue for the ancient reader might refer to a bond between warriors in that 
culture or a brotherhood which could easily be stronger than a bond between men and women.” Tyson, 
“A Cultural Study of the David and Jonathan Relationship through the Ritual in 1 Samuel 18:1-5,” 82. 
Quoting from Robert Alter, The David Story: A Translation with Commentary of 1 and 2 Samuel (New 
York: W.W. Norton, 1999), 200-201. 

54  Karl Barth, Ethics, ed. Dietrich Braun, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (New York: Seabury Press, 1981), 189.  
55  1 Samuel 20:16-17. 
56  1 Samuel 20:8. 
57  Keren argues for David’s indifference: “It is astonishing that only after Jonathan’s death does David 

express his feelings, and even then he speaks of Jonathan’s love for Him... there is a repeated and 
systematic pattern in his behaviour, which expresses what he holds dearest of all— his own image.” 
Keren, "David and Jonathan,” 22.  

 Stansell, however argues against such and interpretation: “He [David] does not say, ‘it was very 
pleasant for me to have loved you as a friend’; rather, David laments that ‘I am distressed for you, my 
brother Jonathan; . . . your love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women’ (2 Sam 1:26).” 
Stansell, “David and His Friends,” 128.  
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2.2.1.3  Potential Sexual Overtones 

 

Another question raised by David and Jonathan’s relationship, particularly due to the 

animated language of their affection, is whether theirs was an entirely platonic relationship 

or if sexuality was ever a factor. Later in II Samuel, David’s love for Jonathan was clearly 

portrayed as he lamented poetically after the passing of his beloved friend: 

I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan 
very pleasant have you been to me 
your love to me was extraordinary 
surpassing the love of women.58  
 

The words used to express David’s love are words of passion such that they have 

caused some researchers to assume there must have been a sexual attraction between 

them. Some, like Kevin Tyson, noted that the invoking of a covenant and their overtly 

affectionate language did not necessitate that their relationship was one of a sexual nature 

However, considering this is both a topic of scholarly interest and it bears upon the question 

of whether affection and friendship are inherently non-sexual, it is an important aspect to 

address. Given that this story sits within a larger narrative, one in which David features 

much more prominently, it may not be that David’s role in the friendship is more seemingly 

passive at points due to any of a lack of love for Jonathan, but rather that Jonathan is being 

praised for his love and dedication to God through his friendship with David, thus putting 

him in line with God’s will to make David the king of Israel. Rather than assume a sexual 

attraction or homosexual relationship between these men, I believe it is a more accurate 

and faithful reading to understand that the power of their friendship arises precisely 

because their intimacy was of a non-sexual nature. Importantly, David did not directly 

compare his love of Jonathan as the same as the love of a woman (which potentially may 

have alluded to a sexual nature), but rather that it surpassed it arguably asserting that this 

love was of a wholly different kind. Their friendship was not one with homo-erotic or 

sexualised desires, but rather a friendship which surpassed physical comforts and pleasures; 

it was a friendship where the capacity for pleasure was greater in their intimacy of soul than 

any intimacy of the body. Of course, some scholars argue that the question of sexuality 

 
58  2 Samuel 1:26.  
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cannot be so easily dismissed, and some of their arguments have more merit than others. 

For example, Karin Hügel asserted that based on David’s dancing in 2 Samuel chapter 6, 

David was expressing himself as a homosexual man. One of her arguments was that David 

wore extravagant robes, given that, “…some queer people are unusually and extravagantly 

dressed today”. Regarding David’s dancing, she not only assumed that the dance was erotic, 

but that the dance was homoerotic: “The linen ephod, which usually covers his loins, 

probably lifted at the intense moves of the dance … and his genitals came into view. Thus, 

Davidʼs dancing is to be definitely considered by the spectators and by the readers—back 

then and today—as an erotic event.”59 Such arguments ought to be given little 

consideration especially regarding the context of the passages which, while perhaps 

shocking even at the time, were more to do with the lack of dignity shown in worship given 

David’s kingly station, rather than making a sexual statement which would have been 

unacceptable behaviour for Israelite worship.60 Some scholarship, however, contains more 

robust arguments, such as Susan Ackerman’s, When Heroes Love, and Yaron Peleg’s, “Love 

at First Sight?.”61 These two works focus their arguments primarily on how gender roles, as 

understood in the Hebrew culture, and in light of David and Jonathan’s relationship, bring 

an interesting interpretive lens from which to understand the text. Importantly Ackerman 

does believe that David and Jonathan had a sexual relationship, while Peleg argued that the 

relationship had “a subtle manipulation of gender roles”, but remained non-sexual.62 Susan 

Ackerman’s overall argument was that David and Jonathan were lovers because of the text’s 

erotic imagery and language.63 She wrestles however, with how the Bible condemned same-

sex sexual acts in other contexts but praised David and Jonathan’s relationship, ultimately 

 
59  Karin Hügel, "King Davidʼs Exposure While Dancing: A Queer Reading of 2 Samuel 6," Scandinavian 

Journal of the Old Testament 30, no. 2 (2016): 249-60. doi:10.1080/09018328.2016.1226414, 256-57. 
60  Leviticus 18.  
61  Ackerman, When Heroes Love.  
  Yaron Peleg, "Love at First Sight? David, Jonathan, and the Biblical Politics of Gender," Journal for the 

Study of the Old Testament 30, no. 2 (2005): 172, 189. doi:10.1177/0309089205060606 
62  Yaron Peleg, "Love at First Sight? David, Jonathan, and the Biblical Politics of Gender," Journal for the 

Study of the Old Testament 30, no. 2 (2005): 172, 189. doi:10.1177/0309089205060606 
63  She argued her position from a few key points: 1. David’s wife and Jonathan’s sister Michal is a literary 

foil to Jonathan, 2. Use of language and imagery that could be sexualised, 3. And gender-role swapping. 
For the first point about Jonathan and Michal she writes, “...the Samuel tradition may suggest that the 
erotic relationship it previously presumed between David and Michal should now be imagined to have 
been supplanted by a relationship between David and Jonathan.” Ackerman, When Heroes Love, 179. 



 

 

 

 39 

concluding that since David was supposed to be king, this created an exception for Jonathan 

to humble himself to be “wife-like” towards David because of God’s desire to elevate David 

as King. However, given that God sent the Prophet Nathan to convict David of his sin with 

Bathsheba, that David would be given some kingly exception to go against God’s moral laws 

seems an ill-founded explanation.64 Before delving into her arguments, Ackerman prefaced 

the importance of understanding that modern sexuality identification (such as terms like 

“straight” or “homosexual”) were not present within the culture in which the story of David 

and Jonathan exists. This is an important point, whereby any of her arguments asserting 

that David and Jonathan’s relationship contained a sexual element must be framed within 

the understanding that modern ideas of sexual identity did not exist and so neither David 

nor Jonathan could be considered a homosexual man in a modern sense.  

In her second point Ackerman argued that there was erotic imagery in the text. She 

interpreted the texts concerning Jonathan’s bow as an erotic symbol: “The bow is, after all, 

‘a common, practically unequivocal symbol of masculinity in ancient Near Eastern texts,’ and 

‘the phallic symbolism of the arrow is rather obvious.’ Jonathan’s offering of his bow in 1 

Sam 18:4, his shooting of arrows in 1 Sam 20:36, and David’s subsequent lauding of 

Jonathan’s prowess as an archer in 2 Sam 1:22 might therefore all be read in terms of 

homoerotic innuendo: a sexual proposition, followed by coitus, and then a fulfilled lover’s 

words of gratitude.”65 She used this as an argument for there being a sexual nature to David 

and Jonathan’s relationship, though not homosexual in a modern sense.66 As these texts are 

narrative (as opposed to poetic or literary) and are spread throughout the text, it is a leap to 

assume that in this historical narrative that a bow is anything more than an object. Not to 

mention that the only time bow seems to carry a symbolic weight is when Jonathan gifts 

David his armour and weapons which most commentators asserted as being associated with 

Jonathan’s putting aside his position to align himself with God’s choice of making David 

King. Furthermore, the biblical account of David never mentioned any sexual relationships 

with men. Rather, David had many wives and even followed his lusts to adultery and murder 

 
64  2 Samuel 12.  
65  Ackerman, When Heroes Love, 183-84. 
66  Ibid., 6.  
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in his relations with Bathsheba.67 Because of these factors, it would be difficult to make the 

argument that David or Jonathan had a sexual relationship. 

 

2.2.1.4  Gender 

 

There is also an argument made concerning gender roles as a reason for what seems 

to many modern readers as homoerotic behaviour.68 Peleg’s (and Ackerman’s)69 argument is 

that making a male more feminine would be a degradation that was normally considered 

shameful, if not immoral, but because the account painted Jonathan as being subordinate to 

David (the coming King), an exception is made and thus what would normally be shameful, 

was, instead, praised. Two issues come to mind with this idea, however. The first is that if it 

was considered sinful to take on the opposite gender role it would likewise be wrong to 

participate in sexual acts with someone of the same gender as they cannot participate in 

such acts without the gender norms being altered and therefore it seems a moot point to 

distinguish between the two (gender roles and homosexual intercourse). This argument also 

fails to acknowledge that Jonathan was first a skilled warrior like David and was the initiator 

and often the reinforcer of the covenant which would be a masculine role. Jonathan did 

take the seemingly unusual course of protecting David at the cost of his relationship with his 

father and risking treason. However, Jonathan’s choice is not necessarily due to his support 

for David to become the next king, rather Jonathan’s choice is consistent with his dedication 

and alignment to the will of God. Perhaps in some sense, one might argue that submissive 

behaviour is more feminine likely (due to the idea of marital submission to one’s husband), 

however, submission to authority was a requirement for both men and women.70 

Considering the account within the whole of Scripture (including the New Testament), one 

 
67  2 Samuel 11. 
68  Yaron Peleg believed there to be a clear sexual meaning in the accounts of David and Jonathan and that 

frequent manipulations and substitutions of gender roles created the “lovers” reading. Unlike 
Ackerman, however, there was no possibility of sex for Peleg and thus the important factor was the 
confusion of gender roles. Jonathan was put in the feminine/servant role while David was the 
dominant/male role.  

 Peleg, "Love at First Sight?” 188.  
69  Ackerman, When Heroes Love, 2, 192, 222-23. 
70  Job 22:21, Proverbs 24:21, Deuteronomy 17:12. 
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might argue that Jonathan’s actions modelled the future self-sacrificial love which Christ 

himself would perfectly display on the cross. For Jonathan, loving David in light of loving 

God’s will, meant sacrificing his claim as heir and allowing God to work His will through 

David’s kingship. Thus, out of a love for God, Jonathan and David loved one another, and 

their friendship was considered by them so sweet that it surpassed even their sexual 

relationships with women because their friendship was founded, rooted, and sustained in 

God.  

2.2.1.5  Summary  

 

 The story of David and Jonathan’s friendship highlight friendship as an emotional bond 

that, when anchored to God’s will, can push past boundaries of inequality. Their bond also 

highlights the spiritual bond which can remain steadfast through physical separations and 

even be formed into a covenant promise. As arguments for a sexual relationship do not hold 

up, their friendship provides a window into an intimacy so profound that it could be mistaken 

for sexual passion. Perhaps it is this enduring passion that makes sense of why David and 

Jonathan delighted to do the will of their beloved and keep their promises – even beyond 

death.  

 

2.2.2  Ruth and Naomi 

 

The name Ruth means, “friendship”.71 Given that names in the Bible often carry 

significant meaning,72 studying a book in which the titled heroine bears the very name of 

friendship, would seem wise. While this is one of the shortest books in the Old Testament, 

there is much to learn about the virtue of friendship through Ruth’s relationship to Naomi. 

Unlike the story of David and Jonathan, which is a story within a larger Old Testament 

history, this book is solely focused on the account of two women, from the ancient world, 

 
71  “Ruth means Friendship (for רְעוּת, i.e. friendship, Syriac ܪܥܽܘܬ (rʿut).” Francis Brown, Samuel Rolles 

Driver, and Charles Augustus Briggs, Enhanced Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 946. 

72  Gahl E. Sasson, “The Symbolic Meaning of Biblical Names as a Narrative Tool: Moses, Abraham, and 
David,” Storytelling, Self, Society 11, no. 2, (2015). https://doi.org/10.13110/storselfsoci.11.2.0298. 
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and their mutual love.73 Like the books of First and Second Samuel, the story still connects 

to the salvific message of how God blesses the nation of Israel and the whole world but does 

so through the account of two women devoted to each other in friendship through God.  

Towards understanding the important themes of this text in reference to friendship, 

their backgrounds and character will first be explored, followed by an analysis of the 

promise made by Ruth to Naomi at the beginning of the story, then examples of Ruth’s faith 

lived out in friendship both towards God and Naomi. This will finally lead to discerning the 

blessings which arose from their friendship. 

 

2.2.2.1  Ruth and Naomi as Women 

 

While the story begins with some background concerning Naomi, a Jewish woman,74 

the title of the book is given to the non-Israelite women named Ruth. She was a widowed 

Moabite woman and the daughter-in-law to the also widowed Naomi.75 Interesting, unlike 

other women in the Old Testament, Helen Leneman noted that “Ruth is not described as 

either beautiful, wise, or intelligent.”76 Instead, the reader is encouraged to observe Ruth's 

character and actions to discern where her true beauty lies. These two women came from 

different cultures and religions, not to mention their difference in age. While the book bears 

Ruth’s name they both share the spotlight as main characters; the narrator often switching 

between Naomi’s and Ruth’s perspectives.77 Their story began with three women (Naomi’s 

other daughter-in-law Orpah being among them) in dire straits, all widows with no male 

protection. Naomi having decided to return to her people tried to urge her daughters-in-law 

to return home as she could not promise any hope for a good future. Orpah alone listened 

 
73  George Savran, "The Time of Her Life: Ruth and Naomi," Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & 

Gender Issues no. 30 (2016): 7. doi:10.2979/nashim.30.1.01. 
74  Ruth 1: 1-5. 
75  Ruth 1:3. 
76  “Sarah (Gen. 12:14), Rebecca (Gen 26:7), Rachel (Gen. 29:17), Abigail (1 Sam. 25:3), Bathsheba (2 Sam. 

11:2), Esther (Esther 2:7).” Helen Leneman, "More than the Love of Men: Ruth and Naomi's Story in 
Music," Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theolog 64, no. 2 (2010): 151. 
doi:10.1177/002096431006400203 

77  Athalya Brenner, "Naomi and Ruth," Vetus Testamentum 33, no. 4 (1983): 386. doi:10.2307/1517972 
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to Naomi and returned home to her father’s house.78  

 

2.2.2.2  Ruth’s Promise 

 
Ruth however refused to go, pleading: “For where you go I will go, and where you 

lodge I will lodge. Your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Where you die I 

will die, and there will I be buried.” While some viewed Ruth’s pledge as more related to the 

land of Judah rather than motivated by faith saying, “Ruth’s dramatic vow to accompany 

Naomi … to a foreign land is an Earth-centred decision. She undertakes to become one with 

the Earth of Judah, Naomi’s land,”79 that she continued on to appeal to Naomi’s God, makes 

this view less likely. For indeed, Ruth invoked the Hebrew God Yahweh, making her words 

more than aspirations, but an oath: “May the Lord do so to me and more also if anything 

but death parts me from you.”80 Ruth pledged herself to Naomi, making a similar kind of 

covenant with Naomi as Jonathan did with David.81 This was not merely a formal 

declaration; love seemed to motivate Ruth’s binding herself to Naomi. Ruth’s use of the 

word “cling” is key as it is the same word (dabaq) which appears in Genesis 2:24, where God 

proclaims that a man will “cling” to his wife as they leave their families and becoming one 

 
78  “Orpah pursues the natural course; Ruth is determined to swim upstream....Significantly the narrator 

does not criticize her. She is not presented as a negative example of unbelief; the narrator interprets 
her role in the narrative as a foil for Ruth. Her actions also highlight the incredible fortitude and faith of 
this other Moabite, qualities that will become even more evident in the final interchange.” Daniel Isaac 
Block, “Judges, Ruth, vol. 6,” The New American Commentary, eds. E. Ray Clendenen, Kenneth A. 
Mathers, and David S. Dockery. (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 638. 

79  Alice Mary Sinnott, RUTH: An Earth Bible Commentary (London: T&T Clark, 2020), 11. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5040/9780567676245.ch-002 

80  Ruth 1:16-17. 
81 “Orpah kisses Naomi goodbye, and leaves, still weeping. Ruth, however, clings to Naomi,…What is lost in 

the English translations is Ruth's tone of indignation. She is incensed that she would be asked to leave, 
or forsake, her mother-in-law.” Jessica Tate, “Ruth 1:6–22,” Interpretation 64, no.2 (2010): 170. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/002096431006400205 Quoting, Kathleen A. Robertson Farmer, “Ruth,” in New 
Interpreters Bible vol. II (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), 907. 

 “Using covenant language, Ruth swears an oath of faithfulness to Naomi; binding herself as strongly as 
one can to Naomi.” Timothy, J. Stone, “Six Measures of Barley: Seed Symbolism in Ruth,” Journal for the 
Study of the Old Testament, 38, no. 2 (2013): 191. https://doi.org/10.1177/0309089213511755191 

 “As the word hesed in Ruth describes an action rather than its motivation or the quality of a character 
(contrast “man/woman of worth” in 2:1; 3:11), I have preferred to translate hesed as “kindness” or 
“kindly” rather than as “loving-kindness” or “covenant-loyalty,” among other options.” Jeremy 
Schipper, Ruth: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary ed. John Collins (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2016), 32. https://doi-org.ezphost.dur.ac.uk/10.12987/9780300216547 
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flesh.82 Ruth’s language therefore highlighted the gravity and permanence of her promise to 

Naomi.83 The manner in which Ruth attached herself to Naomi must have been intended to 

cause the reader to associate her vow with the life-long promise of marriage.84 While the 

text does not explicitly use the word “covenant”, covenant terminology is nonetheless being 

employed in this text considering all the defining factors of a covenant are present as Ruth 

invoked a binding contract (complete with stipulations, made before God, and bringing 

together two parties). Despite the marriage-like language employed in this passage, there 

does not seem to have been the same question of a sexual relationship with Ruth and 

Naomi as with David and Jonathan, given that none of the scholarship touched on this point. 

Unlike the covenant made between David and Jonathan, where David’s response is not 

recorded at the initiation of the covenant, Naomi’s response is recorded as one of silence. 

Naomi simply did not respond to Ruth’s declaration and so seemed to passively (perhaps 

even begrudgingly) accepts Ruth’s loyalty: “And when Naomi saw that she was determined 

to go with her, she said no more.”85  

 

2.2.2.3  Ruth’s Faith 

 

Similar to David and Jonathan’s story, faith was also key to Naomi and Ruth’s 

friendship, though for Ruth and Naomi there is no back story to their faith before their 

friendship. Rather it is through their story of friendship that the depth of their faith is 

proved. John Peter Lange notes that Ruth was attracted to the qualities of the Jewish people 

 
82  Genesis 2:24. 
 Jennifer L. Koosed, Gleaning Ruth: A Biblical Heroine and Her Afterlives (Columbia: University of South 

Carolina Press, 2011), 50.  
 “The promise made incarnate in Ruth as she clings to Naomi is made incarnate also in us as we cling to 

one another.” Tate, "Ruth 1:6–22," 171. 
83  “The word for cling (dabaq) is not a common word in biblical texts. Its earliest appearance is in Gen. 

2:24, after the speech the first man makes to the woman made from his rib …. This intimate ideal, 
which may even suggest the closeness of sexual intercourse, is woven into marriage ceremonies and is 
the foundational text on which many theologies of marriage are based. When read with Genesis Ruth’s 
clinging to Naomi is understood in terms of a husband’s clinging to his wife.” Koosed, Gleaning Ruth, 50.  

84  Interestingly Alice Sinnott in her introduction to her commentary on the book of Ruth, noted that it is 
most often at weddings that she hears this passage quoted. Sinnott, RUTH, 1.  

85  Ruth 1:18. 
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and thus also loves the God who made these people distinct.86 Certainly, Ruth’s love for 

Naomi could not be detached from her devotion to Naomi’s God, though which came first is 

not clear from the text. Ruth loved not for what she might get from an attachment to 

Naomi, but because Ruth is shown to be a woman of virtue who would act rightly, and so 

she swore before Yahweh to serve Him and love Naomi. Ruth was clearly placing herself 

under Yahweh’s protection in her pledge to follow Naomi, and thus both women sought 

after God for provision.  

In the stories of both David and Jonathan and Ruth and Naomi, both challenge views 

of friendship relating to equality, gender, age, etc., a theme which will be addressed more 

fully in the following chapter. Certainly, to focus on two poor widows in the ancient 

patriarchal society, is significant for their time.87 Ruth and Naomi, like David and Jonathan, 

were not equals at the beginning of their story. Ruth was much younger than her mother-in-

law, and an outsider; a foreigner (in returning to Bethlehem). Because these women were 

already family through marriage, we might wonder at the extra effort given to explaining 

their friendship. Perhaps this is because their bond went beyond the call of familial 

obligations; as foiled by Orpah’s different choice. David and Jonathan’s given societal 

relationship was that of political opponents. Ruth and Naomi’s given relationship was 

mother-in-law and daughter-in-law (often seen in many cultures as one with many 

difficulties even without culture differences). But friendship pushed past these societal 

relationships, fashioning a friendship bond which reflected the steadfast love of God.  

 

2.2.2.4  Blessing 

 

For the cause of biblical friendship, Ruth chose to sacrifice a known and potentially 

hopeful future with her people for an unknown future with Naomi. It is interesting that the 

 
86  John Peter Lange et al., A Commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Ruth (Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 

2008), 20. 
87  In “The Literary Effect of Gender Discord in the Book of Ruth” Andrew Davis notes that there were 

times of gender disagreement (between pronouns and antecedents) throughout the text arguing that, 
“the gender discord is also a literary device that makes an important contribution to the book's 
narrative design and its development of characters,” which would make the highlighting of these 
women’s stories more confronting. Andrew R. Davis, “The Literary Effect of Gender Discord in the Book 
of Ruth,” Journal of Biblical Literature 132, No. 3 (2013): 495. https://www.jstor.org/stable/23487883 
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only commandment that comes with a promise is the fifth commandment: “Honor your 

father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God is 

giving you.”88 Ruth honoured her mother-in-law by offering friendship particularly in times 

of difficulty.89 In her own vulnerability Ruth chooses to love: “Ruth teaches us something 

about covenant relationship that might not otherwise be clear...that the real test of 

covenant relationship is how one vulnerable person treats another who is likewise 

vulnerable...”.90 Ruth did not only follow Naomi to Judah, but she also heeded Naomi’s 

words regarding her conduct with Boaz – their kinsman redeemer.91 Because of Ruth’s 

obedience to Naomi, Boaz marries Ruth92 and they have a son who will be in the lineage for 

King David. Thus, just as the fifth commandment promises,93 there comes a blessing which 

was not only for Ruth, but also for Naomi.94 The book comes to a close with the women of 

the town giving thanks to the Lord and praising Ruth for her role in bringing about God’s 

blessing to Naomi proclaiming, “He shall be to you a restorer of life and a nourisher of your 

old age, for your daughter-in-law who loves you, who is more to you than seven sons, has 

given birth to him.”95  

 

2.2.2.5  Summary  

 

The stories of Ruth with Naomi and Jonathan with David both speak to sacrificially 

loving others to whom they owed no obligation. Ruth and Jonathan both chose to 

profoundly love in their friendships with Naomi and David, and in the returning of that love 

 
88  Exodus 20:12. 
89  Amy Ziettlow and Naomi Cahn, "The Honor Commandment: Law, Religion, And The Challenge Of Elder 

Care," Journal of Law and Religion, 30, no. 2 (2015): 237-238. doi:10.1017/jlr.2015.14 
90  Ellen F. Davis, “‘All That You Say, I Will Do’: A Sermon On the Book of Ruth," in Scrolls of Love, (2006), 6-

7. doi:10.5422/fso/9780823225712.003.0001 
91  Ruth 2:21; 3:1-5; 3:18. 
 For more on this chapter see, Thomas, W. Mann, “Ruth 4,” Interpretation, 64 no. 2 (2010): 178-180. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/002096431006400207 
92  Concerning the legalities of their marriage see Brad Embry, “Legalities in the Book of Ruth: A Renewed 

Look,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, 41 no. 1 (2016): 31-44. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309089216628519 

93  Ziettlow, "The Honor Commandment," 254. 
94  “… the events that occur after Ruth's encounter with Boaz are all part of the divine plan to redeem and 

restore Ruth and Naomi.” Greg A. King, “Ruth 2:1–13,” Interpretation 52 no. 2 (1998): 183. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/002096430005200207 

95  Ruth 4:14-15. 
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from Naomi and David, they cultivated two friendships of such value as to have been 

written down and be read thousands of years later. In both stories love for God and His will 

poured forth into love for their fellow man. Thus, these narratives are case studies which 

teach that friendship which rests upon God and love for his will, and that from this heart 

posture, friendship towards others will flourish even under great trials and will become a 

manifold blessing.  

 

2.2.3  The Wisdom of Proverbs and Sirach 

 

 Proverbs and Sirach96 are both known as wisdom books, both of which contain many 

sayings about friendship. They touch on topics like the qualities of a good (or bad) friend, 

the influences of friends (for good or bad), instructions for becoming a good friend, and 

discernment between false or trustworthy friends. While the book of Sirach is not included 

in the Protestant canon, the apocryphal writings of Ben Sira in the book of Sirach are useful 

comparison for Proverbs.97 Ben Sira wrote these wisdom sayings in the second century BC 

with the desire to prove that Athens was not only the only source of true wisdom, but that 

wisdom was also to be found in Jerusalem: wisdom for the whole world descending from 

the God of all Creation.98  

 

 

 

 
96  “The work was composed in Hebrew … the author has much to say about friendship; he stands in the 

biblical wisdom tradition, like the authors of Proverbs and Job; and he writes from a Hellenistic context, 
thereby allowing us to assess the degree of the influence of Greek thought on his ideas about 
friendship.” Saul M. Olyan, Friendship in the Hebrew Bible (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 87. 

97  Also known by the titles: the Wisdom of Jesus, Son of Sirach, or Ecclesiasticus. Ibid. 
98  “Ben Sira was “deeply rooted” in the traditions of Ancient Near Eastern, Including Israelite wisdom…. 

his attitude to Hellenism was nuanced….As in most Hellenistic philosophy of the time, in Ben Sira more 
emphasis was on how to live, rather than on speculations about the nature of things,” Ibolya Balla, Ben 
Sira on Family, Gender, and Sexuality (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), 3-5. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110247473 
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2.2.3.1  Defining Terms 

 

 2.2.3.1.1  Friend  
 

To understand friendship in these two Hebraic wisdom texts it is important to 

understand the contextual terminology. Friendship was a term to describe an intimate 

personal relationship that expressed commitment outside of the marriage bond. That said, 

in Hebrew the term “friend” could apply to a neighbour, family member, fellow Israelite, or 

fellow human.99 This is consistent with the previous narrative examples. However, 

friendship was not meant to be a catch-all term for any human relationship lacking another 

identifying term (father, mother, cousin etc.).100 That said, given the broad application of the 

term, friendship was therefore, not necessarily limited to men, the educated, those of equal 

standing, or even to one’s own tribe or people group. Friendship was considered rare and to 

be treasured, and to be greatly desired and sought after in the wise person’s life.  

 

2.2.3.1.2  Wisdom 
 

It is also important to consider the role of wisdom, given that these are wisdom books. 

If friendship was a theme of wisdom books, friendship itself must be part of the life of 

wisdom. At the beginning of Proverbs wisdom is personified as a female who instructs that it 

is wisdom to befriend her: “Say to wisdom, ‘You are my sister,’ /and call insight your 

intimate friend.”101 But how does one “befriend” wisdom and what does it mean to be wise, 

 
99  The term friend (rea) still has some ambiguity where it could also mean neighbour, peer, or simply 

“another person”. Olyan, Friendship in the Hebrew Bible, 6. 
 Ronald L. Giese Jr. “‘Iron Sharpens Iron’ as a Negative Image: Challenging the Common Interpretation of 

Proverbs 27:17," Journal of Biblical Literature 135, no. 1 (2016): 69. doi:10.15699/jbl.1344.2016.2997 
 “It is, however, not always easy to differentiate the ‘friend’ from the ‘neighbour’ or ‘fellow 

human’….Still it may be said that, as distinguished from the fellow, the friend does not simply belong to 
someone’s sphere of life, but is to be regarded as a personal intimate.” Andreas Scherer, “Is the Selfish 
Man Wise?: Considerations of Context in Proverbs 10.1-22.16 With Special Regard To Surety, Bribery 
and Friendship,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 22 no. 76, (1997): 67. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/03090892970220760467 

100  “On the basis of only a survey of biblical nouns often rendered “friend,” we can say that ideally 
friendship is a relationship between people who choose to associate or affiliate with one another and 
that it involves positive feelings described by texts as “love.” Olyan, Friendship in the Hebrew Bible, 5. 

101  Proverbs 7:4  
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or how might one learn wisdom? These questions are answered: “The fear of the LORD is 

the beginning of knowledge…”.102 The foundation for friendship, and indeed all other good 

and wise endeavours, according to the author of Proverbs, rests on a holy reverence and 

fear of God. This fear of God103 serves as a catalyst for the cultivation of wisdom and is 

consistent with the foundation of David and Jonathan’s friendship which is concerned with 

God’s will. This was the foundation for David and Jonathan and is, according to the writer of 

these proverbs, the foundation for all true friendships to flourish. Thus, the wise man or 

woman should first begin cultivating wisdom in their own life before seeking out potential 

friends in other men or women likewise chasing after godly wisdom: “Whoever walks with 

the wise becomes wise / but the companion of fools will suffer harm.”104 This proverb also 

comes with a warning, because not all friendships lead to wisdom: befriend a wise person 

and become wise, befriend a fool and become a fool. The desire for personal wisdom is 

insufficient on its own. To truly learn wisdom requires like-minded friends. 

Such sentiments can also be found in the book of Sirach, such as seeking to surround 

oneself with righteous people who have a shared fear of the Lord as their primary character 

trait, 105or in Ben Sira instructing his readers to find like-minded friends who are obedient to 

God’s laws and are willing to be constant in times of grief.106 Sirach went further in 

encouraging not being overly hasty in choosing a friend due to the influence and trust which 

comes with friendship.107 For Ben Sira it would seem that a successful friendship must be 

preceded by a relationship with God, (so as to know God’s truth personally). He was also 

concerned with building friendships that could weather storms so that in both grief and 

difficulty comfort could be found in a true friend. Furthermore, the hope was that such a 

friend could steer the other towards truth in times of trial. Indeed, a wise man with wise 

friends would be better able to see the truth and endure in trials than one who is alone.108  

 
 “It can mean either “say that Wisdom is your sister” …or “tell Wisdom to be your sister.” Al Wolters, 

Proverbs (Leiden: Brill, 17 Mar. 2020), 257. https://doi-org.ezphost.dur.ac.uk/10.1163/9789004425590 
102  Proverbs 1:2–7. 
103  Fear of God is not a terrorising or danger provoked fear, but one of reverence, honour, and obedience.  
104  Proverbs 13:20. 
105  Sirach 9:15-16. 
106  Sirach 37:12-15. 
107  Sirach 6:6-7. 
108  Sirach 37:12-15. 
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2.2.3.2  Characteristics of Friendship 

 

Truthfulness and trust were noted as important characteristics for discerning between 

true and false friends in both Proverbs and Sirach. Proverbs stated that honesty was more 

important than flattery or pleasantness. A friend who is willing to give wise counsel even at 

the risk of offending their friend would be preferable to a flatterer, who appears to be a 

friend but is really an enemy in disguise.109 As Richard Clifford writes, “A friend’s reproof can 

reveal something important to us, whereas an enemy’s flattery can mean betrayal (cf. Mk. 

26.40).”110 A friendship based on lies and vanity cannot be the friendship of God-fearing or 

wise people, as such friendship is merely an imitation. A true friend will risk discomfort and 

offence to speak life-giving truth for the purpose of saving their friend from harm. A false 

friend, however, cares little about their friend growing in wisdom and/or holiness and so 

would flatter and lie to the other’s demise.  

The other test for friendship is how someone responds during seasons of adversity.111 

True friends remain constant, even when they get little in return for their friendship.112 Both 

Proverbs and Sirach assert that a true friend is stalwart through plenty and famine, joy and 

sadness, sickness and health,113 but trials will expose a false friend.114  

If friends are a good, how many friendships should one cultivate? Can there be “too 

much of a good thing”? While there is nothing written to insinuate that one cannot have 

more than one friend, it is suggested that old friends ought to be preferred to new ones as 

 
109  Proverbs 27:6, 9. 
110  Richard J. Clifford, "Your Attention Please! Heeding the Proverbs," Journal for the Study of the Old 

Testament 29, no. 2 (2004): 160. doi:10.1177/030908920402900203   
111  “To be loyal and trustworthy are manifestations of such love and are an expectation of 

friendship….offering active support in times of need rather than making oneself inaccessible…is a 
specific way in which friends are thought to be loyal in Ben Sira and earlier biblical texts.” Olyan, 
Friendship in the Hebrew Bible, 91. 

112  Of course, this does not mean that poverty or adversity should not be avoided, as if to say there is 
wisdom in poverty. Andreas Scherer argues that there is wisdom in being able to provide for oneself. A 
poor man will be a burden to his friends, but a wise person will care for themselves and their family. 
They will likely also have more friends for the wise attract more friends. Scherer, “Is the Selfish Man 
wise?” 69. 

113  Proverbs 17:17. 
114  Sirach 6:10; 12:8; 37:1.  
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the old ones have already been tried, tested, and proved trustworthy; like a wine that, once 

it has aged, will be more enjoyable to drink.115  

Beyond displaying truthfulness and faithfulness, Ben Sira contributed a few additional 

qualities for friendship. Interestingly, he believed that friends should be similar, rather than 

from vastly different social-economical spheres.116 This is unlike the narrative stories where 

friends were not inherently equal at the start of their friendships. Perhaps this advice is 

given in the sense that to pursue a friendship with one who is not an equal is the exception 

rather than the rule. Of course, the nature of the inequality matters, as seen with David and 

Jonathan, furthermore, it is often the one with more to give (such as with Jonathan) who 

must extend friendship down towards the other. Finally, Ben Sira talks about the joy and 

blessing of friendship, that there ought to be pleasure in finding a good friend saying, “Do 

not deprive yourself of a day’s enjoyment/ do not let your share of desired good pass by 

you.”117  

 

2.2.3.3 Summary 
 

 Friendship in these proverbial settings have many says regarding friendship and yet the 

overarching theme seems to be faithfulness and moral accountability. Friendship, according 

to these books, should present a challenge to live up to higher aims of holy living. Because 

correction and challenge can be painful and difficult friendship also needs to be faithful to 

withstand loving rebukes. This seems to be point to an inherent value and dignity of each 

person in the friendship, whereby friendship could be seen as a relationship that affirms and 

uphold the imago dei. 

 

2.2.4  Friendship with God 

 

 There is another important facet to biblical friendship: friendship with God Himself. In 

the wisdom books and narrative accounts God is shown to sit at the heart of all true biblical 

friendships, yet the Bible promotes an even more shocking idea: the possibility of friendship 

 
115  Sirach 9:10. 
116  Sirach 13:2. 
117  Sirach 14:13-14. 
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with God himself. That a human could have as true and intimate a friendship with God as 

with a fellow human, even more so, was profoundly radical in the ancient world where gods 

were not friends with humans.118 The majority of religious deities of the ancient world were 

often like slave masters to be placated or bribed. 119 These gods were worshiped to earn 

their favour not to cultivate a relationship.120 Yahweh, by contrast, draws near, he befriends, 

he speaks face to face, and does not simply seek worship but relationship with humanity. 

 

2.2.4.1  Walking with God  

 

 From the Garden of Eden God showed friendship to the first humans. Genesis 3:8 

suggests that God had a habit of walking with Adam and Eve; showing himself to be 

relational with his creation, and especially with humans.121 After the fall God did not 

abandon humans, he spoke to Noah because Noah was found to be righteous for his time 

and served God.122 Similarly to biblical friendships based on two people who fear God and 

seek His will, it would seem that such persons can also be invited into friendship with 

God.123 Before Noah, a man named Enoch also “walked with God,” and was spared from 

death – being taken directly into heaven.124 This account is only a few verses long and so 

 
118  “… the god was perceived as being immanent in the phenomenon…. the gods were also perceived in 

human images …and as transcendental powers behind various natural and cultural phenomena; they 
were treated and cared for in the same way as rulers.” Tzvi Abusch, “Mesopotamian Religion,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Ritual and Worship in the Hebrew Bible, ed. Samuel E. Balentine, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2020), 9. ProQuest Ebook Central.  

 Jeremiah 10:3-5, Exodus 34:15-16, Psalm 135:15-18. 
119  “The goals of Egyptian ritual were two-fold. The first was to avoid the state of non-existence; to attain 

the status of a transfigured spirit (akh) that would dwell eternally in the afterlife…. Closely related to 
this was the role of ritual in the maintenance of the cosmos.” Emily Teeter, “Ritual and Worship in 
Ancient Egypt,” The Oxford Handbook of Ritual and Worship in the Hebrew Bible, 23.  

 Adrian Curtis, “Syria-Palestine,” The Oxford Handbook of Ritual and Worship in the Hebrew Bible 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 53-57. 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/durham/detail.action?docID=6335366 

120  “The Greeks worked with a plurality of competing divine powers, all believed to have an impact on their 
lives as individuals and as a community, aiming to keep the gods assuaged and happy, and preventing 
their anger.” Barbara Kowalzig, “The Greeks and their Rituals,” The Oxford Handbook of Ritual and 
Worship in the Hebrew Bible, 70. 

 Deuteronomy 18:9-12. 
121  Genesis 2-3. 
122  Genesis 6-9:17. 
123  Genesis 9:1b. 
124  Genesis 5:21-24. 
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there is not narrative to learn about what this friendship with God looked like over time – 

but it shows that God did not restrict his friendships to the most prominent biblical figures.  

 

2.2.4.2  Abraham and Moses 

 

In the Biblical narratives of Abraham and Moses, arguably the two most praised men 

of the Old Testament, the accounts in both Genesis and Exodus highlight friendship in 

various aspects (including God appearing in some physical capacity, which will be explored 

shortly) as God used them to establish and then bring the nation of Israel into the promised 

land. God first declared he would make a covenant with Abram promising that he would 

become a father of many nations. The covenant was to be an eternal one not only between 

God and Abram but also with Abraham’s offspring.125 In the very next chapter Abraham was 

visited by three angelic men one whom he understood to be God himself in human form.126 

These appearances are meant to be taken literally, given that in the next verse Abraham and 

Sarah bring food for God and the other two holy men with him, and they ate.127 This is 

significant because God comes down and eats and speaks literally, face-to-face with 

Abraham long before the incarnation of Christ.  

Moses arguably also had face-to-face encounters with God and was considered His 

friend. In Exodus 33:11 God spoke to Moses face-to-face and states that this is an act of 

friendship in the text itself.128 While it is not clear in Exodus if this was a literal face-to-face 

encounter as it seemed to be in Genesis, regardless, that friendship was present is made 

clear in the text. Abraham’s friendship with God is also stated explicitly elsewhere in the 

Bible, where he is given the title, “the friend of God.”129 In both accounts, Abraham and 

 
125  Genesis 17:1-7. 
126  Genesis 18:1-2.  
 Michael S. Heiser, I Dare You Not to Bore Me with The Bible (Ashland: Lexham Press, 2015), 95. 
 Paula Owens Parker, “Genesis 18:1–15,” Interpretation 77 no. 2, (2023): 177-179. https://doi-

org.ezphost.dur.ac.uk/10.1177/00209643221148171 
 Michael Chris Ndele, “The Narrative Significance of the Role of Abraham in the Identity of the Visitors in 

Genesis 18-19,” Old Testament essays 36 no. 3 (2023): 709–735. doi: 10.17159/2312-
3621/2023/v36n3a9. 

127 Genesis 18:4-8. 
128 Exodus 33:11. 
129  James 2:23, 2 Chronicles 20:7, Isaiah 41:8, Exodus 19-24. 
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Moses entered into covenants with God. These covenants were not made individually with 

Abraham or Moses; rather these men served as representatives of future generations 

(Abraham) or the Israelite nation (Moses), and the promise was that one day the covenants 

made with Abraham and Moses would come to encompass the whole world.  

 

2.2.4.3  Summary  

 

In the next section the question of whether man can befriend God is raised but 

without much support considering the prevailing views of what the gods were like (as 

shown above). That the Christian God would dare to stoop down then to enter into 

friendship is unique in the Christian and Jewish faith. Even before the Incarnation God 

shows himself as personal and relational, willing even to take on physical form to speak with 

humans. In these Old Testament accounts God befriended individuals to set apart a people 

(the nation of Israel) to be his representatives for all peoples. In many ways, it was God’s 

friendship towards these men, unequal and sinful though they were, that undergirded the 

entire salvific plan which came to fruition in the New Testament, to which we turn next.  

 

2.3  Friendship in the New Testament 

 

 Much like the Old Testament, the New Testament addressed friendship from both 

narrative stories and explicit teachings. Friendship was also taught in the same two 

capacities; in relation to God and other humans. The New Testament’s primary focus 

concerns the good news of Jesus Christ (God becoming human to fulfil the promised 

salvation of the Old Testament and the coming kingdom of God), as well as history, doctrine, 

instruction, and the life of the early Church. There are numerous ways to address a topic like 

friendship in the New Testament. One of the challenges is that there are many different 

terms which can be used for or overlap with the idea of friendship. For example, many 

scholars have noticed and discussed the four main words for love in Greek: agape, eros, 

 
 Andrea D. Saner, "Chapter 4: Moses as Covenant Mediator," ‘Too Much to Grasp’: Exodus 3:13-15 and 

the Reality of God (University Park: Penn State University Press, 2015), 165-205. https://doi-
org.ezphost.dur.ac.uk/10.1515/9781575063980-005 
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philia, and storge. The relationships between these words have been a topic of recent 

debate – some stating that the differences exist for a purpose while others argue that the 

differences are perhaps not as important as once thought.130 There are also terms and 

themes that arise from much of Paul’s writing within the context of the early church: 

community, discipleship, fellowship, body, and family, which all have some relation to 

friendship. Understanding the etymology of these terms as well as the themes of love and 

fellowship provides useful context for addressing friendship in the New Testament. This, 

however, will be done briefly since this has already been well studied and is not the primary 

focus of this chapter. Once this groundwork has been laid we will explore some of the New 

Testaments texts starting in the Gospel of John followed by some of the Pauline epistles as 

well as Acts. These texts will then be compared to those of the Old Testament in the hopes 

of creating a synthesis between these texts so as to arrive at a holistic representation of 

Biblical friendship across the two Testaments.  

 

2.3.1  Etymology of Love and Friendship 

 

 In the New Testament, agape and philia are Greek words which are both translated to 

“love” in English. These words have both noun and verb forms. Agape (ἀγἀπη) being the 

noun form and agapao (ἀγαπάω) the verb form, both translated, “love” and “loving” 

respectfully. Then there is philos (φίλος) and philia (φιλία) which are the noun forms of the 

word translated as “friend”. The verb form of philos, phileo (φιλέω), is often translated as 

“love” or “loving” in English but could also be translated as a verb form of “friend”, though 

this does not make sense in English (i.e. “God friends us”). It is useful to understand that 

sometimes the original meaning and use of “friend” in Greek can get lost in the English 

translations. 

 

 

 
130  Heli Tissari, “Affection, Friendship, Passion and Charity: A History of Four ‘Love Lexemes’ since the 

Fifteenth Century,” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 102, no. 1 (2001): 49–76.  
 Oli Mould, “Love,” Keywords in Radical Geography: Antipode at 50, ed. Tariq Jazeel et al. (Hoboken: 

John Wiley & Sons, Inc; 2019), 164–169. 
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2.3.1.1  Philia vs. Hetairos 

 

Philia, philos, and phileo, describe a loved one with whom there is a relationship of 

affection and mutual interest.131 This “brotherly love… often refers to affection pure and 

simple, attachment, sympathy, always marked by kindly attitude and good will”.132 Philos 

therefore, could have differentiated between friendship and an acquaintance.133 According 

to the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, philia denoted familial friendship and 

also connotes hospitality134 and in the New Testament was defined as: “one who is close or 

well-known”.135 Besides, Philia, there was one other word used for “friend” in the New 

Testament: Hetairos, which is a masculine noun meaning a friend or companion: it connotes 

“an association not necessarily involving affection or intimacy.”136 That there are different 

terms means that there were distinct words to describe friendship of different depths. In 

the gospel of Matthew this word was used of complaining labourers in a parable, of a 

wedding guest wearing the wrong clothes in another parable, and of Judas in his betrayal of 

Jesus.137 In each of these uses the meaning is clear that such a friend is more of an 

acquaintance, and “friend” is used almost ironically. Thus, there is a distinction made 

between intimate friends (philos) and those who are called friends out of either politeness 

or irony. In modern English the use of philos might be compared to a close friend, or best 

friend while hetairos would be used of a Facebook friend, “frenemy”, colleague, and other 

general acquaintances where in modern English one might still use the term friend. This is 

 
131  Robin P. Nettelhorst, “Love,” Lexham Theological Wordbook. eds. Douglas Mangum et al., Lexham Bible 

Reference Series (Bellingham: Lexham Press, 2014).  
132  Johns Varghese, The Imagery of Love in the Gospel of John (Rome: Gregorian & Biblical Press 2009), 13. 
133  In Luke 15 verses 6 and 9, Jesus told two parables, both of which end with the protagonist calling 

together his or her friends and neighbours to rejoice over their having found something that was lost. 
Here philos was used in connection with neighbours, … for both friends and neighbours, the call is to 
bring together those who will rejoice with you. 

134  Gerhard Kittel, et al., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Volume ix. trans. Geoffrey William 
Bromiley (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1964), 150, 165.  

135  This makes sense of why, in Matthew 11:19 and Luke 7:34, philos was used by those who complained 
that Jesus was associating with sinners and tax collectors: “The fact that Jesus sits at table with 
noticeable sinners is the specific basis of the charge that He is a ‘boon-companion of publicans and 
sinners’.” Here Philia was both active and passive; Jesus loved sinners and was loved by them in return.  

 Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 159; 161. 
136  Justin Langford, “Friendship,” in Lexham Theological Wordbook, eds. Douglas Mangum, et. al. Lexham 

Bible Reference Series (Bellingham: Lexham Press, 2014). 
137  Matthew 20:13, 22:12, 26:50–51. 
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helpful because hetairos is in many ways a foil for philia, and when philia was used, it is 

highly probable that intimacy and depth was to be inferred from the term, and at the very 

least a sense of kindness, welcoming, or drawing near to another person. 

 

2.3.1.2  Agape  

 

Agape is generally understood as goodwill and benevolence, most often used of God 

towards humanity, and in the verb form this word for love denotes action as opposed to an 

emotional feeling.138 When used to translate love from Hebrew, however, agape could also 

carry the meaning of “a spontaneous feeling which impels one to a self-giving” and could 

have an emotional component which “...meant the experiencing and the desiring of 

love.”139 Agape was also a word to describe seeking after or desiring someone or 

something.140 This means that love in action is not necessarily void of emotion but may 

rather be compelled to action because of emotion. Interestingly, however, according to the 

Dictionary of the New Testament, in the Greek world, it was eros (most often used of sexual 

or romantic love) which was the word most often used to elicit religious love, for eros 

evokes an intoxicated love which defined religious experience for Greeks. For the Greeks, 

religion overpowered the human, mind, body, soul, and will.141 Agape is most often used in 

reference to the perfect love of God towards humans. Arguably the most famous passage in 

the Bible, John 3:16-17, shows us what God’s perfect love is like: “For God so loved [agapeo] 

the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but 

have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in 

order that the world might be saved through him.” This is reiterated many times, especially 

in the book of John142 as a reminder that God’s love is self-sacrificing, reconciling, forgiving, 

 
138  Nettelhorst, “Love,” in Lexham Theological Wordbook. 
139  Varghese, The Imagery of Love in the Gospel of John, 13.  
140  It seems that at the time agape was used to describe God’s love for humanity for agape, “...is a free and 

decisive act determined by its subject,” and it, “...relates for the most part the love of God, to the love 
of the higher lighting up the lower, elevating the lower above others” Ibid., 36-37. 

 Agape could be used generally to speak of allegiance and affection of the heart, such as if one loves 
righteousness or evil. Matthew 6:24. This means that while agape is used to describe God’s love for His 
creation, it could also be used negatively to describe corrupted human loves.  

141  Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 35.  
142  John 10:17; 13:1. 
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selfless, generous and perfect. In John 17, Jesus prays his high priestly prayer, praying for 

love and truth to unify all who would believe. Love is often thought of as passion or 

sacrifice, but it is also unity. When there is unity there is shared emotions, goals, joys, and 

sorrows, and from these come the desire to maintain the unity.143 Consider the marriage 

covenant in Scripture, where a husband and wife are said to become one flesh, two merged 

into one. This is meant to reflect how Christ unites himself to his bride the church. Agape 

love can also be described as unity, where the greater the unity, the greater the love and 

vice versa. God loves in perfect unity in the Trinity, and those who are in Christ can 

participate in this unifying love; a love that is real and eternal.144 

It was through the biblical use of agape that this term for love combined the power of 

eros with the affection of philia. God’s love is incomplete unless brought to fruition through 

action. This is why the overall message of the Bible concerns a God who is compelled to 

action to unite himself to his people, to unite people to each other, and restoration all of 

creation to a state where the lion and the lamb can once again in perfect peace.145  

 

2.3.1.3  Koinonia  

 

The other Greek word often used in a similar capacity in the New Testament is 

koinonia (κοινωνία) which is best translated as fellowship or community.146 It was used to 

illustrate the means by which peoples come together to build a community in solidarity, 

sharing assets and responsibilities, and possessing a “shared conviction that manifests itself 

as mutual responsibility and status.”147 In Greco-Roman society this term was applied to 

both family members and individuals, but the New Testament writers applied this to the 

 
143  “Love in the Gospel of John is seen in the relational sphere. This sphere consists of God, Jesus, the 

disciples, and the unbelievers. The fraternal love of the disciples of Jesus is a participation in the divine 
[agape]. This divine [agape] unites the Father and the Son in an absolute and intimate union. In this 
union is found the source of every love. Love in its divine perfection is basically a communion. The 
Father wishing that humanity may participate in this love opens up the possibility through his Son. The 
one who loves the Son loves the Father and the one who rejects the Son rejects also the Father.” 
Varghese, The Imagery of Love in the Gospel of John, 15. 

144  Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 53. 
145  Matthew 5:43–46, Mark 12:30–33, John 13:34–35. 
146  Derek Leigh Davis, “Assembly, Religious,” in Lexham Theological Wordbook, eds. Douglas Mangum et al. 

Lexham Bible Reference Series (Bellingham: Lexham Press, 2014), κοινωνία.  
147  Ibid. 
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church. Koinonia described those who were willing to partner with the Body of Christ in 

sharing the gospel, suffering for Christ, and enjoying unity of the Holy Spirit.148 In Acts 2:42 

Christians were said to have koinonia because they devoted themselves to the apostle’s 

teaching, broke bread, and prayed together. This description of fellowship has many 

crossovers with how friendship was defined - considering the definition of true friendship as 

shared beliefs combined with shared activities and with a foundation of shared values. This 

fellowship for Christians is achieved by the Holy Spirit.149 Like friendship, the New 

Testament writers also used koinonia to describe fellowship between Christ and humans.150 

In Colossians, Paul wrote that it was God’s faithfulness which called men and women into 

fellowship with Christ.151 In 1 John, koinonia was used of both fellowship with one another, 

and fellowship directly with Christ himself on an individual basis. In his first letter the 

Apostle John made it clear that koinonia linked with Truth, for true fellowship could not 

exist with sin, deceit, and darkness. Only those walking in the light of truth and 

righteousness could honestly participate in genuine Christian fellowship made possible 

through Christ’s atonement.152 Koinonia was also used negatively as a warning against 

having such fellowship with unbelievers, “Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For 

what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with 

darkness?”153 This passage does not imply that Christians cannot associate with unbelievers, 

as this would conflict with other Scriptures which command the spreading and preaching of 

the gospel to unbelievers. Indeed, Paul would have been a hypocrite as he spent much of his 

time with unbelievers.154 Rather, if a Christian attempted to partner with a non-Christian to 

share the gospel, to grow in sanctification, etc., this would be impossible due to the lack of 

 
148  Ibid.  

1 Corinthians 10:16, Philippians 1:5, 2:1, 3:10.  
149  Paul wrote that it was through the Holy Spirit that he wished for the Church in Colossae to enjoy 

koinonia: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship [koinonia] of the 
Holy Spirit be with you all.” 2 Corinthians 13:14. 

150 Davis, “Assembly, Religious,” in Lexham Theological Wordbook, 
151  1 Corinthians 1:9. 
152  1 John 1:6–7. 
153  2 Corinthians 6:14. 
154  “For Paul the relationship between them was not anthropocentric, but Christocentric. Thus, for Paul 

what is important is the Christ-factor. Christ dying for the sinners (enemies) has proved his friendship 
and thus it is in Christ that one can have a relationship with others which does above the purely 
anthropological-human ties.” Varghese, The Imagery of Love in the Gospel of John, 230.  
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shared values and therefore in these respects they would be incompatible for fellowship or, 

by proxy, friendship. It would seem the ideal would be for unbelievers to be saved into 

Christ and then enjoy a mutually uplifting Christian friendship. 

 

2.3.1.4  Words in Context  

 

While each of these words carries a different meaning and connotation, it is also 

important not to overly isolate these terms, for just as a friendship could be combined with 

another relationship, such as with a work colleague, a spouse, or other family member, 

there is no imperative for these terms of love to exist in isolation from the others. It would 

be perfectly reasonable for someone to experience agape, philia, and koinonia with one 

person simultaneously. For example, someone might have a friendship with a person in 

their church community with whom they share resources and values (koinonia), intimate 

thoughts and feelings (philia), and an affection which compels them towards selfless action 

for the other’s benefit (agape). Furthermore, I propose approaching love similarly to how 

one might perceive of truth or the nature of God. When speaking of God, it is acceptable to 

call him Truth.155 Truth is synonymous with God because God is perfect and unchanging as is 

Truth.156 God and truth cannot be divided for then they would cease to be perfect. 

However, the indivisibility of God/Truth does not mean that aspects of God or Truth cannot 

be understood as parts of a whole. Much like how a puzzle piece, a thread in a tapestry, or a 

tree in a forest cannot be removed without taking away from the whole, and yet each one 

can be observed as a unique aspect of the whole, so truth can be examined in such a 

multifaceted manner. Thus, to study an aspect of the character of God, one may not, indeed 

cannot, grasp the whole, but because God/Truth are undivided to comprehend one part is 

to grasp the whole, at least in part. Love is much the same; God is Love157 in as much as He 

is Truth. Love is whole, perfect, eternal, and boundless, and yet like a puzzle piece is at once 

 
155  John 1:1, 8:32; 14:6; Numbers 23:19. 

Augustine, “Sermon 91 on the New Testament,” Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, Vol. vi. ed. 
Philip Schaff, trans. R.G. MacMullen (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1888) Revised and 
edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/160391.htm>. 

156  James 1:17; Malachi 3:6; 2 Timothy 2:13; Hebrews 13:8; Psalm 102:26-27.  
157  1 John 4:8, 16. 



 

 

 

 61 

separate and part of the whole, so ought love be seen and observed both individually and as 

part of the whole. Therefore, the loves of friendship, family, romance, compassion, etc., are 

all part of the fullness of love. Thus, there should be a circular relationship where to 

understand love as a whole enables unique expressions of love to be stronger, and where 

those unique loves likewise enable a greater understanding of the perfect and eternal Love 

that is God. Importantly for this thesis, understanding love is necessary to understanding 

friendship for friendship cannot properly exist without love. 

 

2.3.2  The Gospel of John  

 

John’s gospel is the one that focused on the friendship aspect of the gospel story the 

most. Ian Galloway’s book, Called to be Friends: Unlocking the Heart of John’s Gospel, does a 

brilliant job showing how even the structure of John’s gospel is crafted in such a way to 

invite the reader into intimate friendship with God through Christ Jesus.158 Galloway argues 

that friendship (both explicitly and implicitly) was one of the primary themes of this gospel. 

Whether Jesus was calling his disciples friends, cultivating friendships with his disciples and 

others like Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, or through his atoning death on the cross in a display 

of agape love,159 Jesus lived a life of friendship and calls to all who seek to live a good and 

godly life to follow his example. Thus, the gospel of John employed friendship as a means of 

exploring the implications of Christ’s gospel message. Friendship compelled Christ’s sacrifice 

and His sacrifice produced friendship, both with God through Christ but also with others. In 

this gospel, Christ’s example showed the object of friendship’s outpouring to humanity as 

both all encompassing (for the world)160 as well as particularly and intimately (for the 

individual).161 This section will highlight two Johannine gospel passages which address the 

theory and practice of biblical friendship, the salvific nature of friendship, the relational 

aspects of friendship between God and other humans, and the emotive element of 

friendship that compels righteous behaviours. Lastly, to gain an understanding of the 

 
158  Ian Galloway, Called to be Friends: Unlocking the Heart of John’s Gospel (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 

2021).  
159  The ultimate act of friendship according to John 15: 13–17. 
160  John 3:16-17. 
161  Ephesians 1:4-5, Romans 10:13, Matthew 7:7-8. 
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manifestation of friendship in practice, we will look at John’s portrayal of the interplay 

between the personal friendships and universal love of Christ.  

 

2.3.2.1 Not Servants, Friends 

 

In John 15: 13–17 Jesus told his disciples that they were no longer servants but his 

friends. The passage began by employing agape love as the love which compels sacrifice for 

others in the way that Christ laid down his life for his friends: “Greater love [agape] has no 

one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends [philos].” This was both a 

foreshadowing of the sacrificial death of Jesus as well as a prescriptive teaching on how 

followers of Christ are called to likewise lay down their lives by serving, blessing, and 

bringing others into the love of God. This did not mean that followers of Christ must literally 

die; rather, Christ’s love is the Christian’s example of the intensity of friendship.162 Christian 

friendship, as modelled by Christ, sometimes necessitates the laying down of one’s own 

desires, needs, or dreams, etc. for the benefit of the friend, sometimes even unto death.163 

 

2.3.2.2 Obedience in Friendship 

 

Jesus told the disciples that they would also be His friends if they obey His commands. 

