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I had never heard of this morning’s children’s book before Jean Capellos placed it in my hand.  For those of you with young children or grandchildren, the tale of Elizabeth and Larry surely is worthy of your collection, and because of the lessons it teaches – ten of which are listed on your bookmark, quite possibly if deserves a space in each of our collections.     

You see, it all began when Elizabeth ordered a box of oranges from Florida.  The box arrived in fine condition, yet within it came an extra, no an extraordinary, surprise.  Packed with the oranges was a young, green alligator.  Showing not much surprise – and absolutely no alarm – Elizabeth placed the oranges in the refrigerator and the alligator, whom she named Larry, in a room above the garage.  

Lesson One:  You just may meet some of your best friends in the strangest places.

Elizabeth and Larry became true friends.  They opened each other’s hearts and lives to wonderful new experiences.  Larry taught Elizabeth how to dive for fish and Elizabeth taught Larry the finer points of knitting.  

Lesson Two:  Friends help you to learn and to grow.

As their friendship blossomed, one of the greatest gifts that emerged was their ability to spend hours in simple conversation.  How these two loved to talk.  Late into the evening they would sit sipping their tea and telling one another “things they had never told anyone else.”  

Lesson Three:  Friends listen well and hold your stories as if they were precious gems.

Things went very well for Elizabeth and Larry until Larry reached, shall we say, a certain slightly larger than human, but very much proportional, alligator size.  Once this occurred, things no longer fared well for our story book friends.  It seems their differences made them an oddity and frightened those around them.  People who passed them by threw apple cores and ran from them in fear and out of ignorance.
Lesson Four:  Some people are afraid of difference and will try to convince you to stay away from others, just because they are different.  True friends are not this way.

Confused and hurt by the actions of others, Larry and Elizabeth made the decision to stay away from those who did not honor their unique friendship.  But no matter how hard they tried, no matter how many wonderful late night cups of tea, or conversations filled with insight and laughter, Larry grew sadder and sadder.  So sad, he lost his edge and did not even try to get rid of the Old Maid when they played cards; so sad that when he boiled water for tea he forgot to bring the tea bags.  
Even in his sadness Larry still trusted Elizabeth.  He believed he could tell her how he felt.  After all, friends are always honest with each other; even when it might disappoint or sometimes hurt.   And so, Larry told Elizabeth that he longed to live in a place where he looked like everyone else.  He longed to be the one who was not so very different.  
Lesson Five:  Friends trust one another.

Lesson Six:  Friends are honest with each another, even when it might disappoint or sometimes hurt.
When Larry finished telling Elizabeth everything on his heart, even though it made her heart heavy she understood and knew exactly what to do.  She would make it possible for her friend to return to Florida to be with his family.  And so, she purchased a plane ticket, helped Larry gather his things, and waved good bye while the plane took flight and until it was completely out of sight.  
Lesson Seven:  Friends try and understand even when they do not agree.  

Lesson Eight:  Friends place a high value on each other’s interest and are willing to make sacrifices for the friendship.

After Larry moved back to Florida, Elizabeth missed him more than she knew.  Oh, they kept in touch, but it was just not the same.  And so, much to Elizabeth’s surprise, she upped and sold her house and joined Larry and his family where she was the different one!  And Larry’s family and friends accepted Elizabeth just as she was; fuzzy hair, funny colored skin, two legs, and all.
Lesson Nine:  True friendship is based on who you are, not what you have, what you look like or whether you started life in a swamp or not.

And as you can see from the cover of your bulletin, Larry and Elizabeth’s story ends just as all stories should, and they lived happily ever after, after all.

Lesson Ten:  True friendship makes you smile way down deep inside. 

Yes, Elizabeth and Larry knew true friendship and so did those five friends whom we meet in our Gospel text this morning.  We do not know how or when they met, but we do know that the four friends who could walk were committed to the one who could not; committed enough to be compelled to bring him before the one who had the power to heal.  
Their efforts are made clear in Mark’s plain spoken words.  The four ambulatory friends dug through a roof made of dung and spit and straw; dug a whole in the roof in the high heat of the day and then somehow hoisted their friend high above all other heads and gently lowered him before the presence of the one whose name was being lifted high above all others.
The friend on the pallet must have trusted them, because we hear no words of protest, no words of fear.  And the four friends must have held his needs high above theirs; for nothing in their cultural milieu, nothing in the shame based context of their ancient near eastern world, would have encouraged or obliged them to help this friend.  In fact, they were putting their own reputations at risk just by being seen with him.  No one wanted to be associated with someone so different, someone in that culture who would have been as ostracized as Larry.  But, just as Elizabeth and Larry teach us; true friends place your needs above theirs, sacrifice for you and stand with you.  The four in the Gospel of Mark prove themselves to be real, true, Elizabeth-like friends.

And then miracle of miracles, Jesus sees the man placed before him.  Then, after he looks up and sees those four heads peering through that dusty hole in the roof; he looks into the eyes of the one friend and says