Obedience as a defining feature of friendship is fascinating (which will be addressed more 

fully in this chapter’s conclusion). However, it is important to note that not only was 

friendship-love illustrated by Christ’s sacrifice, but it also served as a powerful example of 

what obedience to God’s will and commands requires: total surrender. The passage goes on 

to note that friendship in its obedience is not to be confused with slavery164 because 

 
162  Raymond E. Brown, The Anchor Bible: The Gospel According to John (New York: Doubleday, 1996), 682. 
163  Ibid., 664.  
164  Slave is possibly a more accurate translation of the word: “δοῦλος (doulos). n. masc. slave, 

bondservant…a person who is the property of an owner, or a state of being controlled by someone or 
something.” Eric Lewellen, “Servant,” in Lexham Theological Wordbook, eds. Douglas Mangum, et. al. 
Lexham Bible Reference Series (Bellingham: Lexham Press, 2014), δοῦλος. 

 “Doulos covers both slave and servant. In one way “slave” might be more appropriate here when the 
servile condition of the doulos is stressed - he follows order without comprehending. Yet the 
implication that hitherto Jesus had treated his disciples as slaves seems too harsh.” Brown, The Anchor 
Bible, 664. 
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master-servant obedience was to be unquestioned and lacked equality in relationship but 

obedience to God is meant to be an informed and relational obedience which flows from a 

desire to please the one who is beloved.165 In calling his disciples friends rather than slaves, 

Jesus was not implying that they were not under God’s authority or became equals with 

Christ. Rather, Jesus was referring to the special knowledge bequeathed to friends: “You 

may be, you must be, my servants still; I am your Master and Lord; but you will be servants 

from a higher motive and a more enduring link and bond of union.”166 The passage ends 

with a reciprocation of obedience from God himself, that when a friend of God asks for 

something (which is in keeping with the will of God167) that it will be given. Thus, God offers 

reciprocal obedience in His extending of friendship to humankind.168  

This passage also shows a relationship between agape and philia. These two words 

of love in the Gospel of John required sacrifice and obedience: acquiescence in the 

beloved’s desires. Gerald Borchert, a New Testament commentator, argued that John 

placed the same requirements on friendship (philia) as agape, “that obedience to the 

commands of Jesus defines what it means to be his friends.”169 Friendship with God was not 

so much an obligation, as when a slave might be asked to feign friendship with their slave 

master. Rather, like human friendships, there is freedom to accept God’s friendship.170 The 

friendship Christ extends towards humans is one of intimacy; similar to the intimacy Christ 

shares with the Father and the Spirit in the Trinity where there is “‘...affection, familiarity, 

trust, intimacy of shared knowledge and intention, permanent friendship’.”171 Trust and 

obedience flow freely from such an intimacy and are signs of friendship with God.172 In this 

passage from John 15, agape and philia highlighted the interweaving of two facets of Love; 

 
165  It was common for both pagans and Jews to see themselves as slaves to God or the gods. Such an idea 

was not foreign. See footnotes 85-87.  
166  H. D. M. Spence-Jones, ed., “St. John,” vol. 2, The Pulpit Commentary (London: Funk & Wagnalls 

Company, 1909), 272. 
167  James 1:5. 
168  “This was not, however, a friendship of equals - for the Master is calling the student to become his 

friend; God is calling sinners to become both students of holiness and his intimate friends.” Kittel, 
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 163-4. 

169  Gerald L. Borchert, John 12–21, vol. 25B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers, 2002), 149. 

170  Varghese, The Imagery of Love in the Gospel of John, 208-209. 
171  Ibid., 258.  
172  Brown, The Anchor Bible, 682. 
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agape sacrifices and invites and philia cultivates intimacy and reciprocity which combine to 

produce actions in line with the holy will of God.  

 

2.3.2.3 “Friendship” As an Active Verb 

 

In John 21:15-17 another interesting passage uses friendship (phileo) in the verb form 

providing another means of understanding how friendship and love relate. The passage 

recounts a conversation between Jesus and Peter after the resurrection. Jesus took Peter 

aside to ask him if Peter loved him. This question is repeated three times (likely echoing 

Peter’s triple denial of Christ before the crucifixion). The first two times Jesus questioned 

Peter he used agapeo, but in the third and final question, Jesus used phileo, with Peter 

responding “yes” with phileo each time. The question regarding the significance of this 

change is itself debated. Some scholars do not feel the linguistic change is significant based 

on the view that both words were interchangeable.173 Others see the change as insignificant 

because the conversation was had in Aramaic and later recorded in the Greek; thus it is 

unknown if there was a linguistic difference in the original language.174 Others, however, 

believe that the difference is significant but disagree on the meaning of the change.175 

Perhaps Jesus was asking for a more noble love from Peter but settled for love in the form 

 
173  Gerald Borchert noted that the Greek word for romantic love or lustful desire: eros is not in the New 

Testament, but yet there are examples of lustful or corrupt love. Likewise, he argues that agapan and 
philein were both used in the Gospel with interchangeability and that by the fourth Century B.C. Agape 
was used as a standard verb for love. Borchert, The New American Commentary, 335.  

 Raymond Brown wrote, “with the partial exception of Origen, the great Greek commentators of old… 
saw no real difference of meaning in the variation of vocabulary; but British scholars of the last century, 
like Trench, Westcott, and Plummer, found therein subtle shades of meaning”. For this reason, Borchert 
did not affirm that Peter was grieved by Jesus’ change of agape to phileo in Jesus’s third question, but 
in his grappling with his denial of Christ.” Brown, The Anchor Bible, 1102.  

174  “…one might point out that the conversation between Jesus and Peter would have taken place in 
Aramaic. In Hebrew and Aramaic there is one basic verb for expressing the various types of love...” Ibid., 
1103. 

175  Kenneth Gangel argued that one cannot dismiss the change in Greek words since John chose to use two 
different words in his recounting of the exchange. So, while it was generally agreed that Peter’s grief 
was primarily concerned with the remembrance of his tri-fold denial of Christ, it could also have 
something to do with the change of words when Christ adopted Peter’s word. Kenneth O. Gangel, John 
vol. 4, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2000), 388-
389. 
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of friendship.176 Or, it could be that Jesus was requesting a reverential love and conceded to 

Peter’s passionate expression of friendship.177 Ian Galloway argues that the two words were 

used to create a richness and depth of meaning rather than to be pitted against each 

other.178 Ideally this passage is best interpreted with consideration to the differences of the 

words as well as their integration. As the primary meaning of this text was in Aramaic, it is 

therefore not vital to dissect the words, however, there is meaning to be gained from the 

Greek in the quest to understand friendship in the Gospel of John. The simple fact that 

interplay exists between two different verb forms of love suggests the intentionality. That 

love for Christ is to be reverential but also personal and intimate fits with the previous 

passage in John 11. Jesus was asking Peter if he believed, honoured, and would serve God 

and follow his example as a servant. This explanation is further supported in that Jesus ends 

each question with the command for Peter to “feed my sheep” – as an opportunity for 

obedience and sacrificial service. Peter’s employment of the verb form of friendship in 

response echoes the idea that disciples are invited to friendship rather than slavery and that 

 
176  John Lange and Peter Schaff also did not believe that the change in the Greek was an accident. They 

argued that agapeo was a reverential love, founded on character and was a love to be directed towards 
God and others, while phileo was used for personal love and human affection. Peter thus employed a 
lesser word for love, which implied his own weakness, but at the same time spoke of his “deep feeling 
of personal love” and that in Christ’s adoption of Peter’s word, Christ used this term of intimacy “to 
press the meaning of it home to him.” John Peter Lange and Philip Schaff, A Commentary on the Holy 
Scriptures: John (Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 2008), 639. 

 Marvin Vincent proposed from Peter’s point of view agapeo, (a more dignified and noble word for 
love), seemed the colder or less affectionate word for love - like to compare love for a king or teacher 
with that of a dear friend, and so Peter responded with the word more for affection than respect. 
Marvin Richardson Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament vol. 2 (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1887), 300. 

 Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged in One 
Volume (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 2058. 

177  Brown, The Anchor Bible, 1103. 
 The question over which was “higher” or “less” becomes moot as it was not about which was of greater 

or lesser value since that would depend on what one desired from the other. If one desired devotion 
and reverence: agapeo, if intimacy and affection were desired: phileo. Taken this way, Jesus did not 
lower his expectation of Peter, but rather Christ accepted his affectionate friendship love: “Dost thou 
esteem me worthy of thy love?” Simon, with a burst of personal affection, says, yet with a certain 
humility, “I love thee”—meaning, “Such love as I can lavish upon thee, such as I may dare in my humility 
to offer thee, O my Master, Brother, Friend!” …Again Peter, with his heart bursting with personal 
affection, feels that he can and must say, Yea, Lord; thou knowest that I love thee ....And now Peter 
seems to have conquered, by his persistence, the heart of his Lord, and Jesus adopts the very phrase 
which Peter twice over had substituted for that which he had himself used; for he saith unto him the 
third time…”. Spence-Jones, “St. John,” 505–507. 

178  Ian Galloway Called the be Friends, 324.  
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Peter was responding not as a slave but as a friend. Peter was not merely willing to obey but 

desired to obey out of affection for his Lord. The change that Jesus made in his final 

question to copy Peter, I believe, confirms His assent that Peter was in fact a friend rather 

than a servant – like the prodigal son who was welcomed back into the Father’s house not 

as a servant but as a friend.179  

 

2.3.2.4 Love of Neighbour and Personal Friendship 

 

Understanding the interplay between individual friendships, Christian fellowship, and 

neighbourly love subsequently becomes a pertinent question. Jesus himself had circles of 

friendships and relationships that existed at different levels of intimacy. In the gospel of 

John we are told about the close friendships Jesus had with Lazarus180 and his sisters, Mary 

and Martha.181 It was at the tomb of his friend Lazarus where Jesus wept, even though he 

soon after would raise him from the dead.182 Jesus also exhibited a love that mixed the 

particular and intimate love of friendship with the compassionate love of agape to a 

number of people who only made small appearances, such as his interactions with 

Nicodemus,183 the woman from Samaria,184 or the man at the pool of Bethsaida.185 In each 

of these encounters individuals were seen uniquely, responded to specifically, and treated 

with intimacies of friendship, such as speaking candidly (such as talking to the woman from 

 
179  Luke 15:11-32. 
180  “Lazarus’ place alongside Jesus during the dinner seems to be his customary place. This would be 

another pointer to the friendship between Jesus and Lazarus. The evangelist also remarks … that Jesus 
loved Lazarus…. It is clearly stated that Jesus loves Lazarus yet there is a purposeful delay in coming to 
him. Jesus weeps for Lazarus, yet seemingly he does not do anything to prevent his death. The nature of 
Jesus’ love is a deep value to be seen and excavated at the symbolic and the literal level.” Varghese, The 
Imagery of Love in the Gospel of John, 240. 

181  John 11:1-44, Luke 10:38-42. 
182  “The faith-response of the Bethany family to Jesus and his teaching needs to be seen together with the 

natural and human friendship between this family and Jesus.” Varghese, The Imagery of Love in the 
Gospel of John, 247. 

 John 11:11. 
 Only in John 11:3 and 36 is phileo (φιλεω) used to describe friendship between Jesus and Lazarus. The 

authors of the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament argued that John was using the term to 
explain the love which Christ has towards those whom Christ has chosen as friends. Kittel, Theological 
Dictionary of the New Testament, 130-131.  

183  John 3:1-21. 
184  John 4:1-45.  
185  John 5:1-47. 
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Samaria about her relationships), asking for favours (such as whether or not to tell others 

about the healing), or giving up precious time to listen and respond to questions (like with 

Nicodemus). These people did not return in the narrative and there was no on-going 

friendship but there was a showing of a kind of friendship to these people in their need 

likely in response to the idea that at the heart of friendship is sacrificial love.  

Jesus also chose to share a distinctive closeness with his twelve apostles,186 and Peter, 

James, and John187 were his particularly intimate friends (these accounts appear primarily in 

the other synoptic gospels). For example, it was just these three that Jesus allowed to see 

him bring Jairus’ daughter back to life188 or to see the transfiguration on the mountain.189 

These friendships did not limit Jesus from loving others who followed him, including 

children, but he did not form deep intimate friendships with everyone he interacted with. 

Instead, Christ extended love and care (and sometimes reproof) to all, regardless of their 

station or relationship to him. Clearly Christ himself enjoyed particular, intimate friendships 

without jeopardising compassionate care for the multitudes.190 This should bring 

encouragement to those desiring to follow Christ’s example; to show love to the many does 

not exclude particular intimate friendships with a small few. In the incarnation Christ had 

the limitations of human existence where friendship, such as he had with his disciples and 

Lazarus, Mary, and Martha, was humanly impossible to extend to every human being. 

Therefore, a theology of friendship calls not for omnipotent-God-like universal friendship, 

but rather, for the cultivation of a few intimate and abiding friendships alongside friendly 

kindness to be extended towards strangers. Within Christian theology love, friendship, and 

community are simultaneously interrelated and unique to each other, and a theology of 

 
186  “As God choose His friends in the OT...so Jesus chooses His friends.” Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the 

New Testament Volume, 165. 
187  There was also “disciple whom Jesus loved” (phileo) who is assumed to have been the apostle John 

himself. Spence-Jones, “St. John,” 208. 
188  Mark 5:21-43, Luke 8:51. 
189  Matthew 17:1-8. 
190  “Loving one’s neighbour or even enemy both expands the boundaries of those eligible to be considered 

as friends and calls into question the motive of self-interest that undergirds friendship under that 
system. By making Jesus’ own behavior the norm of love commanded to the disciples. however, the 
Fourth Gospel expands the action of friendship to a Christological category. As God’s love encompassed 
“the world” (3:16), and it was for the World that Jesus Christ was sent or appointment, so the love that 
mirrors the love of Christ likewise knows no limits.” Sharon H. Ringe, Wisdom’s Friends: Community and 
Christology in the Fourth Gospel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1999), 69-69. 
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friendship in practice should involve a cultivation of each, allowing these forms of love to 

intertwine whenever appropriate.  

 

2.3.2.5  Summary  

 

The theme of obedience comes out again in John’s gospel, but it is now incorporated into 

friendship not only with other humans but with God. What was hinted at in the Old 

Testament accounts was clearly expressed in the incarnation of Christ: God is not like other 

“gods” looking for slaves to do his bidding but rather friends who operate from a place of 

mutual love and desire to see creativity and holiness break like a watershed over the whole 

earth. The intermingling of parsed out words for love also bring newness of depth to 

friendship as it become aligned with God’s own agape love. This friendship is somehow 

made both intimate and therefore limited without becoming exclusive.  

 

2.3.3  Paul and Acts 

 

The New Testament continues to speak about friendship at the time of the early 

church in the book of Acts as well as the Pauline epistles. As previously mentioned, there are 

connections between friendship, church community, and the stranger, which will now be 

explored.191 The apostle Paul’s letters to churches often contained teaching regarding 

Christian conduct and many of these letters contained useful insights into friendship. While 

Paul did not often use the word “friend” we can nonetheless learn about friendship from 

examples in his own life and from his teachings on love more generally by applying what has 

already been discerned about friendship in the Bible. For example, Paul had close 

relationships with his disciple Timothy192 and with Barnabas.193 As both relationships appear 

 
191  For more on how friendship integrates in the modern church (Anglican) and some of the challenges and 

opportunities regarding friendship, fellowship, and the gospel see, Friendship & the Body of Christ. The 
Church of England, Friendship & the Body of Christ: A Living in Love & Faith Resource for Reflection and 
Conversation (London: Church house Publishing, 2022). 

192  Acts 16:1-5, 1st and 2nd Timothy. 
 Stacy E. Hoehl, “The Mentor Relationship: An Exploration of Paul as Loving Mentor to Timothy and the 

Application of the Relationship to Contemporary Leadership Challenges,” Journal of Biblical Perspectives 
in Leadership 3, no. 2 (Summer 2011), 32-47. 

193  Acts 13-15.  
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to be affectionate relationships, it can be assumed Paul experienced friendship with these 

two men. These friendships did not limit Paul but rather, these friendships served in his 

ministry of growing the church.194 Paul in his letters also clearly cultivated many meaningful 

relationships with people in various churches and while he likely did not share the same 

level of intimacy with everyone, he did not shy away from praising or highlighting particular 

individuals within the churches. Based on these examples, ideally the wider Christian 

fellowship should be comprised of many groupings of deep and intimate friendships and 

these intimate friendships should become a means of discipleship, helping individual 

believers to grow in their ability to follow Christ. Even more so Jesus lived out this example 

of how to have both personal and intimate relationships, while not allowing those 

relationships to prohibit in any way love for one’s neighbour. The friendships Jesus had with 

his disciples did not create a closed clique but instead transformed the disciples to be more 

other-focused, motivating their love for each other, their neighbours, and even their 

enemies. Love, therefore, ought to proceed from Christ’s friendship which transforms 

intimate relationships like friendship into a love which can extend beyond where it began 

into love for the stranger or even one’s enemy.195  

 

2.3.3.1  Summary 

 

Paul’s example of friendship creates a helpful link to how one might embody the principles 

of friendship shown in the life of Christ. Paul positioned himself as someone to emulate as he 

himself followed Christ.196 Paul also gives New Testament examples of the tensions which 

David and Jonathan also faced due to often being absent in the body. Paul re-affirms that 

 
194  Acts 13:46; 15:35; 16:1-5. 
 1 Thessalonians 3:2. 
 “The friendship motifs can also be seen in {Romans] 15, 14-33. In 15,14 Paul praises the brothers of the 

community for their goodness, knowledge, and ability to instruct one another and at the same time 
reminds them of how bold he had to be with them (v.15). This affectionate feeling makes correction 
more easily accepted among friends.” Varghese, The Imagery of Love in the Gospel of John, 230. 

195  “The picture of Jesus as at once Wisdom incarnate and the friend who befriends others and commands 
them to befriend to one another is developed through a wealth of images and narrative instances. 
...The performative language also builds a community, as a people coalesce that claim and is claimed by 
it. That community, in turn, becomes the way that God’s love for the world… which was incarnate in 
Jesus - continues to be embodied in the creation.” Ringe, Wisdom’s Friend, 3.  

196 1 Corinthians 11:1  
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while the body is important and the longing for spiritual and physical union is good – there is 

a spiritual friendship which can be expressed and felt even with long physical absences.  

 

2.4  Conclusion 

 

In the Old and New Testament, friendship was not meant to simply be a means to an 

end such as obedience, wisdom, fearing God, or holiness – though these have all proved to 

be vital elements of friendship. Friendship was also meant to be a joy in itself: pleasant and 

lovely – as David said of the love he received from Jonathan. From the Old Testament 

through to the New Testament friendships take on many facets but there are a few 

overarching themes which emerge. Firstly, Friendship is defined as a particular love where 

intimacies are shared. Second, Biblical friendships are propelled towards righteous actions 

in line with the will of God, trust and affection mingle to give birth to acts of love and 

obedience towards fulfilling the desires of the beloved. This idea of obedience may, at first, 

seem strange, and I believe this is due to connotations of how obedience is defined in the 

western context. Rather than defining obedience in a negative sense of command and 

obligation where obedience is undertaken primarily due to a power dynamic, and instead 

viewing obedience in the context of actions undertaken to please one’s beloved, bring a 

vastly different perception of obedience in friendship. Such obedience, like Ruth obeying 

Naomi, David obeying Jonathan, and the disciples obeying Jesus, is not slavery but joy, and 

based on insight and revelation from the friend. In the Scriptures obedience is then a 

manifestation of friendship in action as one sets out to see the will of their friend come to 

fruition.  

Third, Scripture makes it clear that friendship is not merely a human experience but 

commences in God proceeding towards humans to be reciprocated back to God and 

extended towards others. This references that humans are made in the image of a triune 

God – a God who exists within Himself in intimate relationship: bringing about the 

importance of human dignity and inherent design for friendship. Fourth, Friendship is 

experienced in relation to the human composition of both body and soul. This means 

friendship desires to be felt in the soul as well as through the body, though it can survive 
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apart from physical presence. Later in this thesis I will explore how friendships are 

maintained online and across distances, returning to the example of Paul’s letters. For Paul 

as well as David and Jonathan, friendship is not always about living out friendship in the 

same physical spaces. For indeed these men experienced the continuation of friendship over 

great distances. This points to the fifth theme of friendship. Friendship with God himself 

exists for most Christians197 solely in a spiritual capacity, especially through the indwelling 

Holy Spirit;198 though ever with the hope of physical unity in the eschaton where God dwells 

with his people. All love, and therefore all friendship, being derived from God’s perfect love, 

desires to be unified by every means. Friendship on earth is meant to foreshadow love and 

relationship as it will be in the coming Kingdom – the new Heavens and Earth. The merging 

of broken humans loves into a fuller understanding of God’s love is a theme threaded 

throughout the whole of Scripture and points to a future fulfilment where Friendship as part 

of perfect love will be finally be expressed in its truest and fullest form. 

 

  

 
197  Exceptions would be Enoch, Elijah, Moses, Abraham, the disciples and others who met Christ.  
198  John 14:16, Acts 2.  
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3. Chapter Three: Classical Friendship from Philosophy to Theology 

 

The second chapter explored friendship through the lens of Scripture. To follow 

friendship forward from this will require tracing the writings of both the Greco-Roman 

philosophers and the Church fathers. Understanding how friendship was shaped through 

ancient history – in both sacred and secular contexts will provide useful context for how 

ideas of friendship were shaped through Western history linking back to the Bible and 

looking forward to modernity. This context will be vital for any meaningful discussions later 

on regarding theological understandings of friendship.  

 

3.1 Introduction  

 

 This chapter is comprised of two main sections. The first delves into Greek and Roman 

philosophy from the writings of Socrates/Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and Plutarch.199 The 

second half of this chapter will proceed to understand the myriad of ways in which these 

philosophical ideals of friendship merged with the Biblical concepts of friendship to bring 

about what I call Christian virtue friendship.200 This will be accomplished by investigating the 

writings of select Church fathers and theological movements, including St. Augustine, St. 

Aelred of Rievaulx, St. Thomas Aquinas and movements from the time of the Reformation. 

In essence, this chapter engages with the Athens versus Jerusalem debate, with particular 

regard to friendship, intending to reveal how these differences highlight the ways in which 

cultural values, worldviews, and theological beliefs shaped how friendship was valued and 

practised.  

 

 
199  There are many other philosophers who could be in this list, but these four were included because they 

either are integral to philosophical thought on friendship, i.e. Aristotle, or they were included because 
their work significantly linked to Christian thought on friendship, i.e. Cicero.  

200  This term was first used in my master’s dissertation submitted to Durham University for the degree of 
Christian Theology. Joelle Lucas, “Christian Virtue Friendship and Puritan Friendship in the English 
Reformation.” 
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3.2  Greek and Roman Philosophers 

 

The reasons for covering the Greco-Roman philosophers before the church fathers are 

two-fold. Firstly, because Greek and Roman philosophy mingled with Biblical teachings 

immersing it within the cultural contexts of the Judeo-Christian faith and ancient Western 

philosophy. Therefore, to understand friendship within Christian theology, one must also 

understand the influences of ancient philosophy. Secondly, these philosophies concerning 

friendship continue to influence the modern conception of friendship and are deeply 

ingrained in the academic debates surrounding friendship. To share in this tradition is 

important groundwork which must be discerned before entering into any of the current 

academic debates on the topic of friendship within the humanities more broadly, topics 

which the later part of this thesis will cover.  

 

3.2.1  Plato’s Lysis 

 

 Lysis was written in the style of a Socratic dialogue between Socrates and a few young 

schoolboys. Lysis begins with Socrates seeking to explain to one boy how to approach 

someone he wishes to befriend. Rather than with flattery, as one might initially suppose, 

Socrates instead argues that one must woo201 by engaging the mind. Socrates desired to 

stimulate the boys to think philosophically about their relationships202 and make 

philosophical conversations the basis of their friendships, but to do this Socrates had to first 

set an example by drawing the young boy Lysis into philosophical conversation.203 Socrates 

approached Lysis and his friend Menexenus and began to inquire of them what they 

believed to be the nature of friendship. Whether this conversation was helpful rather than a 

confusing circular conversation is a topic of debate. Some researchers like Benjamin Rider 

 
201  This was not a sexual wooing, but an intellectual wooing.  
202  “His goal is to help his interlocutors discover what true friendship is and what they must do to enact it. 

Socrates is therefore…willing to use specious arguments because he believes that they will better 
achieve his goal of helping his students come to the epiphany he seeks for them.” Mark E. Jonas, 
“Education for Epiphany: The Case of Plato’s ‘Lysis.’” Educational Theory, vol. 65, no. 1, (2015): 43. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/edth.12094 

203  Benjamin A. Rider. “A Socratic Seduction: Philosophical Protreptic in Plato’s Lysis.” Apeiron 44, no. 1 
(2011): 41. doi:10.1515/apeiron.2011.005. 
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argue that Socrates’ opinions were often disjointed, confusing in their abstractness, 

inconclusive, and potentially frustrating for the boys.204 While Rider is not wrong in finding 

the dialogue both frustrating and inconclusive, this text remains of use in raising questions 

one might ask about the nature of friendship which Aristotle subsequently wrestled through 

in his impressive attempt to create a philosophy of, and ethics for, friendship.  

 

3.2.1.1  Love and Freedom 

 

 The first question Socrates asked was whether friends must have all things in 

common: could one friend be richer than the other or is that an impossibility as they shared 

everything? The students responded that friends must have all things in common.205 

Socrates shifted course asking how one might discern love, arguing that since love finds 

itself within friendship one must understand friendship to understand love. Towards this 

end, Socrates inquired about the love of parents as this would have been a love with which 

the boys would have familiarity. From here Socrates led the boys through a maze of 

questions to find out if freedom was a sign of love. The boys asserted that their parents 

desired their happiness, but that they were not allowed to do whatever they wanted and 

that some of their slaves had more freedom than the boys themselves, though it was the 

boys who were loved more than the slaves.206 Through such questions the boys soon 

realised that freedom must not be the key to love since their parents, out of love for them, 

did not, in fact, grant them copious amounts of freedom. Socrates suggested that freedom 

perhaps was more related to wisdom and trust; the wiser a person, the more they would be 

trusted and the freer they would be: “Then this is the way it is, my dear Lysis: in those areas 

where we really understand something everybody…will trust us, and there we will act just as 

we choose, and nobody will want to get in our way. There we will be free ourselves, and in 

control of others.”207  

 
204  Rider, “A Socratic Seduction: Philosophical Protreptic in Plato’s Lysis,” 40.  
205  Plato, Complete Works, eds. John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 

Company, 1997), 691. 
206  Plato, Complete Works, 691-92. 
207  Ibid., 694. 
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The converse could also be said, that if one was not wise, no one, regardless of how 

loved they might be, would dare trust them. This conversation links well with the passage 

from John’s Gospel concerning love, slavery, and friendship. It would seem Socrates wanted 

the boys to wrestle with this same idea that love and freedom are not inherently linked but 

that while sons and slaves are to obey, the slave does so from a relationship of obligation 

but the sons from a relationship of love. Furthermore, with reference to John 15, love must 

be bestowed by God prior to exhibitions of obedience, therefore love must begin of its own 

accord.208 Love therefore, is not inherently about freedom so much as it concerns the good 

of the beloved.209 Indeed, some of the issues with this premise of love and trust are, as 

Socrates pointed out, that a neighbour or king might come to love a wise young man with 

fatherly affection, yet a parent will still preferentially love their own child. Paul Ludwig also 

asserted the absurdity of this idea in that one does not love someone simply for being 

wise.210 The same might be said about usefulness. The boys contended usefulness was 

desired, though love does not depend upon usefulness since their parents loved them 

despite their youth and subsequent lack of trustworthiness and/or usefulness.211 Perhaps, 

while a parent would always have love for their child regardless of any wisdom gained, a 

parent may add pride to their love if their child grew up to be wise.  

 

3.2.1.2  Commonality in Friendship 

 

Another important theme Socrates discussed with the young boys was whether 

commonality was necessary for friendship. Through their discussion, it was agreed that 

there must be sufficient commonalities to unite friends, and yet there should also be 

differences to enable them to be helpful to each other by balancing areas of strength and 

weakness.212 This latter point was based on the premise that friends should be useful to one 

another, especially in pursuing virtue. Thus, friends needed to be of similar moral character, 

 
208  Romans 5:8; Ephesian 2:8-9. 
209  Terry Penner and Christopher Rowe, eds. 'Plato's Lysis,' in Cambridge studies in the dialogues of Plato 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 211-213. 
210  Paul W. Ludwig, "Without Foundations: Plato's Lysis and Postmodern Friendship," American Political 

Science Review 104, no. 1 (2010): 137. doi:10.1017/s0003055410000018. 
211  Plato, Complete Works, 694.  
212  Ibid., 698-700. 
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for if one was too evil (or too good213), they would be more of a hindrance than a blessing 

since friendship is related to the beautiful and the good:  

Only one possibility remains, if anything is a friend to anything, what is neither good nor bad is 
a friend either to the good, or to something like itself. For I don’t suppose anything could be a 
friend to the bad.214  
 

To complement each other in the pursuit of goodness and beauty, was thus one of the 

ideals of friendship.215 Plato here showed how Socrates wanted to steer the boys from 

competitiveness to cooperation in the pursuit of truth and self-improvement.216 That said, 

Mary Nicolas and Mark Jonas have insightful points concerning taking care not to 

overemphasise the importance of philosophy in friendship otherwise the friend might be in 

danger of becoming merely a tool of the philosopher, rather than a unique and dear 

friend.217 To lose sight of the individual brings into question whether friendship is merely a 

means to wisdom or if friendship can be an end in itself. Eugene Garver astutely raises this 

issue when he noted how Socrates himself proved that friendship could be faked as a means 

to an end by the very conversations being recorded by Plato. Socrates was not friends with 

these boys; rather he made a pretence of friendship to illustrate friendship. In spite of this 

demonstration, the ability to make a forgery of friendship seems to be proof enough that 

this is a valid concern in the process of friendship-making.218 The dialogue concludes with 

Socrates and Lysis claiming to have become friends, while also admitting they still did not 

 
213  This was because of needing to be equally able to help the other and if one was so far ahead in virtue 

the other might become a hindrance.  
214  Plato, Complete Works, 700-701. 
215  Ibid., 706. 
216  Rider, “A Socratic Seduction: Philosophical Protreptic in Plato’s Lysis,” 45. 
217  “If the truest exemplar of friendship is the philosopher’s love of wisdom, and philosophy replaces 

reciprocal friendship between human beings as the true human fulfilment, what character would 
philosophy have? If one pursues the truth because it is one’s good, one’s good would become the 
measure of the truth rather than the truth the measure of one’s good…. The initial exchange between 
Socrates and Lysis… does not foreshadow the notion that the deepest friendship is between the 
philosopher and his own good.” Mary P. Nichols, "Who Is a Friend? (The Lysis)," in Socrates on 
Friendship and Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 179. 
doi:10.1017/cbo9780511586583.005.  

 “The idea that Socrates … aims to produce contemplatives who meditate all day long on the “Good” is 
untenable …. Socrates and his interlocutors almost always pursue questions that have “live” 
implications. Lysis is a case in point….The relationships imply activity. Love and friendship without 
activity are not love and friendship.” Jonas, “Education for Epiphany,” 45.  

218  Eugene, "The Rhetoric of Friendship in Plato's Lysis," Rhetorica 24, no. 2 (2006): 134. 
doi:10.1525/rh.2006.24.2.127. 
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understand what makes a friend. Indeed, it seems that while Socrates attempted to 

demonstrate friendship in a short conversation, it was unlikely any authentic friendship was 

formed; not only because they conceded to being no closer to understanding friendship 

than when they began, but because likeness, devotion, and wisdom could not be fully 

formed in the short time that Socrates engaged Lysis and Menexenus in dialogue.219 

Furthermore, as A.C. Grayling noted in the first chapter of his book Friendship, the whole 

conversation began with the assumption, that the, “…concept of one kind of love – that of 

an older male for a younger – at least largely overlaps with the concept of friendship…”220 

which would conflict with the view that equality is necessary for friendship. 

 

3.2.1.3  Summary 

 

 A few of the main points raised in this work are: 1) friendship is difficult to define, 

more experienced than definitively known, 2) friendship is a form of love which relates to 

other relationships such as that of parent and child, or lovers, etc., and 3) that, according to 

Socrates, the greatest friendships are philosophical friendships which pursue truth and 

wisdom. This is where Lysis ends, with many questions unanswered and a host of excellent 

questions raised, which, if answered, could lead to a helpful philosophical ethic for 

friendship;221 which is precisely what Aristotle did in his Nicomachean Ethics. He asserted 

the importance and usefulness of Socrates’ questions on friendship and wrestled with them 

until he could provide his own answers which resulted in providing the Western world with 

one of the most helpful philosophies on the nature of friendship.  

 

3.2.2  Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics  

 

 Arguably the most prominent and foundational work on friendship comes from 

chapters VIII and IX of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle helpfully arranged Socrates’ 

 
219  Garver, "The Rhetoric of Friendship in Plato's Lysis," 136.  
220  Grayling, A. C. Friendship (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 19. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vm5c4 
221  Michael Pakaluk. Other Selves: Philosophers on Friendship. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 

1991), 1.  
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initial thoughts on friendship as relayed through Plato’s Lysis and crafted a beautifully 

organised approach to friendship.222 Aristotle makes a number of important claims about 

friendship. He argues firstly that “…For friendship is a virtue, or involves virtue”, and 

secondly that “it is one of the most indispensable requirements of life. For no one would 

choose to live without friends, but possessing all other good things.”223 He proceeds to 

argue that friendships exist in greater and lesser forms, which he divides into three 

categories.224 The first two categories would both be considered lower forms of friendship: 

(1) utility (or usefulness) and (2) pleasure.225 While such friendships can contribute certain 

means of goodness to the participants these are not friendships of moral virtue and as such 

are easily gained and lost. The third and highest form of friendship was virtue friendship, 

which will be addressed in the following section. 

 

3.2.2.1  Virtue Friendship  

 

The truest form of friendship is that of virtue friendship,226 in which a friend was to be 

loved for themself227 and is loved through a shared passion for the pursuit of the good: 

The perfect form of friendship is that between Friendship of Virtue, the perfect kind. the good, and 
those who resemble each other in virtue. For these friends wish each alike the other’s good in respect 
of their goodness, and they are good in themselves; but it is those who wish the good of their friends 
for their friends’ sake who are friends in the fullest sense, since they love each other for themselves 
and not accidentally. Hence the friendship of these lasts as long as they continue to be good; and 
virtue is a permanent quality. 228 
 

 
222  Aristotle also addressed friendship in his Eudemian Ethics. .  
 Pakaluk. Other Selves, 28. 
223  Aristotle, The Nicomachean ethics, ed. Harris Rackham (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1934), 

VIII. i. 1-2.  
224  Ibid., VIII. iii.   
 Grayling, Friendship, 38.  
225  “Now those who love one another for the useful do not love them for their own sakes, but inasmuch as 

there results some good to themselves …. So also with those who love for pleasure… because they are 
pleasant to them…. Consequently such friendships are easily dissolved, if the parties do not continue in 
similar circumstances for if they are no longer pleasant, or useful they cease to love”. Aristotle, The 
Nicomachean ethics VIII. iii. 

226  “He [Aristotle]…does allow that there is more than one type of friendship, but regards only the 
friendship between virtuous persons as complete friendship, because only the virtuous can and do care 
about each other for the other’s own sake.” Diane Jeske, “Friendship, virtue, and Impartiality,” 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 57, 1. (March 1997): 57. 

227  Grayling, Friendship, 35-36. 
228  Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics, VIII.iii.6.  
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Aristotle argued that those who lacked virtue could participate in the lower forms of 

friendship but never in virtue friendship, for bad men are self-seeking and thus cannot have 

friendship that is selfless.229 Furthermore, even friendships of utility or usefulness will be 

short-lived, because of their self-seeking, for such people are prone to change and are thus 

unstable, unlike good men, who tend to remain steadfast.230 Therefore, friendship either 

made bad men worse or good men better.231 Indeed, such friendships were better than 

friendships of usefulness or pleasure because it was through friendship with a virtuous 

person that one could achieve greater degrees of self-knowledge. According to Mavis Bliss, 

friendship was not seen as a neutral relationship that is stagnant, but one that has moral 

quality and a trajectory; constantly moving those who share friendship in a direction either 

to their detriment or benefit. 232  

 

3.2.2.2  Equality  

 

Aristotle further believed that friendship can only truly be had between equals.233 He 

felt that friends should not feel either obligation or indebtedness. Rather, they ought to 

perceive themselves on a level footing so as to walk in tandem towards their shared 

goals.234 However, according to Aristotle, the rule was not absolute if inequalities could be 

balanced, or if the higher friend condescended to their friend’s level: “But in this manner 

 
229  A distinction should be made between selfishness and self-sufficiency, as, “It is important to emphasize 

that the self-sufficiency Aristotle has in mind is self-sufficiency with regard not merely to living, but to 
living well.” Nancy Sherman, “Aristotle on Friendship and the Shared Life,” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 47, no. 4 (1987): 396. https://doi.org/10.2307/2107230 

230  Ibid., 195. 
 “…by acting immorally, we make ourselves unworthy of the highest form of friendship.” Dale Jacquette, 

“Aristotle on the Value of Friendship as a Motivation for Morality,” The Journal of Value Inquiry 35, no. 
3, (2001): 377. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1011873730850 

231  This is similar to the biblical proverb from chapter 2 which taught that those who surround themselves 
with wise companions become wise, but foolish companions make one foolish. 

232  Mavis Bliss, “Aristotle on Friendship and Self-Knowledge: The Friend Beyond the Mirror,” History of 
Philosophy Quarterly 28, no. 2 (2011): 126. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23032377 

 Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics, VIII.iv. 
233  “Differences also arise in friendships where one party is superior for each expects to receive more: and 

when this takes place, the friendship is dissolved: for the better character thinks that it is his due to 
have more, because more is given to the good man…a useless person should not have equal, since it 
will be a burdensome service, and not friendship…” Ibid., 213. 

234  “… the friendships continue most, when there is an equal return from each other … an equal return 
from the same thing, for instance, from the facetious to the facetious….” Ibid., 195. 
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those who are unequal, may also be the greatest friends; for they may be brought to an 

equality.”235 Indeed, it would be unfortunate if friendship was out of reach for the rich and 

powerful due to their advantages elevating them so far above others making friendship 

elusive.236 Thus, while the importance of shared commonalities remained vital to a long-

lasting virtue friendship, if any differences could serve as counterparts to assist each other 

in their pursuit of their shared goals and ideals, a friendship could move forward in 

newfound equal standing.237 

 

3.2.2.3  Friends and Community  

 

There are two final points on friendship that Aristotle made. The first concerns how 

many people one may have as friends, “…for love is something exceeding; and that which 

exceeds is naturally felt towards one object. And for the same man greatly to please many 

at once is not easy, and perhaps it is good that it should not be so.”238 According to Aristotle, 

friendship did not need to be exclusive, but wisdom suggested that an ideal friendship 

would consist of two persons, and on occasion perhaps a small group of friends, rather than 

multiple companions.239 The second concerns the political and communal aspects of 

friendship.240 While community is certainly a different matter to friendship, Aristotle 

considered it important to remember that, since all relationships exist within a larger 

community, many good friendships would benefit the wider society at large:  

But all kinds of community are like parts of the political one. For people make their way 
together on the basis that they will get some advantage from it, and so as to provide 
themselves with some necessity of life; and the political community too seems both to have 

 
235  Ibid., 202. 
236  “Even those – indeed, perhaps especially those – who have wealth or power need friends, he says, for 

how otherwise would they be able to show beneficence, or protect their wealth and position, which are 
more at risk the greater they are?” Grayling, Friendship, 32.  

237  Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics, VIII.vi-vii. 
238  Ibid., 198.  
239  “Aristotle argues that one’s friends ought to be limited to the maximum number of those who can live 

together and are friends with one another...” Olyan, Friendship in the Hebrew Bible, 100. 
240  Bradley Bryan, “Approaching Others: Aristotle on Friendship’s Possibility,” Political Theory 37, no. 6 

(2009): 754–79. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25655519 
 Eleni Leontsini, “The Motive of Society: Aristotle on Civic Friendship, Justice, and Concord,” Res Publica 

(Liverpool, England) 19 no. 1 (2013): 21–35. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-012-9204-4 
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come together in the beginning and to remain in place for the sake of advantage 241  
 

This point echoes the ideas of friendship and community in the New Testament where 

individual friendships always existed within the larger church community and as such there 

would often be reciprocal impact between friendships and the community.242 

 

3.2.2.4  Summary 

 

 In summary, Aristotle’s ethics on friendship highlight two important points regarding 

friendship. Firstly, that selfishness is a key differentiating factor between lower and higher 

friendships; lower friendships being self-seeking, but higher friendships seeking after the 

good of the beloved. Thus, to have a virtuous friendship, selflessness must be cultivated (a 

concept of friendship also seen in the Gospel of John).243 The second point deals with how 

rare and precious virtue friendships were and are, especially considering the difficulty in 

finding someone who could be considered an equal who also has shared pursuits. If, 

however, one could find such a friend, according to Aristotle, such a friendship had the 

potential to be long-lasting, beneficial, and pleasurable. Aristotle left a substantial work of 

friendship for others (like Cicero) to build upon. Aristotle’s ideas especially concerning the 

relationship between friendships and the political state were of particular interest to Cicero 

who lived under the rule of the Roman Empire. 

 

3.2.3  Cicero’s De Amicitia 

 

As a Roman citizen from the first century, Marcus Tullius Cicero (impressively a 

statesman, lawyer, scholar, and writer) wrote at a time of great political unrest in the 

Roman Republic which likely informed many of his political ideas concerning how personal 

 
241  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, eds. Christopher J. Rowe and Sarah Broadie (Oxford University Press, 

2020), VIII.ix. 
242  For more on the historical impact of friendship see Henry C. Trumbull, Friendship the Mater-Passion: Or, 

the Nature and History of Friendship and Its Place as a Force in the World. 
243  In the highest friendships, especially, friends do not act selfishly or based on egotistic calculation but 

rather seek the good for their friends. They pursue the good on behalf of the friend, and for the friend's 
own sake.” Frank Vander Valk, “Friendship, Politics, and Augustine's Consolidation of the Self,” Religious 
Studies 45, (2009): 128. 
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friendships relate to the civitas. Cicero’s primary work on friendship was titled De 

Amicitia.244 This work was similar to Plato’s Lysis as both were written as dialogues. The 

conversation began with two men (Gaius Fannius and Quintus Mucius Scaevola) asking their 

father-in-law Laelius, in light of the passing of Laelius’ dear friend Scipio, to instruct them on 

the essence, purpose, and meaning of friendship. The father-in-law humbly explained that 

he was not prepared to make a great oration on friendship but did his best to oblige their 

request. For this reason, the arguments, definitions, and explanations of friendship were not 

organised in the fashion of the Nicomachean Ethics. Instead, the ideals of friendship were 

accumulated as various thoughts built upon each other through conversation.  

 

3.2.3.1  Friendship as Happiness 

 

Cicero defined friendship as a happiness cultivated through spending time together, 

sharing in public and private aspects of life, living together/spending significant time 

together, being engaged in projects together, and being of the same mind.245 Cicero later 

produced a more precise definition, stating that friendship “…is nothing else than an accord 

in all things, human and divine, conjoined with mutual goodwill and affection, and I am 

inclined to think that, with the exception of wisdom, no better thing has been given to man 

by the immortal gods.”246 Friendship and love therefore, could not be separated, for they 

arose from the same source.247 

 

 

 
244  Cicero also touched on friendship in his De Officiis and On Brotherly Love. 
245  “… I feel as if my life has been happy because it was spent with Scipio, with whom I shared my public 

and private cares; lived under the same roof at home; served in the same campaigns abroad, and 
enjoyed that wherein lies the whole essence of friendship—the most complete agreement in policy, in 
pursuits, and in opinions.” Marcus Tullius Cicero, “De Amicitia” in Cicero Vol. XX: On Old Age. On 
Friendship. On Divination, Trans. William Armistead Falconer (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1923), 126. 

246  Cicero, “De Amicitia,” 141.  
247  “At this point Laelius reminds his listeners that the word for friendship, amicitia, shares the same origin 

as the word for love, amor, ‘for it is love that leads to the establishing of goodwill’.” Grayling, 
Friendship, 48.  
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3.2.3.2  Who Can Be a Friend 

 

Cicero first considered who was capable of, and could benefit from, friendship. Firstly, 

Cicero believed that true friendship could only be enjoyed by good people. Cicero defined, 

“good people” with some leniency as he understood humans to be imperfect, and yet in 

spite of imperfections, he believed friendships could still be enjoyed by those striving 

towards greater goodness.248 He did add the caveat that the better a person was, the 

greater their capacity for true friendship. Cicero also explained some of the characteristics 

which separate friendship from other relationships. Firstly, he explained that: 

 friendship must have goodwill: that goodwill may be eliminated from relationship while from 
friendship it cannot; since, if you remove goodwill from friendship the very name of friendship 
is gone; if you remove it from relationship, the name of relationship still remains.249 
  

This meant that, if goodwill were removed from a parent-child relationship, that 

relationship would remain, but without having goodwill a friendship could not apply, and 

thus the friendship relationship would no longer exist. It is interesting to remember that this 

dialogue on friendship was happening between family members, which seems to further 

support this idea that friendship and family, while distinct, are not that different.250 

Therefore, friendship could be added to other relationships but only in situations where 

goodwill was actively being cultivated. Cicero also believed that, like goodwill, friendship 

and virtue were inherently intertwined, for “without virtue, friendship cannot exist at all.”251 

Friendship was what made life worth living and added to the lives of the good and 

virtuous.252 Even a ‘common’ friendship (one that did not measure up to the level of virtue 

friendship), could be an enjoyable and profitable aspect of life, and ought not to be 

disregarded.253 In this way, Cicero believed friendship, both common and virtuous, was 

 
248  Cicero, “De Amicitia,” 129, 127. 
249  Ibid., 129. 
250  John Gruber-Miller, “Exploring Relationships: Amicitia and Familia in Cicero’s de Amicitia,” The Classical 

World 103, no. 1 (2009): 88–89. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40599907 
251  Cicero, “De Amicitia,” 129, 131. 
252  It was sometimes thought that virtuous people did not need anything, let alone friends, since the life of 

the virtuous was nearly perfect, lacking nothing. Cicero, however believed even the most perfect 
people would still benefit from friendship since friends are a good in themselves. Ibid., 141, 143.  

253  Ibid., 133. 
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attainable for any person who had a desire for virtue. 

 

3.2.3.3  Disagreements  

 

In terms of the substance and experience of friendship itself, Cicero had many points 

of agreement with the philosophers of his day, but there are a few points with which he 

strongly disagreed.254 Concerning mutuality, Cicero had three areas of dissent, all which had 

to do with reciprocation. Firstly, love for the self needed to be the same as love for the 

friend. Secondly, goodwill needed to be reciprocated, and thirdly, the value given to a friend 

must echo that attributed to oneself.255 He instead insisted that true friendship, while 

mutual, ought to arise from a love which was motivated not by what an individual thought 

would be good for their own self, but specific to what was determined as good for their 

friend.256 Aristotle would likely have agreed to this point in that he too argued that a friend 

must concern themself with the unique good for their friend as opposed to a general 

good.257 Thus, it was not equality or fairness but goodness that was the goal of friendship 

for Cicero. Self-interest was therefore not the aim of friendship, but for friends who 

sacrificially loved one another, mutuality of benefits would likely be a happy consequence 

regardless of an equality of outcome due to their mutual commitment.258 For Cicero, this 

meant that love in friendship extended to the beloved need not coincide with the love one 

felt towards oneself.259 Thus, what Aristotle and Cicero meant regarding the self-love, arose 

from different starting points and were aimed at different questions regarding outcome.260 

 
254  “… what are the limits and, so to speak, the boundary lines of affection….three views are usually 

advanced, none of which I approve: first, ‘That we should have the same feeling for our friends that we 
have for ourselves’; second, ‘That our goodwill towards our friends should correspond in all respects to 
their goodwill towards us,’ and third, ‘That whatever value a man places upon himself, the same value 
should be placed upon him by his friends.’ I do not agree at all with any of these views.” Ibid., 167. 

255  Ibid., 167. 
256  Ibid., 167-169.  
257  Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics, VIII.v.  
258  Willy Evenepoel, "Cicero's Laelius and Seneca's Letters on Friendship," L'antiquité Classique 76, no. 1 

(2007): 178. doi:10.3406/antiq.2007.2628. 
259  This was different to Aristotle’s conception of love for self and friend. Aristotle asserted that one must 

first love themselves in such a way that they desired the good, being oriented towards the pursuit of 
virtue, therefore it was more about ordered loves. This means that how a friend would be loved began 
first with the regard one had for oneself. Aristotle, The Athenian constitution; The Eudemian ethics; On 
virtues and vices, ed. H Rackham (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952), 401, 435. 

260  Pakaluk, Other Selves, 29, 78. 



 

 

 

 85 

Aristotle was more concerned with the values which directed behaviour, while Cicero was 

more concerned with personal applications of love for the good of each individual. Aristotle 

and Cicero thus agreed that to love a person was to love an individual with unique desires 

and needs. Cicero, Aristotle, and other philosophers of friendship of the classical period held 

to a belief in universal truth and virtue, therefore subjectivity in friendship was related more 

to the manner of applying values and beliefs in individual friendships rather than to the 

beliefs or values concerning friendship itself. For example, encouragement in friendship 

would be applauded, and thus the method, subject, and tone of encouragement would be 

where any individual differences would arise. In this understanding, Cicero believed good 

friends would help each other apply universal truths specifically into each other’s lives.  

 

3.2.3.4  Friendship and the State  

 

The relationship between friendships and the state was also of interest to Cicero.261 

Cicero believed, like many philosophers before him, that friendship was a means to bring 

order and peace to political life and to the wider culture. For Cicero, it was the power of 

friendship which cultivated goodwill in a community, leading to a strong and unified people; 

while animosity and divisions could conversely destroy a nation.262 For Cicero, friendship 

and peace were tied together, for a country or community was composed of individuals, and 

if those individuals were gathered into virtuous friendships this would lead to the flourishing 

of the whole community. Friendship could be seen like a chain in which one friendship 

linked with another and in turn another and so on, eventually connecting the whole 

community in friendship. Friendship, in this light, was not merely a pleasant association for 

a few individuals, but was rooted in the very fabric of society determining whether a culture 

would flourish or flounder. 

 
261  Evenepoel, "Cicero's Laelius and Seneca's Letters on Friendship," 183. 
262  “But if you should take the bond of goodwill out of the universe no house or city could stand, nor would 

even the tillage of the fields abide. If that statement is not clear, then you may understand how great is 
the power of friendship and of concord from a consideration of the results of enmity and disagreement. 
For what house is so strong, or what state so enduring that it cannot be utterly overthrown by 
animosities and division.” Cicero, “De Amicitia,” 135. 
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Cicero also adamantly believed it a great sin263 to disobey or commit treason against 

the state, and to ask such a thing from a friend was to reach the limit of friendship. Given 

Cicero’s other views on friendship and the civitas, to sin against the state, even for a friend, 

would be to sin against the community and all the other friendships within the society. For 

context, it is helpful to understand that Cicero lived through the Ides of March; Arthur Keith 

noted that this likely affected him and was perhaps even a cause for some confusion in his 

writings about friendship.264 Keith believed this was why Cicero not only addressed the 

political nature of friendship but also why the political aspects are an undercurrent through 

De Amicitia.265 In De Amicitia there was a passage which seems to suggest that primary 

allegiance is owed to ‘the good’ itself266 (as opposed to the friend), but it is unclear if ‘the 

good’ could trump the state.267 

 

3.2.3.5  Summary  

 

Morality in friendship was key for Cicero. Cicero never made it clear if the state could 

ever be against “the good” of friends. Friends, however, were to speak rebukes when 

needed and to be counsellors for each other that they might follow in the way of wisdom.268 

In speaking truthfully to each other, friends should avoid asking such things of each other 

that would destroy not only their friendship, but their morality. These rebukes must be 

 
263  Cicero used the term sin (peccatum), though it likely would not have held the same Christian/religious 

connotation. 
264  Arthur L. Keith, "Cicero's Idea of Friendship," The Sewanee Review 37, no. 1 (1929): 51. 

www.jstor.org/stable/27534355 
265  “The political situation with its corollaries of expediency and calculation thrusts itself into the more 

intimate experiences; indeed, tends to dominate the tone of the whole. When this is understood, we 
may see in the discussion a reflection of the troubled state of Cicero’s mind.” Keith, "Cicero's Idea of 
Friendship," 52. 

266  “...he now says that loyalty requires that we should indeed help a friend even if it means ‘turning aside 
from the straight path’, just so long as doing so does not involve us in ‘utter disgrace’, and if it is a 
matter that involves the friend’s life or reputation….‘limit to the indulgence which can be allowed to 
friendship’: this is the one thing neither Laelius nor Cicero was prepared to contemplate even for a 
friend. Death, yes; disgrace, no” “Cicero De Amicitia.” Grayling, Friendship, 52. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vm5c4.8 

267  Cicero, “De Amicitia,” 149, 151, 155-57; Cicero, “De Officiis,” 43-45. 
268  “A troublesome thing is truth, if it is indeed the source of hate, which poisons friendship; but much 

more troublesome is complaisance, which, by showing indulgence to the sins of a friend, allows him to 
be carried headlong away….” Cicero, “De Amicitia,” 197. 
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given in love. Cicero was also interested in how wealth or status might impact friendships. 

For example, it might be harder to find a true friend if one was rich or powerful since many 

might be merely flatterers seeking to use and take,269 while someone who is poor, having 

little to give, might more readily trust a friend.270 It was also possible that prosperity could 

tempt people to become pompous, spurning old friends.271 This is an interesting and 

relevant question from Cicero because he considered both wealth and poverty not only in 

terms of inequalities, but in the correlation between trust and wealth/power. If friendship 

were truly between good men, then whatever wealth or power each possessed (whether 

similar or very different) should not greatly affect the friendship. However, for imperfect 

men subject to temptations, such disparity of wealth could harm a person’s ability to be a 

friend.  

The question of old friends and new friends was also a topic of interest to Cicero. 

Cicero compared friendships to wine; they improve and become sweeter with age and were 

therefore preferable to new friendships. This said, Cicero was not in opposition to the 

cultivation of new friendships, for, in time, new friends could become as enjoyable as old 

friendships.272 New friendships should not be preferred to old ones, for then friendships 

would never deepen, nor would they become trustworthy and therefore deserving of the 

title of friendship. Likewise, old friendships should not be preferred to the exclusion of new 

friendships which could be the means of gaining new virtues or experiencing the openness 

and shared nature of Love. Plutarch makes this question the primary focus in his Moralia 

which we will turn to next. 

 

3.2.4  Plutarch’s Moralia 

 

Plutarch’s work on friendship, On Having Many Friends (De Amicorum Multitudine), as 

the title suggests, concerns how many friends one ought to have. This essay is found within 

 
269  Ibid., 175.  
270  ‘“...how grievous and how hard to most persons does association in another’s misfortunes appear! Nor 

is it easy to find men who will go down to calamity’s depths for a friend.” Cicero, “De Amicitia,” 175. 
271  Mary Dorothea, "Cicero and Saint Ambrose on Friendship," The Classical Journal 43, no. 4 (1948): 222. 
272  Cicero, “De Amicitia,” 177-9.  
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his Moralia, though the topic of friendship can also be found in other sections of Moralia. 273 

In this first work, he argued, along with other philosophers, that fewer friends of high 

quality were preferable to many fair-weathered friends. For Plutarch, friendships were the 

sort of beautiful thing best enjoyed with restraint. He argued that the desire for many 

friends was not inherently wrong, but rather an unwise desire revealing a lack of 

contentment. The ideal was to have contentment with a few beautiful and good things, 

rather than to collect the mediocre in abundance. He gave the example of a child collecting 

many wildflowers, not having yet learned contentment with just a few lovely flowers, and 

warns that this leads to the danger of missing the good that is already in our possession.274 

One of the reasons Plutarch gave for limiting the number of close friends was that humans 

have limited resources of time and affection, and to stretch this beyond one’s capacity 

would lead to fruitless and unsatisfactory friendships. Therefore, it would be better to 

possess only the amount of friendships which could be properly maintained to the 

satisfaction of both parties. Plutarch understood the impossibility of being with every 

interesting potential friend, but said that it would be unnatural and ill advised to have none. 

Thus, a frustration emerges in discerning one’s limitations regarding how many friends one 

might endeavour to maintain.275 Van der Stockt raised an important question about 

Plutarch’s reasons for such advice given that he himself had many friends. He questioned to 

whom this advice is given and why such advice even needed to be given.276 If Plutarch 

defined friendship as other philosophers did where friendships existed at two levels, 

perhaps this differentiation in friendships can reconcile the contradiction. Broadly speaking, 

one could be friends with a great deal of people given that a shallow and broad definition of 

friendship amounts more to goodwill for one’s neighbours than virtue friendship, as 

 
273  Plutarch also has a section in Moralia called “How to Tell a Flatterer from a Friend” though for this 

thesis “On Having Many Friends” was more applicable to the topics covered while also dialoguing well 
with other primary sources in this chapter.  

274  Plutarch, Tr. Frank Cole Babbitt, “On Having Many friends” in Moralia Vol II (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1928), 2. 

275  Plutarch, “On Having Many Friends,” 6. 
276  “It seems indeed paradoxical that a man like Plutarch would argue against having many friends: in 

modern times, he is reputed to have cultivated many friendships himself….Clearly, Plutarch upholds a 
rather exclusive notion of friendship, one that limits its extent through the fullness of its content.” L. 
Van Der Stockt, "Semper Duo, Numquam Tres?" in Virtues for the People, eds. Geert Roskam and L. Van 
Der Stockt (Leuvan University Press, 2011), 22. doi: 10.2307/j.ctt9qdzvk.4 



 

 

 

 89 

previously shown. True, deep, and thus narrowly defined friendship, however, must be 

reserved for a limited amount. In this way, it would be reasonable for Plutarch himself to 

have many friendships of goodwill as well as smaller group of intimate friends.277 Therefore, 

I do not believe it is inconsistent or hypocritical for Plutarch to have many friends while still 

warning against having too many friends, given the broad definitions of friendship.  

 

3.2.4.1  Three-fold Purpose of Friendship 

 

In terms of the purpose of true friendship, Plutarch believed this to be three-fold: 

“virtue as a good thing, intimacy as a pleasant thing, and usefulness as a necessary thing.”278 

Plutarch seems to have taken both higher and lower views of friendship and connected 

them along a spectrum rather than dividing them into distinct categories.279 This 

hierarchical nature provided a logical progression. Usefulness, for example, was noted as 

being necessary rather than good or pleasant, the usefulness as part of making life easier for 

one another. To usefulness, intimacy could be added, making the relationship enjoyable and 

rich, and to this virtue could additionally transform the friendship into something morally 

good and beneficial. It was not clear whether for Plutarch these three could be separated, 

though it would seem plausible that they might exist in varying degrees and thus the greater 

the friendship the more of the purposes that friendship enjoys. The order might also be 

reversed. Perhaps a friendship was formed because of the good character perceived in the 

other and a mutual desire for virtue; from this intimacy forms and eventually the practical 

means of being useful to each other results as a form of showing love. A question emerges 

regarding if these three can be added in any order, or if a virtue friendship must always start 

with virtue. Perhaps an answer can be found in that Plutarch also reminded his readers that 

friendships are difficult to break, therefore it is best to prudently test the friendship before 

 
277  N. Bryant Kirkland, “‘The Friend-Making Table’: Variety and the Definition of Friendship in Plutarch’s 

Table Talk,” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 143 (2023): 96-97. https://doi-
org.ezphost.dur.ac.uk/10.1017/S0075426923000526  

278  Plutarch, “On Having Many Friends,” 3. 
279  Plutarch, Moralia. Volume II: How to Profit by One’s Enemies. On Having Many Friends. Chance. Virtue 

and Vice. Letter of Condolence to Apollonius. Advice About Keeping Well. Advice to Bride and Groom. 
The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men. Superstition, ed. Frank Cole Babbitt (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1928), 53.  
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committing. Likewise, it would be ideal to start friendships off with virtue wherever 

possible.280 He also warned that since friendships are built upon character, character should 

remain stable for the friendship to remain stable, but one who has too many friends 

becomes changeable and can strain their friendships.281 Tying these points together then 

(that of the usefulness of friendship and the amount of friendships one might have), if one 

does desire to have multiple friends, it would be ideal for the friends to all be friends with 

each other. Of course, it could be challenging to find two or three friends who all share the 

same values, but it is not impossible, and if found, should be treated like a rare treasure.282 

On this idea Plutarch tweaks the Aristotelian idea of a single soul dwelling in two bodies, 

asserting that it is possible within the realm of friendship for one soul to be shared between 

multiple bodies.283 Thus, in friendship, there can be more than two, but that does not mean 

one should get carried away and try to have as many friends as possible. Perhaps he was 

responding to the idea of popularity; the idea that if one is liked (or friends with) many 

people, they will somehow be more powerful, respected, popular, etc., but such goals of 

friendship would not lead to true friends but rather to moral ruin. Furthermore, Plutarch 

went so far as to say that eros corrupts same-sex friendships, but friendship is the food of 

opposite-gender romantic relationships, meaning that romantic feelings could harm a same-

sex friendship but when friendship is added to a romantic relationship between a man and a 

woman the relationship is enhanced.284 He was also one of the only ancient philosophers 

who spoke positively regarding female friendship, asserting that not only were women 

capable of friendship but that husbands ought to seek out friendship with their wives.285  

 
280  Ibid. 
281  Ibid., 9-10.  
282  Plutarch, “On Having Many Friends,” 8.  
283  “Plutarch is of the opinion that the proper relationship among friends must be in all respects ‘as if one 

soul were divided among more than one body’.” Donald J. Verseput, "Plutarch of Chaeronea and the 
Epistle of James on Communal Behaviour," New Testament Studies 47, no. 04 (2001): 505. 
doi:10.1017/s0028688501000303 

284  Plutarch, Moralia, Dialogue on Love, Volume ix, eds. Francis Henry Sandbach and William Clark 
Helmbold (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961), 319, 425.  

 Jeffrey Beneker, “1 Erōs and Marriage,” in The Passionate Statesman: Erõs and Politics in Plutarch's 
Lives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 22-23. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199695904.003.0002  

 Plutarch, Moralia. Volume II, 63.  
285  Plutarch, “The Dialogue on Love” in Moralia Voume l ix, eds. Edwin L. Minar, F. H. Sandbach, and W. C. 

Helmbold, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961), 23.  
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3.2.4.2  Correction in Friendship 

 

 Like Cicero, Plutarch believed reproof to be a main qualification of true friendship. If 

one only flattered and never rebuked, they were no friend. For this reason, someone 

powerful would know they had a true friend in receiving a loving rebuke. For example, if a 

philosopher befriended a statesman to gain importance they would be using each other and 

thus not friends; to truly be friends the philosopher would need to keep his statesman 

friend from abuse of power so that they might both be men of virtue and have a friendship 

based on virtue.286 A true friend would also take on their friend’s enemies, for as Aristotle 

and Socrates both argued, friends had all things in common. All does not mean only benefits 

and blessings, but also enemies and lack.287 Plutarch, however, did not go into great detail 

about what this might infer in relation to the state, or the extent to which one might share 

in their friends’ enemies. But the idea seemed to reflect a willing attitude of taking on the 

enemies and offences of a friend whenever prudence and wisdom would allow.288  

 

3.2.4.3.  Friendship in Perfection  

 

 The final point on friendship, for Plutarch, concerned the pleasantness of friendship 

even for the wisest of humanity. He disagreed with the assumption that wisdom and 

goodness made a person so self-sufficient that they would cease to need friends. Plutarch 

understood that if friendship was truly a virtue and that a true friend gave freely for 

another’s benefit, a supremely wise and good person would still desire friends. This person 

could live without friends, of course, but in his wisdom, knowing the blessing of friendship, 

he would never choose to forego friendship: The wise man could live without friends, as he 

might live without a limb; he can do it, but he would not cut off his own limb to prove it.289  

 

 
286  Mark Shiffman, "A Partial Cure for the Political Epicurean: Plutarch’s Advice to the Statesman’s Friend," 

Polis: The Journal for Ancient Greek Political Thought 27, no. 2 (2010): 322-23. doi:10.1163/20512996-
90000173 

287  Plutarch, “On Having Many Friends,” 6. 
288  Plutarch, Moralia. On Brotherly Love, Volume vi, ed. William Clark Helmbold (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1939), 313. 
289  Plutarch, “On Brotherly Love,” 3. 
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3.2.4.4  Summary  

 

Plutarch’s views on friendship brought together many aspects of friendship often considered 

separately. For Plutarch friendship did not have to be put into categories like a useful friend, 

pleasant, or a virtuous friend; friendship that is virtuous cannot help but be also useful and 

pleasant. Plutarch also seems to draw on many of the biblical concepts of friendship – that it 

corrects, shares all it has, can be limited and broad in scope. Most interestingly Plutarch 

emphasises friendship as a means in itself rather than an ends to goodness or virtue. Because 

of this even perfected humanity (or perhaps God himself) even when they do not have need 

of friendship out of lack can delight in friendship simply because it is good. 

 

3.2.5  Conclusion 

 

In this section, many themes emerged regarding friendship, such as the degrees and 

different definitions of friendship as well as the benefits of friendship, from usefulness to 

virtue, to the growth of character. These ancient philosophers considered how many friends 

to have, when to end a friendship, and what can be asked of a friend. Clearly, there is 

overlap between Greco-Roman concepts of friendship and what can be discerned from the 

Old and New Testaments. Friendship shapes character and can be either a vice or a virtue. 

For the Greeks, the foundation of friendship was virtue, but for the Biblical writers, the 

primary foundation was fear of God, which led to wisdom/virtue. For biblical friendship 

then, there was a deeper foundation of faith. It is also interesting to note the similarity 

found in the idea that wisdom was a prerequisite to friendship, as well as one of the primary 

goals of true friendship. Both the Greeks and the Biblical writers acknowledged the vital role 

of wisdom in friendship. Of course, the question on the role of wisdom, and from where 

wisdom comes was expressed differently. For the Greeks who prized wisdom friendship was 

a catalyst for gaining wisdom. The biblical writers, on the other hand, expressed the 

opposite sentiment, writing that friendship was founded on wisdom. Wisdom was the basis 

for friendship, with friendship itself being the penultimate goal and friendship with God as 

the ultimate goal. Thus, for both the Jews and the Greeks, wisdom was both foundational to 

friendship and gained through friendship, but each emphasised one over the other. Another 

striking difference is how equality among friends was understood. For the Greeks, while 
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there was some flexibility to establishing a sense of equality, it was often based on qualities 

of status. In the Bible however, equality was more focused on faith and character before any 

other measures of equality. However, The Bible seems to subvert assumed beliefs about 

equality in friendship as God himself extends friendship to humans. For God to set this 

precedent suggests that even human friendships can cross lines of inequality. There were, of 

course, many similarities as well especially concerning the behaviours of friends such as to 

will the good of the other or to endeavour to grow in personal virtue or holiness, so which is 

of benefit to a friend, or that friendship – while an intimate relationship, did not have to be 

exclusive but was open to including others in friendship.  

Moving forward, friendship as it began to emerge within the rise of Christianity in the 

West will be explored within the biblical and Greco-Roman contexts already covered. This 

final section will cover some important epochs of church history regarding friendship which 

have built on these two foundation stones, including commentary on a few significant 

Christian doctrines which influenced notions of friendship within Christianity historically as 

well as the modern understandings of friendship, which will be the subject of the remainder 

of this thesis.  

 

3.3  Christian Virtue Friendship 

 

 Christian virtue friendship was a term I coined290 in a master’s level thesis in which I 

argued that the ideals of virtue friendship from the Greco-Roman philosophers, as part of 

the resurgence of classical ways of thinking, teaching, and learning within the scholastic 

movement, mingled with the Reformation. As these two schools of thought mingled, I 

argued that rather than just classical virtue friendship ideals or Biblical ideals of friendship, 

the two combined to create a view of friendship which can aptly be called “Christian Virtue 

Friendship.” Christian virtue friendship, I argue, is now the prevailing basis of most academic 

and theological discussions in the Western world on the topic of friendship. This is not to say 

that other views of friendship are no longer applicable or prevalent in other cultures or 

contexts (much of this thesis discusses such departures and modern conceptions which 

 
290  I have thus far not found others using this term, but I may not have been the first to use it. 



 

 

 

 94 

differ from Christian virtue friendship); rather this is more to say that the historical, 

theological, and underlying assumptions regarding friendship are most often linked to this 

merging of ancient philosophical and Christian thought. In this section, this development of 

thought on friendship will be examined from the early church up through the time of the 

Reformation. Theologians who gleaned from both classical and biblical ideas in the 

development of their views on friendship will be studied as they serve to provide a 

framework for the evolution of friendship thought in the development of Christian virtue 

friendship. The theologians I discuss include St. Augustine, St. Aelred of Rievaulx, and St. 

Thomas Aquinas. Finally, the impact of Reformation thought beginning with Erasmus of 

Rotterdam and ending with Richard Rogers from the later Puritan movement will be 

addressed.  

 

3.3.1  St. Augustine 

 

 Saint Augustine is one of the most influential Church fathers, and certainly one of the 

early Church’s most prolific writers. He is probably most well-known for his spiritual 

autobiography, Confessions. In Confessions, the topic of friendship is examined from various 

viewpoints. Augustine also addressed friendship in many of his other works and letters, and 

while he never wrote a text solely on friendship, a simple word search reveals that this was 

a topic often discussed in his writings. Examining a few of these different sources from 

Augustine will highlight some emerging Christian ideas of friendship such as seeing 

friendship as both vice and virtue,291 the limitations of true friendship, developing thoughts 

on friendship with God, and friendship as an orientation of the will.292 

 

 

 
291  “In these ways he at once acknowledges the classical friendship ideal, which he had lived out in his early 

years, and at the same time develops a Christian theory of friendship and love in which faith, hope, and 
charity are accorded their fullest value.” McEvoy, “Ultimate Goods,” 257.  

292  For a fuller exploration of St. Augustine’s views on friendship, see my paper, “Augustine and 
Friendship.” Joelle Lucas, “Augustine and Friendship,” MA paper (Durham University, 2019). 
https://www.academia.edu/38839114/Augustine_and_Friendship 
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3.3.1.1  Friendship as a Vice  

 

In Confessions, Augustine first addressed friendship as a vice which led him into sin as 

a small boy.293 In contemplating his early life before conversion, he noticed that it was false 

and wrongly oriented friendships which often led him into sin, sins which he likely would not 

have participated in without the influence of “friends”.294 Such friendships were therefore 

distortions of true friendship. True friendship, however, Augustine believed to be a gift from 

God, as well as a relationship to be had with God, the effects of which would lead to 

holiness.295 Because friendship could lead towards or away from God and holiness, 

Augustine saw friendship as useful for diagnosing the orientation of a person’s heart.296 One 

could be “friends” in an abstract sense with the world297 (i.e. sin and everything opposed to 

God) or friends with God and holiness (i.e. everything good and in line with the will of God). 

In this manner of speaking, friendship was an allegiance of the heart either towards God or 

the world, so actual friendships would also develop in accordance to one’s heart posture. In 

this way Augustine seemed to be suggesting that friendship could shape and direct one’s 

will.298 For Augustine this shaping could be for good or for evil. Since Augustine believed 

that love inclined one to action of moral good or evil,299 friendship therefore, as a form of 

love, was an indicator of both heart posture and moral behaviour. In essence, Augustine 

 
293  St. Ambrose may have influenced this idea, Tamer Nawar, “Augustine On The Dangers Of Friendship,” 

The Classical Quarterly 65, no. 02 (09, 2015): 837-8, doi:10.1017/s0009838815000427. 
294  “…what I stole pleased me not, but rather the act of stealing; nor to have done it alone would I have 

liked so well, neither would I have done it. O Friendship too unfriendly! You mysterious seducer of the 
soul.” Augustine, Confessions, Bk II, 9.  

 “… Augustine gives careful attention to how human friendships may depart from the luminosus limes 
amicitiae, and it quickly becomes clear that these lusts are intertwined in earthly amicitia. In particular, 
Augustine reflects over the theft of the pears…and uses the episode to raise important questions 
concerning the origins of evil and sin.” Nawar, “Augustine On The Dangers Of Friendship,” 6. 

295  Ibid., Bk II, 5. 
296  Augustine, Confessions, Bk. III, 3.  
297 “For the friendship of this world is fornication against You; [James 4:4]” Ibid., Bk. I, 13. 
298  “… friendships may prove an impediment to virtue by: derailing our practical reasoning (rather than 

aiding it); fostering vices (rather than virtues); and misdirecting our love. Augustine’s investigation of 
the murky depths of friendship shows an original philosopher and keen observer of the human 
condition at work.” Nawar, “Augustine On The Dangers Of Friendship,” 1.  

299  Augustine, Confessions, Bk. II, 9. 
 Augustine, The City of God, ed. John O’Meara, trans. Henry Bettenson (London: Penguin Books, 2003), 

XIX, 5.  
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argued that, beyond sinful human nature, the desire to please a friend or to belong to a 

group would also prove influenceable.300 

 

3.3.1.2  Friendship as Virtue  

 

 As much as sin could corrupt friendship, Augustine lauded the virtuous side of 

friendship as the more powerful.301 Because Augustine saw friendship more as a 

manifestation of the orientation of one’s heart before God, friendship was not 

irredeemable; but just as one’s sinful heart could be saved by the gospel and one’s desires 

reoriented towards the good, so could friendship.302 Once one exchanged friendship with 

the world for friendship with God, one’s human friendships were purified.303 Augustine 

himself benefited from such friendships.304 For Augustine, friendship started and ended with 

Christ, and thus the best way to love a friend was to love them in God.305 This is why 

Augustine also believed that true friendship could only be had by Christians.306 This is in 

many ways a development on the classical view that friendship could only be had by those 

who were “good” men, those who were devoted to morality and virtue.307 For Augustine, 

 
300  Augustine, Confessions, Bk. II, 5. 
 “… he emphasizes that friendship was a necessary condition of the sin taking place … that the sin was 

occasioned by friendship in some way…. Further, friendships may misdirect our sense of shame … and 
inflate that dangerous vice: pride.” Nawar, “Augustine on the Dangers of Friendship,” 8-9.  

301  “Nor could I, even in accordance with my then notions of happiness, make myself happy without friends 
…. And these friends assuredly I loved for their own sakes, …” Augustine, Confessions, Bk VI, 16. 

302  Augustine, From Augustine to Jerome (A.D. 404).2 To Jerome, My Venerable and Most Esteemed Brother 
and Fellow-Presbyter Augustine Sends Greeting in the Lord (Toronto: Canada, 2017), Kindle. 

303  Augustine, “Letter 167.3 (Augustine) or 132 (Jerome)” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, 
Vol. I, ed. Philip Schaff, trans. J.G. Cunningham (Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887). 
Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1102167.htm 

304  Like his life-long friend Alypius, his friend from the monastery in Hippo as well as a small and intimate 
group in Cassiciacum of men (as his mother Monica) who studied religion and philosophy together. 
Herbert T. Weiskotten, “Sancti Augustini Vita Scripta a Possidio Episcopo,” PhD Diss. (Princeton 
University, 1919). http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/possidius_life_of_augustine_01_intro.htm 

 Donald X. Burt, Friendship and Society: An Introduction to Augustine's Practical Philosophy (Grand 
Rapids: William. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1999), 56-57. 

305  “Blessed be he who loves You, and his friend in You, and his enemy for Your sake. For he alone loses 
none dear to him to whom all are dear in Him who cannot be lost. And who is this but our God, the God 
that created heaven and earth...” Augustine, Confessions, Bk. IV, 9; X, 29.  

 Augustine, Propositions (Toronto: Canada, 2017), Kindle, 23. 
306  Augustine, Answer to Faustus, a Manichean: Contra Faustum Manichaeum, eds. Roland J. Teske and 

Boniface Ramsey (Hyde Park: New City Press, 2007), XXII, 78.  
307  While Stefan Rebenich in Augustine on Friendship and Orthodoxy, argued that the majority of early 

Christians were not interested in Greek ideas of friendship (philia). Augustine took from both the Latin 
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however, personal holiness was not necessary for friendship, but rather reflected his views 

concerning the allegiance of one’s heart. If someone was aligned with the world and thus in 

a state of damnation, then they could not properly love a friend in God’s will and could not 

channel love for their friend through the love of God.308 The requirement of faith for true 

friendship, did not stop morally upright “pagans” from having good friendships, but it would 

have been a barrier in Augustine’s view for pagans to enjoy the fullness of friendship which 

could only be experienced through Christ.309  

 

3.3.1.3  Friendship in Heaven 

 

 Finally, for Augustine, friendship, as with everything on earth, was fallen and 

imperfect. Therefore, the hope was for the world to be restored and renewed, in the 

coming of the kingdom of God in its fullness.310 Friendship too would one day be perfected 

in this eternal kingdom. Augustine believed that God began these eternal works of 

redemption on earth, and therefore friendships made in God’s love would be perfected in 

heaven.311 Friendship would be a convergence of love and unity.312 Of faith, hope, and love, 

love was considered the greatest,313 because faith and hope were meant to usher repentant 

 
amicita and Greek philia cultivating an understanding of friendship which denoted a unity of persons in 
love, care and mutuality which brought about a deeper Christian meaning of friendship. Steve 
Summers, “Friendship: Exploring Its Implications for the Church in Postmodernity: Exploring Its 
Implications for the Church in Postmodernity (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. 2011), 79. ProQuest 
Ebook Central. Quoting Stephan Rebenich, “Augustine on Friendship and Orthodoxy,” in A Companion 
to Augustine. ed. Mark Newark: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, 368. 

 Nawar, “Augustine on the Dangers of Friendship,” 3.  
308  Augustine, On the Holy Trinity, “On the Holy Trinity,” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, Vol. 

III, ed. Philip Schaff, trans. Arthur West Haddan (Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887), V, 
15. Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. 
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/130101.htm 

 Augustine, Confessions, Bk. II, 5.  
309  Augustine, “Concerning Faith of Things Not Seen” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, Vol. III, 

ed. Philip Schaff, trans. C.L. Cornish (Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887). Revised and 
edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1305.htm 

310  “This emphasis on complete unity among friends is taken very seriously by Augustine and … will have an 
important part to play … in the development of his theological and ecclesiological ideas.” Caroline 
White, Christian friendship in the fourth century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 1992), 188. 

311  White, Christian friendship in the fourth century, 206. 
 Augustine, Propositions, 23. 
312  “The friendships of men also are endeared by a sweet bond, in the oneness of many souls.” Augustine, 

Confessions. Bk. II, 5. 
313  1 Corinthians 13:13. 
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sinners into salvation and God’s kingdom, but love continues into the heavenly state. 

Friendship was seen as belonging to both earth and heaven; on earth as a conduit of 

support and grace314 as well as the eternal fruit of Heaven. One might even argue that 

friendship is heaven, for indeed, perfect friendship is unity and love. Augustine believed 

friendship to continue in the heavenly life in its perfection. This might be one of the reasons 

he chided himself for being selfish in mourning the death of his Christian friends, for they 

had the privilege of already enjoying the greater portion of friendship with God in 

Heaven.315  

 

3.3.1.4 Summary  

 

For Augustine, friendship was complex in that it could be both vice and virtue. That 

Augustine saw friendship, rightly understood, as a virtue began to bring together biblical 

and philosophical conceptions of friendship. Virtue in friendship was thus not simply 

something to be gained for moral edification, but something spiritual and associated with 

God’s own perfect love. Therefore, friendship, for Augustine ,was different for pagans and 

Christians since without faith in Christ pagans would not be capable of fully understanding 

the depth of friendship. This spiritual nature of friendship also leads to friendship being 

viewed as a foretaste of Heaven where the goal of earthly friendship was to emulate this 

perfected friendship as much as possible while on earth. 

 

3.3.2  St. Aelred of Rievaulx 

 

St. Aelred of Rievaulx was an important figure in friendship history due to his book 

titled Spiritual Friendship, in which he purposed to “Christianise” Cicero’s De Amicita.316 

Spiritual Friendship is comprised of three sections, all written as a dialogue between Aelred 

 
314  “Friends could help one another in the attainment of those aims, leading one another on the search for 

God.” White, Christian friendship in the fourth century, 186. 
315  Augustine, Confessions, Bk. IV, 4.  
 White, Christian friendship in the fourth century, 217. 
316  Kevin Vost, The Four Friendships: From Aristotle to Aquinas (Tacoma: Angelico Press, 2018), 99. 
 James McEvoy, “Friendship and Love,” Irish Theological Quarterly 50 no. 1 (1983): 35. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/002114008305000102 
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and his fellow monks, echoing the style of De Amicita.317 In book one Aelred and his dear 

friend Ivo were speakers (though Aelred began by acknowledging the presence of Christ in 

their discussion, asserting that three persons, rather than two, were involved in the 

conversation).318 Though already a close friend, being younger than Aelred, Ivo sought his 

elder’s wisdom regarding the nature, value, source, and end of friendship. Aelred 

mentioned that he found Cicero’s On Friendship both useful and enjoyable319 but Ivo 

responded that it lacked Christ and thus he wished to hear a Christian understanding of 

friendship from Aelred.320 Aelred then modified Cicero’s definition of friendship (“… mutual 

harmony in affairs human and divine coupled with benevolence and charity,”321) to define 

friendship as both a virtue and a spiritual bond of unity crafted from the eternal love of God: 

Friendship, therefore is that virtue by which spirits are bound by ties of love and sweetness, 
and out of many are made one….Solomon in the Book of Proverbs appears to agree with them 
when he says: “He that is a friend loves at all times,” manifestly declaring that friendship is 
eternal if it is true friendship; but if it should ever cease to be, then it was not true friendship, 
even though it seemed to be so.322  
 

In this definition, an important feature of friendship was its eternal and unending nature. 

 

 

 
317  Aelred lived in a monastery, which greatly influenced his writings on friendship. “Aelred's thinking and 

writing about friendship, for all their universal worth and application, are stamped indelibly with the 
spirit of the cloister.” Nathan Lefler, "Saint Aelred of Rievaulx and Saint Thomas Aquinas on Friendship: 
A Comparison of Monastic and Scholastic Theology," PhD Diss., (The Catholic University of America, 
2008), 48. http://ezphost.dur.ac.uk/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/saint-
aelred-rievaulx-thomas-aquinas-on/docview/304666323/se-2 

 “The prologue leads us to expect that the ideas of Cicero's Laelius de amicitia will play a role in the 
dialogue …. And … what follows will differ from the pagan ideal much as the shape of Aelred's own life 
in the cloister differed from his life in the world as a king's courtier.” James McEvoy, “Notes on the 
Prologue of St. Aelred of Rievaulx’s ‘De Spirituali Amicitia’ with a Translation.” Traditio 37 (1981): 397. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27831101  

318  St. Aelred of Rievaulx, Spiritual Friendship: The Classic Text with a Spiritual Commentary by Dennis Billy, 
ed. Dennis Billy (Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press, 2008), I.1.  

319  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, I.6-7. 
320  Vost, The Four Friendships, 102. 
321  “Perhaps for him the word, “charity” expressed an affection of the heart, and the word “benevolence” 

for carrying it out in deed. This reflected the biblical idea that love was affection followed by action, 
which together manifested the fullness of love.” St. Aelred of Rievaulx, Spiritual Friendship, I.15.  

 Vost, The Four Friendships, 103. 
 Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, I.11. 
322  Ibid., I.21. 
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3.3.2.1  The Faithfulness of True Friendship  

 

Aelred and Ivo believed a friendship which ended could never have been a true 

friendship. This was a high bar certainly, but if Aelred was using the perfect love of God as 

the measure for friendship then to see friendship as perfectly exhibiting consistency, trust, 

and ongoing affection would be a reasonable response. This point echoed St. Augustine’s 

eschatological views of friendship, in which love and truth (and thus friendship) would 

eternally exist in Heaven in a perfected state. For a Christian who believed in a literal eternal 

heaven, it would be logical to see friendship (a manifestation of love) to be a key aspect of 

heaven; it would be a place where friends united in Christ would look forward to the 

continuation of their friendship both with God and with fellow believers.323  

 

3.3.2.2  Friendship as Love  

 

While Aelred believed friendship and love to be connected, he did not believe them to 

be interchangeable.324 Charity (agape) and friendship (philia) were both manifestations of 

love, but they were still separate. While Christians were called to love everyone, friendship 

was a particular relationship of such great intimacy that human limitations necessarily limit 

friendship capacity in a way that is not so with the love of charity.325 Despite their unique 

qualities, friendship and charity are both manifestations of love, and as Scripture asserts 

that God himself can be defined as love,326 Aelred did not consider it a leap too far to say 

that just as God is love, God is friendship.327  

 
323  Ibid., II, 9. 
324  “Aelred helps us to view friendship as part of a larger attitude that we call charity, one that has its rules; 

moreover, while remaining a deep human experience, friendship has to do in some way with God. On 
the other hand, charity envelopes friendship, and this reality creates a positive dialectic and a dynamic 
mixing of agape and eros, self-sacrifice and the joy of gratuitousness, given and received, answering 
thus that basic and deep need to be loved and to love…” Domenico Pezzini, “Aelred’s Doctrine of 
Charity and Friendship” in A Companion to Aelred of Rievaulx (1110–1167), ed. Marsha Dutton (Leiden: 
Brill, 2017), 221. https://doi-org.ezphost.dur.ac.uk/10.1163/9789004337978 

325  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, I.35. 
 Vost, The Four Friendships, 103. 
326  1 John 4:7-21. 
327  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, I.69. 
 Pakaluk. Other Selves, 130.  
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3.3.2.3  Qualifications for Friendship 

 

Like Cicero and others before him, Aelred and Ivo were curious as to what sort of 

person might be able to enjoy such friendship. The assumption was that one must be 

virtuous, but the measurement of virtue was in question. Similar to his predecessor Cicero, 

Aelred believed that one did not need to be perfect but rather that it was necessary for both 

participants to be inclined towards walking in the path of virtue.328 This virtuous criterion 

was in relation to the higher form of friendship which Aelred called spiritual friendship329 (as 

opposed to virtue friendship because friendship at its highest was a spiritual connection 

through Christ rather than attainment of virtue). Aelred believed there were friendships 

which did not reach the level of spiritual friendship, which could still be called friendships as 

long as the distinction between the different kinds of friendships were made.330 Aelred 

termed such friendships as carnal friendships which were based purely on emotion; little 

thought was given regarding the forging of the friendship, and it would often fade as quickly 

as it was created.331 Then there were worldly friendships which were the sort of friendships 

Aristotle called friendships of utility, in which there was an exchange or temporal gain to 

result from the friendship.332 Spiritual friendship, however, as the highest form of 

friendship, was the sort that would be thoughtfully chosen, invested in, fruit bearing, and 

(hopefully) long lasting.333 There were clearly many overlaps with classical philosophy in 

Aelred’s conceptions of the different forms of friendship, though each were moulded into 

Christian framing. For Aelred, a friend should not be chosen simply for the gaining of virtue 

 
328  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, I.26-27. 
 “Similarly, we know that the sacred bond of friendship between David and Jonathan, which was 

consecrated not through the hope of future advantage, but from the contemplation of virtue, was very 
profitable for both.” Ibid., I,63.  

329  “Spiritual friendship, which we call true, should be desired, not for consideration of any worldly 
advantage … but from the dignity of its own nature and the feeling of the human heart, so that its 
fruition and reward is nothing other than itself.” Ibid., I.45. 

330  Ibid., I.36-37. 
 Pezzini, “Aelred’s Doctrine of Charity and Friendship,” 236.  
331  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, I.41. 
332  Ibid., I.42. 
 Vost, The Four Friendships, 106-107. 
333  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, I.45-46. 
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but rather for how they might benefit one’s relationship with God.334 The investments and 

fruits of such a friendship should echo the “Fruits of the Spirit,”335 and the friendship should 

last beyond death.  

 

3.3.2.4  Source of Friendship 

 

The next question concerns the origin of friendship. God, as the author of friendship –

not for himself, being all-sufficient – designed for humans to find wholeness in unity and 

friendship with other humans.336 This was a theme from his earlier work, The Mirror of 

Charity, in which he reflected on love, considering how looking to Christ and to other 

Christians would enable one to see their own self as well as the whole world through the 

truthful lens of love.337 In this first work, Aelred addressed affection of the mind, believing 

that humans most deeply and primarily preferentially desire the embrace of the soul to that 

of the body.338 It was also in this work that Aelred wrestled with how to love those who 

prove challenging; or how one might even “befriend” an enemy as God befriends sinners. 

Aelred bridged this gap by arguing that the friend who is easy to love and an enemy who is 

difficult to love must both (in their own ways) be loved in God and for God.339 

 

 
334  The four cardinal virtues play an integral role in the making and keeping of spiritual friendship. Aelred, 

Spiritual Friendship, I.49. 
 Though Aelred recycled Cicero’s definition, the usage of divine, as Pezzini noted, no longer carried 

Cicero’s connotations. Pezzini, “Aelred’s Doctrine of Charity and Friendship,” 237. 
335  “Indeed, the Christian ought not to despair of acquiring any virtue since daily the divine voice from the 

Gospel re-echoes: “Ask, and you shall receive….” It is not wonder, then, that pursuers of true virtue 
were rare among the pagans since they did not know the Lord, the Dispenser of virtue…” St. Aelred, 
Spiritual Friendship, I.27. 

336  Aelred, The Mirror of Charity, I.51-57. 
 Aelred Spiritual Friendship, I.16 
 Pezzini, “Aelred’s Doctrine of Charity and Friendship,” 235-236. 
337  Vost, The Four Friendships, 133, 136. 
338  “I embraced you, dear brother, not in the flesh but in the heart. I used to kiss you not with a touch of 

the lips but with attachment of the mind. I loved you because you welcomed me into friendship from 
the very beginning of my conversion, showed yourself more familiar with me than with the others, 
linked me with your own heart in the inner depths of your soul.” Aelred, The Mirror of Charity, I.34.109. 

339  “…And so, let the friend whom it is impossible for us not to love, be loved in God, and let the enemy 
whom it is impossible to love for his own sake be loved for God’s sake; the first in virtue of attachment 
and the second in virtue of reason.” Ibid., III. 26.63. 
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3.3.2.5  Sharing in Friendship  

 

In books two and three of Spiritual Friendship, the speakers were no longer Aelred and 

Ivo (Ivo having passed away), but Aelred and two younger monks. Thus, the conversation 

moved from one between two intimate friends to that between a teacher and pupils. One of 

the young monks had just discovered a copy of notes from the previous discussion on 

friendship between Aelred and Ivo and wished to discuss the matter further, asking Aelred if 

he remembered the writing (II.5-7). Aelred reiterated some main points from the book and 

continued on to further topics such as the sharing of joys and burdens through friendship340 

and the relationship between human friendship and friendship with God.341 For the first 

point Aelred seemed to agree with Aristotle that friendship was about sharing in all things, 

both joys and sorrows. But for Aelred such sharing did not need to be equal in measure, for 

friendship “heightens the joys of prosperity and mitigates the sorrows of adversity by 

dividing and sharing them.”342  

 

3.3.2.6  Friendship and love of God  

 

As for human and divine friendship, Aelred quoted from John’s Gospel, noting a 

connection between the two forms of friendships: “...friendship … consists in the love and 

knowledge of God, so that man from being a friend of his fellowman becomes the friend of 

God….‘I will not now call you servants but my friends’.”343 Friendship with God thus could 

enable better human friendships, and friendships with other humans could promote a 

deeper understanding of friendship with God. It would seem that this reciprocity was one of 

the reasons why a monk such as himself would be so invested in friendship. There seems to 

have been a debate among monks at this time of the usefulness of friendship for a monk as 

his life was intended to be fully devoted to Christ, and friendship could be seen as a 

 
340  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, II.13. 
341  Ibid., 2.9-14.  
342  “Our yearning for friendship says something about the very fabric of our lives and about the nature of 

God in whose image, as Aelred so firmly believed, we are made.” Ibid., 79.  
343   Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, II.14. 
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distraction from God.344 For Aelred, friendship was not a distraction or even a good but 

unrelated call for a monk; rather, friendship was itself a means of greater knowledge and 

intimacy with Christ.  

 

3.3.2.7  Limits of Friendship 

 

Lastly, following the inquiry of many of the philosophers and, of course, Cicero, Aelred 

and his companions discussed the extent to which one should obey or sacrifice for a friend. 

Aelred, following Cicero, agreed that while a true friend ought to hold nothing back, there 

was a limit: anything opposed to God, i.e. sin.345 It is interesting that there was not much 

discussion regarding if friendship required giving or obeying the requests of a friend. This 

seems to have been taken for granted and so the conversation was not if but how much to 

give. Sin for Aelred, however, was not the same as sin for Cicero. For Cicero, sin was 

anything against the state or to cause harm to the wider community.346 Aelred took a more 

spiritual view regarding sin, (though in practice, to sin against God would usually include sins 

against the governing authorities or actions that bring harm to one’s community).347 The 

book closes by meditating on how unity with a friend would bind them to Christ and the 

subsequent hope of enjoying eternal friendship in Christ’s return.348 Aelred’s focus on the 

heavenly state of friendship as the end purpose of friendship would continue to be a mark 

of Christian friendship, putting friendship in the same category as the kingdom of God; 

something already present to be enjoyed but not able to be fully realised until the return of 

Christ.349 

 

 
344  Liz Carmichael, Friendship: Interpreting Christian Love (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2004.), 71. 
345  Vost, The Four Friendships, 113. 
 Carmichael, Friendship, 89. 
346  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, II.44. 
 “But in response to the Ciceronian suggestion that one may do anything that pleases a friend provided 

one's country and neighbours do not suffer, Aelred considers it insane to protect the honour of others 
while besmirching one's own.” Carmichael, Friendship, 89. 

347  Vost, The Four Friendships, 115-116.  
348  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, III.90-134.  
 Pezzini, “Aelred’s Doctrine of Charity and Friendship,” 244. 
 Vost, The Four Friendships, 121.  
349  McEvoy, “Ultimate Goods,” 258, 273. 
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3.3.2.8   Summary  

 

For Aelred friendship was intertwined in the love of God. Like Augustine, friendship 

was spiritual and the virtue it inspired should be of a spiritual nature while also being 

rewarding in physically tangible ways. Aelred seemed to understand the embodied spiritual 

nature of friendship – that it was a joy and blessing which, if based in and oriented towards 

God would bear spiritual fruit. Therefore, those who pursued the things of God would then 

find the greatest fulfilment in their friendships both with God and with others. The perfect 

love of God would transform the soul to be taught true friendship making friendship fruitful 

and eternal. 

 

3.3.3  St. Thomas Aquinas 

 

 Thomas Aquinas350 was greatly influenced by classical thought, primarily Aristotle, 

whom he referred to simply as “The Philosopher”.351 Consequently, much of his writing on 

friendship in his Summa Theologica synthesises classical and Christian schools of thought.352 

Aquinas, like Aelred and Augustine before him, believed it consistent that if one said God is 

love, it was also correct to say that God is friendship. Aquinas advanced the idea that the 

final and perfected state of friendship would be fully realised in Heaven where one could 

enjoy friendship with God. He also suggested that a form of friendship could, through the 

working of the Holy Spirit, be extended even towards one’s enemies.353 Aquinas takes much 

of his direction in writing about friendship from areas of concern or remaining questions 

 
350  For more on Thomas Aquinas on friendship see my paper for my MA titled “Thomas Aquinas and Divine 

Friendship”. Joelle Lucas, “Thomas Aquinas and Divine Friendship,” MA Paper., (Durham University, 
2019). https://www.academia.edu/41830378/Thomas_Aquinas_and_Divine_Friendship 

351  Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 23, a. 1.  
 Pakaluk, Other Selves, 147.  
352  “It is being increasingly recognized that virtue ethics is central to Aquinas’s moral thought and to his 

consideration of the characteristic capacities and achievements of human nature. His study and 
appreciation of the virtues links him firmly to Aristotle. Thomas endeavours to relate happiness to the 
moral and speculative virtues, arguing that beatitudo does not lie in bodily or material goods such as 
pleasure or wealth, but rather that the highest happiness attainable by human beings lies in the 
contemplation of truth.” McEvoy, “Ultimate Goods,” 262. 

353  Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 23, a. 1.  
 This was in reference to loving the sinner not the sin. Carmichael, Friendship,123. 
 Gerald J. Beyer, “The Love of God and Neighbour According to Aquinas: An Interpretation.” New 

Blackfriars 84, no. 985 (2003): 118. doi:10.1111/j.1741-2005.2003.tb06281.x. 
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regarding friendship at the intersection of Aristotelian thought and Christian theology. For 

example, one of Aristotle’s conditions of friendship was equality. This requirement led to 

the belief that friendship with God was impossible. Aquinas resolved this dilemma by 

responding from both philosophy and theology. Even Aristotle acknowledged that 

differences could be overcome if the higher friend were to lower themselves to create 

equality, which is precisely what, according to Aquinas, Christ did in taking on human form; 

God lowered himself, 354 and raised humanity up,355 to make friendship with humanity 

possible.  

 

3.3.3.1  Friendship as a Virtue  

 

 Like others before him, Aquinas was greatly interested in the value, pursuit, and 

acquisition of friendship as virtue.356 Virtue existed in two orders, those which can be 

acquired through the grace available to all humans (pagans and Christians alike), and those 

which can only be obtained through the infusion of the Holy Spirit.357 Charity/love was one 

of the infused virtues; therefore, friendship, being a form of love, could only be possessed 

by those who were themselves indwelt with the Holy Spirit.358 So, friendship in its truest 

form, could only be had by those who were in Christ, subsequently turning friendship into a 

virtue of the highest order. Indeed, Aquinas went so far as to say that friendship with God 

was the highest end of man.359 

 

 
354 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 24, a.4, ad. 3.  
 This does not address friendship in the Old Testament with men like Abraham or Moses, though 

perhaps God’s transcendent nature would suffice as a reasonable response.  
 Daniel Schwartz, Aquinas on Friendship (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 47. 
 Carmichael, Friendship, 111. 
355  Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 23, a. 1. 
356  Ibid., II-II, q. 23, a. 3, ad. 1. 
357  Thomas Ryan. “Aquinas on Compassion: Has He Something to Offer Today?” Irish Theological Quarterly 

75, no. 2 (2010): 157. doi:10.1177/0021140009360496 
 Carmichael, Friendship, 110. 
358  “Charity attains God Himself that it may rest in Him….Hence charity is more excellent than faith or 

hope, and, consequently, than all the other virtues…” Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 23, a. 4.  
 Pakaluk, Other Selves, 146. 
359  Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, q.4, a. 8, ad. 3.  
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3.3.3.2  Ordered Loves  

 

 Another important concept for Aquinas, which others touched on, but Aquinas 

highlights, was the importance of self-love. There was a theological debate concerning the 

order of love, particularly in regard to love for God, self, and others.360 For Aquinas, the first 

love should be for God, followed by the self, rather than others.361 This love was not a self-

centred love but a love in which every desire and motivation was properly ordered by the 

love of God.362 This meant that God needed to enable the capacity for love by enabling a 

person to receive and imbue God’s love in their soul so that love could then be produced 

outwardly for God and others.363 To love oneself was therefore to embrace what is good: 

friendship with God.364 To love oneself was to pursue friendship with God first and then 

with other humans.365 Conversely, if one did not love themselves, they would lack the 

understanding of how to order their life, resulting in a lack of desire for friendship with God 

and an inability to properly love other humans.366 Aquinas seems to argue then that a 

person who did not love themselves would lack selflessness and prudence, which are 

necessary for friendship, while a person who loved his or her soul would learn how to 

selflessly live a properly ordered life in all things, including friendship.367 While it might seem 

that friendship for Aquinas was very one-sided, he acknowledged that reciprocated 

 
360  Ibid., II-II, q. 23, a. 3, ad.3. 
 There are also debates about the order in which other people should be loved, i.e. family, neighbours, 

church, community, friends, strangers, etc. But I am focusing on this first categorisation of an ordering 
of loves. 

361  “God is loved as the principle of good, on which the love of charity is founded; while man, out of 
charity, loves himself by reason of his being a partaker of the aforesaid good, and loves his neighbor by 
reason of his fellowship in that good….Therefore man, out of charity, ought to love himself more than 
his neighbor… a man ought not to give way to any evil of sin, which counteracts his share of happiness, 
not even that he may free his neighbor from sin.” Ibid., II-II, q. 26, a. 4. 

 “(1) we must wish him, on account of his virtuous qualities, all the good that we wish for ourselves, and 
(2) we must have a well-ordered relation toward ourselves.” Marko Fuchs, “Philia and Caritas: Some 
Aspects of Aquinas’s Reception of Aristotle’s Theory of Friendship,” in Aquinas and the Nicomachean 
ethics, eds. Tobias Hoffmann, Jörn Müller, and Matthias Perkams (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press), 207. doi:10.1017/cbo9780511756313.012 

362  Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 25, a. 4. 
363  Ibid., II-II, q. 23, a. 3; q. 24, a. 2. 
364  “I answer that, Charity, as stated above … is a kind of friendship of man for God.” Ibid., II-II, q. 23, a. 5.  
365  Ibid., II-II, q. 23, a. 3, ad. 1. 
366  Fuchs, “Philia and Caritas,” 208.  
367  Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 25, a. 4. 
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affection and unity of purpose in Christ would be ideal friendship.368 Aquinas' framework 

created a value system for ordering one’s resources to maximise love for God and others, 

ultimately making friendship the highest attainment in life. As Marie T. Farrell astutely 

noted, the gospel is God moving in friendship towards humans, redeeming them and raising 

them up to be worthy of His friendship.369 

 

3.3.3.3  Summary  

 

 Aquinas, much like the other church fathers and classical philosophers saw friendship 

as inseparable from love and therefore as a virtue itself. For Aquinas, the proper ordering of 

loves was of great importance. While friendship and love are interconnected, they are not 

necessarily interchangeable: one must first be loved by God, so that God can then be loved. 

Part of loving God was learning to love the good for oneself and it was only after God and 

the self were loved rightly that one could properly extend love outwards to another. It 

seems for Aquinas then it was not simply a matter of seeing the body/spirit relationship in 

friendship but to understand the right ordering of the body/spirit aspects of friendship. 

Friendship – coming from God begins in the spiritual realm and in the gifting of friendship to 

humanity and through the incarnation friendship also becomes a physical and embodied 

experience. This ordering seems to give priority to the spiritual side of friendship, but this 

should not diminish the importance of the embodied aspect of friendship.  

 

3.3.4  Friendship Movements at the Time of the Reformation 

 

Having looked at individual theologians, I want to consider broader 

historical/theological movements which influenced friendship. The Reformation was just 

such a movement which shaped western and Christian friendship thought. I have already 

argued that the scholastic movement (primarily happening within colleges and seminaries) 

 
368  Ibid., II-II, q. 26, a. 2. 
 Carmichael, Friendship, 103.  
  Schwartz, Aquinas on Friendship, 31. 
369  Marie T. Farrell, “Thomas Aquinas and Friendship with God,” Irish Theological Quarterly 61 no. 3-4 

(1995): 216. doi:10.1177/002114009506100305 
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revitalised Greco-Roman thought, caused a resurgence of friendship as a subject of 

discourse, and shaped friendship into what I have termed “Christian virtue friendship”. I do 

not argue that the idea of Christian virtue friendship did not exist until the Reformation, but 

rather that a moulding of past ideas emerged into a more definable idea than had existed 

previously. I define Christian virtue friendship as a means of pursuing Christian virtues with 

someone beloved with the ultimate purpose of glorifying and enjoying God. While there 

were many examples of friendships (some of which directly impacted the Reformation itself) 

during the Reformation, this section will focus on friendship movements pre- and post-

Reformation to see where these ideas began and how their trajectory led into the Puritan 

movement.  

 

3.3.4.1  The Brotherhood of the Common Life  

 

Preceding the Reformation, a movement in the Netherlands called The Brotherhood of 

the Common Life was started which reconceived the mediaeval monastery “culminating in 

the new concept that ordinary people could share more fully in religious life through 

contemplation and fellowship with others.”370 Fuller called this the “vision of layman-as-

monk.”371 One of the latter members of the brotherhood was Desiderius Erasmus of 

Rotterdam. His friendship with John Colet was one which influenced both of their lives, 

writings, and theologies.372 Their correspondence contained elements of friendly banter, 

encouragement, reproof, intimacy, and love.373 For these men, friendship was both a joy 

and a serious responsibility. Desiring to bring a friendship like what Saint Aelred spoke of in 

Spiritual Friendship, this group was open to both men and women, making it accessible for 

 
370  Joelle Lucas, “Christian Virtue Friendship and Puritan Friendship in the English Reformation.”  
 Ross Fuller, The Brotherhood of the Common Life and Its Influence (State University of New York Press, 

1995), xii. 
371  Fuller, The Brotherhood of the Common Life and Its Influence, 176. 
372  Philip Wyatt Crowther, esq. The Christian’s Manual: Compiled from the Enchirideon Militis Chritani of 

Erasmus (London: A. J. Valpy, Teoke's Court, Chuneery Lane, 1816), 203. 
https://ia800209.us.archive.org/6/items/cu31924029228198/cu31924029228198.pdf 

373  Desiderius Erasmus, Erasmus and His Age: Selected Letters of Desiderius Erasmus, ed. Hans Joachim 
Hillerbrand and Marcus A. Haworth (New York: Harper and Row, 1970), 29. 

https://ia800209.us.archive.org/6/items/cu31924029228198/cu31924029228198.pdf
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those who did not live in monasteries or nunneries. The hope was for virtuous friendships to 

form in “normal” society, bringing many of the communal joys of a holy life to the laity.  

 

3.3.4.2  Puritan Movement  

 

Post-Reformation, the Puritans grew these ideas of friendship and pushed them more 

towards the role of correction and exhortation. Puritans were very concerned with moral 

behaviour, specifically in the subjugation of sin and the cultivation of holiness. Friendship 

became a means for a companion on the difficult and narrow path of the Christian life. 

Some Puritans like Richard Rogers lived and wrote between two movements of friendship 

thought, which also highlights how ideals of friendship were being shaped within his 

lifetime. For example, his diary focused more on moral correction between friends,374 but in 

his 7 Treatises, he focused more on the cultivation (and subsequent delight) of virtue for the 

sake of godliness. Also, in his Treatise on Faith, he asserted that Christian friends should 

lovingly help one another to bind their disordered desires, grow in the wisdom of God, and 

bring peace to their souls.375 The earlier model of friendship seemed to have the more 

positive focus on friendship as a delight, whereas the later Puritan works emphasised the 

duties of friends for correction. Interestingly, the notion of covenant appears in the 7 

Treatises. This is a concept which has been seen already from the Old Testament and did not 

seem to be lost on Rogers. Towards the end of this work, Rogers mentioned a friendship 

covenant he entered into with around twenty Christian men for the purpose of engaging in 

Christian virtue friendship.376  

 

 
374  M. M. Knappen, Two Elizabethan Puritan diaries. Chicago: The American Society of Church History. 

(Chicago: The American Society of Church History, 1933), 56.  
 https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=wu.89017186313&view=1up&seq=163 
375  Ezekel Culverwell, A treatise of faith: Wherein is Declared How a Man May Liue by Faith, and Finde 

Releefe in All His Necessities, (London: Printed by I.L. for William Sheffard, and are to be sold at his 
shop, at the entring in of Popes Head allie out of Lumbard streete, 1623), 109.  

376  One might wonder how there could be such a friendship covenant with 20 men, and it could be rightly 
considered friendship. Richard Rogers, Seven Treatises, Containing svch Direction as is Gathered ovt of 
the Holie Scriptvre (AT London Imprinted by Felix Kyngston, for Thomas Man, and Robert Dexter, and 
are to be sold at the brasen Serpent in Pauls Churchyard, 1603), 477-78.  
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3.3.4.3  Summary  

 

For both Puritans and the Scholastics, Christian virtue friendship was a present means 

of God’s grace on earth that would one day be perfected in Heaven. The Reformation 

highlights the convergences of Athens and Jerusalem, highlighting how ideals of friendship 

have been shaped over the course of history and influencing culture. In the Reformation the 

parameters of friendship seemed to be broadening again to reflect friendships as we saw in 

the Bible, such as being something not only for men but also for women, and not limiting 

age or resources but encouraging people to seek meaningful friendships as they could. For 

these groups the goals of meeting together and living life together in both ordinary and 

spiritual capacities alike were important and pointed to the kind of friendships they could 

look forward to in the coming Kingdom of God. 

 

3.4  Conclusion  

 

 In this chapter I have laid out the history of beliefs concerning friendship which have 

shaped western thought. I have considered Greco-Roman philosophy and continued on to 

see how this ancient philosophy interacted with Christian thought through the works of 

Augustine, Aelred, and Thomas Aquinas. Then the movement of the Reformation was used 

as an example of the continuation of the mingling of philosophical and Christian religious 

ideology particularly in relation to friendship. While there are many other examples of 

Christian virtue friendship from various points in history which would be both relevant and 

interesting for this study, there was simply no room to address them all while still having 

space to consider the influence of technology on friendship within the current cultural 

epoch. However, there are a few prominent people and movements which I have read and 

considered in researching this topic which have impacted my thoughts on friendship, 

including the following: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Life Together,377 Henry Clay Trumbull’s 

 
377  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: The Classic Exploration of Christian Community (San Francisco: 

Harper One, 2009).  
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Friendship the Master Passion,378 the society and writing of the Inklings including J.R.R. 

Tolkien and C.S. Lewis, and Wesley Hill’s Spiritual Friendship.379 

 While many themes of friendship have begun to immerge in this chapter which have 

influenced ideas and beliefs of friendship there were four which I want to draw particular 

attention to at the close of this chapter: 1) Equality, 2) Levels of Friendship 3) Morality, and 

4) Being Present. This section will then end by briefly exploring some of the emerging 

theologies of friendship.  

 

3.4.1  Equality  

 

There were a few key topics shown in the Bible and discussed by philosophers which 

will be essential to later discussions regarding friendship in modernity. The first is that of 

equality. In the Biblical accounts of Ruth and Naomi and David and Jonathan, their lack of 

equality did not inhibit friendship. Rather, it could be argued their inequality made the 

friendships all the more admirable. The Greeks were curious if it was possible to have 

friendship with those who were not equal, seeming to hope that for true friendships any 

inequalities could be overcome. Moving through the Church Fathers, and particularly with 

regard to Thomas Aquinas, the idea of equality was answered in the person of Christ. By first 

lowering himself, and in his atoning death and resurrection, raising humanity to share in all 

of his glory, Christ created equality. The measurements of equality were also considered, 

where spiritual measures were seen to be of greater importance than factors of wealth, age 

or status, or even gender380 as was shown in the Biblical examples and confirmed by the 

teachings of the church fathers.  

 

 
378  Trumbull, Henry C., Friendship the Mater-Passion: Or, the Nature and History of Friendship and Its Place 

as a Force in the World.  
379  A book titled after St. Aelred’s writings continues the conversation into modernity, probing questions 

within the gender, marriage, and sexuality debates of the modern day regarding the role of friendship. 
Wesley Hill, Spiritual Friendship: Finding Love in the Church as a Celibate Gay Christian (Ada: Brazos 
Press, 2015). 

380  For Aelred, friendship was integral to the human condition and a part of creation itself and was 
something for both men and women. Thomas Aquinas also believed marriage to be a place for the 
greatest friendship between men and women to exist. Anne-Marie Ellithorpe, Towards friendship-
shaped communities: a practical theology of friendship (Hoboken: Wiley Blackwell, 2022), 109-10. 



 

 

 

 113 

3.4.2  Levels of Friendship 

 

 The second is that of levels of friendship, where friendship was often used as a catch 

all word for several different relationships the intimate and close bond of deep friendship, 

any social connection, and even corrupted or negative relationships. The book of Proverbs 

warned against false friendships with fools, and the Greeks warned against picking friends 

too quickly. The New Testament showed Christ as enjoying different depths of friendships 

with various people. Saint Augustine warned about friendships which lead one into sin and 

Saint Aelred and Cicero acknowledged the goodness of having friends of varying degrees of 

intimacy as each level has its own benefits. In all these examples, not all friendships were 

seen as equal, and the trouble with differentiating them based on terms seemed to have 

been and will likely continue to prove difficult.  

 

3.4.3  Morality  

 

  The role of moral behaviour or virtue regarding friendship was another important and 

repeated aspect of friendship in this first section. The main differences seemed to be 

viewing friendship as an influence (to vice or virtue/holiness or sin), or a means to virtue, or 

as a virtue itself. In other words, the friendship could either be used as a means to an end or 

was an end in itself, or both. While all three of these models have arisen in this chapter, I 

believe both response seems to best fit with the Bible and finds the most support through 

the various writers considered. Friendship, especially theologically, ought to be first founded 

on the good (God’s will and God’s Word) and should be a relationship which seeks to both 

learn and act according to holiness and the good. In this way, friendship itself (when 

founded on truth) will be a good in and of itself, and friendship experienced becomes a 

means to virtue.  

 

3.4.4  Being Present 

 

 Lastly, the place of the body or physical presence was discussed and will be of 

particular interest later in this thesis. Interestingly, the question of friendship across 
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distances was already something to be explored from the Bible, though it was not much 

discussed elsewhere. In researching for my master’s thesis on friendship in the Reformation, 

many of the source documents were letters between friends; furthermore, Trumbull 

provided many examples of friends who were physically distant but still impacted history. 

David and Jonathan were often separated due to Saul’s desire to harm David, resulting in 

the friends spending little time together In the New Testament Paul was often in prison, and 

the letters which comprised much of the New Testament canon were written while he was 

separated from his friends and fellow believers. Therefore, the question remains concerning 

the importance of being present with friends, or if spiritual presence is sufficient for 

friendship. 

Having now laid the historical groundwork regarding friendship in part 1, the focus of 

part 2 will concern changes resulting from the modern era and current research on 

friendship with regard to new digital technologies. 

 

3.4.5 Emerging Theologies of Friendship 

 
 Considering these secular philosophers and early Christian fathers alongside Scripture 

there are some theological themes that begin to emerge. Notice the importance given to 

both the physical body in friendship – the sense of being able to live life in close proximity to 

be useful and enjoyable to one another along with the spiritual nature of friendship which 

can make a friendship worth keeping even across distances. This points to understanding 

the relationship between the imago dei and moral responsibility. If humans are made in the 

image of a holy and relational God and friendship is a gift which flows out from God to 

humanity then it would make sense that human friendship will echo God’s friendship. Thus, 

the more aligned with holiness and virtue and the more it aligns with the will of God the 

more one should be able to enjoy the depths of friendship. Lastly, there is the theme of 

friendship being both a present earthly blessing as well as a promise of a future fulfilment of 

friendship in the coming Kingdom of God at the return of Christ. A theology of Friendship 

thus cannot be rightly limited to the temporal but must have a vision beyond the grave.  
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Part Two  
 

From Theory to Practice: What Happened to Friendship? 

 
 

4. Chapter Four: How Friendship Values and Practice Change 

 

In Part One, friendship was explored in history beginning with the Bible moving to 

ancient Greco-Roman philosophy, finishing with a brief exploration of church history. This 

overview shows some alterations and shifts to friendship values and beliefs as well as many 

consistent ideas which have developed over the centuries. Some of the differences of 

friendship arise from personal choices such as how much time and effort one puts into a 

friendship, or the degree of depth desired in a given friendship. There are, however, cultural 

and societal factors which can significantly impact both cultural expectations and individual 

experiences of friendship. Society is comprised of individuals influencing culture and 

reciprocally culture influencing the individual, a cycle which can make responsibility often 

difficult to determine. From the previous two chapters, it would be difficult to definitively 

argue Aquinas’ or Aristotle’s writings arose solely from personal conviction/observation 

rather than as products of their culture. Most likely both are true to greater and lesser 

extents. The Reformation, once again, provides a helpful example of cultural shifts, like 

scholasticism or the Puritan community which greatly impacted individuals, and yet it was 

individuals who lit the fires of these cultural movements. While it might be impossible to 

ever definitively draw lines between individual and cultural factors, it is useful to explore the 

influences of both. In this part, broader cultural and societal values and beliefs which impact 

friendship will be explored. In my empirical research, which will be addressed in part 3, I 

found some complexity between beliefs concerning friendship for individuals compared to 

the culture. Some people expressed a synergy between their beliefs and practices with the 

messaging of the culture surrounding them. Others felt a dissonance between their own 

beliefs and practices concerning their culture (some felt a mixture of both depending on if 

they were part of a sub-community where they might feel synergy with their subculture but 

dissonance with the broader culture). This second part addresses these harmonies and 
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dissonances intending to prepare the way towards theological understandings (addressed in 

part 3) which would apply at both the individual and cultural levels. In this chapter I will first 

address various societal changes specifically in two key areas: 1) environmental and 

technological changes, and 2) beliefs and values. The second part dealing with beliefs and 

values will address: 1) individualism and dependency, 2) the roles of truth, storytelling, and 

science 3) sexuality and intimacy, 4) gender, and 5) the body and physical presence. Each of 

these topics could be a whole dissertation in themselves and thus, while space will not allow 

for in-depth coverage, they will be briefly considered regarding their impact on friendship, 

highlighting changes to friendship. This is important to this study as it presents a bridge 

between understanding the changes to friendship from the ancient world to the modern-

western world. Before we can consider a theology of friendship in the modern world we 

must first understand the environmental and ideological shifts which have taken place. 

 

4.1  Introduction 

 

Society significantly affects the lives of individuals. Such societal influences can arise 

from parents, education, social values, governmental policies, technology, physical 

surroundings and more. Since opportunities for impact are broad, to be as concise as 

possible I have chosen to examine the writings of those in fields of study such as sociology 

or anthropology to understand what they have to say regarding the social factors of human 

relationships, particularly relating to friendship in modern western societies. I noticed that, 

while, to some extent, all of the aforementioned factors were mentioned, some were more 

prominent than others. Most notably are the technological changes381 and the ensuing 

ramifications that these changes impose on family and friendship relationships. I argue that 

combined with these factors of environment and technology the other very influential 

factors concern the education and practice of friendship either spoken or inferred through 

observation of behaviour.  

 

 
381  These are not necessarily digital technologies, but also technologies such as those which impact 

industry and the building and design of modern cities. 
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4.2  Environmental and Technological Factors 

 

In Neil Postman’s book, Technopoly, he reasoned that technology is not a new issue 

for the modern world with the rise in digital and “tech” devices. He notes that technologies 

change and shape cultures in profound ways both positively and negatively.382 Postman 

considers the impact of certain technologies upon society, remarking that there are three 

types of cultures: tool-using cultures, technocracies, and technopolies.383 A technocracy, he 

explains is a culture in which tools “play a central role in the thought-world of the 

culture”.384 Such tools affect all of a culture, not to integrate, but attack, overcome, and 

control the culture, meaning that “… tradition, social mores, myth, politics, ritual, and 

religion have to fight for their lives.”385 This was differentiated from the further 

development into a Technopoly, wherein “thought-worlds” disappear, making them not 

illegal, but irrelevant by redefining, “what we mean by religion, by art, by family, by politics, 

by history, by truth, by privacy, by intelligence, so that our definitions fit its new 

requirements. Technopoly, in other words, is totalitarian technocracy.”386 Thus, rather, than 

seeing the term technology in reference only to digital technology it would be more 

accurate to add “digital” or “computer” as prefixes since the term technology can refer to 

any man-made device or tool that enables a human to easily achieve something that would 

otherwise be difficult, if not impossible. The wheel, printing press, piano, washing machine, 

hammer, aeroplane, fork, SCUBA gear and ballpoint pens are all examples of various types 

of technologies. Most technologies enable people to expand their human capabilities such 

as with a washing machine, pen, or the wheel – without which humans could still 

communicate, walk, or wash clothes. Other technologies go further, allowing people to do 

things which would otherwise be impossible; like flying in an aeroplane or breathing 

underwater with SCUBA gear.387 Furthermore, Postman notes that sometimes a technology 

 
382  Neil Postman, Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), xi-

xii; 5. 
383  Postman, Technopoly, 22. 
384  Ibid., 28. 
385  Ibid. 
386  Ibid., 48.  
387  Andy Crouch makes a distinction between a device and an instrument saying that Devices are “…the 

kind of technology that displaces earlier tools and, eventually, replaces the human beings who use 
them.” While instruments are “…cultural goods that are less like a device and more like a tool. Rather 
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so powerful comes along it shapes an era of human history, shaping people groups and 

cultures.388 One example would be the printing press in around the time of the Reformation. 

This technology enabled information to be dispersed at a rate never before seen: it reduced 

the cost of getting books and pamphlets, enabling access for lower classes; and with the 

ability to print pictures, people could see the face of someone they had never seen.389 These 

kinds of technologies, Postman argued, not only change how people live their lives (enabling 

them to do the same things more efficiently), but they change how people think and live 

and what they value.390 One example Postman gave using the internet today was how 

pastors often thought about how they could use the internet to share sermons and the 

gospel more widely or put their church online for people to find, but what they should have 

been asking was how the internet would change their congregations; how it would change 

how people think of God and church altogether. In other words, big technological booms do 

not merely change the answers to questions, they change the questions themselves.391  

From the genre of popular Christian books, Andy Crouch wrote a book titled, The Life 

We’re Looking for. While this may not be a scholarly work in the sense that Postman’s book 

is, Crouch addresses many of the same questions, but from a pastoral/theological 

perspective with particular concern for the current cultural context. In this book he echoed 

the warnings of Postman, that technology might not always be a friend, and that our 

technological advances might come at a cost, one of which is relational, for indeed, every 

 
than disengaging us from the world and thrusting us into the superpower zone, this branch of 
technology relies on the ingenuity we human beings have brough to our work and play in the world 
from the very beginning. …this kind of technology have degrees of complexity, precision, and power 
that outstrip any pretechnological tool.”  

 Andy Crouch, The Life We’re Looking For: Reclaiming Relationship in a Technological World (London: 
Hodder & Stoughton, 2022), 135.  

388  Postman, Technopoly, 3-20.  
389  Eric Metaxas argued in his popular biography, Martin Luther, that Martin Luther was the first celebrity 

as the printing press enabled people to recognise his face having seen it in print, thus recognising his 
face when he came to town they celebrated him. Before this time, people would not even have known 
what even the King or Queen looked like. Eric Metaxas, Martin Luther: The Man who Rediscovered God 
and Changed the World, (New York: Viking, 2017), 203-204.  

390  “Without being too literal, we may extend the truism: To a man with a pencil, everything looks like a 
list. To a man with a camera, everything looks like an image. To a man with a computer, everything 
looks like data. And to a man with a grade sheet, everything looks like a number.” Postman, Technopoly, 
14. 

391  “New technologies compete with old ones—for time, for attention, for money, for prestige, but mostly 
for dominance of their world-view.” Ibid., 16; 18-19.  
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new technology comes at a price.392 Crouch used the phrases, “You’ll no longer have to”, 

and, “But you’ll no longer be able to” to summarise the exchange of new technologies.393 

Sometimes what is lost is hardly worth noticing but other times something more significant 

is lost. Because these exchanges come as an unforeseen consequence of the newly adapted 

technology it is only after the loss that one might ponder if the trade was worth it. One 

example Crouch used concerned music, where having the technology to access recorded 

music on a vinyl disk, CD, mp3, or Spotify, is an incredible technology which enables access 

to music one might otherwise never hear. On the other hand, learning to play music for 

oneself, having friends around to play or going to live concerts became a luxury rather than 

the only way to enjoy music.394 It is important to understand that as society adapts to new 

technologies there are significant changes that occur which cannot be fully realised until 

enough time has passed to reflect. When living in a technology boom all that can be done is 

to make predictions and seek to ride the waves of change with the least amount of social 

damage and to hopefully leave the next generation with the tools to steward well the new 

technology bequeathed to them.395  

To better understand what happens to society regarding relationships in a technology 

boom is to learn from history. Besides the Reformation, another significant and more recent 

technology boom was the Industrial Revolution. During the time of the Scottish 

Enlightenment thinkers like David Hume, Adam Smith, and Adam Ferguson all presented 

views on what the technologies of the 18th and early 19th Centuries could mean for social 

relations and how this would impact society. While these men praised many of the changes 

 
392  Crouch, The Life We’re Looking For, 140-141. 
 “For this invention will produce forgetfulness in the minds of those who learn to use it, because they 

will not practice their memory. Their trust in writing, produced by external characters which are no part 
of themselves, will discourage the use of their own memory within them.” Plato, “Phaedrus” in Lysis; 
Symposium; Phaedrus, eds. and trans. Chris Emlyn-Jones and William Preddy (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2022.), 275a. Loeb Classical Library Online. 

393  For example:  
1. Now you’ll be able to write stories down. 
2. You’ll no longer have to remember them. 
3. You’ll no longer be able to remember them. 
4. Now you’ll have to write them down. 

394  Crouch, The Life We’re Looking For, 138. 
395  Many expressed such views including Mary Aiken in her powerful call to action and hope at the end of 

her book, the Cyber Effect.  
 Aiken, The Cyber Effect: A Pioneering Cyberpsychologist Explains How Human Behavior Changes Online 

(London: John Murray, 2017), 304. 
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brought about by the Industrial Revolution, they also noticed how many of the ensuring 

changes could result in damage to friendships and other relationships. For example, Adam 

Smith noted that the free market allowed people to free themselves of feudalism, but this 

also freed them from the dependencies feudalism created (like the need for friends and 

family to have the basics of life).396 In The Wealth of Nations Smith also wrote that, a 

negative side effect of industry could lead to a neglect of education, degradation of morals, 

and deteriorating of personal relationships,397 and that in a country village setting where 

people will observe one’s behaviour one is held accountable and will often develop (and 

then protect) good moral character, but in a city where there is no accountability it is easy 

to fall into temptations, and, “abandon himself to every low profligacy and vice.”398 David 

Hume more optimistically believed that the value of friendship would not be deterred due 

to all the monetary and societal changes in the world, but Adam Ferguson, like Smith, was 

not so hopeful and saw that the competitiveness and demanding nature of a capitalist 

society could create difficulty in making and sustaining friendships.399 Thankfully Smith and 

Ferguson were not completely correct on this account as it was reported that, “By the 1880s 

around 75 to 80 per cent of working-class men belonged to a friendly society and large 

numbers were involved in mutual improvement activities400 that were commonly described 

as friends educating each other’.”401 Nevertheless, Smith and Ferguson were not completely 

wrong in their predictions as marks of an individualistic society have seemed to affect the 

felt need for friendship at the basic/utility level – which unsurprisingly, seems to have also 

led to a decline in friendships of pleasure and virtue. This example clearly shows that while 

 
396  Lisa Hill and Peter McCarthy, “Hume, Smith and Ferguson: Friendship in Commercial Society,” Critical 

Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 2, no. 4 (1999): 33. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698239908403290 

397  “In particular, he argued that the focus on industry and commerce would lead to a neglect of education 
and a ‘degradation of morals’.” Michele E. Doyle and Mark K. Smith, “Friendship: theory and 
experience,” The encyclopedia of pedagogy and informal education, (2002). 
https://infed.org/friendship-some-philosophical-and-sociological-themes/  

398  Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations (London: Penguin, 1776), 747. 
http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/smith-adam/works/wealth-of-nations/index.htm 

399  Hill and Peter, “Hume, Smith and Ferguson,” 43.  
 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, ed. Fania Oz-Salzberger (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995 [1767]), III.I; 107.  
400  Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2021). https://doi.org/10.12987/9780300259827. 
401  Doyle and Smith, “Friendship: theory and experience.” 
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there seemed to be an ingrained desire for friendship, this desire can still be greatly 

influenced by social, political, and cultural factors.402 While the Greek philosophers believed 

that strong or weak friendships made for a strong or weak polis, the polis also appeared to 

have sway in promoting either strong or weak friendships. What they predicted has, in many 

ways, proven to be the groundwork of much of Western culture today and therefore their 

writings shed light on the challenges of the technology boom of the 21st century.  

 

4.3  Beliefs and Values 

 

Michele E. Doyle and Mark K. Smith acknowledge the difficulty inherent in the term 

friendship as it lacks “… firmly agreed and socially acknowledged criteria for what makes a 

person a friend…”, and go on to say that today there is “… a very thin understanding of what 

friendship entails.”403 They argue Aristotle’s friendships of pleasure404 now serves as the 

most prominent definition for friendship in modern western society, with friendships of 

utility, being more difficult to conceive of having a place in friendship today.405 As for virtue 

friendship, this is what they had to say:  

What we least understand is the third component, shared commitment to the good, which 
seems to us quite extraneous to the idea of friendship. In a culture dominated by expressive 
and utilitarian individualism, it is easy for us to understand the components of pleasure and 
usefulness, but we have difficulty seeing the point of considering friendship in terms of 
common moral commitments.406  
 

Firstly, it is interesting that both friendships of utility407 and virtue are becoming less 

important. The reasons for this disregard may be connected, despite these being the lowest 

and highest forms of friendship according to Aristotle. Understanding the nature of a 

friendship of utility is not without controversy. Friendships of utility could be friendships 

lacking emotional investments and commitments and are thus simply a term for work 

 
402  Graham Allan, Kinship and Friendship in Modern Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1996), 114. 
403  Doyle and Smith, “Friendship: theory and experience.” 
404  See Chapter 3 section 3.2.2. 
405  Doyle and Smith, “Friendship: theory and experience.” 
406  Ibid. 
407  While the quotation mentions usefulness, this does not seem to be the same as utility for the point was 

that people did not need friends for survival, though people might still use others for their own benefit 
in an individualistic way rather than as a mark of inter-dependence. 
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associates for whom one might have a passing fondness, or these friendships could assume 

some level of emotional investment and enable community connection and 

interdependence. An example might be work colleagues in comparison with a church 

community: work colleagues may help each other with tasks and might have an occasional 

drink out together, while the church congregants are hospitable, share meals, have some 

level of involvement in each other’s lives, and make themselves useful to one another. It 

would seem Doyle and Smith were primarily focused on the second definition of friendships 

of utility – the ones which create a sense of community and interdependence which are 

becoming rarer.408 While friendships of utility still exist, the cultural structures which might 

have encouraged these friendships in the past have radically altered the ways in which 

humans since the Industrial Revolution have felt a need for other humans.409  

The claim of both Smith and Hume that mutual utility is what holds society together is 
unconvincing because it ignores the comparative anthropological evidence which suggests 
that the 'bands' of society are actually stronger in communities where material conditions are 
extremely difficult and hostile. Hume and Smith have little or no faith in the power of 
beneficence to regulate society, insisting that 'each person loves himself better than any other 
single person'.410 
 

This quotation highlights some fascinating insights regarding how societal restructuring 

affects friendships of utility and virtue, and how a culture that places a high value on 

individualism is at risk of devaluing the importance of long-term companions along with the 

loss of necessity of friendship for survival. Additionally, if a culture became accustomed to 

having things handed to them quickly (“microwave culture”) making long-term investments 

feel like too much effort, combined with a lack of shared transcendent morality, then 

friendships would likely suffer due to lacking both incentives to pursue moral virtue and 

ability to invest long-term. If proven true that such factors have affected western society, 

 
408  Doyle and Smith, “Friendship: theory and experience.” 
409  Hill and McCarthy, “Hume, Smith and Ferguson,” 43-44.  
 Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, VIII, 208.  
410 Hill and McCarthy, “Hume, Smith and Ferguson,” 44.  
 Ferguson An Essay on the History of Civil Society, I.III, 21-4. 
 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, eds. L. A. Selby-Bigge and P. H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press: 1978 [1739-40]), III.II.II, 487.  
 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments. Eds. D. D. Raphael and A. L. Macfie (Glasgow Edition of 

the Works and Correspondence of Adam Smith. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976 [1790]), III.3.10, 140.  
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then these would present a compelling case that friendship has undergone substantial 

changes since the 20th century.  

 

4.3.1 Individualism and Dependency  
 

As shown, one of the changes to friendship and beliefs which undergirds how people 

value and pursue friendships is linked to individualism and tangentially, inter-dependency. 

In many past cultures, it was understood that humans were social creatures, not merely for 

the enjoyment of having companions, but rather that people were dependent on each other 

in order to survive.411 While human dependency has been commented on by evolutionary 

biologists, anthropologists, and social scientists, Ferdinand Tönnies addresses this from the 

realm of cultural and structural influences saying that many viewed “…friendship (along with 

kinship and place) as one of the three pillars of traditional community (gemeinschaft) that 

were disrupted by the rise of the more impersonal forms of society associated with 

industrialization, urbanization and capitalism.”412 Essentially in modernity societal norms for 

making a living have become less dependent on familial structures (including friendship) and 

more dependent on the government and the individual. Thus, the practical necessity for 

friendship (the utility of friendship) has become unnecessary as the well-regulated market 

separates the classic Aristotelian friendship of virtue from the friendship of utility: Aristotle’s 

three levels of friendship become independent, rather than interdependent, levels of 

friendship. Such a commercial society requires ‘authentically indifferent co-citizens’ rather 

than potential enemies or allies.413 This is one explanation of how society generates a 

heightened value of individualism, yet while systemic structures certainly play a part in this, 

 
411  “A good deal of sociological comment about friendship is based on the assumption that a traditional 

society characterized by face-to-face and largely convivial relationships has been replaced by a more 
competitive and individualistic one.”  

 Doyle and Smith, “Friendship: theory and experience.” 
 “...but also the question of whether it makes sense to think of friendship as existing in mutually 

comprehensible ways across cultures. ….it is important to be aware of whether one is talking about 
friendship as ‘a cultural artefact and a social arrangement, or a s a set of universal needs’.” Sandra Bell 
and Simon Coleman. “The Anthropology of Friendship: Enduring Themes and Future Possibilities,” in 
The Anthropology of Friendship (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 1999), 2-3.  

412  Ferdinand Tönnies, Community and Association (Gemeinshaft and Gesellschaft) (London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1887, 1955), 48-50, 233.  

413  Ray Pahl, On Friendship (Cambridge: Polity. 2000), 57. 
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these structures are not solely responsible for how individuals or society choose what they 

value, nor do they explain the ramifications of these changes in belief. To understand the 

significance of these changes, theology gives some explanations for the dangers of being too 

independent.  

In the creation account in Genesis God declared all of creation was good.414 After the 

creation of the human male but before the creation of the female, God, for the first time, 

declared that something was not good.415 God declared it was not good for the first human 

Adam to be alone and so he created Adam’s female counterpart Eve.416 After the man and 

women were presented to each other, God proclaimed this good and gave them a mutual 

commandment, to be fruitful and to multiply.417 Many theologians believe that the “great 

commission”418 in the New Testament was meant to echo this command in this next part of 

the salvation narrative; the age after the death and resurrection of Christ preceding his 

return.419 Interestingly in both commands they are given not to individuals but to units or 

groups of people. God gave Adam the task of naming creatures on his own but he could not 

reproduce on his own.420 While God often sent prophets out alone to call people back to 

their faith or convictions, Christ did not send out the disciples alone in order to produce new 

spiritual children, or disciples.421 In Life Together, Bonhoeffer allocated a significant portion 

of this small work to how one cultivates character and a relationship with God alone, a 

seemingly odd subject for a book titled, Life Together. However, Bonhoeffer explained that 

 
414  “good” in the teleological sense since there was not as yet any moral imperfection as sin has not 

entered into the created order. 
 Dennis Prager and Joseph Telushkin, Genesis: The Rational Bible: Genesis, God, Creation, and 

Destruction (Washington D.C.: Regnery Faith, 2019), 17, 1.4.  
 Ian Paul, “And God Saw That It Was…Pretty Good (Gen 1)” www.psephizo.com, July 8, 2020, 

https://www.psephizo.com/biblical-studies/and-god-saw-that-it-waspretty-good-gen-1/ 
415  Genesis 1. 
416  Genesis 2:18. 
417  Genesis 1:28.  
418  Matthew 28:16-20. 
419  Myrna Stoddard-Deas, "Cities of God: Temple Building, the Priesthood, and the Great Commission in 
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intentional and purposed time alone was necessary for fruitful time with others. Likewise, 

the time spent in Christian fellowship would also aid in one’s solitary time with God. The 

question of individualism was not therefore as concerned with being alone; the issues had 

to do with beliefs about the value of people and community. In essence, an attitude of 

selfishness vs selflessness is the heart of the matter. Following in the footsteps of Thomas 

Aquinas, Bonhoeffer suggested time alone cultivating an inner life of contemplation (seeking 

God and developing character) with the intention of venturing back out into community and 

friendships so as to jointly bear fruit in each other’s lives; this is good, proper, and unselfish 

behaviour.422 This way of life acknowledges that to bear good fruit (be that children, 

creative projects, or solutions to cultural issues, etc.) best happens when humans draw their 

creative resources together.423 God did not design humans to be little machines whirring 

away alone producing things robotically. God intended production to be a joint human 

effort born from loving and labouring together.424 As already mentioned, in past societies, 

when there were no machines or nanny states to care for people’s needs, people wove their 

lives together to live out of necessity. Out of a physical need for each other they found as a 

result that life is often better together.425 Thus, in many ways, human biological and physical 

needs served as a catalyst for friendships to begin and what began as a relationship to meet 

a need often developed into something much sweeter.426 

Individualism buys into the very believable lie that humans are self-sufficient 

autonomous beings who might as well look after their own interests, as everyone else does. 

Like all good lies, this one is especially deceptive because there is some truth to it, in that 

there are things humans can do on their own. But there is reason to believe that the things 

humans can do alone pale in comparison to what can be accomplished when working 
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together (for good or for evil).427 Today, with so many basic human needs being met by 

machines and faceless government agencies, coupled with a decline of shared values and a 

heightened sense of self-fulfilment as the pinnacle of human life, it is easy to see how 

someone might lose sight of their need for meaningful friendships.428 Furthermore, if 

friendships do develop from this individualistic value system, they will be less stalwart than 

the friendships espoused through history as such friendships will be preoccupied with self-

fulfilment and self-interest and if a friend is no longer useful for one’s ego-centric vision 

they can easily discarded and replaced.  

Understanding how a belief in individualism impacts friendship is one piece of 

understanding cultural issues which could affect individuals’ lived experience with 

friendship. If the culture one lives in does not promote interdependence as a normal and 

healthy part of human culture, opting instead to celebrate self-sufficiently, friendship is 

prone to suffer. Humans thrive by working through difficulties, building or creating together 

(“be fruitful and multiply”), enjoying life and being of use to each other, and this 

necessitates partnering with other humans in relationships like friendship. Friendship is 

therefore the opposite of a solitary, self-fulfilment project, and therefore for friendship to 

be meaningful the cultural beliefs surrounding individualism and self-sufficiency must be 

rejected.429  

 

4.3.2 Truth and Ethics 
 

Another potential area or difficulty within modern cultural values concerns the 

concept of truth. Given that friendships of virtue are considered to be the richest form of 

friendship, a discussion on virtue cannot happen productively without considering truth 

itself. To pursue virtue pre-assumes universal, or transcendent truth, or at the very least, 

mutually shared values of truth. With the rise of post-modernism and relativism, unlike in 
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of Michigan Press, 1997), 30. https://ssrn.com/abstract=464023 

429 Robert Paine, “Friendship: The Hazards of an Ideal Relationship,” in The Anthropology of Friendship, 
(Oxford: Berg Publishers, 1999), 40.  



 

 

 

 127 

the past, universal truth cannot be assumed to be the majority view, even in religious 

circles. Part of what made Aristotelian friendship so powerful was the fact that it was based 

on mutual respect, love, and desire to jointly pursue truth.430 Universal truth meant moral 

standards which highlighted both vices and virtues. If a friendship was founded on a belief in 

moral standards outside of oneself, universally applied to all humans, then the friendship 

had a shared base upon which to build the friendship as well as a moral trajectory towards 

which the friends could venture. As the Puritans and church fathers suggested, such 

friendships held the capacity to deliver a loving rebuke when a friend strayed from the path 

of virtue.431 Likewise, when successfully walking in the way of virtue, they would mutually 

benefit from the enjoyment of that classical trinity which comprised a good life: the good, 

true, and beautiful.432 If, however, individuals attempted to find a friendship on the basis of 

personal values of truth and moral relativism, that friendship would neither enjoy a shared 

foundation nor a shared trajectory. For if two people held truth as personal rather than 

universal, there would be a high likelihood of them differing on morals, truth, and what is 

good. They must then decide whether to mutually respect each other’s views of truth, 

helping their friend live up to their personal truth values, even if that puts them in 

opposition to their beliefs and values; or if they ought to instead try and sway their friend to 

adopt their truth claims. Of course, an important question becomes, which areas matter 

most regarding truth. Plato noted in Lysis that one does not need a friend to be like oneself 

in all things.433 Thus, which areas, and to what extent, ought friends share beliefs concerning 

truth and morality? In the Stanford Encyclopaedia article on friendship, this tension is noted 

in this way:  

…trusting my friend’s assessments of my good in this way seemingly involves trusting not only 
that she understands who I am and that I find certain things valuable and important in life but 
also and centrally that she understands the value of these things that are so meaningful to 
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me. That in turn seems to be grounded in the empathy we have for each other—the shared 
sense of what’s important.434 

 

It has been previously assumed that a good friend will be one who is to be trusted to help 

you do what is right… but if “right” is subjective, one wonders how friends might help each 

other in such an endeavour. 

There is also the issue of friendship “rubbing off” on one another – again, if there is no 

objective truth, how then would friends know if their friend was a positive or negative 

influence? How ought one judge if the changes their friend is evoking in them, are beneficial 

or not? This concerns the idea of mirroring. Cocking and Kennett wrote that friends both 

affect and mirror one another.435 One influences change in their friend but also serves as a 

reflection for their friend.436 These are both passive and active roles of friendship that once 

again come down to the pursuit of virtue, truth, goodness etc., which will not be effective 

unless there are shared foundations.437 The ancient philosophers noted the importance of 

ethics regarding friendship, which essentially has to do with the ramifications of one’s 

beliefs regarding truth and morality. Cicero, as we saw, took special care to make known 

that one must not ever ask a friend to be immoral, harm others, or commit crimes against 

the state.438 Today there are different theories of ethics, such as consequentialism or 

utilitarianism.439 These different views of ethics will likely impact one’s views on friendship, 

especially if it is a friendship beyond that of pleasure or utility. If, for example, someone 

believed doing good was determined by doing what is best for the greatest amount of 

people, they might then struggle between choosing what is good for their friend and 

choosing the good for the majority. For example, “… the right action according to 

consequentialism is to sacrifice your friendship for the greater good.440  
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4.3.3 Sexuality and Intimacy 
 

Intimacy in friendship, as well as that of how friendship love and intimacy compare 

with other human relationships, is another cultural factor to consider. True friendship 

differentiates itself from casual acquaintances or the lesser friendships of pleasure or 

utility.441 Vulnerability is key to understanding intimacy. Intimacy in friendship ought not be 

assumed to be a sexual intimacy, but rather an emotional intimacy. Indeed, emotional 

intimacy (while often also part of romantic relationships) ought to be part of meaningful 

non-sexual relationships, like those with family and friends. Friendship is also distinct from 

love, in that, as Friedman argues, friendship is “… valuable in a way that love is not… 

friendship can involve the mutual support of, in particular, unconventional values, which can 

be an important stimulus to moral progress within a community”.442 This is a recognition of 

where the polis and the individual shape each other. While both friendship and 

marriage/family have reciprocal impacts on society, it is worth considering the myriad of 

ways in which friendship uniquely impacts the polis in ways that perhaps the family does 

not.443  

Coming to know a person is a significant part of the human experience. To “know” is a 

word much like “good” which has multiple meanings. The French language avoids much of 

this confusion by having two words for “to know.” In French, there is savoir and connaître. 

Savior means to know facts or information but connaître means to have a personal 

familiarity with someone or something, connaître being deeper than factual knowledge.444 

Similarly the word “friend” might be used both for an acquaintance and an intimate friend, 

thus it might be just as appropriate to think of friendship as related to one’s knowledge of 

someone. Of course, an acquaintance is known personally (as opposed to factually) 
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however, this knowledge is superficial. Conversely, to know someone beyond their name, 

hair colour, and favourite pet – to know someone’s desires, motivations, values, joys, 

sorrows, etc., this is deeper knowledge that can only be cultivated over time, through open 

and unhindered sharing of the inner self. The Hebrew language also upholds this connection 

of intimacy with knowledge so much so that sexual intercourse is referred to as 

“knowing”.445 Of course this does not mean every sexual act is about knowing another 

intimately, as the Bible has many accounts of sexual abuse and deviations from God’s design 

for sex.446 But the ideal is that intimacy ought to be linked with knowledge of the other in a 

space of mutual love and honour towards the other.  

It is clear that sexuality and intimacy are connected, and rightly so. However, the ideal 

that sexual intimacy is founded on other forms of intimacy (emotional, spiritual, etc.) does 

not mean that all intimacy must culminate in sexual expression or is the only true expression 

of intimacy. Rather, it is the opposite; sexual intimacy is a physical expression of intimacy 

which can be an intimate act as well as a physical act. In Your Sexual Self, Catholic 

psychologists delved into this question of the relationship between sexuality and intimacy in 

human development. They argue that the human sex drive is the basis of all human cravings 

for intimacy – the desire to know and be known – but that it is not primarily meant to lead 

to a physical sexual union (especially considering that in the majority of human relationships 

to do so would be inappropriate).447 Towards the end of the book they gave a helpful 

picture of an iceberg where the visible peak of the iceberg represents sexual union, 

however, the peak of an iceberg only exists because of the support of the substantial 

iceberg sitting unseen under the surface of the water and were the tip of the iceberg to be 

cut off, the majority of the iceberg would still exist and what remained would be far more 

substantive than the peak which was lost. This illustration means that while the visible part 

(sex) is often most noticed and desired in society, it is not the primary place for human 

experiences of intimacy; rather it is the unseen iceberg underwater which is most 
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important, from which good and appropriate intimacy (sexual or non-sexual) is to be 

cultivated. Furthermore, a life without sex, for whatever reason, does not necessitate a life 

without intimacy, just as an iceberg without a peak does not cease to be an iceberg.448 

Importantly, this means that intimacy and sex are not the same though they are related; 

intimacy does not require sex, but sexual intimacy (sex as a union of soul and body rather 

than a physical experience) is dependent upon intimacy. The concern is that if intimacy is 

misunderstood in regard to sexuality, this could subconsciously build a barrier of intimacy in 

friendship. For example, if two men, two women, or a male and a female, desired to 

cultivate a friendship their desire for deeper intimacy might lead to a fear that going beyond 

a certain level of intimacy might cross a line between friendship and romantic affection 

simply due to the belief that, beyond a certain level, all intimacy becomes romantic or 

sexual in nature, thus prohibiting deeper friendship. 

This leads to another issue where romantic love is sometimes lauded as superior to 

friendship, and results in people directing a large portion of their social energy towards 

finding a romantic partner or feeling insignificant if they lacked a romantic partner.449  

Many of the commentators, be they journalists or self-help writers, seemed to always 

include at least one chapter dedicated to the confusion, difficulties, and general debates 

surrounding friendship and sex.450 While it may be short-sighted to assume that this is a 

modern problem, there is good evidence to show that, while these underlying tensions and 

taboos around sex and the blurry lines between intimacy and sexuality have always existed, 

there is also evidence to support that many social developments within the past 100 years 

or so have created new opportunities for these tensions to rise to the surface.451 For 
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example, before the rise of feminism men and women simply lacked an abundance of 

opportunities for social interactions and friendship to develop.452 Likewise one might argue 

that with the sexual revolution came a new freedom to explore sexuality, and with old 

boundaries gone the space for confusion to grow between friendship and romantic/sexual 

relationships also become increasingly blurred.453 This is one area of many where social and 

personal views on this topic play into how friendship is understood today. This leads to the 

questions of gender and friendship which we will turn to next.  

 

4.3.4 Gender and Friendship 

 

 Related to these questions of intimacy and love, is that of sex and gender. It seems 

that in Western modernity men and women experience friendship differently; men often 

being less willing to be emotionally open with other men out of fear of homoeroticism.454 

Women on the other hand did not seem to have the same fears and were found to be more 

willing to communicate their emotions, but the change in lifestyle as women entered the 

workforce en masse in the late 1900s impacted women’s relationships.455  

Gender and friendship are interesting topics because, as with many things related to 

gender (besides basic biological differences) the differences which arise are most often 

found in generalisations rather than in rules where individuals’ experiences and 

personalities impact friendship, frequently making it difficult to distinguish if a certain 

friendship behaviour was due to gender or personality. Furthermore, most of the 

generalisations of friendship according to gender differences are usually experienced by 

both men and women, meaning that any gender differentiations are less about a behaviour 

or attitude itself, but rather a matter of degree, method, or emphasis. For example, females 

tend to emphasise conversation as the most important aspect of friendship cultivation and 
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any activities enjoyed together serve as means of promoting the primary goal of 

conversation:456 two women might say they are meeting for coffee, but the coffee serves as 

a scenario for the main objective of conversation. Men, on the other hand, often emphasise 

the shared activity and any conversation or mutual sharing becomes an enjoyable addition 

to their activity.457 For example, many men engage in male sporting groups like basketball or 

go to the gym with a “gym buddy” and through these shared activities men often end up 

having deeper conversations.458 Notice that in both scenarios, both activity and 

conversation are present, which suggests that men and women are not so different in their 

needs from friendship. Men and women, it would seem, generally take different routes to 

the same destination.459 The debate then becomes whether the routes are as significant as 

the destination. For the purpose of this thesis, the destination is of primary importance, but 

the routes taken are also of interest in as much as they impact friendship experiences.460  

In her book, The Friendship Cure (a well-researched mass publication book on 

friendship) Kate Leaver approached this question of gender from an evolutionary and 

anthropological viewpoint. She asks whether women’s more natural inclination towards 

friendship arises out of a need for protection.461 This argument links to the idea that, from a 

biological perspective, friendships often begin for their own benefit. If women were, on 

average, biologically weaker than men, it would make sense for them to rally together for 

protection for themselves and their children. Men, however, would have less of a biological 

need for strength in numbers (due to their generally being stronger), in comparison to their 

female counterparts.462 Out of this basic need for each other, Leaver argued, women 

discovered an enjoyment in their female companions which led to a cultivation of deeper 
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bonds. Men, on the other hand, lacking the same biological need for companionship, were 

less likely to instinctually seek out friendship.463 While there is far more research which 

could be conducted in this area, it is interesting to consider if this might be one reason why 

so many books about friendship were written by men, for men, highlighting the benefits of 

friendship, as if to encourage friendship in men because it was men who needed to be 

taught friendship more so than women.464 Even in my interviews I found it fascinating that 

most of the men I interviewed seemed to desire more friendships, found it easier to 

befriend women than men, and were even a little envious of how “easy” women seemed to 

make, keep, and enjoy their female friendships.465  

 

4.3.5 The Body and Physical Presence  

  

One of the most profound aspects of the Christian faith is that God became a human, 

took on flesh, and lived and died. While other religions include incarnated gods, God as the 

suffering servant who dies a brutal criminal’s death is unique to Christianity. Some faiths, 

such as Islam, dislike the idea of an incarnated God because it is an affront for God to dwell 

in the frail flesh of human beings.466 Some early sects of Christianity were repulsed by the 

incarnation due to a disdain for the human body; viewing the body as a container for the 

human soul. Before Christianity, in Judaism the importance of the body can be seen even in 

the many laws regarding care for the body through food and dress, etc. Likewise, looking 

towards the eschatological state, Christ promises to bodily raise people from the dead. 

Christ was not merely spiritually or symbolically resurrected. According to the gospel 

accounts Christ experienced a physical bodily resurrection, which is why the resurrection 

was so scandalous, causing secular historians and Jewish religious leaders great difficulty 

accounting for the empty tomb. Paul wrote to the early churches that Christ’s resurrection is 

a “first fruits” which means those who are believers will also experience a resurrection in 

their body like Christ himself.467 Christianity thus dignifies the human body both in the 
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present life and in life to come. Of course, this needs to be likewise balanced with a proper 

understanding of the spiritual aspects of the human being: the soul and mind. Whether 

humans are a tripartite or bipartite, the human is comprised of both physical matter and 

spirit. However, the conceptions of what it means to be human are facing new challenges 

and ideological oppositions with the arrival of robotics and computers, which could impact 

how humans understand themselves. While this will be the primary subject of the next 

chapter, the ideological shifts from other forms of technology and ethical topics which 

impact social beliefs surrounding the body and its importance, are of present concern.  

Sherry Turkle has become one of the pioneers of a field that will likely be called 

something like digital anthropology. In her first book, Alone Together, she focused first on 

the rise of robotics, AI, and computers to see how these technologies shape how humans 

think.468 What she discovered was both fascinating and disturbing, particularly in relation to 

how robots and AI affected how people thought about themselves, other people, and 

human bodies. Turkle noticed that children who played with Furbies began to think of 

themselves in more robotic terms, like describing dying as having one’s batteries removed 

or sleeping being akin to recharging.469 Furthermore, many tests at MIT were conducted to 

ascertain how humans interacted with humanoid Robots (robots displaying certain human 

characteristics both in their looks and behaviour) and even though people knew they were 

talking to a machine, they often enjoyed the experience of sharing their thoughts with a 

Robot.470 The ability of humans to self-deceive, pretending that a Robot could think, feel, 

and respond just like other humans was fascinating. It was likewise concerning how both 

children and adults quickly begin to describe themselves with computer terminology.471 

Similarly, in his book, Stolen Focus, Johan Hari noted that when computers were made 

which could run multiple tasks at a once, humans started to adopt the computer language 

of multi-tasking to describe themselves; however this is simply not the case, humans are not 

like computers; the human brain is not like a computer and it cannot simply run multiple 

 
468  Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other (New 

York: Basic Books, 2011). 
469  Turkle, Alone Together, 36. 
470  Ibid., 27-30, 37-52. 
471  “The question is not whether machines can be made to think like people but whether people have 

always thought like machines.” Ibid., 54; 55-56.  



 

 

 

 136 

tasks at a time.472 In Too Much Information, Andrew Graystone also points out that humans 

when they interact with other humans continue to be two separate human beings but two 

computers when joined become a bigger computer.473 Physically, our bodies remind us of 

the unique and individual nature of being a human, but also at a deeper level human 

thoughts and spirit do not merge. This does not mean that humans cannot share or 

intertwine themselves474 but the unity humans experience is a coming together of two 

individuals: a difficult labour. Whereas, for computers there is no struggle to converge or 

find unity, because there are no persons or unique souls to contend with, and yet this 

distinction is becoming increasingly blurred. There is a danger in adopting new views of 

humans based on human creations. Perhaps a theological way of viewing this phenomenon 

would be to consider how humans were created in the image of God, and yet this does not 

mean humans are God. Certainly, humans bear characteristics of their creator, but they are 

not God, nor is God his creation.475 Likewise humans often make robots and AI in their 

image, but this does not make humans and robots the same. They might share certain 

qualities and characteristics but they are, at their very core, different substances (to adopt a 

term from Thomas Aquinas);476 different creations. Human beings are not advanced 

computer codes or software; they are bodies and souls inextricably linked together.  

Mathematician John Lennox in his book 2084 also considered the ramifications of 

confusing the defining features of humans and AI.477 The danger for Lennox lies in seeing the 

human body as a shell, like the nuts and bolts which comprise a computer case and wiring 

which is not the computer itself, as code is essentially the computer.478 The thought is that a 

human’s code (the mind) becomes the true human which it could potentially be released 

from its cage (the body) and exist – perhaps forever, in some other casing. This is the ideal 
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of transhumanism, the quest for eternal life through human ingenuity.479 While such futures 

seem like science fiction, even now there are ways in which these views are shaping how 

people think about their minds and bodies. Are humans really just code? Could humans 

truly live and experience life virtually? These questions are becoming increasingly pertinent 

as technology pushes forward towards virtual reality and lives lived through screens and 

other means of prioritising experiences of the mind apart from the body.  

In the Christian worldview, both the body and mind, the spiritual and temporal are 

very real and very necessary. The eschatological kingdom of God promises more than a 

spiritual existence, but a physical kingdom to be inhabited by resurrected and redeemed 

humans. Even the eucharist, celebrated daily in churches around the world, serves as a 

reminder of the relationship between the spiritual and the physical. In the eucharist people 

drink real wine and eat real bread. They can touch, taste and smell the elements. At the 

same time, this meal represents the sacrifice of Christ, it looks into the history to the 

Passover meal in Exodus and it looks forward to the wedding feast at the return of Christ 

and serves as both a symbol and a sign of friendship with God.480 To lose sight of either 

aspect of the human experience creates problems for friendship, such as how people will 

learn to understand other humans if they cannot even understand themselves. I will 

continue to probe these questions about what it means to be real, and the importance of 

both the physical and spiritual world in the next chapter.  

 

4.4 Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has addressed both social and environmental influences as well as a 

handful of specific beliefs which all impact friendship to varying degrees. The topics brought 

up highlight specific changes which create new difficulties for friendship which are unique to 

the twenty-first century. While the majority of the topics addressed in this chapter go 

beyond surface differences to historic problems, this does not mean that the historical 

issues which afflicted friendships in the past are supplanted, or no longer relevant. Indeed, 

 
479  Ibid., 46-47, 89. 
480  Exodus 12:3-14, Matthew 26:26-29, John 6:51-58, Acts 2:46-47. 
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many of these areas deal with both new challenges as well as old issues in new clothing. For 

example, the issue of equality or moral character was addressed in chapters 2 and 3 and 

they are still pertinent queries for today, however, the impact of technology or conceptions 

of truth create different manifestations for dealing with such situations. Other issues, like 

gender, sexuality and intimacy, or individualism were less relevant in the literature and any 

information on these topics would be answering very different cultural issues than what 

would be relevant for modern audiences.  

Importantly, for this study, there seem to be some significant factors which affect 

many of the key aspects of friendship as understood theologically. For example, as Crouch 

stated many new technologies (and thus cultural environments) will offer enticing new 

abilities, but these always come at a cost. While in the past friendships that went beyond 

simple pleasures or usefulness we grounded in shared truth, now with universal concepts of 

truth being questioned this undermines not only the moral edification of friendship but also 

the spiritual aspects of friendship. Likewise in considering the rise of individualism this 

promised more independence but as shown previously there are links between friendships 

of virtue and those of usefulness; as a friendship which begins for practical reasons could 

develop into something richer, or that even friendships of virtue ought to seek to be 

beneficial to the other. Without the natural need for dependence upon others this could 

undermine the design of friendship build into humanities very nature by God. Similarly, 

regarding the body, the sexual liberation movement made promises as well but has also 

confused our understanding of intimacy and especially the proper places for non-sexual 

intimacy as well as the fulfilling sense one can have in a non-sexual yet deeply intimate 

relationship. It should not be a surprise as well that with all the promises of technology the 

body has also been affected as we have been promised connection without proximity. While 

it is true that friendship has always had a complicated relationship with the body and spirit 

this duality has become exacerbated and more confused as modern technology 

simultaneously pulls us physically further apart while providing digital connection. These 

digital implications will be more broadly explored in the next chapter and the final section 

will address more fully the questions which have begun to arise regarding the changes and 
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challenges to understanding and enjoying friendship through a theological lens and begin to 

explore how the theological frameworks might be reconstructed for the digital age.  

This chapter sought to outline some of the significant changes in the landscape of friendship 

which will set the stage both for the next chapter which addresses the topic of technology, as well as 

for part 3 which considers empirical data concerning friendship today and an explanation of how 

friendship has altered in recent years when compared to the tradition. All of which continues to lay 

the groundwork for a path to regaining a theological understanding of friendship in the digital age.  
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5. Chapter Five: Technology and Friendship 

 

Thus far, friendship has been covered historically with the last chapter venturing into 

modernity. This chapter will fully engage with friendship as it is in the present which also 

brings the role of digital technology to the forefront and will be a primary focus of this 

chapter. Online life has increasingly become an aspect of modern culture and daily living. 

Many people have loved ones spread far and wide, due primarily to technologies like 

aeroplanes enabling people to travel much farther and faster than ever before. While 

aeroplanes might be the means for relocating, it is digital technology that makes the 

distances more palatable for those wishing to continue to invest in their relationships. It is 

interesting to ponder whether people would relocate as willingly without the modern 

conveniences of technology. Certainly, people moved away from their homes long before 

the arrival of the internet or cell phones, but experiences of travelling or relocating far away 

from home have changed dramatically in the past 20-30 years.481 These changes affected 

people settling into new environments, building or maintaining friendships.482 In the past, a 

relocation or summer-long holiday would mean near-total immersion. Today people can 

move across the world and relationally continue with friends and family without the 

impetus for social engagement with people from the local culture. The internet has, for the 

first time ever, enabled people to both move away and yet in a sense remain.483 

Furthermore, the internet not only allows for maintaining relationships created offline; but 

also provided a new means of selecting friends without ever seeing them face-to-face. 

Developing friendships (even romantic relationships) which exist solely online (regardless as 

to whether such relationships eventually progress offline) has become increasingly 

common.484 The arrival of the internet and cell phones, seems to have prompted an 
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evolution in human friendship making. Whether these new developments are positive or 

negative is the probing question. The difficulty lies in the fact that there are no simple 

answers, and to discern positives or negatives requires nuanced responses from delving 

beneath the surface to the issues of motivation and intent. 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

While the previous chapter delt with environmental and ideological factors, this 

chapter will delve into the area of digital technology to explore the implications of how 

these tremendous technological advancements have also changed the landscape of 

friendship. As with the other chapters, the information explored here provides necessary 

context for understanding the modern friendship landscape as a prerequisite for considering 

theological frameworks for modern friendship. 

It is no small addition to the human experience to possess a technology essentially 

tethered to one’s person and used potentially for hours a day. Thus, the goal is to come to a 

greater understanding of how digital technology can be implemented positively while 

simultaneously limiting negative consequences.485 There are many fascinating ethical topics 

which such questions will inevitably raise; however, not all of these will be relevant to the 

topic of friendship, and so topics will be limited to ones which have either a direct or 

indirect yet potentially significant impact on friendship. Technologies are created by humans 

for humans, but this does not always mean that the humans making, producing or selling 

these technologies have altruistic goals.486 Some technologies were promoted with ideals of 

human connection and creativity, and yet it is the product itself, not the claims of the 

salesmen which matter most.  

Towards this end, this chapter will be divided into two main sections. The first 

addresses questions regarding the impact of these new digital technologies. This section will 

consider Marshall McLuhan’s insightful claim, “the medium is the message,” in seeking to 

 
485  Daniel Miller, Elisabeth Costa, et al. “Academic Studies of Social Media,” in How the World Changed 
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understand the message of technology.487 Next, changes in understanding what is “real” in 

light of the arrival of digital technology and what this means for friendships will be 

addressed. Lastly, moral responsibility on the part of both producers and consumers and its 

effects on friendship will be examined. In the second half of this chapter I will focus on the 

ways technologies directly impact friendships, such as phones both connecting and 

disconnecting people, social media having positive and negative impacts on friendships, and 

mirroring (or not mirroring) in friendship (seeing the self-reflected in the other). This 

chapter will conclude by summary of the questions which will carry into the final section 

which deals with empirical interviews and evidence in response to the theological questions 

arising from this and previous chapters. 

 

5.2 Digital Technology and its Message 

 

Johan Hari, in his book Stolen Focus, applies McLuhan’s dictum, “the medium is the 

message,” to the various social media outlets:  

Twitter: that you shouldn’t focus on any one thing for long. The world can be understood in 
short and simple statements of 200 characters … the world should be interpreted and 
confidently understood very quickly, … and what matters most is that people immediately 
agree with and applaud your simple little statements. Facebook: that your life exists to be on 
display and you should aim to show your life to your friends in edited highlights… what 
matters is that people like your highlights and … friendship is when you look at their highlights 
and they look at yours…. Instagram: what matters is how you look on the outside, …. and 
…that other people like how you look.488  
 

Hari suggests that the messages these social media platforms promote seem less like 

truthful representations than the propaganda of a good salesman. While it would be a 

challenge to summarise the message of the whole of digital technology, one harmful 

message technology sends is that experiences online are just as “real” as offline ones and 

that online one can attain the same rewards or benefits of offline interactions but with less 

effort. As with most lies from good salesmen, there must be an element of truth for the lie 

to be successful. While it is true that the internet provides opportunities for “real” or 

authentic interactions, some researchers have found such simplistic explanations 
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problematic, especially when it comes to replicating relationships online. For example, can 

two people truly come to know each other online, can authentic or real friendship exist 

online? Furthermore, can one take the shortcuts offered by digital technology and still have 

the same depth of friendships? These are the sorts of questions which will be addressed in 

this section.  

 

5.2.1  The Message of Technology 

  

My understanding of McLuhan’s “the medium is the message” is that there is a 

subliminal message sent simply by means of the chosen messenger. There does not need to 

be intention or understanding for the implications of the message of the medium to be 

effectual at both personal and cultural levels. There is the old saying, “don’t shoot the 

messenger” which suggests the opposite sentiment from McLuhan as it implies that the 

message itself, rather than the method of delivery, matters most.489 There seems to be an 

instinctual understanding that, although the messenger is not of primary importance, it still 

matters. Consider siblings sending the favourite child to ask for a treat from their parents; 

they have learned that choosing the messenger elicits a positive response. Likewise, if one 

must deliver unexpected bad news to the king, a favoured messenger would be preferred. It 

is commonly assumed that romantic statements such as "I love you" should be delivered in 

person or in a handwritten note as a text message would be considered in bad taste in such 

a situation. While the message "I love you" is the same, the medium (face-to-face, letter, 

text) communicates its own message in very different ways. The combination of the 

medium, the intent, and the message all impact how both the giver and the receiver 

evaluate the communication. One ought to question what message(s) digital technology 

sends, as well as the subtle differences of messaging across various platforms, applications, 

and devices. Rather than delve into each application or device, some of the various themes 

of communication will be considered and explored for how current or future devices and 

applications should be evaluated. Part of what makes a medium in use today so confusing is 

that one medium might also be used in various ways – much like how an envelope might 
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contain a bill, flyer, love note, wedding invitation etc. While all are in the medium of a 

mailed letter the message itself and how it was sent impacts the message as well.490 So, it is 

not as simple as to say that a text message or a phone call sends a particular message, 

rather the combination of the medium, the intent, and the message all impact how both the 

giver and the receiver evaluate the communication.  

Regarding friendship, it is important that bonds of security and closeness are felt; 

authentic communication must be a priority for a deep friendship to flourish. Understanding 

what is “real” and the moral responsibility of humans when interacting with technology will 

be the two main topics addressed for understanding the impact that technology and its 

subsequent message has upon friendships.  

 

5.2.1.1  What is Real? 

 

The term “real” as it is defined has come into question with the arrival of digital 

technologies. For example, “real” used to distinguish between online and off-line spaces. 

Today, “real” could more broadly refer to something being authentic, which could happen in 

a physical or digital space. Previously, the online space was a place of anonymity, avatars, 

emails, and fictional online worlds like Second Life. In such a capacity, the use of “real” to 

describe the off-line world would seem appropriate. However, with people increasingly 

developing deep relationships online, enjoying online communities, and experiencing other 

impactful interactions (positive or negative) some have come to question how useful the 

term “real” is for differentiating the online and off-line worlds, as its use would imply that 

an encounter online would be less real than one face-to-face. However, with studies 

showing the impact of cyberbullying, crimes committed online, etc.,491 it would be difficult 

to continue to say that these experiences were less real or that the victims of such online 

crimes faced less severe abuse because it was online and thus not “real.” If these negative 

online experiences create real or authentic feelings for those who experience them, why 

would this not be the case for positive encounters? The internet provides the avenue for 
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creating digital meeting spaces; however, the people using these spaces are real humans 

interacting with one another; people capable of having very real experiences in these online 

realms. The differences between these online meetings and in-person meetings, and the 

"realness" of them and how they impact friendship are topics that will be explored. The 

main arguments related to the idea of what is "real" in regard to authenticity and 

physicality, will be explored, as they relate to engaging with the five senses.  

Ethicists from various fields relating to technology and relationships have engaged in 

academic debates regarding mediums of communication and what are considered "real" 

encounters. The debate centres on whether a letter could be considered essentially the 

same as a text message or email. Some argue that because both are types of written 

communication, both enable sharing either deeply or in brief (not every letter is a small 

book and not every text is 100 characters). There is the argument that communication via 

digital technology could serve a purpose similar to how letters once provided a space for 

friendship, authenticity, and self-discovery, even amongst people who had never met in 

person. Briggle argues that the space and time given to online communication might 

provide an opportunity for deep and meaningful exchange, noting that such communication 

either online or offline requires dedicated persons.492 Other academics contend that the 

physicality factor is too important, leading to the view that a letter (which can be seen and 

touched, smelled etc.,) is inherently superior to a text message.493 The manner in which one 

composes a letter rather than a text, such as how thoughts are organized, whether it can be 

easily erased, depending on the writing implement, all impacts the message. What makes 

this debate especially difficult is that to look at only one of these approaches would be to 

miss out on other equally important factors. For example, Dean Cocking and Steve 

Matthews, in their article, “Unreal friends” contend that the ways in which people express 

their genuine selves (the good and the bad) cannot be adequately self-disclosed online, and 

so do not believe it fair to say that online communication is the same as physical or face-to-
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face communication.494 They write that even in the most ideal situations of online 

engagement (such as video calling) it would simply be impossible to share enough of the 

mannerisms, and human feedback responses necessary for forming a deeply authentic 

relationship with another person.495 Fröding and Peterson share similar concerns, especially 

that some may be deceived and harmed by thinking of virtual friendship as a shortcut to 

genuine friendship.496 At the heart of these questions is the assumption that the values of 

honesty, vulnerability, and mutual sharing are necessary for friendship-making. How 

technology helps or hinders these values is at the core of the debate. 

 

5.2.1.2 Authenticity  

 

When looking to connect with other people online how one presents themself 

becomes a challenge. Previously humans would have perceived others through visual and 

behavioural factors such as speech, dress, tone, introductory topics of conversation, and 

body language. Of course, meeting online can also create new means of presenting the self. 

One might post pictures of themselves and describe themselves just as they would in an off-

line manner, thus presenting realistic representations of their authentic self. However, the 

internet also allows for embellishments, making opportunities to create and maintain a 

completely different self easier than ever.497 People have always found ways of concealing 

the truth, but the internet allows for maintaining such a ruse easier as well as potentially 

more socially acceptable.498 For those studying social media there is growing concern as to 

whether people will be able to maintain real friendships online due to “…the assumption 

that one of the inevitable consequences of increased technological mediation in social 

relationships is the loss of authenticity.”499 Furthermore, the line between embellishment 
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and false representation becomes increasingly difficult to discern whether or not what 

someone posts online is a true reflection of the self. Even when desiring to present an 

authentic self, it can be difficult to know if how one self-describes online is an accurate 

reflection of the self that others would experience if meeting face to face.500  

The shadows that technology can cast over authenticity are evident in the stories 

highlighting the complexities of online interactions. Turkle reports an interesting interview 

with a man who ended up having what might be called an emotional affair with his online 

“wife” in the game Second Life. When asked if he would ever want to meet up with the 

human behind his avatar’s wife, the man said no even though he had shared more intimate 

and personal details with this online “wife” than his real wife.501 There was also a 

hypothetical story referenced in numerous articles on this point regarding a disabled 

woman who makes a friend through an online community. The two become very close but 

never meet face to face. It is only by chance that they meet at the local pool when one 

woman discovers her online friend is disabled.502 This posed the question as to whether or 

not the withholding of a disability would harm the friendship. Some argue that the 

disembodied experiences of being online took away any stigmas or limitations which could 

have prohibited friendships in the physical world, and therefore the withholding is justified 

as it enables a friendship which may not have taken place otherwise.503 Others however 

believe that if friendship is meant to include open and honest vulnerability with another 

person that while the online medium may have created spaces for prejudices to disappear, 

the continued lack of disclosing such information would be harmful to the friendship.504 

Another example would be someone with wealth or power, like a celebrity or royalty. Such 

people can also experience prejudices and inequalities which make honesty and friendship 
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 William Bülow and Cathrine Felix, “On Friendship Between Online Equals,” Philosophy & Technology 29, 

no. 1 (2016). https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-014-0183-6. 
 Fröding, “Why Virtual Friendship Is No Genuine Friendship.” 
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difficult in the physical world. For such people meeting behind an avatar or username could 

provide them an equalising anonymity which in turn offers opportunities for deep 

friendship.505 How long one can hide behind “digital walls” in the cultivation of a friendship 

before the friendship itself begins to suffer from a lack of openness and honesty becomes 

the pressing question. As digital spaces remove opportunities for the five senses to test and 

validate information this may present a barrier.506 When meeting face-to-face people can be 

deceived, so it would not be fair to deem this solely an online issue. It is, however, fair to say 

the problem is exacerbated online.  

 The multitude of ways of interacting online makes this problem more complex. A text 

cannot rightly be considered the same as a phone or video call and all social media 

platforms cannot be lumped together.507 If the medium is the message and each medium 

has its own unique variation of meaning, then they must be evaluated individually. One 

measurement would be the amount of accessible information provided for the senses. In 

this measurement a text or email provides only one dimension of information, while a 

phone call adds the element of sound and vocal intonations. Video not only provides visual 

information on the person speaking but also environmental stimuli.508 Likewise, there is a 

difference between recordings and live interactions. With recorded messages, be they video 

or voice, the sender does not get immediate feedback, while live calls and videos enable 

both parties to experience in-time feedback. All of these factors change the experiences of 

communication between friends. There is also the factor of features in the chosen medium 

or application. While these differences might not be as substantial: whether someone can 

record their response to a recorded message to be sent to the sender, if there are emojis 

and gifs, filters, the ability to share photos, or word or time limits, they all impact the 

interactions and experiences of the users. Interestingly, many young people seem to enjoy 

text communication likely due in part to the accessibility to share links, videos, gifs, and 
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emojis with friends.509 How useful these platforms are depends greatly on the measuring 

criteria. If the criteria is to have the most fun, then texting and many of the social media 

apps or online gaming platforms might be the prevailing means; however, if deep 

conversation and authentic knowing of the other is the primary aim, then video and phone 

calls in real time would be the ideal online means of engagement, as these have the greatest 

capacities for person-to-person interaction.  

 Lastly, there are many ways in which people can choose to present themselves online. 

It would seem that many researchers in this up-and-coming field have concerns that the 

anonymity of the internet would allow people to create false representations online.510 This 

this is certainly true for many people, especially in the realm of online games and sites with 

avatars, as some people relish the chance to be something completely different from who 

they are in the physical world: a man might test out being a woman, a smaller person try 

being tall or muscular, or an adult enjoy revisiting childhood.511 However, this does not 

seem to be the normal response. Rather, it would seem the majority of people prefer to try 

and represent themselves online as authentically as possible.512 This is positive news as this 

means that the general propensity is for people to prefer authentic representations of 

themselves online. This, however, does not dismiss the problem of self-presentation. How 

someone chooses to represent themselves in online capacities is subjective to one’s own 

interpretation, which may not necessarily be what others would sense if meeting offline.513 

This means that even if someone was trying to be as authentic and honest about 

themselves, there is the human propensity to focus on the positive aspects of one’s 

character, as well as the fact that people often have tendencies which are unknown or 
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unobserved to themselves but which would be picked up by others.514 These might be 

idiosyncrasies, ticks, or other habits etc. which others can observe, leaving open questions 

of whether they can truly know or be known by a friend in online spaces.  

 

5.2.1.3 Physicality  

 

The role and importance of physicality is intriguing. Regardless of how advanced the 

internet might one day become, a digital replica will never fully replace or become the thing 

it represents. For this reason, acknowledging the barriers which exist online and 

remembering that online or digital representations are not replacements for genuine face-

to-face encounters is important. Most people do not wish for disembodied experiences as 

much as they desire embodied experiences. The younger generations apparently are now 

intrigued by things they can touch and feel in the way that previous generations were 

excited about things they could put on a screen.515 The point is that the physical does not 

need to be replaced with the digital, and the digital will never be the same as the physical. 

They are inherently different and not interchangeable. That is not to say one is better than 

the other, but that they are different forms of experiencing life, and it is important to know 

the limitations of both physical and digital entities.  

 When it comes to using digital devices, or engaging in digital activities, these “digital 

experiences” are still happening through a physical body and physical devices. The internet 

is a strange place where, on one hand, it feels like this is a non-physical space, and in a sense 

this is true. But the internet does not operate without servers and machinery; likewise, 

emotional experiences, thoughts, and feelings, which are not physically measurable, also 

happen through a physical body which enables these intangible realities to exist.516 In this 

respect, nothing is truly separate from physical existence. Humans are embodied beings 

and, though people often forget, there is another human person on the other side of the 

screen.517 Many researchers are rightfully worried about the continuing use of digital 
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devices in ways that make this harder to remember because of how it impacts the human 

capacity for empathy and emotional connection.518 There is a danger in forgetting that every 

digital experience is still tied to a physical reality. In a very real sense, there is nothing solely 

digital or non-physical in the online world. To pretend or wish otherwise would be unwise 

and could risk fracturing the human design. Indeed, the spiritual, emotional, physical, and 

digital realities ought to weave together rather than exist in isolation. Consider the 

Eucharist: where the physical, spiritual, and communal meet; the bread and wine are real 

and tangible; and somehow these elements make tangible that which is intangible: 

forgiveness, salvation, love, fellowship, etc. The Lord’s Supper is one religious example of 

what it means for the physical and non-physical to meet. In many churches, this mingling is 

expressed as a great mystery. The question remains, however, whether a similar mingling 

can occur online, and if so how and when? These will be questions explored further in the 

last two chapters.  

Furthermore, consider the desire of fulfilment. In Christian theology the end of the 

salvation story will come with the arrival of the eschaton, which, perhaps surprisingly, links 

to understanding the fulfilment of friendship. As mentioned previously, during the 

Reformation, the link between the eternal future Kingdom of God and the aims of friendship 

came together.519 For Christians at the time, it was the future kingdom which they believed 

was the true fulfilment of friendship and love. They understood that love seeks to be 

physically and spiritually united. This future kingdom is not to be merely spiritual or a 

disembodied future reality but, like Christ’s resurrected body, it would be tangible.520 For 

long-distance friends there is often a longing to be reunited in physical space. This should 

not be dismissed or minimised. Much like the Reformers, who believed that the future 

kingdom would be the fulfilment of all good things, where friendship would be eternal, even 

now this longing to be united with friends ought to be encouraged and understood as the 

ultimate goal for friendship. Online interactions are best when understood that they are not 

the final destination. Friendship is love, and love is possible across distances and digital 
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spaces, but true friendship always longs to be united in a physical space. For this reason, 

training oneself to know the difference between the representations, acknowledging the 

barriers which exist online, and remembering they are not replacements for genuine face-

to-face encounters with other people, can help counteract false ideas of digital friendship. 

This does not mean that online discussions have no value, but rather they need to be used 

for a particular purpose. Tricia McCary Rhodes writes that even if someone has fallen prey 

to the deceitful representations or knock-off online replicas, the human brain can be wired 

and disciplined, either to one's benefit or detriment.521 Therefore, taking the initiative to 

consider how the internet and digital devices are shaping how and what they think, as well 

as to consider how subsequent actions regarding these technologies can affect their 

friendships and relationships, is deeply important. Thankfully habits can be changed, which 

means humanity still has the opportunity to lay hold of the freedom that comes from using 

the digital world to support and grow friendships, rather than allow them to be undermined 

and weakened.522  

 

5.2.1.4  Summary  

 
 This section has considered the message of technology, or in other words, how digital 

technology changes reshapes definitions and how humans interact with one other. All of the 

factors considered: what is “real”, authenticity, and physicality all correlate to the broader 

theological questions of embodiment (i.e. the body-spirit composite) in relation to how 

humans interact as people made in the image of a triune God. These are not inherently new 

questions as we have already seen that human beings enjoyed friendship across great 

distances before the arrival of the internet or telephones. However, these new technologies 

provide digital meeting places which offer an unprecedented ability to interact in 

increasingly immersive ways. Thus, if and how humans may manage to retain a sense of 

reality, check for authenticity, and remain grounded in their embodiment will prove to be a 

challenge.  
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5.2.2 Moral Responsibility 

 

Another subtle means of messaging through technology has to do with morality and 

who bears responsibility. The main questions are who bears moral responsibility when using 

technology, can digital technology be imbued with moral ends, and if so, how can one 

discern them? In this section, I will address debates of how morality and ethics are 

discussed in light of modern technological advances. Whether something is good or bad, 

when discussed in this section, will relate to issues of morality as opposed to teleology.523 In 

the first section I will look at human responsibility and subsequent accountability for the 

implementation and use of technology. The next section will discuss how technology is built 

to achieve certain ends, some of which can be infused with moral aims. This means that, 

while devices cannot be moral agents in and of themselves, they can be infused with moral 

trajectories that will influence the human agents who use them, making it important to 

understand the ethical implications of the technologies we use. The last section will 

consider how these two aspects of ethics and morality affect friendship, propelling the 

discussion into the second portion of this chapter which focuses primarily on the various 

ways in which technology has impacted the friendship experiences of many modern 

Westerners.  

5.2.2.1  Human Responsibility and Accountability 

 Moral responsibility and accountability, in relation to technology, is a highly contested 

topic, which has proven to be a challenging topic with which to wrestle. These technologies 

are so new that their impacts are just beginning to be examined and understood. That said, 

the most straightforward means to understanding the intersection of morality and digital 

technology is to glean from the classical-Christian model which asserts that humans are 

moral agents who bear the responsibility of all moral decisions. Moral decisions can be 

delegated, in some capacities, to non-human things, like machines, or algorithms, but these 

non-human devices never become, in themselves, moral agents. Computers cannot sin, 

dogs do not need to be forgiven, and cars (even fully automated ones) are not locked up for 
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running over people. While dogs might be put down if they attacked a child, and cars that 

run over people might be scrapped and pulled off the market, this is not the same as 

committing sins. Humans still bear the weight of moral responsibility. However, this moral 

responsibility exists at two levels: individual and societal. Johan Hari made many points 

concerning the environmental or systemic issues which plague Western culture on a host of 

various fronts – one of which is technology.524 To focus only on the individual, he argued, 

misses the environment in which that individual lives and all the social factors which 

influence a person.525 Hari was adamant about this point because it highlights the 

frustrations of an individual taking the initiative to change their behaviours, and accepting 

responsibility for their own choices, but who cannot seem to break free because they have 

not escaped their environment, which limits their choices.526 If one human can make moral 

choices, it stands to reason that a community of humans can also make moral choices, 

creating environments which pre-select the options for individuals to make.527 When it 

comes to technologies, this means that while an individual might choose to limit their 

screen time, take more walks to meet face-to-face with friends, and remind themselves that 

there is always another person on the other side of the screen, they cannot control the ways 

social media seeks to keep them online, the number of work emails they receive, or the 

social expectations to always be contactable. Some of these choices are beyond one 

person’s control.528 Moral responsibility is a complex issue; however, understanding these 

two levels of moral accountability (societal and personal), may help to alleviate some of this 

burden, enabling people to make positive choices within their present circumstances, while 

also encouraging them to engage with change on a societal level.  

 

 
524  Hari, Stolen Focus, 137-148. 
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526  “Ronald Purser… introduced me to an idea I hadn’t heard before – a concept named ‘cruel optimism’. 

This is when you take a really big problem with deep causes in our culture – like obesity, or depression, 
or addiction – and you offer people, in upbeat language, a simplistic individual solution.” Ibid., 143. 

527  Ibid., 10.  
528  This is not a new human experience; throughout history people have been forced into situations with 

limited choices, often resulting in great moral difficulty; consider the moral agony of many who lived 
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5.2.2.2  Imbuing Technology with Morals  

Technology, while neutral in the sense of moral agency, can be directed towards 

certain moral ends. For example, a bomb, knife, or gun do not possess any agency in 

themselves to choose to kill, but they were all designed for destructive purposes. That 

destruction might be to destroy a clay target, to destroy the structure of a cake by cutting a 

slice, or create an explosion to mine for precious metals, all of which do not carry the moral 

weight of destruction of human life (or some may argue any sentient life). Because these 

technologies were created to destroy, that will be their primary use and would not be 

correctly used for the purposes of creating or building. In a similar way, modern digital 

technologies are made by humans and infused with certain goals which direct people’s 

behaviours in certain ways, some of which lead to more morally positive ends and some 

which incline towards morally dubious or outright evil ends.529 From books from Hari, Akin, 

and Turkle, it is becoming clearer that the algorithms, coding, and design of many digital 

technologies are aimed towards consumerism and not towards human flourishing. 530 It is 

not that these technologies must serve these aims to be what they are, but rather, as they 

are currently designed and marketed, these technologies cause many people to struggle to 

have healthy and beneficial relationships with their devices.531  

 

5.2.2.3 Moral Friendship in a Digital Age 

Along with cute cat videos and pictures of loved ones, acts of violence, bullying, and 

abuse have also found their place online. In-person or online, such behaviours violate trust 

and dehumanise the victim. In cases such as school bullying, students, before the rise of the 

internet, were able to escape when they went home.532 However, now that children are 

increasingly allowed online access at younger ages, for longer periods of time, and often 
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with little supervision, bullying can continue, or even exist solely online, where escape can 

feel impossible.533 Daniel Miller has this to say about cyberbullying:  

While there has been much academic discussion on how the internet brings the public realm 
into the private, for example networked privacy, social media is in addition seen to bring the 
school realm – where ‘traditional’ bullying took place – into the home: ‘They don’t have the 
decency, let them have their home, somewhere safe to be. Now there’s nowhere to go. 
People say “just log off Facebook”, but if you log off you have the voice in your head like she’s 
posted six things about me and I can’t see it . . .’534  

In many ways, screens can encourage people to forget, to varying degrees, the reality of 

other people beyond their own devices. As Miller notes, it can become, “…quite natural for 

people to talk about their ‘email friends’ as opposed to ‘phone call friends,’”535 

subconsciously categorising people into categories of greater or lesser value, which in itself 

can be dehumanising. People join online chat groups where they communicate not to 

individuals but to groups. This brings the risk of losing one’s individuality within online 

spaces.536 Resistance is vital in overcoming the temptation to dehumanise; remembering 

instead that there are human beings sitting on the other side of digital devices. Any 

discussion on friendship must be aware of these challenges and promises of digital 

technology. To ignore this would be to miss a pivotal aspect of human engagement. To 

make positive moral choices, one ought to know their options and prepare themselves for 

the potential issues which arise from online engagement and the use of digital devices. This 

is what the next section of this chapter will cover: the opportunities and obstacles for 

friendship in a digital age.  

5.2.2.4  Summary 

 In part one of this thesis, the majority of historical/biblical/philosophical beliefs 

regarding friendship as well as lived friendships explored all had a moral component. In 

more secular accounts this was often spoken of as virtue, whereas many Biblical and 
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Christian accounts discussed holiness or the desire to live within the will of God. Morality 

has thus always held a place in friendships (at least ones with some level of depth). The 

questions raised in this section however deal not as much with personal morality within the 

friendship, but the moral impact of technology itself upon friendships, such as how 

applications or devices are designed. These technologies, while not having moral agency, 

can influence their users towards ends which may not align with that person’s moral values 

or may create situations where it is easier to engage in morally questionable behaviours 

(consciously or otherwise). This becomes important in that, if morality is inherently 

important in friendships, the mediating role of technology should also be considered as 

integral to a flourishing friendship.  

 

5.3  Friendship in a Digital Age 

 

This section will focus primarily on the direct influences of digital technology on 

friendship whether they are areas of concern, debate, or positive (realised or potential) 

impact. This section is comprised of three segments, the first dealing with the phenomena 

of how cell phones both connect and disconnect friends. The second addresses social media 

and the ways these platforms impact friendships both personally and culturally. The final 

section takes a wider view, echoing back to Saint Aelred’s work The Mirror of Charity537 and 

the Greco-Roman philosophers, to address how digital technology impacts the mirroring 

element of friendship.  

 

5.3.1  Mobile Phones and Mobile Friends 
 

If friendship already suffered from ambiguity, with the rise of social media and digital 

devices, the lines of friendship have become even more blurred with the advent of both in-

person and online friendships. As one researcher aptly said, it can be hard to distinguish if 

friendship has changed by the emergence of the internet and technology, or if the internet 
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and technology are merely new platforms for old problems.538 There is good reason to 

believe both answers are correct. The internet and digital devices create many new 

opportunities and problems, but in many ways, the opportunities and issues which arise are 

the same ones which previous generations have dealt with, but they are wearing new 

“digital” clothing. On one hand, this should be encouraging since, in essence, the issues of 

the present age are not alien, as other generations have had to manage similar issues, 

allowing opportunities to learn from the past. On the other hand, the digital technology 

boom is one of the most significant changes in history and so the manifestations of these 

human issues will, very likely, produce such new challenges that past solutions will not 

always be especially helpful in the current context. One example of this might be the health 

crisis and the focus crisis.539 Humans have always needed to pursue healthy lifestyle choices 

like diet and exercise, as well as learn strategies to help aid one’s focus, so as to not be 

constantly distracted. However, the ways in which modern cities impact these two issues of 

health and focus, due to the infrastructures, technologies, and other broad cultural 

circumstances, create such different situations compared to anything else in history, the 

solutions of the past will not be sufficient to handle the massive changes humans now 

face.540 This is in many ways similar to the sweeping changes of the Industrial Revolution but 

even more extreme.541 Friendship has always suffered from too broad a usage: that has not 

changed, but the problems and solutions which will be needed to tackle these age-old issues 

will need to be as radical as the technology which so altered them.542  

 In Sherry Turkle’s first book, Alone Together, her first part addresses how phones 

often isolate more than they create places for solitude or connection.543 In this research 

Turkle uses the term cyborg to describe humans with their phones.544 Her reasoning is that 

the actual physical integration of organic bodies with digital tech has reached a point where 
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most people are so tethered to their phones that the phone might as well be physically 

attached. While I would argue being physically attached is more than semantics, her words 

are those which should cause alarm over how connected people are to their phones. There 

is also a difference between how connected people want to be, and how connected they 

are in actuality; often desires are not consistent with reality. Eva-Lynn Jagoe argues that 

Turkle is overly negative regarding technology and does not seem to appreciate other ways 

of appreciating and understanding authenticity.545 However, Turkle is right to warn that 

there is a difference between the digital and “real” – whether the changes are positive or 

not is the ever-present question. Indeed, constant connectedness has innumerable societal 

connotations impacting people’s friendships. One area of concern, in this new era of mobile 

phones, is that of unspoken expectations. Some people feel they are obligated to respond 

almost immediately to a text message as if every text was an emergency, or that if a 

notification comes up it must be attended to with immediacy. This is of concern if one is 

being distracted from their present tasks, work, or conversations, in order to send a quick 

response out of obligation; it also could diminish the time and quality of response given to 

the person on the other end of the phone.  

 Turkle has much to say on this point from her conversations with many young people. 

For example, one student named Oliver said that texting is now the baseline for his 

friendships and that his friends would think something was wrong if he didn’t “keep it 

up”.546 Rona, a high school student, added that she and her friends could be reached 

immediately and, because of this immediacy, she felt the need to be “on call” for her 

friends. She said, “If someone sends me a message on Facebook, I have to . . . I feel the need 

to get it and get back to them when they’re still online.”547 Turkle calls this a new, 

“obligation in friendship”, highlighting the hypocrisy to complain when friends do not give 

their undivided attention when together in person, while also feeling obliged to be tethered 

to friends through phones in case of emergencies.548 One student explained what could pass 

as an emergency: “My friends need me. I’m the one they see as the stable one. They’ll text 
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for boyfriend things. For when they feel a crisis. I need to get back to them…” and so, this 

young student would often miss class to rush to the bathroom to respond to her friends’ 

“emergencies”.549 If this type of obligation were to become commonplace, then use of 

phones could seriously damage people’s ability to invest in their work and relationships. 

Often the phone is either a distraction because someone is on it working or talking to 

someone who is not present,550 or the phone itself is made part of the conversation – as if 

to suggest that we are losing the ability to have quiet time with our friends, or come up with 

conversation on our own without the help of videos or memes on our phones.551 Turkle 

rightly mourns that people seem to be losing their ability to reflect or enjoy pauses in 

conversation without turning to phones to fill the void. In escaping to phones, it becomes 

easier to neglect those who are physically present and people do not grow in their ability to 

ponder points of conversation, learn to read body language, or grow in empathy.552 One 

teacher expressed deep concern that her students were lacking the ability to pay attention 

and engage in a conversation.553 She said: 

 I’m not convinced they are interested in each other. It is as though they all have some signs of 
being on an Asperger’s spectrum. But that’s impossible. We are talking about a schoolwide 
problem.554  

 

Turkle does not believe this problem with conversation is just an issue for young students; 

adults too are struggling to have conversations in-person without the mediation of a 

phone.555 The problem has become so pervasive that simply giving all of one’s attention to 

another person without checking one’s phone or messaging other people while in the 

company of a friend is not something to be taken for granted.556 Such quality time used to 
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be a basic component of any friendship. These issues are not just about technology or 

human communication – they are about friendship and true human intimacy of the soul. 

Indeed, if people forget how to communicate in this emerging age of modern technology, 

meaningful friendships are in danger.  

One example of the complexity of the positives and negatives of modern technology, 

concerning friendships, comes from the experiences of international students. A study was 

conducted in Auckland, New Zealand, aimed at discovering the ramifications of the internet 

and social media on international students.557 They discovered that students found their 

devices and the internet simultaneously a help and a hindrance to their daily lives as 

international students. The use of modern technology allowed students to remain 

connected to their loved ones back home as well as serving as a springboard for making new 

friends in Auckland.558 Many students felt that having the ability to easily call home and 

connect with friends and family was a factor in their decision to study so far away. One 

student said, “If we didn’t have social media and all I had was the telephone and writing 

letters, I don’t think I would live away from them, to be honest, and so it’s a huge, huge 

factor. (P12, Female, Indian).”559 However, at the same time there were concerns about the 

negative effects on international students as to how they might connect with people in their 

new location,560 such as issues with the students integrating into their new community, 

either because they no longer had free time to spare to meet new people, or the comfort of 

friends back home could dissuade them from the often difficult task of making new friends 

in a new place. It could also be that international students used social media to connect only 

with other international students rather than mingle with local (non-international) students. 

These students also had much to say on the impact of social media regarding 

socialization.561 For instance, one student mentioned how social media created space to get 

to know someone based on their online profile before actually getting to know someone in 
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person, which alters how someone might meet and befriend people.562 Students also noted 

that if someone did not have social media, this could jeopardise their chances of socialising 

and making new friends. It would seem that the internet has become so pervasive that 

being without a social media presence could make someone a social pariah.563 In this study 

the experiences of international students were varied, not because the internet is either 

good or bad but because it is a tool. The positive and negative impacts the internet had on 

students' relationships were directly related to the way in which the Internet was utilised. If, 

for example, a student needed the ability to call home in order to feel confident to make the 

move, but they limited their contact home to prioritise making new friends in their new 

location and they also used social media to help them join new clubs and make new friends, 

then the internet could be a positive aid for that international student. If, however, a 

student used the internet as an excuse not to mingle with new people, and was always 

online connecting back home, and only connected with other international students (as 

opposed to meeting non-international students who could better share culture and 

language skills via in-person friendship), then this student would have used the internet in a 

way that negatively impacted their study abroad and would be a poor use of the internet to 

connect them in meaningful friendships.  

5.3.1.1  Isolation 

The first major issue to consider with phones is their isolating nature. One of the 

strange dichotomies of the phone, and especially internet accessibility via the phone, is how 

people can be physically isolated but digitally connected.564 This is why the previous 

conversation about the importance of physical things, the human body, as well as the reality 

of non-physical experiences, is so important. The questions regarding whether people can 

truly connect over a phone, or if such connection does more harm than good, will likely 

need years of research before any firm conclusions can be made. However, in the 

meantime, it is possible to evaluate this based on the relevant information presently 
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available in light of previously argued philosophical and theological beliefs. I argue that 

through various elements of interactions one has while alone in a room with a phone, one 

can determine if that encounter was positive or negative. The needs of the person also 

contribute to the positive or negative nature of the interaction over the phone. In the 

classical understanding of virtue friendship, friends were to help one another in the pursuit 

and enjoyment of virtue.565 For this to be achieved there must be the prerequisite that 

those involved in a virtuous friendship must themselves be lovers and possessors of virtue, 

at least to some extent. One does not become such a person overnight nor by merely 

desiring to be so. To be a person of virtue one must, within one’s own capacity, invest in 

one’s own betterment. Often this requires productive solitary time, often engaging in 

activities like reading, journaling, “daydreaming,” contemplation, or prayer.566 This is not to 

say that only intellectual or highly educated people can truly be friends – the point is not 

about knowledge, it is about motives, desires, and values. How can someone become this 

sort of person if they are constantly being distracted by their phones and devices? Turkle’s 

insights are not unique: Aquinas and Bonhoeffer, just to name a few, are some of the 

thinkers across history who highlighted the necessity and importance of purposeful time 

alone for quiet and contemplation, both for themselves and for their relationships. These 

moments of quiet can help in the process of discerning one’s goals and values; and will in 

turn enable them to be better fit for friendship as they will know both what they can offer 

or what they are looking for. However, one can sit alone in a room and still be connected 

with the world through a phone or computer, so what does "being alone" mean in a digitally 

connected world? For many, the internet provides a new space for self-reflection.567 But any 

attempt at self-reflection using social media or online blogs, which are open for others to 

see, is not truly isolated self-reflection. Turkle would say it is a mirage: people feel they are 

alone, but it is only a ruse. The presence of an audience changes the dynamic of honest self-

reflective thought.568 Knowing one might be observed changes the dynamic from reflection 
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to performance. Of course, not all self-reflection needs to happen alone. Indeed, many 

people find talking in the company of a therapist or trusted friends to be very therapeutic 

for understanding their own thoughts.569 However, is online communication the best place 

for verbal processing? Sadly, what happens when two people talk in person and learn to 

listen and reflect, is very different from most communication on social media sites where 

there is hardly any listening and much more “shouting”.570 Turkle bemoans the days when 

conversations in therapy sessions allowed for true self-reflection and how many people 

instead now turn to apps that offer a promise of personal growth but instead reduce people 

to numbers and data points. Not to be overly reactionary, Turkle does not say such apps are 

wholly unhelpful, but strongly urges others to remember that these apps lack the piece that 

teaches users how to interpret data about themselves and how to think about who they are, 

who they want to be, and what changes one would need to make to become better.571  

5.3.1.2  Being Present 

Turning from the question of being alone, while being bombarded with input from 

devices, the other side to consider are times when people are present; to understand what 

it means to be present and to ponder whether people can manage to be present even when 

not meeting face-to-face. Returning to Turkle, it was interesting to hear from many of the 

students she interviewed, who shared sentiments of feeling the awareness that they were 

missing something they were never taught – namely how to communicate face-to-face 

effectively.572 This is an insightful observation; it asks the question, is all the technological 

progress worth the cost of forgetting or losing parts of what it means to be human? What 

can be done to protect these aspects of human flourishing as humanity moves further into 

this burgeoning digital age?  
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5.3.1.2.1  The Importance of Touch 

As noted previously, theologically speaking, human beings are both souls and bodies 

and these cannot be divided without losing what it means to be human. The physical body 

cannot be ignored; there are times when humans need to be touched, seen, or engaged in a 

physical environment. If, in these times, someone attempted to meet those needs with 

digital alternatives, there is the possibility the result could leave one feeling diminished, 

isolated and alone. In her book, which addresses the importance of touch as ministry, Lore 

Ferguson Wilbert discusses how humans are not merely spiritual beings who inhabit bodies, 

as if the human body is an optional extra.573 Rather, the human body is essential to being 

human and the body has physical needs as well as spiritual needs. One of those needs is to 

be touched in appropriate and healthy ways.574 In a hyper-sexualised society, it is easy to 

see how a fear of abusive touch could discourage any touch at all; but to neglect the need 

for touch could also be abuse.575 A study was conducted to understand the impact of touch 

on developing children in orphanages. The children who were deprived of physical touch 

(not food or other needs) did not develop normally and some even died.576 Humans were 

not meant to live their lives plugged into a computer or only having physically disengaged 

experiences. Furthermore, since physical touch is not inherently sexual, just as intimacy is 

not solely for romantic love, so friendship ought to be one of the outlets for meeting 

people’s need for affection both emotionally and physically. Humans cannot be dissociated 

from their bodies, and to pretend that the phone is an adequate replacement for meeting 

face-to-face is to misunderstand what it means to be human.  

 

 

 
573  Lore Ferguson Wilbert, Handle with Care: How Jesus Redeems the Power of Touch in Life and Ministry 

(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers: 2020).  
574 In her second chapter Wilbert notes the various categories of touch as well as giving or receiving propter 

touch and sinful feeling or taking of improper touch for each category.  
 Wilbert, Handle with Care, 42-48. 
575  Ibid., 34-48. 
576  Ashley Montagu, Touching the Human Significance of the Skin (New York: Harper & Row: 1987). 
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5.3.1.2.2  The Snack Analogy 

Avom and Malah craft a very helpful analogy which I refer to as the “snack” 

analogy.577 The argument is that, as a good snack which helps quell hunger between proper 

meals, a text message, voice note, email etc. can help maintain friendships between in-

person meetings, especially when living far away. But, also like a snack, if it is treated as a 

full meal this will eventually lead to bad health. Just as one cannot exist on crips and candy 

bars, or even apples and peanut butter, (not even a healthy snack ought to replacement for 

proper meals), people may find themselves disillusioned if they expected a few text 

messages, an update on social media, or even a phone call, to be sufficient to maintain a 

healthy friendship. The further danger is that if friendship begins to be perceived in the 

manner of social snacking, this could lead people to forget the depth of meaningful human 

interaction offered in friendship if it is routinely belittled; just as thinking a bag of crisps was 

a meal could harm one’s belief that meals are truly satisfying. There are plenty of dystopian 

novels and films, from Ready Player One578 to Wally,579 which already promote this idea 

played out in potential futures and, in all these experimental conceptualisations of the 

future, end up pulling people back to the real world. Even when the online world first lured 

people into their isolated technology pods, eventually their bodies cried out for human 

connection, and they learned that choices made online rarely stayed online. It is impossible 

to separate the human from the body and therefore, not advisable to attempt to separate 

friendships from the humans who create them. This idea raises the question of whether 

there are any kinds of online interactions with friends which come close to being truly 

satisfying, and if so, what might such friendship interactions look like? 

5.3.1.2.3  Intentional Presence  

As mentioned previously, intent matters. While not a full meal, snacks can still provide 

nourishment, and so it is also possible, to be present emotionally if not physically. In all 

intimate relationships, time and dedication are required if they are to flourish. Removing 

 
577  Avom, “Social Media and Happiness Nexus in the Millennial Generation,” 200. 
578  Ready Player One, directed by Steven Spielberg (March 28th 2018; UK: Warner Bros.). 
579  Wally, directed by Andrew Stanton (18 July 2008; UK: Walt Disney Pictures).  
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the physical element means that investing in friendship, which can be difficult in the best 

circumstances, becomes more challenging, but not impossible. To be present requires more 

than simply showing up in a physical capacity. It is possible to be physically present and still 

feel alone or to cause another to feel ignored and isolated. Showing attention, interest, and 

focus, towards another person, can make all the difference in enabling them to feel 

valued.580 Making another person feel seen, and cultivating spaces for vulnerability, are 

both key aspects to friendship which necessitate being present for the other person. This 

might mean not looking at one’s phone when meeting with a friend face-to-face, or not 

scrolling through social media while talking to a friend on the phone. Perhaps it would be 

better to define presence as focused attention. In this way, presence goes beyond being 

physically available, to being emotionally (regardless of whether one is physically present or 

not) focused on the needs, feelings, desires etc., of a friend. In this capacity, a phone could 

become either a facilitating device or a deterrent for friendship. This also raises a question 

of priority.581 Should the friend or person physically present be prioritised over a friend on 

the phone? For some people, the level of relationship creates a hierarchy: the friend on the 

phone could be prioritised over the acquaintance face-to-face. For others, physical presence 

always takes priority, while some might decide based on whoever had the greater need, be 

they a friend, stranger, or acquaintance. Discerning a value structure in this way might 

encourage better communication through articulating and directing one’s focus in a clear 

and meaningful way towards those around them.  

5.3.1.3  Summary  

 While it has already been established that a friendship does not always need face-to-

face interactions, it has been understood that friends should desire to see each other face-

to-face, not just facetime-to-facetime. Technology certainly allows for a greater sense of 

connection while apart, but this does not take away the desire for or need of having people 

 
580  This was even applied to the workplace in: Tim M. Goetz and Stephan A. Boehm. “Am I Outdated? The 

Role of Strengths Use Support and Friendship Opportunities for Coping with Technological Insecurity,” 
Computers in Human Behavior 107 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106265. 

581  Turkle, Reclaiming Conversation, 144. 
 Rhodes, The Wired Soul, 150. 
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who are physically present. There is also the issue of being around people but being 

distracted and so giving another divided attention. This may not even be consciously done 

and sometimes it can be due to not knowing how to prioritize people when dealing with 

those both face-to-face and online simultaneously. Traditionally there seemed to be more 

built-in boundaries.; when one was alone they could truly be alone to contemplate, pray, or 

enjoy other solitary activities, and when meeting face-to-face with someone else they were 

not holding other conversations with those not present. Today these natural barriers are 

disappearing as one can have their alone time interrupted by technology, and those who are 

in person can be ignored for others online. This does not mean that humans now have new 

abilities to multi-task or no longer need time alone – rather it means if we want to have 

healthy relationships we must do the hard work to reinstate boundaries which will help us 

live more humanely in this digital age.  

 

5.3.2  Social Media and Friendship 

 

In spite of its name, social media can be very un-social and, when it does manage to 

be social, it could hardly be considered the same as friendship. Facebook, for example, uses 

often-misleading terminology calling online connections (often called followers on other 

platforms) “friends”. Given that Facebook started with the intention of connecting 

university alumni, the word friend may have previously been more appropriate.582 The term 

friend can be used to create a sense of closeness, belonging, or friendliness, when no actual 

relationship exists; in this sense it is understandable that social media sites would use this 

term to make people feel more included. That said, “follower” is a far more accurate term 

for what happens on social media sites. More often than not, social media facilitates more 

of an open journal sharing platform than an interactive place of mutual sharing. There is 

also the issue of defining what counts as social media. Unfortunately, the definitions are 

vague and lack any strictly defining features. For example, the messaging app WhatsApp is 

considered by some to be social media because of a the “status update” feature which 

 
582  Mary Bellis, “The History of Facebook and How It Was Invented: How Mark Zuckerberg Launched the 

World's Most Popular Social Media Network,” www.thoughtco.com Last modified on February 06, 2020. 
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allows people the option of posting a “story” or a picture or quote for others to see. 

WhatsApp however allows users to send and receive text messages, and phone and video 

calls without using one’s phone service. Then there are apps like YouTube and TikTok which 

are less about interacting with others on a personal level and more about entertainment 

and consuming media (though all users can post). It is not even straight forward to 

determine what social media is, let alone understanding how these various applications help 

or hinder making and keeping friendships. There are also issues about the effects that social 

media can have on the human capacity to engage in meaningful ways with others, which is a 

vital part of friendship. The following sections will seek to better understand user 

interactions via social media and subsequent effects of social media in relation to friendship.  

 

5.3.2.1 One-to-One vs. One-to-None 

The distinction between what is considered public or private, in the online world, 

often becomes blurred. The trouble with social media is how it can dehumanize people on 

both sides of the screen, creating an environment where people feel it is acceptable to 

publicly complain about friends and family, leave passive-aggressive posts,583 and post 

anonymous annoyances against another.584 Even positive things like praising loved ones can 

be taken to an excessive level online.585 Of course, there are different types of online 

friendships. There are those which started in the physical world and online communication 

is added. Then there are friendships which begin online and either continue online or 

progress into the physical world. In terms of hybrid friendships, which exist in a combination 

of off and online engagement, some would argue that, since friendships are difficult enough 

to cultivate and maintain in real life, the use of the internet is more of a hindrance than a 

help. Shannon Vallor, for example, takes a more negative view of friendships online, noting 

that “new social media tend to facilitate many-to-one, or many-to-many kinds of mirroring 

 
583  Avom, “Social Media and Happiness Nexus in the Millennial Generation,” 198-199. 
584  Miller, “Making social media matter,”131. 
585 For example, infatuated teenagers public displays of affection can be uncomfortable enough in public; 

online, lovesick young people will often post their adoration all over their social media forcing those 
who don’t want to be bombarded with sappy posts to unfollow their friends for a time. Ibid., 112.  
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rather than a one-to-one mirroring of integral selves; for the average person.”586 This idea of 

mirroring is the need to see oneself reflected back through friendships; I address this more 

fully in the next section. Furthermore, she reminds her reader that even if what is posted on 

social media is of moral value, it is not a conversation for moral improvement as much as 

“shots into the moral darkness”.587 For Vallor, social media then can become a place where 

people can be fooled into thinking they are building relationships, engaging in moral 

discussions, or enjoying mutual sharing, when in reality none of those things are happening 

at a personal level. As a result, they cannot be places for facilitating friendship as much as 

they are platforms for “shouting” into the void.  

 One of the most interesting situations facilitated by the online world are completely 

online friendships. This might be an Instagram connection who liked a “story” and sent a 

message, a friend from school who was never spoken to but was added online as “a friend”, 

or online game rooms where people chat and befriend other players. In all these situations 

if further one-to-one conversations took place, perhaps adding phone or video calls, 

certainly some form of friendship could blossom. Take for example a young girl named 

Hannah whom Shery Turkle interviewed. Hannah developed a crush on a boy, through a 

video game, who said his name was Ian. They became close and she got to experience what 

having a boyfriend might be like. They only communicated online which in some ways 

provided a sense of protection (it was not fully “real”) but there was also the worry that, as 

Hannah herself put it, “the person I love most in the world could simply not show up on any 

given day.” To this Turkle remarked: “Ian boils down to a probably made-up first name and a 

history of warm conversations.”588 So what might it mean to have online friendship, and at 

what point can one say with confidence they know their online friend? To what extent can 

someone really know another person without ever meeting face-to-face? Furthermore, how 

might humanity escape the “social dissonance” of being physically alone but digitally 

connected, trying to be authentic and seeking intimacy, all the while hiding behind profiles 

and avatars? Answering questions such as these is difficult because people are all different; 

some people are more trusting than others, some are more open while others are more 

 
586  Vallor, “Flourishing on Facebook,” 195.  
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closed off, some wear their heart on their sleeve, and others are private. All of this means 

there are no definitive answers. Nonetheless, having some standard of measure would be 

useful. Johnny Søraker provides just such a tool in asking, “what is prudent?.”589 His idea is 

simple: ask the question of whether it is prudent before posting, friending, responding, etc., 

while online. Each situation is unique and so must be responded to individually. Pausing to 

consider how wise or beneficial an online action might be, is one quick but meaningful way 

of guarding one’s online interactions.590 This prudential view promotes the notion that there 

can be principles for guiding people through the moral fog and finding ways to use our 

technology for helping to build friendships rather than harm them.591  

5.3.2.2 Friendship, Friendliness, and Empathy 

As mentioned previously, there is a vast difference between acting in a friendly 

manner towards someone and having an actual friendship. In both cases, one of the ways to 

develop the ability to be friendly and have deep and personal friendships comes from 

learning empathy. Empathy and emotional engagement are necessary predecessors for 

developing and maintaining healthy friendship bonds. An age-old problem of friendship is 

settling for lesser friendships; ones that are primarily self-centred rather than mutually 

beneficial and virtuous.592 One troubling example of this came from a teacher Turkle 

interviewed. Students were asked to list three things they desired in a friend:  

In the more than sixty responses she received, only three students mentioned trust, caring, 
kindness, or compassion. Most of the students say they are interested in someone who could 
make them laugh, who could make them happy.593  

It should be concerning if young people are lacking a basic understanding of the ideals of 

true friendship preferring instead friends who will simply “make them laugh.”594 This is 

troubling because one does not need a friend in order to laugh, as one’s phone can supply 

 
589 Johnny Hartz Søraker, “How shall I compare thee?,” Ethics Inf Technol, May 27 (2012), 215-216. DOI 
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590 Søraker. “How shall I compare thee?,” 215-16.  
591 Ibid.  
592  Yang, “Young People’s Friendship and Love Relationships and Technology.” 
593 Turkle, Reclaiming Conversation, 163.  
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funny videos, memes, and entertainment. By this measure, one’s phone could suffice as a 

friend, no longer making human friendships necessary for entertainment. While it is not 

wrong for children, or anyone, to desire friendship where merriment and laughter abound, 

to make pleasure the defining feature of friendship would be to miss out on deeper 

friendships and all they have to offer. Furthermore, enjoying jokes, connecting over online 

posts, or sharing a smile are not so much marks of friendship as they are signs of 

friendliness. Certainly, a friendship should be friendly, but being friendly does not 

necessitate friendship. Furthermore, returning to the question of empathy as necessary for 

both friendliness and friendship, in the same section of Reclaiming Conversation, where 

Turkle interviewed teachers about children’s development, there was concern from many 

teachers about their students’ abilities to understand emotions in other people. Those who 

had been teaching for a decade or more noticed marked changes in their students' abilities 

to empathise.595 They were concerned that their students had spent too much time 

interacting with screens and not enough time reacting to human faces in real time and 

space (rather than in a recording or on a video), which was hindering their development to 

read and understand emotions. There was one example of a student who deeply hurt a 

classmate. It took over an hour of talking with the child for their own emotions to be 

triggered enough to understand how their behaviour had hurt their classmate. This may not 

be troubling if it was only happening to a handful of children but, when many children begin 

to show a lack of empathy, this should be cause for concern. To combat some of these 

issues people are taking steps to help them attend to those who matter to them, by finding 

ways to encourage their empathy and capacities for connection with others, and by 

reducing time on their phones and increasing their interactions with people. For some, even 

simple changes can be meaningful; like adding office hours for checking their emails, turning 

off work phones when on holidays, having phone-free meals, or putting their phones on 

silence when talking to a friend. For others, more radical steps were taken such as leaving 

social media altogether.596 Some people apply the discipline of fasting to their devices, 

 
595  Ibid., 160-166.  
596  Personally, I was intrigued when at a conference with other PhD students in the summer of 2023 that 

many of my peers and colleagues when asked for a twitter/Instagram/Facebook connection said they 
were no longer on social media. 
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locking them up in a timer box, or going back to “dumb” phones.597 There are many ways to 

challenge these issues, build empathy, and grow the capacity for investing in meaningful 

friendships. As with friendship in every period of human history, and as with the most 

meaningful things, dedication over time is needed. There simply are no shortcuts to 

friendship – no phone or application or VR (virtual reality) will provide a shortcut to 

friendship.598 The challenge is to discern methods of using technology as tools for 

encouraging the hard work of friendship rather than to use devices as shortcuts to 

friendship which will more than likely result in disappointment.  

5.3.2.3  Summary  

 According to the tradition explored in part one friendships were understood to exist 

on a spectrum, and friendship was not the only type of human relationship outside of 

family. Indeed, there might be fellow citizens, comrades in war, those who traded or 

exchanged goods/services, political allies, teachers and pupils, apprentices, masters, etc. 

Friendship then is meant to highlight a special relationship amid the miriad of other 

relationships. In the Biblical and Christian accounts, the same theme emerged where one 

could enjoy varied levels of depth with a variety of associations and where friendship was a 

more intimate relationship. In this section social media has been shown to be problematic in 

that it can harm proper emotional development generally as well blur relationship 

distinctives. Communication becomes less personal and intimacy declines. In pursuit of a 

theological framework for friendship both of these failings undermine God’s design for 

human dignity and joy of being truly known both by God and by a few intimate friends.  

 

5.3.3  The Mirror of Friendship  

 

The ability to reflect values, desires, and a sense of self in an authentic capacity has 

historically been shown to be an important aspect of friendship. In modern academic 

vernacular this is called “mirroring.” Shannon Vallor, while not the first, is one of the few 
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modern researchers to focus on this important subject of mirroring in friendship.599 

Returning to the biblical examples of friendship, mirroring can be understood similarly to 

obedience in friendship. In the Biblical examples, friendship was concerned with mutual 

actions taken towards knowing, reflecting, and acting in manners consistent with truth. In 

this section, the traditional mirroring idea and that of biblical obedience to do the will of the 

friend will be further explored before concluding with ways in which digital devices disrupt 

or redirect this mirroring effect.  

 

5.3.3.1  The Self Reflected in Another 

 

 Mirroring is meant to be a two-way system, inviting another to be seen and to 

reciprocally see the one’s self reflected back. This means, that as friends share thoughts, 

emotions, and their daily lives with one another, they can reflect who they are becoming. As 

authentic conversation occurs and the inner self is revealed the friendship becomes like a 

sounding platform where new ideas, beliefs, etc., can safely be explored in the presence of a 

trusted friend.600 It is this mirroring which helps people to grow in wisdom, and moral 

goodness, etc. or in a false friendship, to degrade into folly and immorality.601 As this type of 

virtue friendship develops, the two people become increasingly alike. One of Aristotle’s 

most quoted lines on friendship is that friendship is one soul in two bodies.602 C.S. Lewis 

likewise wrote that friendship begins when one says to another “you too?”.603 For Lewis, 

friendship began over a commonality which would draw two people together,604 but for 

Lewis and Aristotle, as friendships progressed, the friends would become more alike in the 

quality of their souls. This is not to say friends lose all their distinctiveness or cease to be 

individuals. The similarities are not aimed at the superficial: what one wears, hobbies, 
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careers, etc. (though these might be held in common). The heart of the “oneness” is driven 

by ethical and moral values. As a virtuous friendship deepens the aims and desires of the 

friends, their values and morals should become increasingly similar and thus their moral 

actions will be ever more alike. If a friend were to err from the shared values, their friend, 

like a mirror, could reveal the blemish to the friend. Saint Aelred in his book, The Mirror of 

Charity noted that whether with God or with fellow monks they should always be striving to 

mirror the love of God to one another,605 with the Holy Spirit acting as a guide to friends 

united by their Christian faith. Interestingly, Aelred noted that for God, desire and intent 

was more important than action: someone desiring to be good, and yet failing, was 

preferred to one who did good yet lacked a desire for friendship with God.606 Applied to 

friendship, the heart of the person and their desires should be considered, and not only 

their actions. This is where obedience comes into play. As mentioned in chapter 2, 

obedience is not to be understood as an emotionless servanthood to another’s wishes, but 

rather as a lived expression of shared will, desires, and emotions. Even if the actions are not 

followed through perfectly, the desire to enact the wills and wishes of the beloved friend 

also count towards obedience in this context. However, to know the will or desires of the 

friend, the friends must first mutually and openly share with one another. This can be done 

through mirroring their souls, and over time they can come to see that the each has come to 

know the other well enough to mutually reflect their inner lives back to each other.  

 

5.3.3.2  The Self Reflected in the Screen  

 
 

But what happens when there is another mirror between friends? What happens 

when, as mentioned in relation to the importance of authenticity, there are screens which 

create walls (both figuratively and literally) between the friends? This is the question of how 

a phone or screen impacts the mirroring of friendship. One potential issue might be that the 

friend begins to mirror their device rather than the friend, with the mirror itself becoming 

distorted, or they might mirror their own reflection rather than experiencing themselves 

 
605  Aelred, The Mirror of Charity, 74, III.2.3-4.  
606  Ibid., I.34.109, II.17.41-52. 
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through the other.607 Interestingly, looking into a blank screen of a phone or computer, one 

can see their reflection in a mirror. There are also times when it can feel as if one is talking 

to their phone rather than to a real person on the other end. These are just some of the 

reasons why acknowledging the existence of these barriers and striving for authenticity 

whilst interacting over devices is so important.608 Digital devices certainly offer a more 

convenient way to talk with friends, get updates, and make plans, but pursuing meaningful 

relationships via the Internet will present certain challenges due to inevitable barriers. This 

does not mean friends cannot mirror one another over devices, but as with most things 

online, the barriers make this a more difficult task. Thus, whether offline or online, mirroring 

is an important aspect of friendship and understanding how the internet impacts friendship 

mirroring will be important for any friendship to deepen.  

 

5.3.3.3 Summary  

 

 This section looks into yet another aspect of the moral component of friendship and 

how screens could prove a barrier in the endeavour of “mirroring” both self and friend. This 

raises questions about how these barriers might be lessened or avoided so to not lose this 

important part of friendship. While meeting in person is clearly one way of removing the 

barrier of the screen this might not always be possible or preferable. Thus, perhaps a better 

question is how might depth and authenticity be encouraged in friendship mediated by 

technology so that the barriers are limited. One way to do this is in going back to the purpose 

of mirroring in friendship – how it is meant to be a means of mutual moral growth and 

accountability to certain standards of virtue or holiness. To engage in conversations which 

touches on these points could hopefully re-centre the friendship on such growth and depth. 

This is not to say that all friendship conversations need to look like theological or 

philosophical discourse but rather that friendships with any meaningful sense of intimacy and 

moral grounding will be able to openly talk about life choices, feelings about various aspects 

of life, and allow the friends to encourage, listen, and even rebuke one another.  

 

 
607  Vallor, “Flourishing on Facebook,” 197. 
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5.4 Conclusion 

 

Social media has made ordinary (though often challenging) human experiences more 

confusing as it presents new hinderances for personal exploration as well as for individuals 

wanting to create a safe place for intimacy to flourish. People often struggle to reflect 

without being interrupted by their devices, and are increasingly lonely, whilst fearing 

intimacy; Sherry Turkle summarised these dilemmas saying:  

Technology is seductive when what it offers meets our human vulnerabilities. And as it turns 
out, we are very vulnerable indeed. We are lonely but fearful of intimacy. Digital connections 
and the sociable robot may offer the illusion of companionship without the demands of 
friendship. Our networked life allows us to hide from each other, even as we are tethered to 
each other. We'd rather text than talk.609 

 
In many ways, texting and social media have evolved to facilitate new places for friendships 

to grow.610 Texting, no longer being limited to quick communication, often enabling deep 

and intimate one-on-one conversations, provides the possibility for true intimacy and 

friendship even over digital devices. 611 Conversely, having the ability to engage in multiple 

one-on-one text conversations at the same time increases the likelihood of hindering one’s 

ability to focus on any one individual.  

In Part Three, I will review responses from those I interviewed on the topic of making 

friends online. There is growing research that acknowledges people can use the internet as a 

space to build friendships; however, this can prove more challenging online.612  

We have explored many of the online issues and problems facing friendships today 

related to the emergence of technology and online media. To chart a path which will enable 

the use of technology to help rather than hinder friendship necessitates change, even in 
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how people think about their devices. Every tool has a purpose and, to most effectively use 

a tool, one must first learn how to use it for its intended purpose(s). One use of the internet 

is as a tool for communication. If one has a goal of cultivating meaningful friendships, they 

must ensure that they are properly employing their devices towards that end. Friendships 

are most fulfilling when both intimacy and authenticity are present. For most people 

pursuing meaningful friendships, this will mean using online tools (phones/computers) to 

communicate when meeting in person is not possible, whilst making the effort to meet in-

person when it does become possible. Furthermore, when connecting online, video chats 

should be preferred to text messages, as video provides the ability to use more of the 

senses, such as reading body language and hearing the tone of voice, etc., which all help 

facilitate intimacy and authenticity. Taking steps to avoid feeling pressured into instantly 

replying to notifications can instil a greater sense of freedom and control over digital 

devices. Taking control in such ways can also cultivate the freedom to focus on current tasks 

or in-person conversations resulting in greater respect for both oneself and others. Digital 

devices can be addictive, but they do not need to control people’s lives. Some students 

Turkle interviewed mentioned how they would remind each other to put their phones away 

when hanging out.613 As these students discovered, accountability in making difficult 

changes could be extremely beneficial when attempting to swim against the tide.  

Having addressed the current contexts both of the wider cultural changes and 

specific technological changes which have affected friendship, the final part of this thesis 

will progress from theories and practices of friendship towards addressing these complex 

issues and questions. This will be accomplished by exploring responses from empirical 

research, gathered in response to the data gathered in this and the preceding chapters, 

before concluding by considering the nuanced ways in which friendship today has diverged 

or remained faithful to the tradition for the purpose of regaining a theology of friendship 

that will thrive in the digital age.  
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Part Three  
 

Empirical Research: From Practice to Theory 
 

6. Chapter Six: What People Want from Friendship 

 

This last part is the reverse of part 2, to highlight the cyclical nature of research 

especially within a reflective model where assumptions are considered, tested, re-

examined, modified and then considered again.614 In the last two chapters the current 

research regarding changes made to friendship was shown with particular regard for how 

friendship practices have changed with some of the relevant theories for why such changes 

have and are still taking place, as well as some of the questions raised relating to both 

theory and practice. Chapter 6 will address in full the empirical research I have undertaken. 

The purpose of this empirical research was to better understand and unpack questions 

(which arose out of the current research) relating to friendship in the present with the aim 

of filling in in research gaps concerning both theory and practice of friendship. Chapter 7 will 

be the concluding chapter which will be used to bring together information and data 

collected from the literature and empirical data to provide some theories of why certain 

friendship practices occur, how some might be changed for the better, what questions 

should be undertaken to push the research further, and importantly how a theology of 

friendship can restore and revive friendship in the modern world. 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

Rather than only having a philosophical approach this chapter provides empirical 

evidence. One of the many benefits of empirical research is the “boots on the ground” 

aspect this data provides. There is an opportunity to hear from real people their own 

thoughts and experiences regarding friendship. The aim is that these experiences (though 

not representative of the whole of society) can provide insights which will add further 

 
614  David A. Kolb, Experiential Learning Experience as the Source of Learning and Development (Harlow: 

Pearson Education Ltd, 2014), 57-58. 
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perspective to the changing landscape of friendship as well as the role theology can play in 

providing insights and frameworks for thriving friendships in the modern world.  

This chapter consists of two main sections, the first deals with my research 

methodology and methods where I will relate the reasons for the type of empirical research, 

I felt best suited this thesis. In this section any assumptions, qualifications, or questions 

relating to findings will also be addressed before moving on to the transcripts and findings 

themselves. This section will conclude with the questions I asked in my interviews, including 

the reasoning behind each question. 

The second section is where I highlight relevant and interesting findings from the 

interviews. These will include anonymised quotations as well as information from the 

programme NVivo. 

 

6.2 Methodology and Methods  

 

Firstly, this thesis did not begin with a commitment to empirical research though it 

was noted that empirical research would be useful towards answering my original thesis 

question which concerns experiences of friendship within a theological framework.615 When 

the topic of technology came to feature more prominently in the main thesis question, the 

need for empirical research became clear, as without it what relevant original research I 

could bring forth in this dissertation would have been significantly reduced. It also became 

increasingly clear that collecting my own fresh data would be necessary in a field which is 

only at the cusp of being researched. For these reasons, I am hopeful that the research I 

have undertaken, though only a small amount compared with what is needed, will be a 

means to encourage more and larger scale research to be done in these areas of digital 

ethics and human relationships.  

The methodology undergirding this study relates to choosing methods which would 

best suit the purpose of friendship. As friendship is often relayed through stories and 

experiences, more casual and personal approaches were preferred, which pointed to 

 
615  Easten Law, “Theology, Qualitative Research, and World Christianity,” in The Wiley Blackwell 

Companion to Theology and Qualitative Research, eds. Knut Tveitereid and Pete Ward (Hoboken: John 
Wiley & Sons, Incorporated 2022), 279. 
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interpretivism as it would allow for subjective views of the participants to be collected and 

analysed.616 For similar reasons qualitative rather than quantitative methods seemed most 

appropriate, as friendship is a personal subject rather than impersonal and factual. This 

topic is likewise personal to myself as the researcher. For this reason, I have tried to be as 

open about any personal biases which I may have and have opted for a transparent 

approach in doing this empirical research.617 Since impartiality would be impossible in this 

study, the hope was that by acknowledging any personal biases any resulting influences on 

the study could be taken into account.  

This research is a combination of deductive and inductive research, though it leans 

more on the deductive side.618 The reason for this is that I drew together my questions 

relative to the research from the previous chapters and therefore they inherently contain 

assumptions. In many ways the questions serve to illuminate where my assumptions were 

either correct or incorrect.619 The ways in which this research is inductive is that in using 

semi-structured interviews there was space for the participants to have more open and free 

discussion which could lead to findings not predicated by any assumed questions.620 

Interviews were preferred over surveys because these allowed for more detailed and 

personal responses. The other reason for a deductive approach was that I was interested in 

depth rather than breadth and felt interviews would best fit gaps in the research. Surveys 

also would have provided numerical data from which to draw out information, while 

 
616  Glynis M. Breakwell, “Choosing a Research Design,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Research Methods 

and Statistics for the Social and Behavioral Sciences: Volume 1: Building a Program of Research, eds. 
Austin Lee Nichols and John Edlund (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), 93. 

 Gerard Guthrie, Basic Research Methods: An Entry to Social Science Research (New Delhi: SAGE 
Publications India Pvt Ltd, 2010) 42, 118. https://doi.org/10.4135/9788132105961  

617 Ignacio Ferrero and Javier Pinto, “Research Ethics for the Social and Behavioral Sciences,” in The 
Cambridge Handbook of Research Methods and Statistics for the Social and Behavioral Sciences: Volume 
1: Building a Program of Research, eds. Austin Lee Nichols and John Edlund (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2023), 28. 

618  Guthrie, Basic Research Methods, 39. 
 Karen Glaser, Inductive or Deductive?: The Impact of Method of Instruction on the Acquisition of 

Pragmatic Competence in EFL (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014), 58-60. 
ProQuest Ebook Central.  

 Alan Bryman, Social Research Methods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 7. 
619  Kirsten Donskov Felter, “Fieldwork and the Person of the Theologian,” in The Wiley Blackwell 

Companion to Theology and Qualitative Research, eds. Pete Ward and Knut Tveitereid (Hoboken: John 
Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2022), 380. ProQuest Ebook Central. 

620 John Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (Norwich: Hymns Ancient & Modern, 2016), 
70-71.  
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interviews would provide me with written information which could later be quantified, at 

least to some degree.621 There will, therefore, be some charts created with the NVivo 

software, but these are not to be seen as traditional quantitative research, rather they are 

representation of the qualitative data in charts which adds a visual means of understanding 

the data. One downside to this approach, however, was that the interview process meant I 

only had time for about a dozen interviews while surveys could have allowed for a greater 

number of responses. This negative side was outweighed by the depth allowed for and the 

opportunity for follow up questions.622 Furthermore, while wider surveys would be useful, 

these would be better served as a follow-up to my research and would best be done at a 

much larger scale than this thesis could accommodate.  

 

6.2.1  Project Summary 

 

 The purpose of this project was to collect information through interviews which were 

aimed towards answering questions that came from the current research, but which have 

yet to be answered, as well as to provide data that I hoped would inform the philosophical 

and theological claims and questions raised in the literature portion of my dissertation with 

the hopes of providing some answers and next steps for further research. As the larger aim 

of the dissertation is to rediscover a theological or philosophical framework for friendship in 

light of changes in the modern world, notably the rise and impact of digital technologies and 

the hyper-sexualisation of Western culture, the questions asked focus heavily on these two 

main areas. In analysing both historic and modern literature and research I crafted 

questions which I propose will be useful for shedding light on any changes pertaining to 

 
621  Austin Lee Nichols and John Edlund, eds. “Statistical Approaches,” in The Cambridge Handbook of 

Research Methods and Statistics for the Social and Behavioral Sciences: Volume 1: Building a Program of 
Research (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023). 

 Guthrie, Basic Research Methods, 45-46. 
622 “Semi-structured interviews use guides so that information from different interviews is directly 

comparable. Interview guides usually have standard introductions and conclusions, but allow flexibility 
to vary the order of intervening questions to provide a natural flow…Additionally, they look for 
opportunities to follow-up with open-ended probe questions … so that the interviewer can flexibly get a 
better understanding of the respondents’ views. The result is a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative data.” Guthrie, Basic Research Methods, 120-121. 
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friendship at both fundamental and experiential levels, i.e. the definitions and desires for 

friendships as well as lived experiences. The goal then was to conduct interviews in a way 

that allowed participants to more freely share their thoughts in response to my questions. 

The over-all purpose was to understand some patterns of friendship that may be salient to 

people in some English-speaking countries like the US and the UK. The aim was never to 

understand friendship for every culture around the world, nor even the whole of Western 

culture or in the UK. Such research on topics like friendship, uses of technology, experiences 

of intimacy, and the role of sexualisation cannot be understood through numbers or non-

relative values; therefore, this study aimed instead to provide a sampling of responses 

which could relate to trends which would be pertinent to many western, English-speaking 

people.623  

 

6.2.1.1  Interview Set Up  
 

The interviews were set up to ask participants to answer eight main questions, and as 

many of the follow-up questions as was relevant to each participant. As these were semi-

structured interviews, some questions were improvised if a participant mentioned 

something that needed clarification or brought up new information which was not 

previously considered. As the purpose for these interviews was to inform current debates 

and collect new data, the semi-structured interview seemed the most suitable choice.624  

Twelve interviews were planned as that was the maximum number manageable for 

allowing for the greatest opportunity for comparison within the allotted timeframe. While 

all twelve interviews were conducted only eleven could be used as one interview’s audio 

transcripts were corrupted and unsalvageable. Having no notes, because of the assumed 

transcript, scrapping that interview was decided to be better than trying to go off 

unverifiable memory as it would be conjecture at best.  

Participants had the option of doing in person (when possible) or online interviews. 

Only one was online (via Zoom) and the other ten interviews took place in person, as the 

 
623  Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, 74, 89. 
 Nichols, “Tips for a Successful Research Career,” 683.  
624 Guthrie, Basic Research Methods, 120-121. 
 Swinton, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, 100. 
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majority chose to meet face-to-face at a location that was comfortable for the participant. 

These interviews were recorded either with audio (in person) or video (online) recording. All 

the data has been anonymised, and per university regulation all non-anonymised data will 

be deleted after 6 months, unless it is saved for future research purposes.  

The interviews were all conducted after receiving permission from the Ethics 

Committee for the Theology and Religion Department in accordance with university ethical 

guidelines. All participation was voluntary, and the participants were informed that they 

would be allowed to rescind any statements or their participation at any time, though none 

chose to do so. Participants were also informed that they did not have to answer any 

questions they did not wish to and could also move on to their next question any time they 

felt they were done answering any particular question.  

 

6.2.1.2  Participants   

 

The majority of the interviews were conducted with participants from either the 

greater Portland area (Oregon, USA) or the Northeast of England. Two interviews were trial 

interviews and ended up being used since the final version of the interview schedules did 

not alter greatly and those interviewed were from the same areas as the other participants. 

For example, both people in the trial interviews lived in the North-East of England at some 

point, though one had recently relocated. These two areas were chosen because they were 

both accessible for in-person interviews in the timeframe needed. The North-East of the UK 

is where my university was located and where I lived as a student, while the greater 

Portland metro area of the USA was selected as this is my hometown where I would be 

travelling for personal holiday time. These presented two locations in English-speaking 

Western countries which would provide enough shared characteristics to be relevant to my 

research audience while being different enough to provide a slightly wider pool of 

participants.625 One of the goals in picking research participants was to be able to compare 

 
625  Guthrie, Basic Research Methods, 54.  
 Jesse Chandler, “Participant Recruitment,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Research Methods and 

Statistics for the Social and Behavioral Sciences: Volume 1: Building a Program of Research, eds. Austin 
Lee Nichols and John Edlund (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), 179–201. 
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across various sections of society and demographics, such as older vs younger generations, 

males and females, people of faith (particularly Christians) and people outside the Christian 

faith, and any other comparable aspects.626 I aimed to accumulate participants roughly 

equal between males and females, and of varying age groups and faith backgrounds.627 

Ethnicity was not a primary demographic I sought to balance, since my study focused more 

on broader Western culture than any specific ethnic backgrounds. However, interestingly 

there was some ethnic diversity among some of my participants which ended up being 

interesting for comparison. For example, I ended up with participants whose ethnic 

backgrounds were from Western and Eastern Europe, South Africa, and East Asia. To verify 

the diversity of my participants I did ask them to fill out a form that gave them the 

opportunity to describe their personal characterises such as gender, ethnic background, 

faith, sexuality etc., but all these questions were optional and open-ended. While I 

attempted to interview people who were not friends or acquaintances only three 

participants were strangers whom I met through non-personal connections, and the rest 

were known through some personal relationship. I believe it is important to acknowledge 

this, not necessarily because this influences my views on my participants or their responses, 

so much as it raises the question of diversity of class and sub-cultures.628 Of the eleven 

interviews, many of them came from similar socio-economic backgrounds (which is how I 

was able to connect with them). If further studies were considered, it would be useful to do 

so with a broader range of society than what was accessible in my timeframe. The shared 

socio-economical background might have elicited similar responses to what I assumed from 

my own environment and experience. While I did attempt to avoid too much of similarity by 

interviewing those whom I could find who were outside my own social setting, however, 

this was not always possible, and the degree of difference being subjective, I felt it 

 
626  This was a type of “haphazard sampling”. Guthrie, Basic Research Methods, 56-58. 
627  “The simplest example of a probability sample (appropriately called a simple random sample) assigns 

everyone an equal probability of selection, as if sample members’ names were written on papers drawn 
from a hat. More complex designs use a process called stratification (discussed in the section on sample 
composition) to ensure that the sample will have a specific composition. Other designs can account for 
multiple stages of selection, such as when clusters of people … are sampled and then participants are 
sampled within them…” Chandler, “Participant Recruitment,” 181. 

628 Guthrie, Basic Research Methods, 126-127. 
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important to acknowledge the potential conflict of interest that a lack of social diversity 

might raise.  

 

6.2.1.2.1  Participant Demographics 
 

 Below are some charts which illustrate the demographics of the participants by 

category. The categories consist of gender, age range, religion, location, ethnic backgrounds, 

occupation, and sexual identity.  

 
Gender Male Female 

No. Participants 5 6 

 

Age range 18-25 26-29 30-39 50-59 60-69 70+ 

No. Participants 2 2 4 1 1 1 

 

Religion Christian Agnostic 

No. Participants 7 4 

 

Location UK (NE) Portland, OR metro area USA 

No. Participants 8 3 

 

Ethnic Background White (USA and UK) Asian (Sri-Lankin 

and Indian/African) 

European (Italian 

and Romanian) 

No. Participants 7 2 2 

 

Occupation Student Teacher Labour 

worker 

Medicine Stay at 

home 

mom 

Retired Other 

No. 

Participants 

3 2 2 1 1 1 1 
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Sexual Orientation Heterosexual Homosexual Prefer not to answer 

No. Participants 9 1 1 

 

Figure: Demographics of participants629 

 
 
 

6.2.2  Qualifications and Questions relating to findings 

 

6.2.2.1  Qualifications 

 

As previously mentioned, the participants were ones who were accessible to me and 

may not represent a wider portion of society. Some participants were friends, some 

acquaintances, and other strangers with whom I connected via shared networks (e.g. 

university or online social networks). The limited sample size was due to time and capacity 

restraints, and I hope that my research highlights the need for larger scale studies in the 

future.  

 
629 This is an example of a chart which is not included as qualitative data but for a visual representation. 
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The questions asked arose from my own research, as well as the research of others, 

and is not unbiased as all questions were shaped by my own hunches and assumptions; 

however, I aimed to make the questions open-ended and chose semi-structured interviews 

in order to avoid questions that would assume the answer.630 

  In the interviews I did respond to my participants, partially to create a more 

conversational style. Influencing my participants was something I sought to avoid by 

attempting to limit my responses to clarifying remarks, however this was not always 

possible to maintain the casual feel of the interviews.631  

 The order of the questions was given great consideration, because how they answered 

each question would pertain to whether sub-questions or follow-up questions were asked 

as well as how some questions built upon previous questions. While every main question 

was asked, not every sub-question was asked of every participant because not every 

question was relevant. Two-part interviews were considered at first, as I thought this 

structure might be helpful to see if answers would change after thinking about the 

questions over time.632 Since time constraints did not allow for this, I decided to give the 

answers to my participants ahead of time to allow them time to consider the questions 

before the interview.633 The caveat with this, however, is that I do not know how much 

time, if any, was given to considering the questions beforehand, so some participants might 

have given the questions more thought than others, whereas if I had asked the questions 

only at the interview, they would all have had the same amount of time to consider their 

response. To try and correct for this, I only sent out the main 8 questions rather than all the 

potential sub-questions, so people were only able to consider the main questions ahead of 

 
630  Michael S. Lewis-Beck, Alan Bryman, and Tim Futing Liao, "Semistructured Interview," in The SAGE 

Encyclopedia of Social Science Research Methods, eds. Lewis-Beck, et al. (Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications, Inc., 2004), 1020. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412950589 

631  Michael S.Lewis-Beck, Alan Bryman, Tim Futing Liao, "Double-Blind Procedure," in The SAGE 
Encyclopedia of Social Science Research Methods, eds. Lewis-Beck, et al. (Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications, Inc., 2004), 289. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412950589 

632 Elisabetta Ruspini, “Longitudinal Research: A World to Explore,” in The Cambridge Handbook of 
Research Methods and Statistics for the Social and Behavioral Sciences: Volume 1: Building a Program of 
Research, eds. Austin Lee Nichols and John Edlund (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023). 

633  Sinikka Elliott, Kayonne Christy, and Siqi Xiao, “Qualitative Research Design” in The Cambridge 
Handbook of Research Methods and Statistics for the Social and Behavioral Sciences: Volume 1: Building 
a Program of Research, eds. Austin Lee Nichols and John Edlund (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2023).  
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time and everyone was presented with any relevant subsequent questions during the 

interview.634  

 

6.2.2.2  Questions Relating to Findings 

 

I assumed that hyper sexualisation was an influencing factor in modern-day 

friendships, and so I included questions to see the range of the intersection of romance and 

friendship. I also assumed that religion influences people’s beliefs and practice of friendship 

and so included questions to this end. Age was also assumed to potentially factor into how 

people use technology and so I included questions to see if this proved true and if so, how.  

 

6.2.3.  Interview Questions 

 

 The main 8 questions were as follows:  

 
1. What is a friend?  
2. What are the differences between friendships and romantic relationships? 
3. What do you want from friendship? What would make an ideal friendship? 
4. In what ways would you say our society’s understanding of friendship could be 

better? 
5. Does being physically present impact your friendships? 
6. What is the role of technology in your friendships? 
7. Do you have any friendships with people you have never met face-to-face? 
8. Does your faith or understanding of God impact your ideas of friendship? 

 
I will briefly explain what prompted each question as well as any relevant background 

context before moving on to the responses which will be the focus of the second half of this 

chapter.  

 
 
 

 
634  Lewis-Beck, Bryman, Futing Liao, "Nonsampling Error," in The SAGE Encyclopedia of Social Science 

Research Methods, eds. Lewis-Beck, et al. (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, Inc., 2004), 743. 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412950589 
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6.2.3.1  Q:1 What is a friend? 

 

The interviews began with this question because it was necessary for discerning how 

each person defined a friend. Follow-up questions were asked to help people think through 

how they might try to differentiate between various kinds of friends.635 An open-ended 

question asking participants to tell a story or provide an example explaining why they 

considered someone to be a close friend was also asked to allow for different angles to be 

considered which would highlight different aspects of friendship that were believed by the 

participant to be important.636 Included with this I also asked about negative friendship 

experiences, and what people considered an ideal number of friends.  

 

6.2.3.2  Q:2 What are the Differences Between Friendships and Romantic 

Relationships? 

 

This question was asked to compare and contrast romance and friendship. This 

question allowed for friendship, romance, intimacy, love and other social and emotional 

experiences to be better understood and defined. What boundaries, or desired boundaries, 

were desired or assumed to exist between friendship and sexual or romantic love were also 

highlighted by this question. Similarities regarding expectations of experiencing love was 

also compared. Often when researching friendship, the question of male and female 

friendships is explored.637 I, however, wanted to explore this question from a different 

angle, seeking rather to understand how intimacy and affection create overlaps between 

romance and friendship. I also wanted to better understand how these two types of loves 

are different, beyond the obviously sexual desires – a subject which is often lacking in 

friendship literature.  

 

 
635 The full interview sheet with subsections can be seen in Appendix A  
636  Harriet Mowat, “Interviews and Observation,” in The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Theology and 

Qualitative Research, eds. Pete Ward and Knut Tveitereid (Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2022), 382-383. 
637  See chapter 4 section 4.3.4 



 

 

 

 191 

6.2.3.3  Q:3 What Do You Want from Friendship? What Would Make an Ideal 

Friendship? 

 

This question was asked as a return to the first question after having explored some of 

what friendship is and what it is not, while also asking the question in an idealised context 

rather than a purely experiential context. This question was aimed at the ideals or goals or 

perfection of friendship. Some people altered their first answer for defining friendship, and 

other less so or not at all. Given that the ancient philosophers and the church fathers spoke 

of various degrees of friendship, I wanted to see if people today also had multi-faceted 

definitions of friendship which might reveal idealised visions of friendship which differ in 

comparison to experienced friendship.638  

 

6.2.3.4  Q:4 In What Ways Could Our Society’s Understanding of Friendship be 

Better? 

 

This question was posed to better gauge people’s experience of cultural messaging 

regarding friendship. There have been many studies which have explored individuals’ 

responses to technology, or how people connect with friends online,639 but few academics 

have fully addressed the subtle messaging and unwritten rules of friendship within 

society.640 Of course, the responses could differ based on any sub-cultures people might live 

within, or based on personality differences which would shade how messaging would be 

received. I also made sure to clarify that they could respond that no changes were needed. 

Part of this question was to see how much participants assumed or believed that culture 

and technology sends subliminal messaging to them about friendship through social media, 

movies, music etc.641 I also asked about how any education they received about friendship 

(positive or negative) had impacted their understanding or experiences of friendship either 

explicitly, implicitly, or both.  

 
638  See chapter 3 for more on ideal friendships from classical philosophers and church fathers. 
639  See chapter 5 section 5.2  
640  Sherry Turkle however does address this in Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age.  
641  See chapter 5. 
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6.2.3.5  Q:5 Does Being Physically Present Impact Your Friendships? 

 

Physicality was an important point of discussion especially as humans are moving 

further into the digital age. The reality of the “real” or “physical” and “virtual” have been 

debated at the philosophical level therefore I wanted to ask this question to understand 

what ordinary people thought about such debates. When asking this question and the sub-

questions, I shared briefly about the current scholarly debates in order to give the 

participants context to be able to respond more accurately. I tried to be as objective as 

possible in relaying these questions so not to sway any of the participants answers.  

 

6.2.3.6  Q:6 What is the Role of Technology in Your Friendships? 

 

The focus for this question was on the influences of technology from a variety of 

angles. I asked this question because the literature seemed to concentrate mainly on well 

researched assumptions rather than empirical evidence based on personal experiences. 

Furthermore, in what empirical research I could find, these studies did not address all the 

areas which my questions sought to cover. Rather than looking at gender differences, ethnic 

differences, or students’ experiences when going to university, I wanted to learn how 

people’s relationships with their devices had changed over time, what positive or negative 

experiences and feelings people had towards the devices themselves, as well as how their 

devices served them in connecting them to friends. The last three sub-questions for this 

topic were about whether people lived by or created any sort of ethical framework or 

guidelines to govern their online behaviours in terms of social interactions, even if not done 

consciously. They were also asked if they could conceive of any changes that would make 

their devices and applications better suited for helping them build and maintain friendships. 

Lastly, they were asked about future technologies which would lead further into 

digital/virtual living. These questions in particular were the sort of questions needed to 

carry the current research regarding friendship and digital technology further.  
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6.2.3.7  Q:7 Do You Have any Friendships with People You Have Never Met Face-to-

Face? 

 

This question was asked separately to the previous technology question because it 

was not so much about digital technology per se as it relates to relationships made via 

technology. This question was asked to try to understand the depth of friendship which can 

be achieved online, how online friendships compare and differ from face-to-face 

friendships, as well as if transitioning the online friendship into the physical world would be 

desired. There simply is not much research on this subject as online friendships have only 

been possible within the past few decades and so, as with all research at the intersection of 

technology and human relationships, there is a great need for more data to be gathered and 

examined.  

 

6.2.3.8  Q:8 Does Your Faith or Understanding of God Impact Your Ideas of 

Friendship? 

 

As this thesis is concerned with the intersection of theology and technology regarding 

friendship, asking a question on the role of faith was also deemed important. The hope was 

that for participants both with or without a faith, this question would be of interest to them 

and their responses insightful. Since most of the research on the social impacts of friendship 

comes from disciplines other than theology, and any research within the Christian faith is 

often non-academic (insightful and helpful as it may be), therefore much of the research 

that acknowledges the role of faith is limited which makes this one of the more unique 

aspects of my research. This question was posed to incorporate how faith might impact 

personal friendships, both experientially as well as theoretically. Furthermore, this question 

also delves into if friendship with God might be possible and if such friendship could 

potentially alter the very meaning or significance of friendship. If so, the very essence of 

friendship deepens as it takes on a spiritual nature which has ramifications for salvation and 

one’s relationship with God himself. 
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6.3 Transcriptions and Findings  

 

In this section, the empirical data gathered from the interviews will be addressed. 

First, each question will be worked though touching on some of the responses, especially 

noting similarities and differences as well as any intriguing insights or questions which 

surfaced in the data. The second part will address the data as I examined and sorted it using 

NVIVO software with some additional use of charts to bring up other forms of sifting 

through the data resulting in new and pertinent insights.  

 

6.3.1 Interview Responses642 

 

11 men and women were interviewed for this study. They shared their thoughts on 

what friendship means, what they want from friendship, how they wish friendship could be 

better, what struggles exist in friendship, and more. Most of the men and women I 

interviewed, in their own ways, expressed both a deep appreciation for friendship as a 

meaningful aspect of their life, and yet also longed for more – feeling at times that 

something was missing, or wishing they had been taught more about friendship, or just 

wanting deeper friendships and wishing it was easier to make and keep friends today. 

The data from these interviews was helpful in providing insights into possible changes, 

both positive and negative, regarding friendship experiences in the modern Western 

context. This relates back to the broader purpose of the thesis: to arrive at a modern 

theology/philosophy of friendship which can be compared and contrasted with historical 

theologies/philosophies of friendship, culminating in either alterations or appreciation with 

respect to circumstances which will or already promote human flourishing with regard to 

friendship. 

 

 

 

 
642  Participants will be referenced with their pseudonym and a time stamp from their interview, unless 

there was an issue with a time stamp in the transcript at which point the question number will be given 
for referencing. 



 
6.3.1.1 Question 1: What is a Friend? 

 

 This question garnered many varied responses. Below are all the different terms used 
in trying to define a friend: 

 
 

Figure: number of mentions re. definitions of friendship643 

 

 
643 There are two charts for visual representation of key terms given to define friendship. The larger and 

darker the box, or the larger the “pie slice”, the more that word was used by participants.  

Shares life  Fun Reciprocates affection 

Looks after you Supportive Enjoys time together 

There in the good times 
and bad 

Has your best interests at 
heart 

Someone loved 

Trustworthy Self-sacrificial Vulnerable 
Listens Journeys with you Seeks your good 

Gives time Challenges you Gives advice 

Stays in touch Makes life better Present 

Has shared history Has shared interests Emotional vulnerability 

Doesn't judge Accepts you Reliable  



 

 
 
 

Figure: pie chart of number of hits per definitional term 

 

 
 

With so many various responses to define friendship there seem to be no concrete lines for 

defining these sorts of social relationships. One reason for this is that friendship is often 

defined by experience rather than a clinical definition. For example, Isabella noticed this 

saying: 

I think that it's hard to separate the definition of a friend from the experience of having 
friends….mine is surely derived from the encounters that I've had and from my experience …. 
[a friend is] someone who is willing to be vulnerable with you, and willing to journey with you 
through the thick and thin of life ….644  
 

Isabella could not define friendship without considering her own experience, which is likely 

why the list of traits given by the participants was so long and varied; they were not reciting 

a dictionary definition, but rather defining friendship based upon their unique experiences. 

Thus, this substantial and varied list of traits of friendship served to highlight the breadth 

and depth of friendship. For a few like Ian, however, they could sum up friendship in one 

trait: “trust.”645 Most, still, could not settle on one term to describe a friend. That friendship 

 
644  Isabella interview 04:11 
645  Ian interview 00:35 
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can mean different things to different people presents a challenge when it comes to crafting 

one definition. Further, what criteria is offered can be experienced to varied degrees. For 

example, a shared history might mean 20 years for one person and 5 for another, or this 

might mean a historic friendship of 10 years of primary school, or it might mean having 

similar childhood experiences, though not necessarily experienced together. Staying in 

touch is another example. Reading updates on Facebook over the years might be sufficient 

for one person while for another this would necessitate weekly or even daily interactions in 

person or over the phone for another, while yet another might count intention over 

practice.646 Then there is the question of whether a friendship ought to be all of these traits 

or only some, but if some, which ones? Given the subjectivity of the responses and that such 

a plethora of responses were produced from a small sample (it is thus likely more 

participants would produce more even responses), it does not seem illogical for a working 

definition of friendship to encompass all the traits provided. Similarly, limiting the traits to 

one or two would likely be insufficient as many of the traits provided can describe many 

relationships besides friendship, and thus definition of friendship must have enough 

qualities to distinguish it from other relationships. 

Amber noted this difficulty in defining friendships saying: 

I suppose my first instinct is to say… a friend is someone that … you enjoy spending time with. 
Although even as I say that, I kind of can think of caveats to it. … Because … a friend is someone 
that you enjoy interacting with, but I suppose you don't always enjoy your interactions with your 
friends - and they still remain friends.647  
 

She went on to add that a friend is someone whom one cares about, but that there are 

people, like family, whom a person might care about other than friends. She also mentioned 

that a friend is someone not only cared for but loved, and that such feelings should be 

reciprocated, though not necessarily always, at the same time, or in equal measure. She 

concluded that friendship must then be some combination of all these things. Interestingly, 

the word "Love" was only used by Amber and Isabella648 in defining friendship, which was a 

word I would have assumed would have come up more in defining friendship. There are 

numerous explanations for this, one being that love is assumed and thus might not need to 

 
646  Isabella interview 04:11 
647  Amber interview 05:57 
648  Isabella interview 04:11  
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be said, or it might be because love is a term so often used for romantic affection in English 

that the word was not used so as to avoid confusion. These seem to be the most plausible 

reasons, though there might be others, and which explanation is the most accurate would 

be pure conjecture, and in hindsight this would have made an excellent follow-up question 

to ask the participants.  

 

6.3.1.1.1  Levels of Friendship 

 

 I have sorted the friendship traits given by the participants into three categories which 

echo Aristotle’s three tier model (as it is the plumbline for any academic discussion of 

friendship),649 though any other number could also be argued for since, as noted previously, 

there are no concreate lines for defining friendship. These levels should be seen as 

consecutive, meaning they can stack on each other, so a level 3 friendship could encompass 

traits of levels 1 and level 2. Level 1 is meant to reflect that of pleasurable friendships and 

the ones made most easily.650 Level 2, friendships which are useful or beneficial in some 

way, and Level 3 are virtue friendships where intimacy, longevity, self-sacrifice, and love 

come together with pleasure and usefulness. This sort of system seemed especially useful 

since some of the participants also mentioned friendships at differing levels. Anaya, for 

example, noted that a friend is someone trusted, but she does not trust all her friends 

equally.651 It should be noted that these terms have been sorted by my own educated 

intuition, considering themes of the literature and comments from participants, but 

ultimately arguments could be made to move say a level 2 trait to level 3 or a level 3 trait to 

level 1. Part of the difficulty lay in how each trait can be experienced at different depths or 

degrees. As mentioned previously, staying in contact could mean something more casual 

and infrequent to one person and to another it could mean almost daily open and 

vulnerable communication. In this instance for the former person this trait would likely only 

need to be a level 1 or 2 friend while for the latter this would indicate a level 3 friendship. 

 
649  See chapter 3 section 3.2.2 
650  Pleasurable traits like fun and laughter were also the ones most noted by children in interviews by 

Shery Turkle, see chapter 5. 
651 Anaya interview 00:09 
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Thus, these categories are more to provide some guideline by which to understand the 

many facets and experiences of friendship. The reference to an Aristotelian division of three 

became consistent in the tradition and still applies in our modern context.  

 

6.3.1.1.1.1  Level 1: Pleasure Friendships 

 

Level 1 friendships are meant to reflect the friendships that are enjoyable; those 

which bring mirth and pleasure. These friends are not necessarily to be depended on or 

deeply trusted, except in the context of looking for a good laugh. Such friends are easily 

gained and, without adding depth to the friendship, can be as easily lost. 

 

 
 

6.3.1.1.1.2 Level 2: Useful Friendships 
 

Level 2 friendships reflect friendships that are useful according to Aristotle’s model 

but can also be thought of as friendships which are not just enjoyable or fun but also 

provide something beneficial or helpful while not necessitating a deeper commitment or 

vulnerability. Often friendships such as these, due to the basis of being useful, will only last 

as long as they continue to be useful or beneficial, unless the friendship should include level 

1 traits making the friendship more enjoyable, or if it should deepen into a level 3 

friendship.  

 
652 * Traits which could exist at different levels based on depth of investment or meaning. 

fun gives you time652* 
 

present* 
 

enjoy time with 
 

doesn't judge 
 

shared interests 
 

listens* 
 

makes life better 
 

reciprocated affection* 
 

supportive* gives advice* 
 

looks after you* shared history/background* 



 

6.3.1.1.1.3 Level 3: Virtue Friendship 

 

Level 3 would be those friendships where there is vulnerability and commitment as 

well as growth and challenge, not only for one’s social or professional life (which would be 

level 2) but more importantly in character and moral values. There are a vast array of 

different traits for this level of friendship, some of which are easier to give or receive and 

some which take years of hard work to achieve. 

Once again, even within these levels of friendship these can be many degrees of depth 

to explore. One example of this might be how one could become a black belt in a martial 

art; however, once the level of black belt is achieved there are still degrees of skill to lean 

within the level of black belt. The same could be said of level three friendships, that to have 

such a friendship is in itself an achievement, but there is always room to grow and deepen 

this kind of friendship. It is interesting to note however, that these deeper qualities were 

not necessarily regarded as more important than level 1 or 2 qualities like fun, laughter, or 

support. Brian, for example said:  

there in the good times and 

bad times 

has your best interests at 

heart 

journeys with you 

emotional vulnerability self-sacrificial seeks your good 

 

trustworthy someone loved challenges you 

 

shares life vulnerable 

 

reliable 

stays in touch* 

 

accepts you*  



 

I think a friend … is someone that you just really enjoy spending time with and is someone … 
you have in your life … to do fun things with because life's always better with friends and I 
think they're … the kind of people … that you want … to go out and get like a drink or a bite to 
eat or something …though, they're going to be with you - there for you … for the long haul.653  

 
For Brian, friendship had to be both pleasurable (hanging out over a meal) and committed 

(be there “in the long haul”). Other participants agreed that a friendship should be able to 

encompass both fun and deep commitment. From my interviews on this question, it would 

seem unlikely – if not impossible, or a friendship to exist with only level 3 traits without any 

of the other levels as well. So, while someone might be trusted, steadfast, or vulnerable, 

without shared interests, laughter, and mutual affection that could mean they are a parent, 

counsellor, teacher, etc., rather than a friend.  

 In these other relationships, reciprocity is not necessary, which raises the classical 

question of whether friendship must be reciprocal. One of the older men interviewed, 

Timothy, thought deeply about the relationships he had formed and said that reciprocity 

was one test to see if a relationship was deepening into friendship.654 If feelings were not 

reciprocated perhaps that is more friendly behaviour than a friendship relationship. The 

difference seems be whether friendship is a noun or adjective where friendship as a noun 

describes a relationship but as an adjective or adverb the characteristics of friendship are 

displayed without necessitating a friendship relationship. Thus friendship, as a noun, 

describes a relationship which must include two mutually invested participants. Timothy’s 

assertion of mutuality highlights how friendship differs from relationships of proximity or 

relatedness. For example, calling someone “mother” does not describe the quality of the 

relationship, it could be estranged or close. Friendship, however, is not like familial 

relationships because friendships are voluntary (unlike a mother and child) and thus are 

defined not by inherent values of relatedness (proximity, genetics, environment, etc.) but 

rather by qualities of affection and enjoyment which can also be added to relationships of 

inherent values (a mother and child can also be friends, likewise co-workers might also be 

friends). 

 
653  Brian interview 00:27 
654  Timothy interview 04:44-05:09 
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 Another aspect of friendship which came up often was the importance of investing in 

a friend. Timothy provided a useful analogy of investing in a friendship: "…if you've got a 

friend and you invest in that friendship, the more you invest, it's like a bridge that will take a 

weight. So you invested in this relationship. It's like a three-ton relationship, you know … but 

… you couldn't drive a 10-ton truck across a bridge that's only designed to take three tons. 

So … if you're looking for that close friendships, you've got to build and invest."655 This is a 

perfect example of degrees within level of friendship, where the more one invests into a 

friendship the more one can depend on that friendship and the more they can be depended 

on. Of course, the desires, expectations, and needs for friendship vary from person to 

person and from friendship to friendship. John, however, seemed to feel that friendships did 

not need consistency or ongoing investment to be strong, they simply needed 

commitment.656 John seemed content to have friends that were there when he needed 

them and with whom he might enjoy a night at the pub, but he did not seem to have the 

desire to invest into deeper friendships and he was contented with that. Timothy, on the 

other hand, expressed a desire to get to deeper levels of friendship with other men which 

would require more consistent investment in order to reap the benefits of deeper 

commitment.   

 

6.3.1.1.2  Labels in Friendship 

 

 To differentiate between levels of friendships, some people use terminology like “best 

friend” while others actively sought to avoid such terms.657 For Amber, the term ‘best 

friend’ held child-hood connotations, like a childhood best friend, but that the term was not 

something she continued to use into adulthood.658 Brian felt that the term “best friend” was 

a term used by more women than men.659 Isabella explained that she was consciously 

attempting to not use terms like “best friend”: “I think that with age I've become 

increasingly sceptical in using the word best friend. But I have started instead realizing the 

 
655  Timothy interview 12:00 
656  John interview 01:21; 2:20 
657  “I have always tried to stay away from the word best friend.” Anaya interview 00:09 
658  Amber interview 08:25 
659  Brian interview 02:28 
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beauty again of calling someone friend when he's actually a friend.”660 She then added that 

she makes more of a distinction between a friend and an acquaintance.661 The term 

“Acquaintance” was something people brought up more as a label they might use to 

categorise a person to themselves but was not a term they would use verbally directed at a 

particular person.662 In my interview with Sophie I asked if she would feel comfortable using 

the term acquaintance and she said, “no”, adding that “friend” is rather vague and there are 

people who might be more than an acquaintance – such as a closer work colleague, who 

may be privy to some personal information, but still lacks a deeper level of vulnerability, and 

is thus neither an acquaintance nor friend, but something in-between. I then asked her if 

she felt having more words to describe these different levels of friendship would be useful, 

and she said, “yes, there definitely needs to be more words.”663 These comments came from 

younger participants, but they were not the only ones who struggled with a lack of terms 

and did not much care for using the word acquaintance. Older participants like Timothy also 

felt that while “acquaintance” worked in the past, its usefulness/appropriateness had 

faded.664  

‘Colleague’ was another word used where some felt this was a better term for people 

who were not friends but work associates. Some people, like Ian, felt no need to call a 

colleague a friend.665 Other participants did not agree with Ian’s clear cut answer however. 

John, for example, found it hard to delineate work-mate from friends:  

…obviously he’s a work mate, okay? Because although, for example, you’ve seen [name of 
friend] I know him as a workmate, right. He's a friend, and he just calls for a cup of tea 
occasionally, but he's primarily a work man…. Definitely there's work mates - friends, that's 
what we call them, or I would call them, and then friends are normally people outside work.666 
 

 
660  Isabella interview 06:33 
661  Isabella interview 06:56 
662  “… I suppose sometimes almost psychologically, it's important to make that differentiation to yourself, 

both so that you don't over invest, or you don't have realistic expectations of that person…. And so 
sometimes, it's kind of helpful for me to psychologically be like, oh, you know, I'm actually more of an 
acquaintance with that person….I and that's an important thing for me to say to myself.” Amber 
interview 08:25 

663  Sophie Interview 07:34 
 This would have been a good question to put in all my interviews. It was not listed on my initial sheet, 

but would make for an interesting survey question in future research.  
664  Timothy interview 03:50  
665  “Well, if I work with somebody, I would just call my colleague… basically, you don't go out with him … 

So you can't call him a friend….you don't know what your trust is gonna be like...” Ian interview 01:13 
666  John interview 03:21 
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It would seem that young and old alike felt a desire to have differentiations in their 

associations with people. It would seem that young and old alike felt a desire to have 

differentiations in their associations with people. Nathan, a university student, also wanted 

to be careful with distinctions between a friend and a best friend, or between a work friend 

and a “friend, friend.” He noticed that the quality of his friendships were different and he 

would like to make that distinction from the language he utilises.667 

 For Amber, it was also important to remember that, whether people consciously or 

subconsciously used labels, such segregations were not set in stone, as people can move 

into and out of various categories of friendship throughout one’s life.668 

 

6.3.1.1.3  Stories of Friendship  

 

 In telling stories of friendship, history and investment often came up, especially for 

women. Isabella noted that friendship over time was a sort of proof of the investment and 

these could not be disconnected from each other.669 Amber, also noted that many of her 

friendships were historical – meaning that they were friendships made in the past and which 

mostly remained in the past.670 This raises the question of how long a friendship can be 

considered a friendship with the passing of time if investment and consistency begin to 

fade. Perhaps such friendships ought to be regarded as past or lapsed friendships rather 

than present or active friendships. Sophie mentioned that, for her, it was a combination of 

shared background and history combined with ongoing growing and sharing life together 

that makes for a good friendship.671 It would seem that, for Sophie, having something in 

common to found the friendship on and developing a shared history were not complete 

without the component of consistency. For Nora, it was not only history, but history in the 

form of weathering difficulties which was a vital aspect to friendship.672 This sentiment was 

 
667  Nathan interview 06:34  
668  Amber interview 10:53; 11:58 
669  Isabella interview 01:31 
670  Amber interview 08:25; 14:23 
671  Sophie interview 08:10 
672  Nora interview 03:05 



 

 

 

 205 

not made only by females, however, as Timothy also mentioned going through life’s 

difficulties as being an important feature of friendship.673  

Humour was also noted as essential to friendship. Brian, another university student, 

felt that friendship should be fun.674 Sophie likewise noted that one of her best friendships 

started with humour and deepened through vulnerability relating about traumas and 

difficult life experiences they both had which were very similar.675 For Sophie, this friendship 

was cherished because of the dual joys of humour and vulnerability. 

Some people mentioned romantic relationships while discussing friendship as well 

because that romantic relationship started out as a friendship, or their romantic partner is 

also their closest friend, something which I will address more in the questions about the 

differences and similarities between friendship and romantic relationship.  

 

6.3.1.1.4  When Friendship is Negative 

 

Friendship was generally considered positive, and quite a few of the respondents 

seemed a bit surprised by this question but all gave it some thought. The difficulty in 

answering this question echoes that of Augustine when he mentioned his evil friendships as 

a boy which led him into sin.676 Some like Timothy struggled to say yes or no to this 

question, seeing it could be answered in both ways.677 Brian wanted to say friendship is 

always positive, but his experience and his own worries meant that friendship did not 

always live up to his hopes.678 There seemed to be a general agreement that a friendship 

could end up being negative where the relationship was toxic or abusive, or just unpleasant 

or unhelpful. Others felt a need, however, to add that a negative friendship was not truly a 

friendship, because friendship itself is a good, but people can think they have a friendship 

 
673  While discussing this point Timothy also mentioned how he felt men have, on average, fewer 

friendships than women and that this was even a topic which he has witnessed discussed by men. In 
that this was brought up whilst discussing friendship as being a means of support through difficulty, it 
would seem that for men, having a lack of friendship might also mean a lack of support in trying times. 
Timothy interview 08:38-09:51 

674  Brian interview 00:27 
675  Sophie interview 12:51 
676  See chapter 3. 
677  Timothy interview 10:25  
678  Brian interview 07:57  
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when it turns out to not be so. Amber and Anaya, for instance, said that friendship itself is 

not negative but we can be in relationships we call friendship that are negative but that is a 

corruption of something that is inherently good.679 Nora was willing to say that a friendship 

could be considered negative if it had a negative effect on one or both parties.680 Isabella, 

would have agreed with many of the ancient philosophers and Church fathers who put forth 

that, “…the experience of negative friendships is because they were not friendships in the 

first place.”681 In such situations, many respondents mentioned that the relationships should 

be ended by some means, such as distancing oneself or walking away entirely. 

Sophie considered the depth of friendship and boundaries in response to this 

question.682 She noted that one might share an interest with someone who is not a very 

positive influence and they might just enjoy that one activity and use boundaries to keep 

that relationship from becoming a deeper friendship that could have negative impact – she 

believed it would be better to have a lower level of friendship with that person while 

employing boundaries to contain negativity. Interestingly, Amber felt it important to 

remember that in a good friendship there might be times of unpleasantness which in the 

moment might seem negative, but which could be a sign of a true friendship, such as a 

friend challenging a behaviour or correcting one’s poor choices.683  

 

6.3.1.1.5  How Many Friends Ought One Have? 

 

When first asked this question, participants were often vague, saying that it depended 

on the person, or there should be no limits, but as they continued to consider and discuss 

this question most eventually responded with 5-6. Perhaps the initial reluctance was 

because of how different people can be; some people like having a lot of friends and some 

only one or two close friends. Given these differences I thought it was interesting that the 

 
679  Amber interview 21:38  
 Anaya interview 19:00 
680  Nora interview 04:55 
681  Isabella interview 13:24  
 See chapter 3 for more on the ancient philosophers and church fathers on friendship.  
682  Sophie interview 16:39  
683  Amber interview 5:27 
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answer given was so unanimous. Given that this was a small sample size of interviewees the 

answer might differ more in a larger poll. However, the fact that no one said “10” or “2” but 

most said 5 or 6 is very interesting. This number is the number with which psychologists say 

people can handle a deep relationship without being overwhelmed by the effort required 

for friendship, while also being enough to have the support and love needed without 

burdening one or two people with all of one’s emotional needs.684 Brian mentioned that 

sometimes people try too hard to make lots of friends, and he realised that people really 

only need a smaller amount of friends to invest deeply in.685 He also questioned how much 

we hold onto and invest in our friendships today, with the sentiment that people should 

spend more time investing in their friendships.  

 

6.3.1.2 Question 2: What are the Differences Between Romantic Relationships and 

Friendships?  

 

 This question asked people to consider how friendship was different from romantic 

relationships and then to consider how they might be the same. The answers seemed to 

vary according to how they answered the first question. For example, a friend should be 

supportive and loving. These qualities, however, were also considered part of romantic 

relationships. For some people, things like sharing life or finances could pertain to a friend, 

not just a romantic partner. If, however, sharing daily life, a house, or finances was not part 

of a friendship then these things would likely be seen as important differences between 

friendship and romantic relationships. By far, the most common responses for their 

differences seemed to be a sexual or physical relationship,686 as well as the necessity of 

seeing a romantic partner face-to-face. It was not that seeing a friend was not necessary or 

that a romantic relationship could not be long distance, but the emphasis and importance of 

 
684 Kate Leaver, The Friendship Cure: Reconnecting in the Modern World, (Richmond: Duckworth, 7 Feb. 

2019), 25. 
Robin Dunbar, How Many Friends Does One Person Need?: Dunbar’s Number and Other Evolutionary 

Quirks (London: Faber, 2011). 
685 Brian Interview 11:18-14:02 
686 This does not mean that these lines are never crossed but none of the individuals I interviewed 

mentioned situations like the modern concept of “friends with benefits”.  
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the factor of being face-to-face took priority in romantic relationships. It was not clear if this 

preference was due to emotional investment, or the physical and sexual element.  

 Finances also were noted as an aspect that set romantic relationships apart – though 

this was not seen as just for romantic relationships but for the practical difference of 

someone who one lives with (like a roommate, or a parent, or family member) where the 

finances might also be involved. As most people live with their romantic partner and not 

their friends – this was a common differentiation.  

 In most other areas besides these, people seemed to struggle to find differences 

between friendship and romance, inasmuch as the emotional desires for what friendship 

and what a romantic relationship ought to bring into someone’s life were similar. The 

combination of humour with kindness and care were shown to be important for both 

friendship and romance. Sophie noted that in both relationships you need to enjoy the 

other’s company: “For me personally humour is really so huge. That's just how I connect 

with people personally….you have to enjoy each other's company ….I want to keep spending 

time with somebody who can like, calm my anxiety, speak truth into my life, steward me in 

a way…I've … in both [sought] that commonality.”687 Brian commented on how many people 

will post on social media that they just “married their best friend.”688 This again shows the 

Venn diagram like overlap between friendship and marriage (at least in the modern Western 

context). Because the overlaps were more common, I pressed into the areas of difference, 

which often arose by degree more than by type, though this was not always the case. I have 

organised the most common differences into five categories: 1) Time and Commitment; 2) 

Sex, Chemistry, and Touch, 3) Finances and Life; 4) Spiritual Bonds and Marriage; and 5) One 

vs. Many.

 
687  Sophie interview 26:23 
688  Brian interview 16:57 



 

Figure: Similarities Between Friendship and Romance 

 

 
 
 

Figure: Differences Between Friendship and Romance 
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6.3.1.2.1  Time and Commitment 

 

Time and commitment are both needed in friendship, but these were also considered 

a means of noting the difference between friendship and romantic relationships where the 

romantic relationships required greater amounts of time and commitment/investment. The 

degree of difference of investment between friendship and romantic commitments differed 

among participants. John, who had remained friends with many of his ex-girlfriends said a 

key difference was “probably the amount of time I spent with the person. So, a partner 

would be somebody I'm going to spend a lot more time [with]… that's probably the main 

difference.” He went on to add spending holiday time together, as well as a physical 

relationship also were differences.689 Nora, similarly said that, in friendship, “…there's not so 

much of an expectation to spend as much time together. I think if I had a romantic 

relationship and only saw them in person every few months…[that] would not be a 

satisfactory relationship necessarily, whereas a friend, you can sort of check in with them 

every now and then and there can be lots of time that's passed.”690 Nora did make an 

exception for long-distance relationships, though in normal circumstances she saw the 

commitment to give time, especially face-to-face, as being heightened in a romantic 

relationship.691 Ian similarly noted that a way to show your commitment to someone you 

are romantically interested in was to do things they enjoyed, which might not be a sacrifice 

made for a friend: “A friend may not want to go where they want to go. But when you're in 

a romantic situation…. then I would say yes. I might not enjoy it, but I’ll go.”692 It would 

seem acquiescence in the desires of a beloved wife or lover was greater for Brian than it was 

for him towards his friends, again heightening the amount of commitment – though both 

are clearly needed in either relationship.  

 

 

 

 
689  John interview 14:23 
690  Nora interview 08:30 
691  Ibid.  
692  Ian interview 08:54 
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6.3.1.2.2  Sex, Chemistry, and Touch 

 

Sex was, not surprisingly, the most noted difference. It was a slightly awkward topic 

such that people sought to find indirect ways to allude to it, or jokingly commented things 

like “well do you mean besides the obvious answer…”. Nathan’s interview is a perfect 

example:  

Nathan: well there is a very obvious answer I can give  
Joelle Lucas: related to physical intimacy?  
Nathan: Yes, yes. Yes. Yeah.693  
 

Anaya, similarly, commented, “I think the biggest thing is the physical intimacy. Like that's 

most obvious that the difference between a friendship and a romantic. [pause] It's funny, 

and I mean, maybe there should be more.”694 For some, gender difference also played into 

their friendship due to sexual tension. For example, Bridget said: “I think the main 

difference would be sexual relations with them…. I would feel more comfortable having a 

deeper friendship with another girl rather than with a guy.”695 While differences of gender 

in friendship was not a primary topic of this thesis, it is interesting that most often it was 

assumed or said in passing that most often the friendships people referenced were same 

gendered – unless they were talking about someone who was both a friend and a romantic 

partner/interest (and often times they asked if they could use that romantic person to 

describe friendship).696 Linked to sex was sexual attraction. This was not inherently a barrier 

to friendship, but it was something which was seen as a differentiator in whether someone 

was pursuing a friendship or a romantic attachment.697 For Sophie, there can be friendships 

where there is also sexual chemistry without a desire for a romantic relationship, but where 

boundaries needed to be set to maintain the friendship.698 The assumption was that without 

boundaries the friendship would have to cease or the desire to avoid a romantic attachment 

would have to be reconsidered for the friendship to become a romantic relationship. 

 
693  Nathan interview 16:03 
694  Anaya interview 23:17 
695  Bridget interview 03:59 
696  Both Amber and Brian did this, for example. 
697 Timothy interview 14:03  
 Sophie interview 21:53 
698  Ibid., 20:41  
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 Something which was interesting, however, was how many people took the time to 

explain that a sexual relationship was not the same as a physical relationship. Sexual 

intimacy was seen as reserved for romantic relationships, setting romance apart from 

friendship. There were, however, many forms of physically intimate expressions of affection 

(non-sexual physical touch) which people enjoyed in their friendships. Amber clarified 

saying, “…But I say sexual intimacy and not physical intimacy, because I think normal 

friendships often [have] both a level of physical intimacy, hugging, kissing, massages, … you 

know, help each other out. Like all that kind of stuff.”699 Nathan likewise said that he 

considered himself “a hugger” and that he enjoys non-sexual comforting touch from his 

friends: “…like watching a film or something, like … my friends … they like lie across me and 

… it's just like, it's nice… I feel quite comforted…”.700 Clearly for many of the participants, not 

all touch was considered sexual, and furthermore, non-sexual touch was deemed important 

for humans and especially in friendship. Lore Wilbert, in her book, Handle with Care, 

explains the need for healthy non-sexual touch because kind physical touches of friendship 

are comforting and healing – much like my participants expressed. 

 Similarly to how touch could be separated into sexual/romantic vs non-sexual/friendly 

touch, the same could be done with regards to chemistry. For Timothy, he looked for a 

spiritual (“Holy Spirit”) connection with people, regardless of whether he was looking for a 

male friend or when he was pursuing the woman who became his wife. That heart 

connection or emotional connection was necessary for friendship, not just romance.701 

Bridget also assumed there would be some chemistry in looking for a friend, but that more 

would be needed for a romantic connection.702 

 

6.3.1.2.3 Finances and Life 

 

Another popular response had to do with money and daily life commitments which 

deeply intertwines the lives of two people. While it was acknowledged that there might be 

 
699  Amber interview 26:03 
700  Nathan interview 16:25 
701  Timothy interview 14:03 
702  Bridget interview 02:17 
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times when friends would combine finances, resources, and daily life tasks – especially if 

living together – this would be rarer in friendship, while it would be increasingly expected in 

a romantic attachment. Thus, sharing one’s finances or certain lifestyle habits would be of 

less importance when building a friendship.703 Amber, who came from an Indian 

background, noted the importance of considering the Western vs Eastern contexts when 

addressing this issue. She said that the idea of emotional support and couples always living 

together is a Western notion but that in some cultures (usually Eastern) the idea that one 

would get emotional support from other friends and family (of the same gender) would 

have been normal. Furthermore, many families around the world live significant parts of 

their lives apart, usually for work.704 She also commented that not all couples share 

finances, and there might be situations where friends and housemates might be more 

financially interdependent than some couples. The majority of the participants 

(predominantly from the West) noted that romantic relationships usually lead to planning 

life together for the long term, living life together, and often starting one’s own family, 

etc.705 Sophie said in her interview that it is not only finances, but other living habits like 

cleaning, or morals and worldviews, which she would weigh very differently depending on if 

she was assessing a potential friend vs. a romantic interest: 

 
… that romantic relationship …has to … have chemistry and compatibility, whereas in a regular 
friendship, chemistry is not there. And then compatibility… well, your spending habits don't 
affect me; your cleaning habits don't affect me. We're never going to live together; the way 
that they live their daily life or some of their worldviews …don't have to align. I have friends 
who I massively disagree with. We choose not to talk about those things. … they're still my 
close friends. I still dearly love them. We just agree to disagree. And that's it. Whereas in a 
romantic relationship, you're thinking way more long term.706 

 
Anaya wanted to know if the context was boyfriends/girlfriends or husbands/wives, because 

in the marriage relationship that was when finances came into play and she said that in 

marriage there is an expectation to provide for each other and take care of one another but 

with friendship, “ … you don't monetarily, financially expect your friend to take care of 

 
703  Sophie did note that travel might be the other exception to this rule for friendship.  
704  Amber interview 34:17  
705  Bridget interview 06:40  
706  Sophie interview 21:23 
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[you], right?”707 As mentioned before, there could however be some exceptions. Amber 

said: “… you could live with a friend and share your finances with your friend. You could do 

all of that stuff as well. If you wanted to. Depending on … how vulnerable you wanted to be 

… how much you trust that person….”708  

A further question which might have produced interesting insights would have been to 

ask participants what differentiations they felt were cultural and which ones more universal, 

since it seems that culture and historical time periods might provide very different answers. 

For example, Socrates and Aristotle believed the truest of friends would hold everything in 

common, even their worldly possessions,709 while the early church taught Christians to 

consider all they had as given by God and to be shared with any friend or neighbour in their 

local church.710 Such ideals of mixing friendship and finances might seem extreme in a 

culture where finances are private and not always shared even with a romantic partner. 

 

6.3.1.2.4 Spiritual Bonds and Marriage 

 

For some of the more religious participants, marriage was discussed as a big difference 

between friendship and romantic relationships because friendships do not result in a life-

commitment like marriage,711 which – especially for Christians – is a sacrament and a 

covenant. Isabella, a Catholic Christian, said that “romantic relationships should, should be 

built on friendships…at the heart of a romantic relationship, there's the desire of, you know, 

loving the other person as the other person is and desiring the other person's growth, 

desiring the other person’s well-being. So, love is at the heart of both.”712 She went on to 

say that for dating or romantic relationships, however, she would be discerning marriage as 

a life-long commitment. For Christians there is also a need for, as Timothy said, a spiritual 

connection.713 Of course, Timothy believed a spiritual connection to be important whether 

pursuing a friend or a spouse. Pushing this thought further, Amber brought up the spiritual 

 
707  Anaya interview 24:01 
708  Amber interview 32:54 
709  See chapter 3 Section 3.2.2 
710  Acts 2:44  
711  Bridget interview 02:17 
712  Isabella interview 20:35 
713  Timothy interview 14:03  
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bond of a husband and wife where the two become one.714 Which is interesting given that 

this idea has also been noted with Aristotle's one soul two bodies, or David and Jonathan 

being of one heart.715 It would be interesting to consider more nuanced similarities and 

differences on this subject. Amber said simply that the difference is that, “…one is to pursue 

marriage and the other one’s to just enjoy a good relationship with a person hopefully…I 

suppose … biblically the Bible says… Eve was created for Adam, and he saw her, and he … 

felt complete, and the two became one.”716 Amber was likely referring to Genesis 2 or 

Ephesians 5 where marriage is described as creating a union where a man and a women, in 

a spiritual mystery, become one.717 Considering that the two become one flesh is only ever 

said of marriage in the Bible, and assuming the bond is sexual as well as spiritual, this brings 

up the question of whether Aristotle was at odds with the biblical account in believing 

friendship as a bond of “one soul in two bodies.” A more plausible explanation for what 

these participants noticed and how their insights relate to the biblical narratives echoes 

back to David and Jonathan’s knitting of their hearts, or Aelred’s spiritual friendships as 

religious expressions of Aristotle’s ideal of Virtue friendship. Marriage would then be the 

mingling of the spiritual and the physical whereby the addition of the sexual embrace 

differentiates between friendship and marriage. Thus, preserving both friendship’s depth 

and marriage’s uniqueness as the foundation of family life.  

 

6.3.1.2.5 One vs. Many 

 

The last commonly raised difference between friendship and romantic relationships 

was the consensus that romantic relationships are exclusive in a manner in which 

friendships are not. While defining friendship many participants noted that some friends 

were allowed more trust than others which created a level of exclusivity; however, to share 

intimate details or to have close bonds of friendships with multiple people was not 

 
714  Mark 10:8,  
 Matthew 19:5,  
715  Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, Bk. 5. XX.  
 See chapter 2 section 2.2.1 
716  Amber interview 27:11 
717  Ephesians 5:31 
 Genesis 2:24 
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considered a betrayal. In fact, the majority of the participants said it was ideal to have at 

least a few good friends and that no one said it was good to have only one (they might have 

said it was good to have at least one, but that it was better to have more than one). The 

same, however, could not be said of romantic relationships, where exclusivity was 

important and none of my participants promoted any type of romantic relationships that 

would involve more than two people.718 Nora explained it this way, “…for me, like a 

romantic attachment would be just me and one other person, whereas with friendships, 

…you could have however many number of friends and them be … of equal significance…. 

And there's no kind of expectation of like exclusivity, I guess.”719  

While it was more assumed that the romantic relationship would be exclusive, a few 

participants did explain reasons for why it might be useful to have friendships outside of a 

romantic relationship, and ideally a few. Amber explained that her husband struggles to 

appreciate or understand some things in her life which her close female friends could. She 

said it might be a gender difference, but it might also be a personality difference.720 Anaya 

shared a similar view saying how she found certain emotional support from her friends and 

would often seek them out in times of need, especially if the issue concerned her romantic 

relationship.721  

 

 

6.3.1.3 Question 3: What do you want from friendship? What would make an ideal 

friendship? 

  

 Often those whom I interviewed thought I was returning to the first question. I would 

then explain that this question aimed at ideal friendships or a model to define friendship, or 

what things they might look for in pursuing a new friendship; a sort of friendship people 

could admire. This question usually brought up some things desired, but not present in their 

 
718  This is mentioned to acknowledge that “thruples” and polyamory etc. are certainly realities but they 

were not acknowledged by any of those whom I interviewed as ideal or even part of a normal definition 
of a romantic relationship. It seemed that it was to be assumed that any romantic or sexual relationship 
involving more than two people was to be considered as abnormal.  

719  Nora interview 07:42 
720  Amber interview 27:11 
721  Anaya interview 24:01 
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friendships which would fit an ideal definition of a friendship. Some added something to 

their initial definition, some emphasised a previous trait and expounded on its importance, 

while others did not have anything to add.  

 

6.3.1.3.1  Positivity and Selfless Love 

 

Most common were the ideals of a friend willing to makes sacrifices and to put the 

other person first,722 and who would be a positive influence.723 Nathan said he wanted a 

friend who would be there at 3 a.m. if necessary, but also who would simply remember to 

text and check in, a friend who would remember to send a card on their birthday. He also 

wanted a friend to be a positive influence: for Nathan this looked like someone willing to 

take the time to listen and seek to understand their friend’s point of view due to the 

emotional connection shared in friendship.724 Brian used the terminology of love languages 

to describe his ideal friendship as someone who would met his need for love according to 

his love languages of physical touch, quality time, and words of affirmation.725 Positivity 

itself was something Anaya was looking for especially after she shared that she had bad 

experiences with friends who had negative attitudes which often rubbed off on her.726 For 

Isabella the ideal of putting another person first meant being able to rejoice in a friend’s 

joys and successes even if they were things that she personally desired. She gave the 

example of being able to rejoice at a friend’s wedding even while single and having a desire 

for marriage. This for Isabella was a mark of an ideal friendship because it proves a genuine 

love and desire for the friend’s good.727 Others, like John, simply desired friends who will go 

out of their way in a time of need and would be the kind of people to whom he would also 

be happy to lend a helping hand.728 

 

 
722  Nora interview 14:55 
723  Amber interview 36:04  
 Nora interview 30:01-30:52 
724  Nathan interview 21:02  
725  Brian interview 18:44 
726  Anaya interview 26:38 
727  Isabella interview 24:10  
728  John interview 20:54 
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6.3.1.3.2  Shared Faith  

  

Some of the participants mentioned that shared faith was also important for an ideal 

friendship since a shared faith would add a deeper level of commonality and connection. 

Bridget, said that she found it difficult to say what would be an ideal friendship in human 

terms, but that God is the perfect friend:  

I think God paints the picture of friendship and love and sacrifice that's more definitive 
…about laying down your life for a friend and loving people unconditionally which we see 
ultimately in Jesus dying for us. But I think then how those sorts of… ideal principles and the 
ideal model looks like to people will be different, like, I've definitely observed that in, I think, 
sometimes seeing other people's friendships or sometimes their romantic relationships and 
just not getting it at all, but they clearly get it and enjoy it and that's great.729  

 
This is an interesting observation where ideals might be universal but the way such ideals 

would be lived out might vastly differ depending on an individual’s idiosyncrasies, 

personality, cultural factors, and the like. Timothy similarly believed faith to be part of an 

ideal friendship, as he believed that would be the sort of person who would not run away 

even in times of trial. Having friends who could join him in prayer was also an element of 

faith he wanted to share: “… That's why … the majority,… if not all of my friends are 

Christian because you're looking for them to be Bible believing prayerful Christians … saying, 

‘Okay, I'll go away and pray about that’ and see if there's a solution that doesn't readily 

come to mind. …. and a friend should have a connection to God and with the Holy Spirit.”730 

The addition of prayer is interesting because this alludes to friends who will offer support 

and steadfastness in times of trial where prayer acted as an additional spiritual element of 

support which differs from physical or emotional support. 

 I thought this question about ideal friendships would garner distinctive definitions of 

friendship which might be different from peoples’ lived out experience, but this question 

instead seemed to prove that for something like friendship most people did not think of 

friendship apart from their own experiences, negative or positive. What this question did 

bring out was deeper explanations of what qualities were most important. Because of this it 

 
729 Bridget interview 08:05-11:05 
730  Timothy interview 19:53-21:35 
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might be helpful to consider this question as sifting question one for the most important 

traits of friendship. 

 

 

6.3.1.4 Question 4: In What Ways Could Our Society’s Understanding of Friendship 

be Better? 

 

 This question presented some difficulties for discerning appropriate sub-questions. 

One reason for this is that there are some cultural assumptions which, from my own 

research and personal experiences, I believe impact friendships, though I wanted to avoid 

pushing these assumptions on my participants. Of course, because of the semi-structured 

style of interview there was leeway to ask follow-up questions based on conversational 

flow. Thus, some questions naturally linked to some of my own assumptions which provided 

opportunity to notice points where participants agreed or disagreed with my own informed 

hunches. For example, I could have opted to include a question on personal experiences vs. 

cultural views regarding non-sexual intimacy in friendships, but I decided to instead ask 

questions which would approach friendship in broader strokes which would be open to this 

particular question without syphoning off other areas of discussion. In the end, many 

participants felt a dissonance between their personal beliefs and values in friendship when 

compared to cultural messaging regarding friendship. 

 

6.3.1.4.1  Be a Friend to Make a Friend 

 

Ian, my oldest participant, simply described friendship as a relationship of trust that is 

community based and close in proximity where someone cares enough to look after you.731 

Other participants discussed ways in which a more traditional and simple view of friendship 

like that of Ian’s has proved to be a challenge. Nathan, for example, noted some cultural 

assumptions regarding who can be friends, such as age gaps, ethnic/racial differences, and 

 
731 Ian interview 15:38-16:04 
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sexual overtones between men and women (which could hinder friendship making,732 or 

harm friendships due to gossip).733 His insights were especially interesting given that he is 

openly homosexual and so I was able to ask him if he felt that similar sexual overtones 

present in male and female friendship were also present in same-sex friendships and he 

said, “…with heteronormality, it would be very hard to assume that.”734 He did, however, 

amend this to say that he might have different assumptions compared to a heterosexual 

man. He also noted that there are positives and negatives with assumptions and cultural 

progression, like how some prejudices have improved dramatically, especially regarding 

inter-racial friendships, and that this gives hope for other improvements to be made in 

future.  

John pointed out how social isolation is becoming a cultural norm; with people 

becoming increasingly content to stay at home, impacting one’s ability to meet new people 

and make friends. He bemoaned how so many people don't know their neighbours and 

were not outside hanging out with friends on a Friday night, etc. He was concerned that he 

saw fewer people out in the evenings and felt both COVID-19 and technology had set people 

down a path of losing friendships. He said that he even talked with a woman who said she 

had everything she needed at home.735 Other participants like Isabella also noted the role 

that COVID-19 played a role in people seemed to spend so much time alone that they 

seemed to forget how to be social.736  

Some participants were not as concerned about not being able to meet new people, 

because they were noticing that people often lacked investment. The old adage, “to have a 

friend, one must first be a friend” seemed to be in jeopardy. In what some have called the 

“microwave” generation, people seem to increasingly expect things which have historically 

taken time and investment to come about overnight.737 But friendships cannot be 

“microwaved”, and my participants noted that friendships will not just arise out of thin air 

 
732 Brian also noted the issue of being friends with the opposite gender and how society has changed on 

this in recent years. Brian interview 11:18 
733  Nathan interview 27:23-31:30 
734  Nathan interview 29:14 
735  John interview 23:32 
736  Isabella interview 01:31 
737  See chapter 4 section 4.3  
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or wishful thinking. Consider Anaya’s response in which she expressed John’s concerns while 

addressing the “instant friendship” desire:  

And I think I crave for a little bit more old school in that way…. I feel like I'm such an old soul in 
that sense of … wanting certain things to go back to the way they were. Social media is 
awesome. I think especially when you get out of college. It's really hard to meet people. So … 
it's great to have these apps and to meet people but it shouldn't…replace the old school ways 
of making friends and friendships. I think also our society is more like instant noodles. They 
want like ramen, like quickly done. …So they also expect that out of friendships like, what is it 
in it for me? …. like it's all about me. …738 

 
These sentiments, that investment was lacking in friendship both for making and 

maintaining friendships, were also expressed by Timothy, Bridget, Isabella, and Nora. 

Bridget put it this way: 

I think lots of society at the moment is all about what you can get out of things, and I think lots 
of friendship is … seen as a take, not as a give as well. I mean… the same could be said of 
romantic relationships. So, it's what you can get out of something. But if you're not getting 
anything out of it, you should just drop that person and leave them alone. … I think lots of 
things like cancel culture … expressive individualism - it's all about the individual rather than 
community and being relational.739 

 
Timothy and John also asked, "what do you mean by friend?" in terms of maintaining 

friendships because different levels of friendship require different levels of investment.740 

So, perhaps the investment level is lower if the friendship is a level 1 or level 2 friendship, 

but for those seeking level 3 friendships (which many of my participants were) then the level 

of investment encouraged in cultural messaging would be insufficient.  

 

6.3.1.4.2  Faithfulness When it Gets Hard 

  

Prioritising relationships with more acceptance of people's weaknesses and failures 

was also raised by a few participants. This was in opposition to a trend in Western culture 

called “cancel culture” which is the idea that if someone makes a grave mistake (usually 

publicly) they should be stripped of any online or social platform (to be “de-platformed”). 

While being “cancelled” usually applies to celebrities on social media, people seemed to feel 

 
738  Anaya interview 33:54-35:12 
739  Bridget interview 13:04 
740  John interview 26:28  
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that this sentiment was also being encouraged in ordinary spaces and between 

individuals.741 Similar to “cancel culture” was the term “toxic”. If a person were labelled 

“toxic” they could be immediately discarded due to disagreement with another’s beliefs or 

choices or because of some negative behaviours which affected the other person.742 The 

issue for many seemed to be a lack of discernment in being able to differentiate between 

overall positive friendships where forgiveness and faithfulness are practices, and overall 

negative “friendships” where abuse and toxic behaviours are common. To confuse the two 

could be detrimental as one could lose good friendships if they pushed aside a friend the 

moment they (seemingly or in actuality) act in opposition to their friend’s values.743 

Conversely, someone could also stay in a damaging relationship, continually glossing over 

abusive behaviours.  

Anaya also raised an interesting point about how people are getting married much 

later in life and wondered if society encouraged choosing instead to commit to marriage at a 

younger age, might that help cultivate patterns of commitment which would apply not only 

to romantic relationships but to friendships and familial ties as well. Her thought was that 

perhaps choosing commitment in such a powerful way (like with marriage) would support 

and encourage deeper commitment to other relationships (many of which would require 

easier levels of commitment by comparison).744  

 

6.3.1.4.3  Rules of Friendship 

 

This main question regarding societal messaging concerning friendship led to 

conversations about instruction – or lack thereof, on how to be a friend. Sophie and Amber 

had helpful things to say about educating children on how to be a good friend as well as 

about ongoing education for adults for the making and maintaining of meaningful 

 
741 Bridget interview 13:04 
742 Leaver, The Friendship Cure, 180-181. 
 Dubberley, You Must Be My Friend… Because I Hate You, 90-96, 231.  
743  Amber interview 21:51 
 Isabella interview 04:11; 06:56 
 Brian interview 00:27 
744  Anaya interview 47:11 
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friendships. Sophie believed education for children regarding what makes a good friend and 

how to deal with negative friendships would be especially useful:  

 
Nobody really teaches you … what it means to be a friend and what to look for in a friend. You 
just kind of grow up around those people and you have to assume they're your friends. But 
then like, later in life, you realize … there's no way they could be in my life right now… the way 
that they are.745  
 

Lack of education on choosing friends, she argued, might be prevented if people were 

taught more about friendship at an earlier stage. Sophie also mentioned that dynamics 

between men and women in friendship were confusing, especially when she was younger. 

Given that in her community friendships between men and women were not assumed to be 

possible, she was inadvertently taught that such friendships could not exist which led to 

difficulty as she reconciled that she could have male friends but did not know what such 

friendships could look like.746 

Amber shared that while she did not struggle to make friends, some of her friends 

mentioned their struggle in making friendship and asked her how she cultivates good 

friendships. She felt that instruction on friendship is often seen as something for kids, when 

in fact, adult relationships are complicated and it could be helpful for adults to be able to 

receive advice or coaching for learning to navigate friendships well.747 Given that adults hire 

counsellors for many reasons, including parent or marriage counselling, it might be worth 

asking why, as Amber suggested, it might not also become socially accepted for people to 

seek counselling for their friendships.748 

Sophie mentioned receiving positive education which she felt dramatically improved 

her friendships and felt that it might also help other people’s friendships and therefore 

ought to be encouraged. She claimed that learning about personality differences was really 

helpful for maintaining her friendships because she could better understand another’s 

needs and feelings, and be better equipped, wherever possible, to meet the needs of her 

 
745  Sophie interview 32:52; 35:14 
746  Ibid., 32:52 
747  Amber interview 1:21:20 
748  Having also worked as a counsellor, I have personally experienced people seeking counselling for 

friendship and they admitted it might be a bit odd and something people do not usually seek counsel 
for, but I assured them that any human relationship that may be causing tension or difficulty is not a 
silly or strange thing for which one might seek counsel.  
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friends.749 Sophie suggested not only societal changes like education in schools or de-

stigmatizing getting counselling for friendships, but also advocated for a cultural shift that 

would incentivise people to see their friendships as worth investing time in order to learn 

more about how to care for friends as individuals.750 There are many books for 

understanding personality types, love languages, and the like, but these are often promoted 

within the spheres of either family life (marriage and children) or in the work place, whereas 

Sophie’s point was that friendship should be included when marketing these helpful 

relationship tools.  

 

6.3.1.4.4  When Friendships End  

 

The ending of friendships was a painful subject for some of the participants to discuss. 

This was also a topic which one of my sub-questions raised, though there were points 

elsewhere in some of the interviews where my participants mentioned or began to mention 

times when friendship failed them, like any time negative experiences arose. I chose to put 

this question (both regarding the interviews and reporting on my findings) in this section 

because many of the responses had to do with cultural expectations regarding the ending of 

friendships.  

One of the main issues raised was that of how to best to end a friendship, (i.e. how to 

“break up” with a friend). Nora and Amber mentioned “fading out”, where one slowly leaves 

the friendship without any clear conversation by communicating less and less until the 

friendship has in effect ended.751 Nora said: “we just fade out, we phase out and just don't 

speak anymore.”752 She added: 

 …the idea of saying to someone ‘I no longer want to be your friend’, is … not an expected 
common thing. I think most people would find that quite shocking…. the idea of saying to 
someone I no longer want to be your friend is seen as really, really hurtful.753  

 

 
749  Sophie interview 36:24 
750  Sophie interview 32:52-35:14 
751  Amber interview 49:52 
752  Nora interview 21:54 
753  Ibid., 21:25 
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She made the case that, if friendship is seen as a lower commitment which does not require 

lots of effort, then to tell someone the friendship is ending would be like saying to someone 

they are not even worth the minimal effort of friendship.754 This is a fascinating observation 

which highlights the ways in which friendships might be minimised within society. If 

friendship truly is regarded as a low-effort relationship than telling someone they are not 

worth minimal effort would be insulting. The question then becomes, if friendships were 

more highly regarded as relationships which require dedicated time and effort, which by 

nature would be limited to a few rather than available to many, would it be less insulting to 

tell someone that they do not have the capacity to be their friend? This would be an 

interesting question to ask in future research, though to truly ascertain an answer would 

require observing a societal change. Another reason given for “ghosting”, as Brian put it, 

was that compared to romantic relationships, there was less to untangle. Brian used a sort 

of scale where there are boyfriend/girlfriend break ups, and then there are marriage break-

ups which are far worse, but with friendships, there is no breaking up, just “ghosting”.755 

The question Brian’s comment raises is whether it is true that friendships have less to 

entangle than romantic relationships. If entanglement only applies to assets and finances, as 

Brian seems to suggest, the difference makes sense. However, if entanglement also applies 

to emotional bonds, then one might wonder as Nora did, why one might be expected to 

“break up” with a romantic partner, but not with a friend, and why a friendship break-up 

would be considered insulting in a way that romantic break-ups are not.  

Why this difference between friendships and romantic relationships? Much of it 

seems to come down to “societal norms” or unwritten rules. For example, Amber noted that 

she was never taught how to end a friendship; she was never given guidelines to follow.756 

Isabella, mentioned the hurt of losing a friendship, especially because the parting was not 

formalised which inhibited closure as one cannot be sure when that door has firmly 

closed.757 There was another means of friendships ending that Brian addressed which was 

more aggressive; to use social media to cut ties by blocking, unfriending, etc. These insights 

 
754  Ibid., 21:54  
755  Brian interview 25:03 
756  Amber interview 01:21:24 
757  Isabella interview 06:21 
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echo social commentator Kate Leaver. She spent a large section of her book delving into this 

particular phenomenon and noticed that friendships usually take one of two routes to end, 

they fade quietly, or they explode and there is no middle ground.758 From my own 

interviews, this sentiment was consistent. Anaya also asked this question of why there are 

such different social expectations for ending friendships versus romantic relationships: 

like I said, before, there's a lot more similarities in a friendship … compared to a romantic 
relationship than differences. So why not give the friendship that much equal regard? 
Especially if it was a meaningful one at some point. Or if you …are coming to a point …not 
[necessarily] walking away but trying … to … communicate and see if you can make it work. 
And if it doesn't…and you just say… “Hey, I need I need space.”759 
 

Some participants seemed to believe friendships would end better if a new approach were 

implemented, and perhaps some might be salvaged if they could simply ask for space or go 

to counselling. It would seem that some of my participants would be open to trying new 

ways of giving value to friendships, even in their endings.  

A few of my participants even opened up about their own, often painful, experiences 

with losing a close friendship. Timothy got choked up while sharing about two friendships 

which ended. One was a newer friendship, but both families were friends with each other 

and invested quickly but when the other family moved churches, they ended the friendship 

even when Timothy asked for it to continue. Something similar happened but with a much 

older friendship when he suddenly decided to move, and the friendship ended. He was still 

grieved over this and expressed the sadness of trusting someone and putting in time and 

effort, only to be discarded. He said the experience made him question what the friendship 

meant to the other person.760 Anaya also shared a painful story of her best friend letting her 

down around her wedding. She addressed the issue of trying to restore such an important 

friendship through understanding and forgiveness, but that there must come a time to 

accept that a friendship is over and let it go.761 Amber also admitted letting go of friendships 

was difficult, especially when she was younger, and part of growing up was learning to let 

them go peacefully and to appreciate them for the season she had them.762 These stories 

 
758  Leaver, The Friendship Cure, 181, 191. 
759  Anaya interview 36:20 
760  Timothy interview 34:51- 37:35 
761  Anaya interview 39:25  
762  Ibid., 44:59  
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highlight the investments made in friendship which are different to investments in romantic 

relationships. Participants seemed to understand that friendships, unlike many romantic 

relationships, are not expected (to the same degree) to be permanent for them to be 

meaningful, legitimate, or purposeful. This might explain why some of the participants 

expressed the loss of valued and beloved friendships that faded over time, without regret or 

deep grief, because there was never an expectation for those particular friendships to be 

lifelong. The deeper grief seemed to come when a friendship ended through a breach of 

trust or a sudden lack of interest without explanation and when the other held an 

expectation of the friendship continuing on at the previous levels of investment.  

 

6.3.1.5 Question 5: Does being physically present impact your friendships? 

 

 While the responses to this question varied in many aspects there were overall 

similarities. For example, the level of emotion or importance of seeing a friend face-to-face 

differed greatly, but the overall preference and importance of physically being in the same 

space was agreed upon as all the participants expressed a preference for being physically 

present with their friends.  

 

6.3.1.5.1  Face to Face vs. Soul to Soul 

 

All of the participants more or less agreed that being in person was preferable to 

being long-distance, though there was plenty of nuance to their responses. The primary 

caveat was that the emotional connection one might have with a friend at a distance would 

be superior to a face-to-face interaction with someone of less importance. Here is a 

sampling of participants responses on this point:  

Anaya: … my closest friends - none of them are here. I mean, I … have developed some good 
friendships over the last like five years… here, but they're not as deep …. So yeah, I mean, 
distance doesn’t really matter. I mean, … it's great if we can sit like this and have coffee every 
like every other week or … just catch up…. I would totally choose in person 100% There's no 
doubt in my mind about that. But that's not the reality. We are all in … different places.763 

 

 
763  Anaya interview 43:16-44:39  
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Brian: I think I'm much more for in person than online, … and I've tried dating apps, you know, 
and even … used … to try to find friends …. That’s how I tried to connect with a bunch of 
people …. I just think… it's way easier to have those interactions in person…because … through 
text, … just harder - I feel like you need to be in person [or] on the phone with someone …764 

 
Bridget: I think …it's just part of … being there for each other. Like how can someone cry on 
your shoulder if you're not there physically? Like, yeah, we can cry over the phone to each 
other, but we all know that sucks compared to actually having a hug from someone and them 
comforting you in your sadness.…I've always been tempted to say … it's not real in the same 
way…in a nuanced way, because …it's not that it's not real, but it's just not the same … 
depending on what sort of technological interaction you're using you might not see their 
expression, … [and] we don't just communicate through words…but actually we read each 
other's body language and facial expressions.765 

 
Amber: I think when you're physically present, yeah, there's a lot of like practical ways in 
which you can help someone … that kind of add value to that relationship. … [however], 
emotionally, I don't think it makes a big difference. Like … those practical things…can add 
value, but I don't think the lack of those practical things also mean that the relationship’s 
weaker. Like, …I consider my mom a good friend, she's all the way in South Africa, I speak [to 
her] … almost every day.766 

 
Ian: Because they'd like to hug them and things like that, you see? Well… just talking online? 
You know, it's not the same.767  

 
For these participants they clearly preferred face-to-face encounters, however, for 

many of the participants the soul-to-soul interactions held the most value. Even when face-

to-face was not necessary, however, it was still the ideal to enjoy emotional (and for some, 

spiritual) connection in a face-to-face capacity.  

In asking Sophie this question she related some of her experiences related to online 

dating in trying to make connections from the internet world to the in-person world and 

how in one instance she was talking to a man who lived a few hours away and she felt like 

they had to start over every time they met up. She noted that it could have been a 

chemistry issue, but she felt that the distance and switching between online and offline was 

disruptive to building a connection.768 Of course, this could only be an issue with a romantic 

relationship, but given that her experience was only the beginning stages of meeting 

someone her experience might be more relevant to any kind of human relationship building 

 
764  Brian interview 28:32 
765  Bridget interview 10:24 
766  Amber interview 50:26 
767  Ian interview 23:21 
768  Sophie interview 48:46 
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including friendship. As Bridget noticed, much of human communication is non-verbal and 

so it is important to see and interact with an embodied person. This was the issue raised by 

some like Dean Cocking and Steve Matthews769 concerning how much can get missed 

through online communication where even technologies like video chat cannot replicate a 

face-to-face meeting.  

While technology will be addressed more fully in the next question, it is fitting at this 

point to consider the responses of how the participants would feel about future 

technologies which would attempt to recreate in-person experiences completely online. In 

response to this question not one of my respondents was positive about such a scenario. It 

therefore seems that while technology is praised for the ways in which it has provided the 

ability to interact with friends and family who live far away, total online immersion which 

seeks to replace being physically present with loved ones was not something desired, with 

some participants being very adamant that they do not wish to live to see that day. Brian 

summed it up well: “If technology takes us down that road, I wouldn't be happy. It's not the 

same as getting around the table. Putting the plates out, putting the food out around.”770 

Isabella even said that when people live far apart there should be an ideal number of times 

friends ought to meet up (depending on the distance and their resources). For her this 

amounted to 3 times a year for friends in the same country and every few years for friends 

who live in different countries.771 Nora admitted that as she thought about the different 

questions, she saw that she was possibly going to have to contradict herself772 when it came 

to using the internet and digital devices to substitute in-person friendship saying they would 

only ever be substitutions and never the real thing, and so while she emphasised the 

importance of emotional connection over physical connection, the in-person relationship 

will always be ideal and irreplicable.773 

 

 

 
769  See chapter 5 section 5.2.1.1.  
770  Brian interview 48:12 
771 Isabella interview 06:21 
772  See footnotes 686, 687. 
773  Nora interview 22:30  
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6.3.1.5.2  Letters and Gifts  

 

Given the previous responses, it should not be shocking to find that most respondents 

similarly felt physical items, things they could touch, hold, even smell, were preferred over 

things they could only see on a device. Nora said:  

I think a letter holds something very special…There is nothing you can do to replace that 
feeling of opening an envelope and like checking a card and then reading through it. Digital 
cards are great, because it's there, but it … does not come even close. And it's the same thing 
with like, photographs. I have … two albums …that I have carried for the last 15 years from 
house to house ….There is something to be said about turning the … heavy pages; having 
something tangible.774 
 

There were, of course caveats to this as there were with the previous point. While there was 

a preference for physical things, something was preferable to nothing. For example, Bridget 

said she preferred written letters, but that communication exists on a hierarchy; something 

is better than nothing and that understanding context matters.775 Isabella also noted a 

difference between being pragmatic where the information is the same and thus a text and 

letter are the same in one sense, but that at the end of the day the message is not about 

being pragmatic it is also about the effort put into showing affection and with the internet 

there is little to no effort.776 Amber, however, while generally considering effort more 

important than the medium used, did not hold the same belief with regards to cards (e.g. 

birthday/Christmas cards) saying that she would rather send a real card or no card as she 

doesn’t see the value in digital or “E-cards” and will not send them.777 It was also Amber 

who shared that one of her most treasured items were printed-off texts and emails, etc., 

between her and her husband which she was given as an engagement present.778 For John, 

nothing can beat the internet for speed. However, because of how quick and cheap and 

easily accessible digital communication is, this has caused the value of things like letters to 

explode in value. Where letters would have been commonplace (valued as they were) with 

 
774  Anaya interview 50:33 
775  Bridget interview 16:57-17:40 
776  Isabella interview 14:04  
777  Amber interview 1:01:25 
778  Ibid., 1:02:29 
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emails and texts messages the value of letters (in the cost of postage but especially in 

emotional capital) has risen.779  

Similar sentiments about favouring physical things proved true regardless of whether 

the subject was about written communication or digital gifts – the physical was preferred to 

the digital, but for most people something was still better than nothing. John made sure to 

note that monetary costs was not the primary importance, it was the intention, thought, 

and effort put in that made a gift more valued.780 Nora however made an interesting 

personal observation which was that she has a hard time accepting gifts and so it is 

sometimes easier for her to accept a digital gift. This, however, does not negate the overall 

sentiment. Rather it shows that for Nora it is because digital gifts require less time, money, 

and effort and are therefore (generally) believed to be of less value, that she was more 

comfortable accepting such a token gesture because she did not feel anyone was put out on 

her behalf.781  

 

Figure: percentage of responses if letters and texts/emails are the same or different 

 

 

 

 
779  John interview 35:05 
780  Ibid., 40:20-41:27  
781  Nora interview 05:42 
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Another question – which did not come to mind, but which would have been 

interesting to ask my participants – could be the importance of getting rid of physical and 

digital items, either due to the ending of a friendship, or just organizing and clearing out 

unwanted items. Perhaps they would have found it easier to “clean up” their computer files 

and delete emails from friends than it would be to decide which birthday cards to keep. 

Similarly to how some people find it therapeutic to throw away or even burn love letters 

and keepsakes after a romantic break-up, would people find the same sort of clearing up 

helpful when a friendship ends badly? 

 
6.3.1.6 Question 6: What is the Role of Technology in Your Friendships? 

 

 All the participants used technology to interact with their friends, but how they used 

their technology for friendship could differ greatly and not necessarily due to differences of 

age or gender. For example, some participants preferred to use text messaging to set up 

times for phone calls or in-person meetings with their friends, while others used text 

messaging (or phone or video calls) as the means to catch-up with their friends regardless of 

whether that friend was local or at a distance.  

 

6.3.1.6.1  Evolution of Technology 
 

Technology has changed significantly regardless of what year you were born. 

Irrespective of whether I spoke with my most elderly participant or university students they 

all felt they had experienced the evolution of technological changes, though for some their 

advanced age and experience with such changes impacted how they felt about technology. 

The mobile or smart phone seemed to be the most notable technology brought up when I 

asked them about how technology and their use of it had changed. Most participants could 

describe getting their first phone (how old they were, if they got it later or sooner than their 

peers). The mobile phone seemed to be far more momentous than say email or the 

internet, regardless of whether I was speaking with younger or older participants. Brian, for 

example said he had a little bit of popularity for being one of the first kids at his school to 

have a cell phone – which seemed to be for him a silver lining in that the reason he was 
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given the phone was because of his parents’ divorce.782 Bridget, on the other hand, was one 

of the last of her peers to get a phone (because her siblings kept forgetting their lunches 

and she needed to be able to call her mom).783 She remembered that her first phone was 

not nearly as invasive as the one she currently has, it was easier to carry around, and she did 

not think much about it. Ian, my oldest participant, was very thankful that he has been able 

to take advantage of a cell phone as it allows him to communicate with his family, both local 

and those who live in another country.784 Some of the younger participants like Brian 

admitted that, growing up with technology, he didn't feel like it was so weird to switch 

between online and face-to-face. It will be interesting to see in the coming years how future 

generations will respond to further integration of technologies into daily life, if it will be 

seamless like in Brian’s experience or if, like Timothy, they will struggle to incorporate new 

technologies. 

 

6.3.1.6.2  Positives of Technology 

 

All the participants had positive things to say about technology. Most felt that 

technology was a means to keep in touch but less of a space for baring their soul. Sophie, for 

example, referred to technology like a glue to hold the relationship together - a filler 

between face-to-face encounters.785 Nora felt digital technologies were vital to maintaining 

her long-distance relationships.786 Indeed, for those moving far away, technology was often 

mentioned when considering the positive opportunities for staying in touch. Amber, like 

Nora, felt that without technologies like her mobile phone and the internet which allows for 

texting, video calls, phone calls and more, she would not have been able to maintain her 

friendships after moving far away.787 Ian, said, however, that technology was never a factor 

when he considered moving out of the country. For him the choice was based on job 

 
782  Brian interview 37:58 
783  Bridget interview 21:56 
784  Ian interview 37:22 
785  Sophie interview 54:01 
786  Nora interview 08:07 
787  Amber interview 01:06:55 
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offers.788 Interestingly, both Ian and Timothy mentioned during their interviews that they 

had opportunities to move internationally before modern technologies for staying in touch 

were available, and they both decided against moving. Ian said that deciding against 

relocation was not because of this factor, while Timothy explained that the main reason to 

stay was because he would either have had to leave his fiancé or get married and take his 

young bride away from her family. While technology was not the primary reason for 

deciding whether to move countries, because they were making these decisions prior to the 

current technological advances for staying in touch cheaply and easily, it is hard to say 

whether access to current technologies might have impacted their decisions differently had 

these technologies been available at the time.  

Of course, the positives were not limited to long-distance friendships, as people who 

lived close to their friends also enjoy the benefits of being able to stay connected to their 

friends instantaneously. For those with loved ones far away, though, technology proved an 

even more invaluable means of enabling one to continue to invest in one’s friendships.  

 
Figure: Technology positive pie chart 
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6.3.1.6.3 Negatives of Technology 

 

While the positives were fairly streamlined into the sentiment of “staying connected”, 

the negatives were more diverse. Social media was specifically mentioned as having 

negative aspects such as how it leads to bullying and feeling left out, likely due to the 

comparative ease of bullying online,789 sometimes even by “friends”, as well as by increasing 

the difficulty of making friends. Social media also felt to many of the participants as less 

personal (in contrast to phones calls and video calls which some, like Sophie, felt was 

becoming increasingly personal). Anaya and Sophie noted as well how social media creates 

strange situations where one might know things about someone by following their posts, 

but then in seeing someone face-to-face, not being sure whether it would be appropriate to 

mention something they saw online.790 They also feared there could be a danger in 

assuming to know details of someone’s life because of social media posts. In extreme cases, 

this could even lead to friendships failing from lack of effort to keep in touch directly, 

assuming that they know all they need to know from online posts. 

As to phones themselves, Bridget felt these pocket-sized devices often proved to be 

distractions from people physically present.791 She was further concerned that in some 

cases, phones could make some people more socially awkward as they used phones as an 

escape from having to learn to interact in in-person social settings; potentially harming both 

the making and maintaining of friendships. She said:  

… I think when people are hanging out in a big group or sometimes as well in a small group, … 
if they're feeling awkward they resort to looking at their phones, or some people are sort of 
slaves to their phones in that if they get a notification, they'll immediately look at their phone 
which personally, I think it's really rude if you're hanging out with other people. Like if you're 
there, you're there to socialize with those people and see them not to … spend time on 
technology with people who aren't actually there.792 
 

 
789  Nathan mentioned feeling FOMO (fear of missing out) seeing his friends having fun online without him. 

Nathan Interview 50:55 
790  Anaya interview 30:28 
791  Bridget interview 16:29 
 Sophie interview 58:17  
792  Bridget interview 00:17 
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 While not inherently related to friendship, Sophie also mentioned getting notification 

fatigue which had a negative effect on her mental health.793 In light of Bridget’s comments, 

however, these notifications could also be a distraction from people who might be already 

physically present, or it could sap away social and mental energy which could rob people of 

the energy needed to invest meaningfully in their friendships. For Timothy, there was also 

the concern that messages and context could be more easily misconstrued over text 

messages, and so he preferred phone calls or meeting face-to-face in order to hear a 

person’s tone and/or facial expressions which reduced the risks of being misinterpreted.794 

 
 

Figure: Technology negatives pie chart 

 

 
 
 

6.3.1.6.4 Ethics of Technology 

 

There are many unwritten rules of behaviour or rules of etiquette which people both 

consciously and subconsciously live by, so I wanted to know if any of my participants 

conducted themselves according to any rules or even ideals of behaviour, which might have 
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moral or ethical roots or implications, or which might just be useful for their own mental or 

social well-being. As it turns out, many of my participants did have rules or guidelines which 

they tried to live up to regarding their digital devices and their friendships (and other 

relationships). Most people discussed their relationship with their phone as the device that 

needed parameters, though Ian (the oldest participant) mentioned turning off the television 

when people were around or when he was on the phone so as to focus on others.795 The 

sentiment of giving one’s full attention to those physically present was also expressed by 

many who tried to not be on their phones around other people.796 Some tried to monitor 

their speech so as not to say anything online they wouldn't say to someone’s face.797 While 

others chose to limit their use of online communication when face-to-face communication 

was an option.798 Some participants like Brian seemed to feel caught between rules, 

however, like how he personally felt he could not ask his friends to be off their phones,799 in 

part because he felt like he would be a hypocrite due to how much his mother would get 

upset with him being on his phone. It would be an interesting question whether it is better 

to try and fail or surrender out of fear of hypocrisy, as many may share Brian’s frustration.  

It was also interesting that both Sophie and Bridget had opposing issues regarding 

responding to friend’s text messages. Sophie said she would be hurt when people took a 

long time to respond to her messages and felt that more help in rules for online etiquette 

might help alleviate hurts by managing expectations.800 Bridget, on the other hand, was the 

opposite in that she was the one whose friends would sometimes be frustrated at her slow 

responses since she did not appreciate feeling enslaved to her phone, needing to 

immediately respond to every notification. For both sides, increased communication for 

managing expectations would seem helpful, especially in terms of online communication 

between friends.801 For Isabella, keeping a proper work-life balance was also important. She 

 
795  Ian interview 46:30 
796  Amber interview 01:14:52 
 Isabella interview 21:09 
797  Amber interview 1:14:52 

Bridget interview 03:06  
798  Isabella interview 21:44 
799 Brian interview 42:24 
800  Sophie interview 01:00:11 
801  Bridget interview 24:47  
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tries to not check work emails after 5pm and tried to avoid social media before bedtime. 

She said: “I am trying … to be more focused, … I’m on Facebook because… I want to find out 

the birthday of this person…to be more intentional, but it's hard, because oftentimes social 

media can easily become just a way to relax ….so these are parts of my rules.”802 

 

 

6.3.1.6.5  Wish List of Technology 

 

 The question which caused my participants to pause the longest before answering was 

usually the one where I asked them if there was anything technology-wise (apps, devices 

etc.) which could be invented or brought to market that would be a positive help for their 

friendships. When they did answer, however, they had some interesting ideas. Amber 

suggested an app to navigate friendship, providing tips and helpful advice for building better 

friendships.803 Isabella wanted a shared calendar for friends to set up times to catch up, and 

Bridget thought a “hanging out with friends” mode, similar to Apple’s work mode or sleep 

mode would be a helpful addition.804 Bridget also mentioned how phones and apps are 

made and marketed (which can lead to effects like Sophie’s notification fatigue) and desired 

that her phone could be more neutral which would make her phone less of a target for 

marketing or political agendas and more for keeping in touch with friends and family.805 

 

6.3.1.7 Question 7: Do You Have Any Friendships with People You Have Never Met 

Face-to-Face? 

 

 Many of my participants did not have any friends whom they first met online – it was 

only a few who were in the younger age categories who could say yes to this question. The 

degrees of depth differed with participants’ online friends, however, and all my participants 

who had friends they only knew online did desire to meet them face-to-face, though some 

 
802  Isabella interview 19:11 
803  Something like the weight loss app “noom” or the plethora of romantic relationship building apps. 
804  Bridget interview 08:41  
805  Ibid., 06:02-06:45 
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felt that meeting in face-to-face could be such a different experience that it might alter the 

friendship. The participants who said yes to this question were: Brian, Isabella, Nathan, and 

Sophie: 4 out of the 11 participants. It is fair to assume that these numbers would likely 

increase in the coming years especially since those who did assert they had friendships 

which were formed and primarily maintained online (for some they are solely online) were 

all under the age of 35. Since I did not interview anyone under the age of 18, it would be 

interesting to compare the online friendships of generation Alpha with the Millennial and 

Gen Z generations.  

 Brian said he did have some online only friends, though he is not in much contact with 

them anymore. He said, “I've definitely experienced what it's like you know, to have that 

and … I think it's interesting … you can really get to know someone …”.806 Brian did not use 

video calling but he did text and use voice chatting. Isabella was the only one to have seen 

an online friend in person. She said that she used to have an online friend, but she is not 

sure they are still friends. They did see each other in person at a conference once when this 

friend was a speaker, but they never got to meet at the conference. She said they had called 

and video chatted but even then, she felt such friendships were more risky due to 

assumptions which might not correspond to reality or the chance that someone might 

pretend online easier than in person.807 Nathan had a friend he met while in an online 

debate about football. Nathan’s online friend was Indian and expressed a desire to learn 

about English culture and Nathan, in turn, wanted to know about his new friend’s culture. 

They exchange video messages and Nathan said he would love to meet his friend if he ever 

comes to the UK, but that he would want to manage his expectations since they have not 

met in person before.808 Sophie had an online blind date, and they decided to continue as 

friends and they talk nearly every day. This is what she had to say about it:  

 
… we decided we weren't going to date, and I've stayed friends with this person ever since .… 
he's moved from Michigan to California, and we literally talk every single day, about … 
everything. …. I tell this person, everything, even the vulnerable things about me and … and 
I've never met them. We've tried to make an effort and … it just hasn't worked out. I think 
part of it is … we both kind of have this fear that … we'll ruin it .… Because right … you kind of 

 
806  Brian interview 46:57  
807  Isabella interview 01:43 
808  Nathan interview 56:11-59:29 
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have this person that's …. not … in your current life. So, I can tell him anything because he 
doesn't know any of the people that I'm talking about, you know? ….It's a good sounding 
board. A good … life advice person, and vice versa.809 
 

Sophie claimed she would be happy to meet her online friend in person, but she wondered 

how things could change. She also noted how the different ways of communicating could 

maybe hide parts of our personality etc. that we would then see in person. This was not 

necessarily deemed good or bad, but different and such differences could change the 

dynamics of the friendship. 

 
 

Figure of the Medium of Online-only Friendship Communication. 
 

  
 

 

6.3.1.8 Question 8: Does Your Faith or Understanding of God Impact Your Ideas of 

Friendship? 

 

 Regardless of the faith background, all the participants had something to add to this 

question. It seemed to be that the particular morality which religion imparts, and the 

spiritual elements of faith were not seen as irrelevant to the topic of friendship, even for 
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participants who were non-religious. Some of the participants were Christians and they felt 

their faith actively played an important, if not vital, role in their friendships. Others were 

agnostic but were raised religiously and felt that the Christian faith in which they were 

raised played some part in shaping ideals of friendship which they still held even though 

they no longer associated with Christianity.  

 

6.3.1.8.1  Faith and Friendship - Believers 

 

 Of those who were Christians, all firmly believed their faith impacted friendship 

deeply. Brian said Christianity redefined friendship for him by changing what he was looking 

for in friendship as his faith became more important to him.810 Amber saw her faith as 

teaching her to be more inclusive in those she would consider for friendship, seeing 

friendship as a gift rather than something to be earned. She did seem to struggle, however, 

over how to honour the Christian principles to love everyone (and in this way show 

friendship to all) and still have deeper (and thus inherently more exclusive) friendships. She 

attempted to explain it in this way: “Everybody's in, some people are more in than other 

people.”811 Anaya, a Christian who converted from Buddhism said that both Buddhism and 

Christianity taught her the importance of forgiveness in her friendships.812  

Many of the Christians interviewed noted that their faith affected their friendships, 

usually in two ways: 1) values and behaviours concerning friendship, and 2) the belief that 

God is their friend and that it is through friendship with God that they learn how to love 

others. Isabella summed it up well when she said:  

… if friendship is about love, and God is love himself – it's through the relationship that I have 
with God, that I can learn to love and be loved. So, friends make the love of God real and to be 
a friend gives you the opportunity to love as Christ is calling you to love.813  

 
Timothy and Bridget also brought up scripture and theology in their responses. Timothy had 

scriptures ready for this question, Proverbs 18:24, and John 15:15 which both reference 

friendship (Proverbs referencing the goodness of friendship and John referencing Jesus 

 
810  Brian interview 48:59 
811  Amber interview 01:27:15  
812  Ibid., 01:07:17  
813  Isabella interview 05:00 
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inviting his followers to be his friends).814 He also said he seeks out friendships with people 

who share his faith. He added that he can befriend those of another faith or with no faith, 

but that being friends with another Christian allows for a friendship to deepen in ways he 

cannot experience with those who do not share his faith.815 For Bridget, not only faith but 

her theology about God shaped her ideas of friendship:  

being a Christian, seeing the way the Trinity works together … and how they serve one 
another and glorify one another and work together….it's a unique relationship that our human 
friendships are not going to mimic …in the same way because …we're not God. But at the 
same time… He shows us how to be relational in a perfect way …in the Bible, it talks about 
laying down your life…. how loving your friends is that sacrificial thing.816 

 

Sophie shared the sentiment that her Christian faith taught her how to be more servant-

hearted. For Sophie, following Jesus takes away narcissism and helps people “truly care 

about somebody.”817 She also noted, like Timothy, that with Christian friends there are 

things she can talk about like spirituality, theological questions etc, which she did not 

believe would happen with friends who did not share her faith.818 

 Many of the Christians also expressed a desire to see friendship discussed more in 

their churches. Amber had questions about how this might be done, especially if the 

needs/desires for friendship might not all look the same, but she hoped to hear more about 

friendship in church nonetheless.819 

 

6.3.1.8.2  Faith and Friendship – Non-Believers 

 

Of those who did not believe in God, their responses were perhaps even more 

intriguing because none of them denied that faith could impact friendship. They did not all 

see faith as necessary, but they all acknowledged that it could play an important part, 

especially at a societal level. Ian, who did not believe in God, implied that faith, even 

culturally or with neighbours impacts how people like himself treat others and want to be 

 
814  See chapter 2 for more on this. 
815  Timothy interview 18:46  
816  Bridget interview 23:29 
817  Sophie interview 01:19:41 
818  Ibid., 01:21:3 
819  Amber interview Q. 8.b 
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treated. He said, “There's still something there with me. I suppose people would say it's 

because of your God. I think about [how] people are different. And think like, I don't really 

want to be here to hurt people.”820 John and Nathan both said “no” at first, but they both 

went on to explain in such a way that they began to consider the role of faith more as they 

spoke. Nathan, said no, that he did not need God to tell him right from wrong, but also 

acknowledged that this was likely because he grew up in the UK which was a society with 

deeply ingrained Christian influences.821 Nathan noted that the teachings of Jesus include 

many stories of how to love people which he saw as useful, but he also felt that Kantian, 

general moral law, could serve the same purpose. John when first asked this question said 

that faith did not matter. He went on to explain that he would be friends with people 

without regard to their personal faith – as long as they were decent people.822 He then went 

on to add that he was brought up a Roman Catholic and he felt that the morality and ethics 

gained in childhood “helped him on a friendship basis”.823 

 Nora was the most interesting agnostic with whom I discussed this question because 

her answers sounded in many respects very like the responses of the Christians participants, 

even though she had not been raised religiously. She said that while she had never given it 

much thought previously, she felt including God in the conversation would elevate 

friendship’s importance (something she said she desired earlier in her interview). She asked 

herself questions like, if God did create everything, why would he do it? Why would he 

create something like friendship? 824 She said:  

… I'm agnostic… I wasn't raised with a religion but I'm not an atheist. I don't I feel like I'm 
open. But … I already feel some kind of level of like sanctity or specialness to friendship, …. 
we’re so much more solitary ….and yet choosing to be friends and have friends is kind of 
unnecessary, but a lovely thing that you can do, and so that in itself is a … level of 
specialness.825  
 

For Sophie, if God did create everything in the name of friendship, then friendship would be 

given deeper significance: a sanctity. 

 

 
820  Ian interview 50:33 
821  Nathan interview 1:04:00 
822  John interview Q. 8  
823  Ibid., Q. 8a 
824  Nora interview 28:34 
825  Ibid., 29:26 
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6.3.1.8.3  Friends of God  

 

Both Christians and non-Christians also had things to say about friendship with God. 

Amber, a Christian, seemed hesitant to say that people can truly be friends with God. For 

her, it was a question of degree and definitions. She believes that the Bible asserts humans 

can be friends with God, but she also felt like human friendship is so fallen that it almost 

seemed improper to use that term for relating to God in his perfection: “I know in the Bible 

it talks about people being friends with God but I… don’t think that the way I think about 

being friends with [named two friends and her husband] … it seems too superficial for our 

relationship with God.”826 Anaya also explained that her conversion to Christianity from 

Buddhism meant that she was able to be friends with God, which was not possible in 

Buddhism. She also said that when you realise you can have friendship with God, that puts 

all other friendships into perspective, and that this is a unique aspect of Christianity.827 

Timothy added that being friends with God adds a depth to friendship that, “… only God can 

show you the full richness of ….”.828 While believers had questions about what friendship 

with God might mean, for all of them, friendship with God changed the importance of 

friendship, as well as their perspectives and experiences of friendship.  

John, however, had issues with being friends with God because of a power imbalance. 

He felt a two-way relationship would not be possible. He asked philosophical/theological 

questions like, how could you have vulnerability from God? Or would you find out he was 

not perfect and thus not God?829 I shared with him that his questions were pertinent, valid, 

and interesting especially given that Aristotle had similar issues, and that Thomas Aquinas 

had some interesting answers to this dilemma. His questions highlighted what the 

interviews were trying to understand like the nature of friendship, why friendship and faith 

are important, and if they can ever come together.  

 
 
 
 

 
826  Amber interview 8.b  
827 Ibid., 01:09:38-1:12:50 
828 Timothy Interview 27:21 
829 John Interview Q. 8.b 



 

 

 

 245 

 
 

Figure: Impact on Faith on Friendship 
 

 
 

 

6.4 Conclusion  

 

This chapter has walked through all the empirical data collected for this research, 

showing that as common as friendship is, it clearly contains many layers of complexity which 

are not all well understood. Most of my interviews went longer than an hour, though I tried 

to keep them under an hour and a half to respect the participant’s time. Many of the 

participants seemed to enjoy delving into the questions and show how emotional friendship 

can be as it is not something theoretical but deeply personal. Furthermore, their responses 

show that while there are many things to agree upon, there are still many questions to ask 

of friendship. There are clearly also aspects of culture, particularly related to changes in 

technology, which the participants would like to see altered. 

The questions engaged with ranged from defining of friendship, to experiences of 

friendship, the role technology plays concerning friendship, as well as the role of faith and 

theological beliefs. All of these questions relate to the various chapters of this thesis and 

provided insights into how people are reacting and responding to influences both from 
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within themselves and from their outward environments in regard to friendship. 

Interestingly, faith was a factor in terms of understanding the role, importance, and 

behaviours relating to friendship for both Christians and non-Christians. Many of the same 

ancient questions were also captured in these interviews though often within more modern 

contexts. For example, people still wondered how many friends to have or when to end a 

friendship, but changes in defining a friend and social media brought about variation to 

these otherwise ancient questions. The themes of body and soul, morality, intimacy, virtue 

etc, continued to be important themes of friendship for many of the respondents which 

undergirds the initial assumption of this thesis that theology plays an important role in 

providing robust and meaningful friendships. This all now leads to the final chapter where 

the empirical data which has been laid out in this chapter will be brought into conversation 

with the historical literature from chapters 2 & 3 and the modern literature and current 

research from chapter 4 & 5 to discern how all of this fits together with my original thesis 

and the goal of providing at least a preliminary theology of friendship for the digital age. 
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7. Chapter Seven: Christian Friendship in a Digital Age: Hope for Friendship 

in the Modern World 

 
Now that friendship has been explored from the vantage points of tradition, current 

research within academia, insights from popular culture, as well as empirical data from 

participants about their personal experiences and beliefs, this final chapter will bring these 3 

elements of research into conversation with each other. The hope is that, in bringing these 

all to bear upon each other, differences as well as similarities will come into focus leading to 

the questions of why and how friendship is perceived today in comparison to the tradition 

and current research thus leading to the question of a theology of friendship in a digital age. 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

 This final chapter has been separated into three main sections. The first concerns 

continuities with the tradition, the second divergences from the tradition, and the third 

closes by looking to the future of friendship. In the first two of these sections, as with much 

of this thesis, the emphasis will generally be more concerned with degree of difference or 

similarity than kind. Thus, the first section deals with topics which, by degree, are more 

related to the narrative of the tradition while the second deals with areas which, by degree, 

diverge from the traditions from the literature. In this first section the areas of questions, 

assumptions, and values of the tradition will be further explored. This section will cover 

those aspects of friendship which link to the tradition but where consideration to nuance, 

questions, and struggles persist. Special attention will also be given to areas where themes 

continue but where significant or pertinent changes to either the underlying beliefs or 

outward expression emerge. 

The second section focuses on areas where there is greater divergence from the 

tradition. While this section will have some continuity to the tradition, this section, unlike 

the first, which addressed nuanced differences within the continuing tradition, will focus on 

where friendship departs from tradition, either by adapting so greatly that the ties to the 
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tradition are more historical than currently relevant, or where new questions arise which 

the tradition has little to add to such conversations in the present.  

The third and final section will be the conclusion of this thesis and will summarize the 

differences and similarities (covered in the first two sections) concerning friendship and 

consider the implications of friendship in the modern world, while highlighting areas where 

research may advance in the future, as the influences of technology and cultural values 

continue to progress and change.  

 In that this thesis has been studied and written within the discipline of theology, 

rather than have a separate section to discuss theological issues on the nature of friendship 

and the empirical finings, I have judged it best to weave the theological influences, 

implications, and ideals into all three sections wherever relevant. Theological understanding 

has not been seen as separate from the discourse on friendship undertaken in this thesis 

and therefore will be included throughout this concluding chapter. This conclusion is both 

descriptive and to some extent prescriptive. Given that there is still much to be studied at 

the intersection of friendship and digital technology it seemed most appropriate to discuss 

the findings in the spirit of moving towards theological understandings of contemporary 

friendship. The goal is therefore that the findings and questions presented will clarify both 

the opportunities and challenges facing friendship with the hope of prompting positive 

changes.  

 

7.2 Continuing the Tradition 

 

 While there are many aspects of continuity between the empirical data and the 

tradition, rather than try and sort through each and every one, I have chosen instead to 

select those which seemed most significant both to the tradition and to the information 

provided from the empirical data. From these I was able to divide the topics into two 

categories: 1) The Challenge of Friendship and 2) the Soul of Friendship.  
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7.2.1  The Challenge of Friendship 

 

This first section deals with challenges in friendship. This will cover aspects of 

friendship such as who can be friends, negative experiences of friendship, and the 

difficulties of integrating lives and sharing resources and how these relate to previously 

explored challenges to friendship from the tradition. 

 

7.2.1.1  Who can Be a Friend?  

 

Questions posited by the ancient philosophers often related to the challenges of 

attaining true friendship. It has been thought by some830 that the demands of friendship 

were such that very few humans could truly claim to have possessed a virtue friendship. This 

question begs another question of how friendships are defined as well as what qualities of 

moral virtue those who desire deep friendship might embody. This question continues on 

into the present though it has been reshaped in many ways. Rather than considering who is 

worthy of friendship, and limiting accessibility, the reverse is often experienced, where 

friendship is not seen as something rare, difficult and so hard to attain few manage to 

experience it. However, the broadening out of friendship in its definitions has resulted in 

many expressing concerns that friendship needs more restraint. Popular writer Kate Leaver 

writes that friendship is difficult, and while people often mistakenly talk about friendship as 

something everyone can have, not everyone actually has the moral character needed for 

friendship – and until those people develop better moral character, they really just cannot 

be friends.831 This might seem a strong statement, and perhaps it is, if friendship is seen as 

“the bare minimum” to quote Participant Nora.832 It bears consideration as to what other 

relationships people may also have to by which to grow and develop their character. It is 

 
830  “Therefore it is between good men that affection and friendship exist in their fullest .…Such friendships 

are of course rare, because such men are few. Moreover they require time and intimacy…” Aristotle, 
The Nicomachean ethics, ed. Harris Rackham (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1934), VII. 1156b, 8.  

 John Cuddeback, True Friendship: Where Virtue Becomes Happiness (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
2021), 149. 

 Briggle, “Real Friends.” 
831 Leaver, The Friendship Cure, 194.  
832  Nora interview 21:54 
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also worth considering whether friendship is a relationship which does require a threshold 

of character development in order to attain the deeper levels of friendship. Some of the 

social scientists who discussed friendship and the internet likewise noted that it might not 

be so much a question of whether friendship is more difficult online, as much as it is a 

reminder that friendship is difficult, regardless of what mediums of communication are 

used.833 The majority of the participants seemed to echo these sentiments, where they 

knew that not just anyone would make a good friend, nor did they assume that there would 

not be requirements on their part if they wanted to enjoy a lasting and meaningful 

friendship.834 Both Christians and non-Christians who were interviewed felt that friendship 

which was far deeper than Facebook friends, work colleagues or casual acquaintances, 

required effort, time, and commitment – preferably over many years. The level of 

engagement desired also made sense of the deep pain and loss expressed by many 

participants in their comments on betrayal or abandonment in friendship. The emotional 

pain seemed to correspond to the level of trust which was extended and subsequently 

abused.   

Many of the respondents noted a desire for more terms to differentiate between the 

various forms of relationships lumped under the umbrella term of friendship. In the first two 

chapters it became evident that true or virtuous friendship, from the perspectives of 

Scripture, Greco-Roman philosophers, and the church fathers, requires a level of moral 

character and a commitment to growth. In Scripture, examples like Ruth or Jonathan, as 

well as the example of Christ as the friend who lays down his life for his friends, set a high 

bar. Of course, not all friendships will meet the requirements of such friendships but, as 

many of the ancient philosophers and church fathers attested, friendships exist at various 

levels of commitment. Furthermore, there can be some confusion in understanding how 

friendship relates to more general calls to love other people. Certainly, Scripture asserts an 

intrinsic human value, due to the imago dei, and promotes many teachings concerning 

loving one’s enemies or showing kindness to strangers. The Bible illustrates friendship 

alongside these other teachings, providing helpful context for addressing the tension of 

 
833  Briggle, “Real Friends,” 71-73. 
 Vallor, “Flourishing on Facebook,” 185–99, 190.  
834  Dubberley, You Must Be My Friend… Because I Hate You, 234. 
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wanting to agree (at least to some extent) with the tradition, in its claims that friendship 

comes with demanding minimum requirements for friendship, combined with the desire to 

be inclusive and welcoming to everyone. The key is to differentiate between love and 

kindness, more generally speaking, friendliness, and the specific category for non-sexual 

intimate relationships between two or more humans: friendship.835 Friendship must be 

exclusive to a cherished few or it will lose all meaning because human limitations do not 

allow for numerous intimate (and thus time-consuming) relationships.  

That there are thresholds of character needed for intimate and long-lasting 

friendships seems to be more implicitly understood than explicitly expressed. The 

broadening of the term “friendship” also plays into the increased difficulty in expressing and 

gatekeeping standards for friendship. While there remain difficulties in understanding and 

expressing the complexities of social values and language surrounding friendship, the fact 

that friendship continues to be as wonderful as it is challenging, has not changed over the 

centuries.  

 

7.2.1.2  Can Friendship be Negative? 

 

Whether friendship can truly be considered negative has not been determined; 

however, resolving this question was not the goal. The primary aim in asking questions 

about any negative aspects of friendship was two-fold. Firstly, considering the negative 

aspects of friendship reveals the shadow side of friendship, and what it is not to ultimately 

highlight the true meaning of friendship. In the tradition some, like Saint Augustine, firmly 

believed that friendship could be used in a sinful and morally depraved manner, where 

friendship, corrupted by sin, could influence a person negatively instead of positively.836 

Others, like Saint Aelred,837 would not disagree that there could be a corruption of 

friendship as Saint Augustine described, but the corruption would mean that the 

relationship could no longer rightly be called a friendship. Kate Leaver notes that friendships 

 
835  Aelred Spiritual Friendship, I. 36.  
836  See chapter 3 section 3.3.1.1 
 Augustine, Confessions, Bk. II.5.9. 
837  Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, III. 48. 
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which are negative might be considered in a similar way to an abusive romantic relationship. 

The language of love (boyfriend/girlfriend, lover, spouse, etc.) would still be used, and their 

actions might be called “loving” but the abuse and toxic behaviours would so poison any 

love that the word would have little meaning in such a relationship.838 She interviewed a 

London psychotherapist named Samantha De Bono who said that she deals with many, 

“clients trapped in toxic friendships…” noting that these relationships are often similar to 

domestic abuse which victims frequently struggle to acknowledge the abuse mostly due to 

deflecting, excuse making, and blame shifting.839 In situations such as these, both victim and 

abuser may use words like “friend” to describe the relationship, and words like “loving” to 

describe behaviour, though in abusive situations such words would no longer be accurate, 

and their continued use would only create situations for the abuse to continue.840  

Those interviewed similarly struggled to determine if friendship could be rightly called 

friendship if it was negative or abusive. Much like those in the tradition, the sentiment that 

corrupted friendship (named so or not) was indeed real. Furthermore, many of the 

participants felt that there should be education about prevention and those already in such 

situations should be given help to escape the abusive relationship. Sophie, for example, 

believes it would be good for people to be educated on what a friendship is and what it is 

not and how to put up boundaries especially with people who might be acquaintances but 

who are not desired as friends due to negative traits.  

The term “friend” was even used in the New Testament with negative connotations. 

One example is in James 4:4 “…friendship with the world is enmity with God…”. The use of 

friendship in this passage was meant to describe a condition of the heart rather than a 

human relationship. The manner in which the Bible uses the terminology of friendship to 

describe moral desires, and how one could align their moral allegiance or “friendship” 

towards God (morally good) or towards the world (morally evil), would support the view of 

using friendship even in a corrupted form. Pushing this biblical concept further, in describing 

Judas, even in betraying Christ, the word philos or “friend” was used. Perhaps it was the 

continual use of the word in a negative light which most-likely served as a reminder of how 

 
838  Leaver, The Friendship Cure, 190-191.  
839  Ibid., 195-198. 
840  Ibid. 
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great was the betrayal.841 While there is merit on both sides as to whether friendship itself 

can be deemed negative, or if friendship is always positive, and negative experiences would 

be a rejection of friendship, the former position seems to be the stronger from the tradition, 

Scripture, modern and popular research, as well as the empirical data from chapter 6.  

Beyond questions of semantics, regarding the terminology of negative friendships, 

there is also the question of when a friendship crosses the line from being positive to 

negative, and whether a friendship could be in the middle space of moral neutrality. The 

idea that a friendship could be neutral would seem most difficult to argue in that humans 

are moral creatures who make moral choices.842 Without delving into all the philosophical 

waters of the question of human morality, this question, considered from the assumption 

that human choices are often morally significant, reveals that two humans in relationship 

will experience many morally significant situations in friendship. This would mean that 

virtuous/true/deep friendships would need to engage at a moral level. The difficulties, 

however, seem to originate with the social changes concerning beliefs regarding truth and 

morality.843 Furthermore, some of the participants commented on the importance of 

understanding the differences between moral accountability and negativity. The concern 

was that one might confuse moral accountability or correction (a situation which might 

bring up negative feelings) with a friendship that is itself negative.844 This could present a 

challenge for friendship today if the changes in social values, regarding moral issues, and 

even how to think about truth, or right and wrong, are in many ways considerably different 

to those of the past. While many of those writing about friendship in the past would have 

assumed a shared belief in universal truth (rather than moral relativism), or adherence to a 

standard of morality from the Judaeo-Christian worldview, this might not be so easily 

assumed in Western society at present. Lack of shared moral values and belief systems, in 

the far more multicultural modern Western world, presents a very different landscape in 

which to pursue friendships which engage at the moral level.  

 
841  Matthew 26:48., Mark 14:44–45, Luke 22:47. 
842  See chapter 5 section 5.1.2. 
843 See chapter 4.  
844 See chapter 5. 
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Clearly, negative or abusive friendships, rightly labelled as such or not, continue to 

present problems for friendships today. Therefore, while many ideas of negative friendships 

persist from the past, the experiences and social conditions in which these ideas are made 

manifest may prove so different that it might feel as though the questions have changed, 

when in reality the questions remain, while the context has been altered.  

 

7.2.1.3  How to Share in Friendship? 

 

One of the defining features of friendship for many of the voices from the past was 

that friends shared their lives with each other. Aristotle, and Socrates before him, believed 

that friends hold all things in common,845 and this could have included monetary wealth or 

possessions, but to some extent also included accomplishments, achievements, dreams and 

longings, beliefs and values, etc. Some of these could be shared emotionally, but others can 

only be shared physically and would require a closeness of proximity. For those like Saint 

Aelred, who lived as a monk in a monastery, it would not have been difficult to share his 

inner and outer lives with his friends who lived the monastic life alongside him (he did not 

talk about situations where he might have a friend living outside the community).846 That 

friends would share wealth as a manifestation of love was probably always more of a rarity. 

For example, a couple in love might delight in their emotional/spiritual connection and find 

this deeply satisfying but they might still long for physical expressions of their love. 

Friendship, while defined as being non-sexual, can also have longings for physical 

expressions. This might more often be shown through hugging or gift-giving; in some 

friendships perhaps that love might also take the form of wanting to share in their physical 

possessions, allowing them the joy of sharing in both their inner and outer worlds. From the 

views of my participants, emotionally sharing was preferred as an avenue of expressing 

friendship more than wealth and physical possessions, which were often reserved for 

sharing with a romantic partner or housemate. Therefore, while sharing life was an 

 
845 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, VIII, 9.  
 See chapter 3 section 3.2.2. 
846 See chapter 3 section 3.3.2. 
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important factor for friendship, sharing physical wealth, possessions etc., were not the 

primary means for sharing to be displayed in friendship alongside the preferred sharing of 

joys and accomplishments. Given that monetary sharing appears to have always been more 

of a rarity it does not seem strange that it would continue to be regarded as a lofty rarity in 

friendship.  

The assumption that the majority of friendships will exist within close physical 

proximity of each other seems to be lessening. Of course, neither history nor Scripture is 

limited to these friendships based on physical proximity. In Scripture the two main narrative 

stories addressed were the friendships of David and Jonathan and Ruth and Naomi. The 

latter friendship’s fame was directly linked to Ruth’s pledge to stay by Naomi’s side until 

death. Jonathan and David’s friendship, however, was one not of a pledge to remain close in 

physical proximity but to be faithful in their love for God and one another regardless of their 

physical locations. Jesus himself claimed friendship, not only for his disciples present during 

his earthly ministry but with all who believed in him and did his will. Paul too wrote 

numerous letters in which he often addressed friends he missed and longed to be present 

with though he was assured of their mutual continued love and friendship while parted. It 

would be a mistake to thus assume that because it is only within recent history where the 

number of people who live far away from the communities where they were born/raised 

has greatly increased, due to advances in air travel and the conveniences that technology 

affords, that friendships in the past were only local rather than long distance or that long-

distance friendships are now a new issue for present generations to grapple with. Rather, 

while the amount of people dealing with long distance friendships has certainly risen, 

history still has many examples of friendship enjoyed over great distances which were 

primarily maintained through hand-written letters. This means that humans have been 

capable of relationships without the necessity of being physically present. This also must 

mean that the concept of “doing life together,” or sharing their lives, has a variety of 

applications and could, in some contexts, make use of the physical sharing of space, money, 

goods etc., but that sharing in friendship could also be less tangible and more spiritual in 

nature. That both existed historically, and in the present, does not resolve the question of 

whether or not one is superior in value.  
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From my interviews there was a hierarchy of importance, where the 

spiritual/emotional side of sharing in friendship is the more necessary and valued, but 

sharing of physical space or resources etc., with a close friend was greatly desired and 

considered ideal. Sharing in friendship at a physical level had little meaning or importance if 

there was not first the emotional sharing. In chapter 4 the impact of the Industrial 

Revolution in bringing about a shift from the need to be more communal for survival, to 

greater independence and the rise of individualism, was addressed. This shift likely also 

impacted how humans valued and prioritized their friendship needs. Perhaps in societies 

where survival is paramount, friendships of usefulness would likely be most (though not 

exclusively) desired, while a society privileged to be concerned with living a meaningful and 

a pleasurable life would instead have a preference for friendships which met their 

emotional needs in preference to meeting physical needs. I would argue however, that 

there is a right way and a wrong way to approach such a dichotomy. To put the body and 

soul in competition (in the present or historically) is less than ideal. Rather, acknowledging 

the integration of the human mind and body (physical and emotional needs) and desiring to 

resolve any tension or competition between these is seeking to properly understand human 

nature. Whether approaching this issue from the tradition, empirical data, philosophy or 

theology, the answer is that humans desire to share their lives with others in deeply 

meaningful ways. This approach helps to make sense of how the internet can be used in the 

quest to form deeper bonds in friendship. Problems arise, however, when expectations 

(from devices, app developers, users, etc.) are not met and frustrations ensue. This also 

explains why so many of my respondents (and most people with whom I have discussed my 

thesis) expressed frustration when describing their feelings towards technology, especially 

regarding its claims to connect people. They expressed both thankfulness and delight at all 

their devices can do to keep them connected to their friends while also feeling shame, 

anger, and frustration because of how their devices also make them feel disconnected. 

Sharing in friendship does not necessitate physical sharing – though this should not be 

ignored. Rather, sharing in friendship continues to be a very important aspect of friendship, 

and with the integration of digital devices to enable continued emotional and spiritual 

sharing across great distances provides increased opportunities to bond through sharing. 
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The danger, however, is to neglect the need for physical sharing (space, touch, food, gifts, 

finances, practical help etc.) which technology can often become more of a hindrance than a 

help.  

 

7.2.2  The Soul of Friendship 

 

 This section deals with aspects of friendship related to the emotional bonds and 

intimacies of friendship, as well as the exclusivity of friendship. The focus is primarily on the 

non-material or non-physical aspects of friendship, as well as the qualities which lie at the 

heart of friendship which continue the ideals of the tradition into the burgeoning digital era. 

There are three sub-headings for this section, the first of which delves more intentionally 

into the idea of unity of the soul which was touched upon in the previous section regarding 

sharing, though this section focuses on unity. This will be followed by exploring the exclusive 

and inclusive elements of friendship and will conclude by addressing the moral aspects of 

friendship.  

 

7.2.2.1  Unity of Soul  

 

One of Aristotle’s most noted phrases was that friends are like one soul split between 

two bodies.847 The other noted quotation regarding two bodies becoming one is from the 

Bible, in reference to the sacrament of marriage (which also alludes to Christ and the 

church) of the man and woman becoming one rather than two.848 Andrew Graystone 

discusses this topic in a book about technology and Christianity. He makes the point that 

this unity of two becoming one is more of a hope, desire, or wish rather than reality. When 

a man and a woman engage in sexual intercourse their bodies join together but they never 

merge into one body; they continue as two separate bodies.849 He says this within a broader 

conversation about computers which can do this, in that they can be wired together and 

 
847  Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, Bk. 5, XX.  
848  Genesis 2:24, Matthew 19:5, Mark 10:8. 
849  Graystone, Too Much Information?, 170-171. 
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become one big computer rather than two connected computers because there is no 

individual – it is a machine not a person.850 Graystone raises an interesting point about the 

limitations of the body as well as the importance of the human person. However, to say that 

such unity is more wished than reality would seem to say that humans have merely claimed 

this to be true. However, that God himself, who is by his very nature incapable of lying, says 

this is true – and not only within the context of marriage, would seem to suggest there is 

some reality to human connection beyond temporary physical or sexual bonding. In Christ’s 

high priestly prayer, he prays for his followers to be one just as he and the Father are one.851 

A second observation is whether it matters that such unity be possible or not. For example, 

if it is deemed to be impossible to be unified in a meaningful way with another individual 

person, what would be the point in making the attempt? There may be those who feel an 

attempt, though futile, would still be of value. However, for most people, it would only 

make sense to pursue things which have a real possibility of outcome. Whether that 

outcome is fully achieved may not be necessary for the attempt and journey to be valued in 

itself, but that the destination exists is part of what makes the journey one of merit. If it is 

assumed that to attempt and seek out unity, and that the ideal of a oneness between two 

(or possibly three or four as Plutarch added852) people is to be pursued, then it would make 

sense that it be achievable in some meaningful capacity, even if rarely accomplished. 

Assuming then that unity is not impossible, if indeed people are souls and bodies which 

cannot be separated or understood in isolation, this question takes on a new form from how 

Andrew Greystone approached it. By seeing people as body-soul composites, then for two 

to become one need not be a physical unity. The unity could be one of soul or spirit. Of 

course, this begs the question of identity and personhood even at a non-physical level. 

Probably the best avenue for understanding these difficult ideas is to turn to God himself 

within his Triune existence. God, as understood within orthodox Christianity, is a God who is 

one God (rather than a pantheon of gods) comprised of three persons. God existing in a 

divine trinity proves that complete unity is not an impossibility along with distinct persons. 

 
850  “If a computer connects to another machine then, as far as they're concerned, they are just one bigger 

computer. Human beings, by contrast, or endlessly conscious that there is me, and there is you, and we 
are not the same.” Graystone, Too Much Information?, 80. 

851  John 17:22. 
852  See chapter 3 section 3.2.4. 
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Therefore, if God can be in his very essence853 a being of more than one person, and yet 

utterly undivided and inseparable, and if human beings are made in God’s image, and if God 

declares in Scripture that it is his desire that two or more persons experience a true 

oneness, then, holding all these things to be true, humans must be capable of meaningful 

unity with others. Indeed, humans are not machines and cannot merge in the same way 

(perhaps one error is to compare humans to machines at all). However, merging and unity 

are not the same thing, and to conflate the two perhaps is where the error lies. 

The tradition highlights unity and oneness as exemplars of true and virtuous 

friendships, but just because this was ideal in the tradition does not mean it is not ideal 

today. In the responses of those whom I interviewed there was little said directly concerning 

the idea that two bodies might be so close as to be as one soul, but this should not come as 

a surprise given how language and cultural expressions have changed. Instead, I looked to 

see if there were sentiments which expressed this ideal in modern ways. Many respondents, 

as shown in the previous chapter, desired sharing with a close friend, especially things which 

they felt were important at the soul level: faith, values, beliefs. They wanted their friends to 

share as much as possible, and many even use their technology to help keep them 

consistently in touch, in order to share as much as possible. A more modern way to describe 

this might be people desiring to be understood and known. They want another person to 

know them so intimately that, like Isabella said, both joys and sorrows could be felt within 

the heart of the other as if it was their own joy or sorrow.854 Of course, the difficulty is that 

this is not only complicated to understand, but it is also complicated and difficult to fully 

embrace within friendship – and how much more so if these ideals are not spoken of let 

alone taught? While deeper unity in friendship might be desired and the sentiment lingers, 

the language of unity of soul is not part of modern friendship – at least not in the way that 

the tradition would have understood it.  

 

 

 
853  I am referring to essence as nature and being, see Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q.3, a. 4.  
854  See chapter 6.  
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7.2.2.2  The Exclusivity and Inclusivity in Friendship 

   

 Building on the idea of unity, is the question of how many can be unified. Aristotle said 

it was two souls that could be united in friendship into oneness, but Plutarch believed three 

or four might also share a unity. Within the Christian tradition those like Saint Aelred 

asserted that friendship might be had by a few together855 and certainly, the Reformation 

examples like the Brotherhood of the Common Life and the Puritan Friendship communities 

illustrate inclusive views of friendship.856 In the New Testament, Christ provides a useful 

example, in that he had twelve disciples and from those twelve, he has three more intimate 

friendships with Peter, James and John.857 Paul was also known to have more than one 

intimate friendship and he encouraged believers to have so great a love that they would be 

unified together in Christ.858 Of course, to be unified as an entire church is a very different 

thing than to be unified in friendship with three or four people. Bringing these various 

biblical ideals together and looking directly to the example of Christ, it would seem that the 

ideal would be that people could join in friendship as well as in marriage and find 

meaningful unity. Then, if multiple groups of friends and married couples join together, this 

creates both community and church. When all these smaller intimate groups are grounded 

in shared Christian beliefs then the wider community is blessed and there can be greater 

unity without requiring intimacy between every member. This idea was noted politically by 

Cicero and Aristotle, namely that a polis, which is comprised of many true friendships, will 

create better societies.859 Thus, perhaps paradoxically, by having some exclusivity in 

friendship, greater inclusivity can be achieved.  

 Some of my respondents’ stories of friendship were perfect examples of how 

friendship groups are quite normal. Often people experience friendship with more than one 

person, or they may have a friendship or perhaps a marriage which is exclusive in certain 

 
855  See chapter 3. 
 Aelred, Spiritual Friendship, III, 82.  
856  See chapter 3 section 3.3.4  
857  Matthew 26:36-38, Mark 9:2-3, Luke 8:48-56. 
858  Ephesians 4:1-3, Romans 12, Philippians 4:2. 
859  Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, VIII, ii-iii.  
 See chapter 3 section 3.2.3.  
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capacities but is also capable of being inclusive of others in friendship. C.S. Lewis expressed 

this well in saying that when you bring a third or fourth into your friendship circle, that 

additional person will likely bring out new qualities in the friend and so the additional 

friends allow the original friend to become more known.860 Indeed if an important aspect of 

friendship is to intimately know another person, the addition of a new friend who might 

reveal new aspects of the other friend should be desired. This could also be a reason why 

people often desire more than one friendship for themselves regardless of whether their 

friends are mutually friends, because various friends highlight diverse aspects of one’s 

personality. As participant Amber said, there are some things she likes to discuss with her 

girlfriends because they would enjoy and understand that particular topic more than her 

husband.861  

Thus, while the internet and subsequent social media applications might make it 

appear as if friendships are something people can endlessly collect, and while Facebook may 

have made it possible to boast that someone has thousands or even millions of “friends,” 

the human capacity for friendship has not changed and it is still true that when it comes to 

friendship, quality necessitates a reduction in quantity. People seem to inherently know that 

no one has 1,000 “friends”. They might have five or six or even ten, but no one has 

hundreds or thousands of friends online, instead they have online connections. In The 

Friendship Cure, Kate Leaver mentioned one social study which examined the human 

capacity for connection and devised a scale of sorts which determined that most humans 

can have friendships with 100-150 people, of some measure of significance, in their lives at 

a time. That figure then gets divided into ever smaller circles, the more intimate the 

relationships become, with the most intimate friendships being limited to 1-5 and with one 

most intimate relationship which, for most people would be their romantic partner, but 

could also be a friend.862 

 Friendship continues to be regarded as both an exclusive and inclusive relationship, 

but with the measurements of who counts as a true friend being blurred there can be 

 
860  C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves, 92. 
861 Amber interview 27:11 
862  Leaver, The Friendship Cure, 25-30. 
 Dunbar, How Many Friends Does One Person Need?. 
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greater difficulty in discerning where to draw lines and protect one’s time and limit 

themselves to a manageable amount of deep friendships.  

 

7.2.2.3  Good Influences and Moral Behaviour 

 

 To share one’s heart and soul with another person is a unifying act. This unity is most 

often desired in many different facets of one’s life where values and morals are often 

prioritized. The tradition is full of examples of friendships in pursuit of shared moral values. 

In some of the more modern social research it seems this previously vital aspect of 

friendship might be lacking for many people, or simply an afterthought. However, this was 

not so much the case with my respondents whom I interviewed. Instead, it seemed that 

people did desire friends who would hold them accountable to their moral beliefs, though 

this was more likely something brought up if the respondent was religious. However, I 

thought it was interesting that in popular books like Leaver’s and Dubberley’s, as well as 

many of the popular Christian books on friendship, there was something said about friends 

needing to hold each other accountable, to “call a friend out” when they sin or “mess up”. 

In the New Testament directives are given on how to correct a brother who errs, noting that 

with repentance comes great rejoicing because that brother has been restored to 

fellowship.863 Proverbs and Sirach also discuss the role of correction in friendship864 as one 

of the most important aspects of true friendship. This goes back to the idea of obedience in 

friendship. While the term obedience has certain connotations in English it is an interesting 

choice when considering moral accountability. Perhaps, if obedience was not seen as being 

tied to a sinful and error prone human but to a shared moral standard, the idea of being 

obedient to that shared moral standard (and thus to the will of the friend so far as it was 

aligned with the standard) makes sense of this biblical concept of obedience. Many of my 

participants wanted friends who would be a positive influence and avoided friendships with 

negative people.865 Of course this is all being expressed within a context where people are 

 
863  Matthew 18:15-22. 
864  See chapter 2 section 2.2.3 
865  See chapter 6.  
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questioning: how to be committed to a friend who has failed the friendship, what to do 

when friends do not share moral values, navigating a culture that no longer has widely 

shared moral values, as well as a culture where some people are not as interested in 

friendships with moral accountability but rather friendships which can be counted on for fun 

and usefulness. For those who did want deeper friendship (level 3) the moral aspect was 

mentioned to some extent, while those who were more interested in level 1-2 friendships 

the moral elements were less important and, when brought up, were in a context of them 

being about doing good generally rather than helping each other be good specifically.  

 

7.2.3  Summary  

 

 There are many aspects of friendship which follows the tradition with nuances of 

modern inference which create both challenges and opportunities. Some of the challenges 

come from distractions online and increased forgetfulness about the importance of being 

physically present with friends, while some of the opportunities come from the ability to 

connect with those far away. Sometimes the term friend is too broad, sometimes it can be 

misleading, and sometimes it is not intimate enough. The shared foundations of friendship 

and how faith and morality play into this seem to have broadened with increased 

multiculturalism and moral relativism both creating new opportunities for friendships across 

previous barriers as well as creating issues for mutual support. In the end, while there are 

still obstacles to overcome in the attaining of meaningful friendships the desire for 

friendships that touch the soul persists and hopefully that desire will be a propellant to 

attain the prize of friendship. 

 

7.3  Diverging from the Tradition 

 

 The previous section focused primarily on aspects of friendship which continued from 

the tradition while this section delves into those aspects where there has been more 

divergence from the tradition. This section is divided into three subsections. The first 

concerns defining the term friend and the ways in which modern definitions have diverged 
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from more traditional definitions. The second sub-section addresses the role of sexuality, 

touch, and intimacy in friendship and how these relate to commitments in friendship and 

the ways in which modernity has shifted from more traditional views. The last section delves 

into various value changes in modern friendship as compared to the tradition from the 

vantage points of both personal and cultural values.  

 

7.3.1  What is a Friend? 

 

 As this thesis has explored, what defines a friend and a friendship is not easily 

discerned.866 While it might seem strange to place this topic in the category of divergence 

the conglomeration of terms which previously helped distinguish friendship from other 

social connections and the subsequent loss of meaning to the term friendship would seem 

to be a divergence from the tradition. Furthermore, concerning the making and keeping of 

friends, there seems to be a sharp turning from the traditions of the past in part because of 

changes in technological advances as well as social messaging.  

 

7.3.1.1  Defining Friendship 

 

 Concerning the language used to define friendship, friend has become a “catch -all” 

word which covers such a broad spectrum of human relational possibilities, that the word is 

in danger of losing any real meaning. This is not to say that friendship within the tradition 

did not encounter difficulties in differentiating between the various levels of friendship; 

rather the tradition fully acknowledged this difficulty but restrained the definition of 

friendship so that it would be distinguishable from other relationships. It would be 

interesting to be able to conduct a historic word study of the various terminologies used to 

delineate the vast array of human relationships. Fellow citizen, master, apprentice, 

comrade, acquaintance, brother or sister-in-Christ, disciples, etc. are just some of the many 

words which described a variety of human relationships. However, many of my respondents 

 
866  Petricini, “Friendship in the Digital Age,” 12-13.  
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expressed frustration that words like “acquaintance” were no longer felt to be socially 

acceptable. The term “friend” was deemed more appropriate even when mentioning 

someone whom they had only met a few times, or a work colleague who they saw often but 

with whom they lacked intimacy. Furthermore, while many ancients understood that not all 

friendships would be “virtue friendships,” even friendships like Aristotle’s friends of 

pleasure or usefulness had to meet certain criteria and afford some level of affection.867 It is 

worth asking why other terms like “acquaintance” are becoming no longer socially 

acceptable and what this says about friendship or indeed about the usefulness of these 

other relationships.  

 Online, the new term “followers” has been implemented, which seems to have helped 

offset some of the issues brought about by the term “Facebook friend”. Follower is a much 

more appropriate word for much of the online social interactions which are, more often 

than not, one sided. As Shannon Valor mentioned in an article, one of the issues with online 

communication is how it is often one-sided which is not friendship as friendship requires 

two participants rather than shouting into a crowd or posting into the void.868  

 There are also theological implications of taking away any meaningful ramifications of 

friendship. As Thomas Aquinas argued, friendship with God is the highest end of human 

achievement,869 and as Nora similarly asserted, to be friends with God would elevate 

friendship and sanctify it.870 The gospel itself can be said to be a story of God moving in 

friendship towards humanity to bring people to salvation; salvation being synonymous with 

being called friends of God. Books like Andy Crouch’s The Life We’re Looking For,871 Drew 

Hunter’s Made for Friendship,872 and Ian Galloway’s Called to be Friends,873 are all examples 

of books that combine theological insight and pastoral care which assert the centrality of 

friendship in the Christian gospel. If, however, friendship becomes so open to interpretation 

 
867  See chapter 3 section 3.2.2. 
868  See chapter 5. 
869  See chapter 3.  
870  See chapter 6 section 6.2.3.8.2 
871  Crouch, The Life We’re Looking For. 
872  Drew Hunter, Made for Friendship: The Relationship That Halves Our Sorrows and Doubles Our Joys. 

(Wheaton: Crossway; Illustrated edition, 2018). 
873  Galloway, Called to be Friends.  
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that it begins to lack significant meaning, then to make a claim like, “God’s desire is to 

redeem humanity and make them his friends,” no longer carries the weight that more firm 

definitions of friendship would provide.  

 While friendship in the past could be defined at various levels while still employing the 

same word, the breadth which the term “friend” now carries is goes beyond that of the 

tradition. As words like “acquaintance” or even “colleague” seem to be rapidly leaving the 

vernacular and being enveloped into “friend” the deeper meanings and specific 

connotations of friendship are at risk of being forgotten, downplayed, or ignored.  

 

7.3.1.2  Struggles in Friendship Making and Keeping 

 

 This leads to the concern of some regarding how to make and keep friends. If it is 

difficult to define friendship, this could lead to confusion around expectations of friendship. 

If what someone is seeking is unclear it will be difficult to achieve as the aim is vague. This 

becomes even more difficult when this struggle is two-sided, where both parties are unsure 

of the expectations. The situation could be further exacerbated if open communication is 

not taught or encouraged as a normal and healthy aspect of friendship making. When 

looking at the friendships of the Bible there were often express expectations and 

commitments made between friends. By making vows with definitive parameters and 

expectations it was clear what friendship meant. Similar examples of clear expectations and 

definitions can be found throughout the tradition. That some of these definitions or 

expectations were debated, does not undermine this point but rather affirms it, as it proves 

that doing so was not only useful but considered important enough to debate. Saint 

Augustine, for example, felt firmly that only Christians could be true friends and that friends 

must always desire the good and lead their friend into all goodness to the point that he 

chastised himself for mourning too much his friend’s death, because he should not have so 

greatly mourned the good his friend experienced in going to the Lord in death.874  

 A few of the participants noted the old adage that one must be a friend to gain a 

friend. This might be a useful proverb if one was first taught how to be a friend. Amber 

 
874  See chapter 3 section 3.3.1.2. 
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noted in her interview how many of her friends wondered how she made friends and 

wanted to learn from her.875 When asked about any education people were given regarding 

the making and keeping of friends, most people could not think of any lessons, sermons, 

etc. being given to them – especially as they got older. They felt that discussion on this 

subject was lacking in educational settings and even religious settings (many Christians 

expressed a desire to hear more sermons on friendship at their church).876 Just explaining 

this does not mean this was a negative experience in itself, but these statements were not 

made without a quality of judgement in the negative. Indeed, the majority of respondents 

wished more resources on friendship were actively encouraged, taught, and socially 

promoted.  

 It is somewhat difficult to claim that this was done widely in history as it could be 

argued those who did write about, study, and deeply engage on the topic of friendship were 

in the minority. While this could be true of some cultures and some epochs of history it 

should, however, not be assumed to be broadly true. The reason for this harkens back to 

Socrates. History shows he was not a lone desert philosopher but that he was quite 

influential, even “corrupting the youths” and clearly makes such a stir as to condemn 

himself to an early death.877 The ministry of Christ in the early church exploded because the 

followers of Christ were commanded to not just make converts but disciples, in relationships 

which, like friendship, required consistency, moral improvement and love.878 Examples from 

the Reformation show many people were entering into friendship groups or finding 

communities where friendships were prioritised.879 There was also the resurgence of 

friendship being sought after and studied within the universities as part of the scholastic 

movement.880 Whether this could be regained in the modern era is an interesting question 

which, based on the responses of my small survey, show that such discussion on the topic of 

friendship would be welcomed. Whether this should prove true more widely would be an 

interesting future study.  

 
875  See chapter 6.  
876  See chapter 6 section 6.2.3.4.3. 
877  Thomas G. West, Plato’s Apology of Socrates: An Interpretation, with a New Translation (Ithaca: Cornell 

Univ. Press, 1979). 
878  Matthew 28:19-20, John 13:34–35. 
879  See chapter 3 section 3.3.4. 
880  Lucas, “Christian Virtue Friendship and Puritan Friendship in the English Reformation.”  
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 Overall, the difference in educational resources and the degree to which discussions 

on the topic of cultivating better friendships seems to have seriously declined both in what 

is available and in content. The tradition boasts of wise instruction on the worthy 

endeavours of friendship and as noticed by the majority of my participants, there is little in 

general western society which provides anything like what can be found in the tradition.  

7.3.2  Sexuality, Touch, and Intimacy 

 

 I have chosen to categorise all these topics as diverging from the tradition; however, it 

does not mean they are not of interest to the tradition. To diverge at all, means some 

connection must have previously existed for a divergence to occur; the same is true of 

sexuality and friendship. In this section the roles of sexuality, physical touch (non-sexual), 

and intimacy (primarily in the form of vulnerability) will be addressed.  

 An important point has been made by both academics and social commentators that 

male and female friendship is a relatively recent invention. This means sexual tension 

between men and women, which frequently arises as male-female friendships are explored 

is something which was not so widespread in the tradition (though it is not entirely silent on 

the topic). therefore such friendships are predominantly a modern conundrum.881 C.S. 

Lewis, in his writings on friendship, was convinced that unless a man and woman were 

married, or of vastly different ages, the likelihood that one or both would have romantic or 

sexual attraction would arise at some point in their pursuit of a friendship.882 This was 

certainly Sophie’s experience, as she noted how little prepared she was by her up-bringing 

in a Romanian sub-culture of the USA where male and female friendships were simply 

assumed impossible.883 In spite of this, she found she could have a friendship with a man 

she found attractive but needed to create boundaries in the effort to avoid any confusion 

that their relationship was something other than a friendship.884 This is one example of how 

friendship may have to deal with sexual overtones which could be daunting for some. The 

question of how the impact of wider sexual openness in the West would affect boundaries 

 
881  Leaver, The Friendship Cure, 111-112. 
882  Lewis, The Four Loves, 98-100. 
883  See chapter 6. 
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in friendships, would also be an interesting study. Unfortunately, this was beyond the scope 

of this thesis. It should be noted that general opinions and values regarding sexual 

behaviour were radically altered with the arrival of the birth control pill in the 1960s.885 On 

the heels of the sexual revolution was the rapid acceptance and promotion of LGBTQ+ 

relationships which may also have had an impact on where the lines between friendship and 

sexual/romantic relationships are drawn.886 The tradition did not make male and female 

friendships impossible, but it was less common, and with sex being generally considered 

reserved for the marital union, confusion surrounding intimacy, touch, and sexuality would 

hardly have been as much of a topic of interest for the ancients as it seems to be today.  

 There are a few different points which will be helpful to consider. The first is that, 

scripturally, it is interesting that sexual readings of the David and Jonathan account arise out 

of the modern context, not the historical context. That there should ever be anything sexual 

among friendships (with the exceptions of friendship between husbands and wives) would 

have seemed strange in the tradition. Even in my interviews, regardless of the changes in 

cultural views of sexuality, friendships were still most often assumed as occurring between 

the same genders, and when a friendship with someone of the opposite gender was brought 

up it was done with a clarification. These lines continue to blur however, especially for 

younger generations, with the integration of digital devices. Sherry Turkle and Mary Aiken 

had much to say about how the internet is changing the roles of sexuality, emotional 

connections, and physical sexual activities.887 While this is another entire topic outside the 

scope of this thesis, it is important to understand the increasing confusion around sexuality 

– especially online. Young children can be exposed to sexually explicit content which can 

damage their understanding of appropriate behaviour.888 What “counts” as cheating is also 

an interesting question with the various opportunities for pornography or emotional 

 
885  David Allyn (David Smith), Make Love, Not War the Sexual Revolution, an Unfettered History (Abingdon: 
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 Elaine Tyler May, America and the Pill: A History of Promise, Peril, and Liberation (New York: Basic 

Books, 2011). 
886  Fiona Anderson, Glyn Davis, and Nat Raha, “Desire Revolution,” Text (The Hague) 35, no. 1, (2021). 
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entanglements with people known only online.889 When these lines are blurred, friendship 

suffers because of the lack of defining qualities to separate them. It is also damaging to link 

sexual activity with emotional intimacy in the extreme. Psychologist David Richo, states that 

often those who were not given proper love as children confuse sexual feelings with the 

love they crave emotionally.890 One of the major problems which then arises is that all touch 

could be mistaken as sexual and create barriers to healthy non-sexual touch.891 Another 

problem is to overemphasise sexuality and yet lack actual intimacy.892 Non-sexual caring 

touch was valued by a number of respondents, and the beauty of friendship is that it can 

provide a place for deeply intimate relationships physically, emotionally, and even 

spiritually. Friendship, properly understood, should be a place for intimacy without the 

confusion of sexual tension, though whether this can be fully regained in what has 

sometimes been referred to as a hyper-sexualised culture, remains to be seen.  

 The distinctions between sexual intimacy and emotional intimacy have become 

confused in Western culture generally, leaving a mark on friendship. Of course, some of the 

changes have led to more friendships between men and women which most people 

consider an improvement. As the lines of appropriate and desired sexual touch are blurred 

and emotionally meaningful relationships without sexual intimacy continue to be confused 

the cultivation of meaningful friendships suffer. As societal rules surrounding sexual 

behaviour were often more restrained or at least better defined, these issues of sexual 

tension were less prevalent in the tradition. Contemporary friendship, on the other hand, 

must learn how to navigate these new difficulties if friendship is going to have any 

meaningful distinctives.  
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7.3.3  Cultural and Personal Values  

  

 Other topics, which have arisen from the tradition, modern social research, and my 

empirical data, such as social isolation, the effects of “cancel culture,” fear of commitment, 

social acceptance/promotion of self-help books or counselling regarding friendship, a lack of 

socially shared rules/etiquette regarding the use of mobile devices and other technologies, 

are all areas where friendship concerns branch out into new territory. Of course, many of 

these topics sit upon underlying human struggles which the tradition would likely address; 

however, given that the surface manifestations of more general human concerns differ from 

the tradition, they are worthy of consideration.  

 The modern world boasts technologies that have created strange dissonance in what 

being alone or being together might mean. The title of Sherry Turkle’s book Alone Together 

is a perfect summary, especially in how she then divided her book into two parts; one 

focused on how technology creates the sense of being “together” with robotic or AI 

programmes, which gives the illusion of being with another person when in actuality one is 

alone (in the sense of not being present with another human).893 The second looks into the 

phenomenon of being physically alone but connected to other humans via devices which 

connect to the internet allowing “alone” people to be “together.”894 The tension this creates 

is on the cusp of being studied but already that tension was clearly coming through in many 

of my interviews, where people expressed both appreciation for being connected to friends 

over great distances, while also not being sure how to prioritise online and off-line friends. 

Indeed, that friends would even be in such a competition (face-to-face vs. online) is a new 

human challenge.  

 Cultural and personal values seeming to be often at odds with one another was also 

an interesting point raised by many participants. Even in reading some of the popular books 

on friendship there were mixed messages regarding these topics. This could explain the 

confusion felt in addressing friendship concerns such as when to end a friendship, how to 

end a friendship, etc. One book, for example, discussed the challenge of friendship and 
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importance of forgiveness and sticking with a friend, while later in the book the same author 

asserted that “toxic friends” or those who betrayed trust should be dumped.895 There was 

little explanation to know when to choose which option, or how to know when a friend 

deserved forgiveness and when they were too “toxic.” Since society often reflects broadly 

the values of the majority populous, it seems strange that many of the participants, who 

personal held friendship in high regard, felt societal messaging about friendship was 

confusing or even that friendship was not of great cultural importance. Perhaps I was talking 

with only a portion of the culture which felt this way, or perhaps those who broadcast the 

cultural messaging (through media outlets, news, and entertainment) are the minority. 

Perhaps this minority speaks with loud and authoritative voices making the majority feel a 

sense of disconnect between their values and the values they feel their society is promoting. 

This would make for an interesting follow-up study to survey people regarding the media’s 

messaging around friendship and how that compares to their own beliefs and values.  

 The influence of digital technology has only just begun, though it has done so with 

impressive integration. This means that the generations living today are on the cusp of 

change with all the opportunities and obstacles this creates. While the tradition can be 

helpful in providing guidelines or navigating more general concerns which often manifest 

online, the digital advances themselves will need to be navigated apart from the tradition. 

  

7.3.4  Summary  

 

 It should be clear by now that the impact of technology is as far reaching as it is life 

changing. Technology has opened new avenues for friendship-making and friendship-

keeping. It also, however, often leads to isolation and neglect of the whole human person. 

Technology could also be harnessed for greater education on friendship needs and values. 

While there is great potential in these new technologies to address many of the modern 

concerns surrounding friendship, there is also the danger of living more online than off-line 

to the detriment of friendship (not to mention other relationships as well as physical and 

mental health issues). Technology, however, is not the only source of divergence from the 

 
895  Dubberley, You Must Be My Friend… Because I Hate You, 59-107, 133-149, 231. 
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tradition. The societal understanding of sexuality and intimacy as well as other cultural shifts 

around topics like inter-dependence and moral values have also reshaped the frameworks in 

which friendships operate. None of these shifts are by any means permanent. Indeed, as 

more people wake up to the discontinuity between their desires for friendship and the 

messaging from society, the more change is likely to occur. 

 

7.4  Conclusion: A Theology of Friendship 

 

Friendship still reflects ideals from the tradition even though the impacts of social 

values and technological advances have altered friendship experiences relative to friendship 

in the tradition. Of course, not all of the changes have been seen to be harmful to 

friendship; indeed, some changes have helped friendships survive distances, create new 

spaces to meet as equals, and find new ways of relating to each other. On the other hand, 

the tradition also recognised negative impacts to friendship, especially regarding the 

attainment of higher levels of friendship. The nature of the present changes are so invasive 

and different to the challenges of friendship in the past, that course correction will require 

change at both individual and societal levels. Furthermore, due to the newness and ever-

changing nature of technology, any changes to promote better friendships will likely require 

trial and error to arrive, not at some historical position, but at a position which combines 

the best of what the tradition has to offer while adapting to allow spaces for the use of 

positive means of promoting flourishing friendships in the digital age. 

In this thesis friendship has been explored from the literary tradition starting with the 

Judeo-Christian Scriptures, moving to the ancient Greco-Roman philosophers and the 

Church Fathers, through the Reformation, as well as touching on some writers from the 

later modern period like Henry Trumbull, C.S. Lewis, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. With respect 

to modernity, I have employed an interdisciplinary approach considering research from the 

fields of sociology, psychology, anthropology, and theology as well as emerging fields of 

research such as digital ethics, led by scholars like Sherry Turkle. I have also allowed for 

relevant non-academic voices to be heard from both Christian and secular contexts whose 

writings provide broader social (and sometimes theological) commentaries on friendship. 
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Comparing these sources, I considered what areas of friendship still lacked clarity and 

engaged this knowledge to shape my questions for my own empirical research through 

semi-structured interviews. The results of those interviews provided insights and further 

questions, many of which have been discussed in chapter 6. In drawing this thesis to a close, 

I will use three final sections to summarise and address my original thesis question 

regarding to what extent friendship, as practiced in a world saturated by digital media, 

reflects biblical and classical ideals of friendship as well as provide some provisional 

thoughts for a theology of friendship in this digital age – as promised in the title of this 

doctoral thesis. These three sections will cover 1) the body-spirit duality, 2) holy friendship 

in a world of digital devices, and 3) understanding friendship’s role in the eschaton as it 

highlights the joys and hopes for friendship in the present.  

 

7.4.1  Souls, Bodies, and the Imago Dei 

  

 One of the main themes which has emerged throughout this study is the inescapable 

reality that both body and soul are part of what make friendship possible. Even when not 

being close in proximity to a beloved friend, it is through the body that one thinks, feels, and 

experiences friendship. Of course, the role of the body becomes even more engaged when 

friends meet face-to-face. This was seen from the beginning with Scripture both with human 

friendships like David and Jonathan and Ruth and Naomi, as well as in friendship with God 

himself. Scripture provided interesting insights into how friendship is embodied (such as 

when God would meet humanity face-to-face) as well as the spiritual connections humans 

can experience (such as with God through prayer, or with others through letters). This 

theme continued throughout the tradition and was experienced by those whom I 

interviewed for this study. Clearly the body-soul connection is integral to any meaningful 

discussions regarding friendship. To help understand these mysteries the doctrine of the 

imago dei becomes quite useful. Being made in the image of God is no simple thing to 

understand and while an in-depth study was far outside the parameters of this thesis, one 

of the primary aspects of this doctrine, is how humans exhibit some of qualities of God – 

sharing in some meaningful way (though lesser) the nature of God. God has been shown to 
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reveal himself in relational capacities and is not God who is aloof. Throughout Scripture God 

draws near, seeks intimacy, and embodies love towards humanity.  God also forgives and is 

long suffering – showing He is willing to be hurt to keep and restore relationships. These are 

all qualities humans are to share and emulate (unlike his omnipotence or omnipresence). 

Therefore, when it comes to friendships perhaps it would be in our best interests to 

consider the ways in which we love and forgive; to be intentional in seeking others out in 

friendship and being open to giving and receiving intimacy over time.  

Now, the other main part of this thesis has delt with friendships in the modern age. 

Thus, it is important to consider the body-soul composite in relation to technology 

especially due to the potential negative consequences such as loneliness, depression, 

isolation, over-stimulation, emotional impotence, etc. Technology is certainly part of the 

problem, but it can also be part of the solution. Consider how participant Bridget, with her 

idea to have an application to inform people that one is socially engaged, or Amber’s idea to 

have an app that uses daily check-ins or advice to encourage healthy friendship habits, or 

Isabella’s suggestion of a minimum amount of in-person meet ups each year, could all be 

means of harnessing the power of technology to aid in friendship making and keeping. 

Suggestions such as these would take advantage of modern technologies that encourage 

friendship in ways that do not discount the importance of being able to show physical 

affection or enjoy embodied experiences of friendship. Furthermore, that technology allows 

for meaningful encounters at a soul-level should also not be minimised. As Lori Wilbert 

expressed so well in her book, Handle with Care, humans are beings with physical bodies 

that need emotional care and physical touch.896 Digital Technology provides so many 

opportunities to touch the soul, but it does little to encourage physical touch; though 

perhaps that is not so much an issue with technology but rather the temptations it brings. 

Just as some respondents mentioned how they preferred to use their phones to facilitate in-

person meet ups, technology does not always have to be about meeting online. It can serve 

as a means to bring the body and soul back together, but this is not as intuitive, and it 

certainly is not the intention of many of the minds behind the applications and devices. In 

Johan Hari’s book, Stolen Focus, he spoke with many whistle blowers and previous 

 
896  Wilbert, Handle with Care.  
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technology engineers who could speak to some of the harmful programming imbedded into 

the design of mobile phones and applications. These men and women expressed deep 

concern for the ways in which technology has been used to turn humans into products and 

assets for selling information.897 One of the technological gurus Hari interviewed stated it is 

not that technology is incapable of being used to help people find more connections and 

meaning in the physical world but rather that the developers have chosen not to use these 

abilities because, to do so would be financially detrimental as they need people to be online 

for them to profit financially.898 

Another effect is how the availability and easy access of the internet has enabled 

people to relocate away from their friends without having to fear the loss of the friendship 

due to the impact a phone or video call delivers for enabling one to feel emotionally 

connected. For example, relocation today looks very different than it would have for early 

pioneers to the American West, where the magnitude of such a relocation would have 

meant saying goodbye to friends and family without any promise of communication for 

potentially years as they waited for towns and post offices to be built. Of course, the new 

difficulty is not to rely too heavily on the internet to provide pathways to long-distant 

friendships as this could result in physical isolation or lack of immersion in a new 

environment. There was a study done exploring how such technologies, available to 

international students, affected their experiences in a new country. The study found that 

many students, due to the ease of staying connected to friends back home, did not get as 

full an exchange experience as they might have without the ties to home.899 Turkle noted 

the same thing with young people traveling abroad and how differently the impact of a trip 

to Europe as a young adult differed within one or two generations. Before the easy access of 

WiFi-connected phones, young people would have to actually attempt to speak the 

language (because they could not count on Google Translate), to learn to navigate with 

paper maps (without the help of GPS), and to make new local connections, possibly even a 

friend, since they could not easily or cheaply call home. 900 Consider the popular book and 

 
897  Hari, Stolen Focus, 101-136. 
898  Ibid., 119. 
899  Marlowe, “Digital belongings.” 
900  Turkle, Alone Together, 2011, 156, 287-299. 
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movie series of the 2000s The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. The story centred around 

four high-school aged girls who had all been friends from birth. Towards the end of high 

school, they were all going their separate ways for the summer. While WiFi and cell phones 

would have existed at the time, the technologies were not cheap or easily accessible options 

for staying in touch at this point. They decided to mail letters and a pair of jeans, that 

somehow magically fit them all, as their way to stay connected over the summer. Each girl 

ended up having life-shaping encounters that summer because they were each present in 

their own situations. This did not stop them from going out of their way to get to one of the 

girls in a time of crisis but imagine if this same story had taken place just a decade later. 

Would the girls have been as present where they were? Would they have been present to 

learn and grow, or would they have been so engrossed in staying connected to each other 

online, so as to miss opportunities to be shaped by the people and cultures around them? 

While this is a fictional story, it highlights real concerns which arise with technology and 

which must be thoughtfully considered, not only by individuals, but at the societal level as 

well. As Mary Aiken said, people are so used to their technology – its intuitiveness has made 

people forget that they lived without these things just a mere decade before; but 

technology and the ethics for using it is still quite new and nothing is so set in stone that it 

cannot be reshaped.901 Indeed, it is the present generations who have the weighty privilege 

of encountering these technologies as well as opportunities and responsibilities to 

determine and even demand how we and future generations will implement the use of 

digital technology. Indeed, Aiken is right to remind us that it is not too late to turn the tide 

or make alterations.902  

Perhaps considering the wisdom in the Christian idea of “living in the world but not 

being of the world” can serve as a helpful guide for navigating this transition into the digital 

age without sacrificing meaningful body-soul encompassing human friendships along the 

way. Christians believe they are part of the Kingdom of Heaven, which is far more “real” 

than the physical world, but the physical world pertains to the realities of the Kingdom of 

Heaven. Thus, the idea of being in the world but not of the world teaches that one can 

 
901  Aiken, The Cyber Effect, 298-316. 
902  Ibid., 309-316. 
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participate in and enjoy the world, but that one should not be controlled by or find one’s 

true identity in the world. In a similar way one might consider that the online world is not 

the “real world,” though it engages with aspects of the real world, and that while the online 

world has many benefits to be freely enjoyed, one should be careful not to allow the online 

world and one’s digital devices control them, dictate their identity, or demean their 

friendships. Similarly, learning discernment over which “world” to being present in and how 

to focus one’s energy has become increasingly important when living in both physical and 

digital spaces. Looking back to Christ’s example of how he was always fully focused on the 

individuals with whom he interacted, or noting Paul’s dedicated time to letter writing where 

he was intentionally focused on specific churches and individuals can serves as examples for 

us. History (both ancient and recent) is full of other examples, some of which we have 

explored, of people being able to dedicate their full attention to their friends, either by 

being fully present in the flesh, or by taking time away to write long letters. Today the 

separation between these spaces has become confused with text messages and 

notifications ever encroaching upon daily life. As this seemed to be one of the more 

prominent complaints expressed in interviews considering ways to help bring back such 

separations would be useful. For example, putting one’s phone on silence or out of arms 

reach when spending time with a friend in-person, and conversely, taking uninterrupted 

time alone for a phone call with a long distance friend, putting limits on work apps so that 

work emails do not interrupt a night out with friends are just some examples of how one 

might intentionally learn to prioritize their time and attention for friendship investment. 

Making these seemingly changes could result in significant positive impacts by bringing back 

a more wholistic view of seeing ourselves and others as people comprised of both body and 

soul – thereby allowing friendships to embrace the whole person, regardless of proximity. 

Another suggestion for bringing aspects of theology into conversation with modern 

issues relating to technology and friendship would be to train oneself to know the 

difference between what is real and what is a representation; to acknowledge the barriers 

that exist online, and to remember that the online world is not the same kind of encounter 

as being face-to-face. Indeed, if friendships of the calibre that seek after virtue, moral 

goodness, or accomplishing God’s will are the goal, then accomplishing such lofty aims 
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solely online is going to be difficult if not impossible. Therefore, friend’s ought to desire and 

pursue face-to-face encounters whenever possible; using digital means as needed in the 

interim. Consider again the “snack” analogy where online communication is a snack and 

face-to-face communication is the substantial meal.903 This analogy reminds us that snacks 

are not bad in themselves but are meant to hold us between meals.904 Continuing the 

analogy, the type of snack can also be worth consideration: a piece of fruit, yogurt, or carrot 

sticks would probably be considered “healthy” while candy bars, crisps, or ice cream would 

be considered “junk-food”; likewise, a phone or video call would be a better friendship 

snack than perhaps text messages, social media posts, or sharing memes/videos. Regardless 

of the chosen snack, too many snacks will ruin one’s appetite for dinner. In a similar way, 

using technology to satiate one’s appetite for friendship can become a robbery of the feast 

of true friendship which God intended.905 Paul for example, in many of his letters, 

bemoaned how he was often unable to be present with his friends and used letters, not 

because they fulfilled his desires to be with those to whom he wrote but because they were 

the best he could manage in his circumstances.906 At the same time, while Paul lamented 

the fact that he could not be present with his friends, the letters he wrote have blessed 

Christians for centuries. Therefore, one need not go to the extreme of avoiding technology, 

but rather endeavour to understand both technology and meaningful friendships and to not 

allow technology to become a counterfeit for true friendship.  

 

7.4.2  Holy Friendship in an Age of Devices 

 

 Friendship, like marriage, is a gift of God in creation. It is a good that is what many 

theologians would refer to as a “common grace.” Friendship is a grace available to sinners 

 
903  See chapter 5 section 5.2.1.2.2. 
904  Adriana Manago & Lanen Vaughn. “Social Media, Friendship, and Happiness in the Millennial 

Generation. Friendship and Happiness: Across the Life-Span and Cultures,” Friendship and Happiness. 
ed. Melikşah Demir (Dordrecht: Springer, 2015), 200. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9603-3_11 

905  One might also argue that this analogy also refers to the time amount and quality of the time given to a 
friend either online or face-to-face. Therefore, sharing a meme with a friend or checking one’s social 
media is not as significant as a long phone call or video chat, in a similar way that being with a friend 
during an event or running into them at the shops is not the same as taking a walk together or talking 
over coffee.  

906  Colossians 4:7-17, Romans 16, Philemon, 2 Timothy 4:9-22.  
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and saints, believers and sceptics alike. This desire comes from within mankind’s God-given 

nature and yet it can be sanctified and made holy. There are several aspects of human life 

which co-exist in ordinary, profane, or sanctified capacities. Take marriage as an example. In 

an ordinary marriage a couple might be married by the state and enjoy the benefits of the 

security and bonding nature of marriage plus tax benefits. Marriage can also be profaned 

where abuse, hatred, and bondage masquerade as love. Marriage as it was designed by 

God, however, is holy or sanctified, in some traditions it is a sacrament and a holy mystery 

that represents God and the church. Friendship can likewise be expressed in these three 

manners. Friendship can be ordinary – enjoyable and pleasant, perhaps even with elements 

of virtue, longevity, forgiveness, but lacking a shared foundation of faith in God. Friendship 

can also be profaned and used to bring others down, trap others in cycles of abuse, or 

entice one towards sin. Friendship can also be sanctified and be a human expression of 

God’s own sacrificial, intimate, and brotherly love towards humanity. Not partaking in 

profane friendships is perhaps the easiest as it is something one must simply learn to avoid; 

ordinary friendships or secular friendships of virtue are more challenging as they require at 

least some level of effort and faithfulness. Holy friendship is, unsurprisingly, the most 

challenging but also the most rewarding. In both the literature review and in interviews, 

there was a common theme that the richest forms of friendship require sacrifice and come 

at a cost, and yet the reward of possessing a trusted, faithful friend where hearts become 

intimately intertwined is something many people desire – despite the cost. These 

friendships are therefore, by their very nature, difficult and hard to come by, and 

technology can both help and/or hinder the process. Thus, it is important to consider both 

the advantages and disadvantages technology offers when one is pursing friendships of any 

kind, but especially those of the highest degree.  

 One of the key elements of both biblical and virtue friendship was a shared moral 

foundation along with the desire for moral improvement. For Christians, terms like 

sanctification and the pursuit of holiness should mark Christian friendships along with a 

shared desire for God’s will to be accomplished and a shared foundation of faith. Many 

friendships lack not only these shared elements of faith but even a shared moral foundation. 

In chapter 4 the changes to beliefs and values were explored in relation to friendship. It was 
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shown that ideologies like moral relativism and other secular philosophies sit in stark 

contrast to previous value systems which held to universal truths and morality. These are 

even more different when evaluated alongside friendships in the Bible, which held not only 

truth but faith as foundation to friendships. Thus, if people desire friendships of greater 

depth, I argue they must be willing to consider their foundational beliefs and whether their 

friends share these values. Likewise, in considering seeking out a friendship that could aid in 

virtue cultivation and holiness, one must learn to discern the values of their friends and 

whether or not they stand upon the same foundation and are headed in the same direction. 

Friendships such as these are not meant to be stagnant but are meant to cultivate and 

mould us, therefore direction and progression should be considered. In the tradition these 

are themes which emerged repeatedly. The changes in modern society do not, I believe, 

alter these principles of friendship. Rather these changes have only managed to muddle and 

confuse the foundational beliefs upon which friendships were previously built. This would 

make sense of the many expressions of confusion around friendship in my interviews as 

these basics of friendships are at one point sensed but at others confused.  

  While there were many other aspects of friendship addressed from biblical and 

Christian sources, one other worth highlighting, due to its relevance to the changes made to 

friendship and the present influences of modern society, is the faithful and sacrificial 

element of friendship. These two qualities were often either expressed in word or action. 

Ruth sacrificed her home and security to follow Naomi, Jonathan opposed his father the 

king to support his friend David, and Jesus laid down his very life for his friends. The later 

classical and Christian authors shared these beliefs and encouraged friendships which would 

speak difficult truths and make sacrifices. Friendships were also not to be quickly cast aside, 

but to seek forgiveness and restoration before allowing them to end. This is a far cry to the 

easily gained and lost friendships which are prevalent in society today. Holy friendships 

require perseverance and sacrifice, neither of which are easy – yet the rewards offered in 

exchange for the sacrifices cannot be replicated in lesser friendships.  

Holy friendships can still be enjoyed and embraced not only in an age of technology 

but even through technology. There is no reason that if people can build a friendship upon 

the tested strong foundations of the past that their phones and internet could not become a 
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means of providing new ways to cultivate friendships – especially across distances. The key 

is therefore to build the foundation and then use technology appropriately rather than to 

try and build on shaky foundations and then to use technology to make up for or blame for 

faulty foundations.  

 

7.4.3  Friendship in Light of Eternity  

  

Returning to the theological importance of friendship, many of those who wrote of 

friendship from the tradition, and even many current Christian writers and theologians, 

comment on the role of friendship at the return of Christ. In the Christian faith, prayer is an 

expected aspect of daily life. Prayer, while it can concern the body in terms of location and 

posture, ultimately has more to do with the orientation of the soul and communication 

between a human spirit and God who is Spirit. In this way, there is no concern as to whether 

this act of the soul is any less real or meaningful because of the lack of face-to-face 

communication. At the same time, the hope of the Christian faith rests on the belief that 

God became a human being in the person of Christ, died on the cross, and bodily rose from 

the dead, ascended to Heaven and will come back again as a human with a body, and will 

forever dwell with his people in new created bodies. For Christians these spiritual realities 

are also physical realities. The hope is that spiritual prayer will one day be replaced with 

worship and friendship face-to-face. Furthermore, in Heaven there will be no marriage or 

romantic attachments, but there will be friendship. The Bride of Christ will not be limited to 

one ethnic group or family of people, rather those who will enter into the Kingdom of God 

will come from every ethnicity and culture, where families by blood will be superseded by 

families of Spirit. Thus, one would not be amiss to say that friendship is the eternal 

relationship of love that will exist in Heaven. Indeed, it was the idea of friendship continued 

on and perfected in Heaven with Christ which spurred on many of the Reformation 

friendship groups, as they saw friendship as both an earthly and heavenly means of enjoying 

God’s blessing.  

Again, not all relationships are described as continuing in the new heavens and new 

earth at the second coming of Christ. Marriage is explicitly noted as not continuing in 
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heaven. Familial relationships are simply not mentioned unless when used as imagery of the 

family of God. Friendship, however, is mentioned in that it is the friends of God, those who 

are washed by the blood of Christ who will enter the kingdom of God. In a mysterious way 

we might say that here on earth familial bonds tend to be the strongest and while these are 

good, it is friendship bonds which pay no regard to blood or marriage or family (though of 

course friendship can be part of these other relationships) which will become the primary 

relationship for God and His people. Friendship love, which is intimate, personal, and self-

giving will be the eternal bond of love in Heaven. The idea that friendship could be the 

perfection of love for human relationships should be compelling enough for people to strive 

for better friendships now and to see the possibilities of depth and longevity which 

friendship holds. Even for those who are not part of the Christian faith, this understanding 

of friendship as a relationship so vital to the human experience that it has the potential to 

extend beyond the grave should give weight to the longing to bring the soul and body 

together by seeing a friend face-to-face. For even the longing to share physical space itself 

ought to encourage the cultivation of balance when determining the role that devices will 

serve in friendship making and keeping.  

Finally, consider these words from the Lord’s prayer: “let your kingdom come, let your 

will be done on earth as it is in Heaven.”907 In light of the studies about friendship so far, 

these words coincide well with the Bible’s teachings on friendship love. Consider how Christ 

came to embody the sacrificial love of friendship in his redemptive salvific plan and if holy 

friendship is focused on God’s will being fulfilled, then these words promise that just as 

God’s will can be fulfilled on earth and is not limited to Heaven, then friendship too can exist 

on earth as it will in Heaven. The promise of such is, of course, not that friendships will be 

guaranteed, since human free will and sin often get in the way of God’s will – but it does 

promise that such realities of fulfilment in friendship are possible by God’s grace. This 

should be reason enough to make the endeavour for great friendships which can be 

cultivated on earth and bloom into full fruition in the coming kingdom.  

As it was Henry C. Trumbull’s stunning book on Friendship which welcomed me 

towards this dissertation journey, I will conclude with his words: “…the world’s experiences 

 
907 Matthew 6:10 
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bear witness to its central truth that the imitations of friendship are as numerous as its 

highest attainment is rare.”908 Indeed, there are many traps and snares which can distract 

from true friendship; and yet, while rare, the “highest attainments” of friendship are 

possible, as history bears witness. Therefore, technology and those who make it, should be 

held accountable for how digital devices and applications impact friendships. The role of 

moral teaching and theological training should be encouraged as it has much to offer 

towards meeting people’s desire to understand the ways in which they were made for 

friendship as human beings with bodies and souls. Those who seek meaningful friendships 

should continue to persevere and use their technology in advantageous ways which 

celebrate friendships and teach others to do likewise. These are the tasks for anyone who 

desires to attain meaningful friendship in the digital age.  

  
  

 
908  Trumbull, Friendship the Master Passion, 101. 
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Appendix A  

 
Friendship Survey for Interviews  

 
1. What is a friend?  

a. How do you differentiate between types of friendships (like a best friend 
vs a good friend vs and acquaintance or work buddy)? 

b. Can you tell me about one or two of your closest friends and why they are 
so close or why they are your dear friend?  

c. Is friendship always good or can friendship be negative? 
d. How many friends can/should you have? 

 
2. What are the differences between friendships and romantic relationships? 

a. What is the same? 
 

3. What do you want from friendship? What would make an ideal friendship? 
 

4. In what ways would you say our society’s understanding of friendship could be 
better? 

a. What are the struggles in starting a friendship? 
b. What are the struggles you face in maintaining friendships? 
c. What are your thoughts on friendships ending? 

 
5. Does being physically present impact your friendships? 

a. What about a romantic partner?  
b. Is a Letter a fair comparison to digital communication? 
c. Is there any significant difference between physical communication (gifts, 

cards, letters, flowers etc.,) and digital communication (texts, emails, 
audio messages, etc.)?  
 

6. What is the role of technology in your friendships? 
a. Has the use of technology in your friendships evolved over time?  
b. Have there been any positive impacts of technology on your friendships? 
c. Have there been any negative impacts of technology on your friendships? 
d. Do you have any kind of code of ethics or rules for online engagement 

you try to follow or would like to implement?  
e. Is there any device or app etc. that you would like to have created or 

changed that would be helpful for you in your friendships?  
f. Do you think we could ever get to a place where our technology could 

replace the need to be physically present? Like the idea of the metaverse 
etc.  
 

7. Do you have any friendships with people you have never met face-to-face? 
a. Have you talked on the phone?  

i. Did that make a difference?  
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b. Have you seen them on video? 
i. Did that make a difference? 

c. Would you want to meet them in person? And what could be gained or 
lost? 

d. Are there benefits to a friend you have never seen in person? 
e. How do online friendships compare to traditional friendships? 

 
8. Does your faith or understanding of God impact your ideas of friendship? 

a. What about your behaviours as a friend?  
b. Can you be friends with God? 
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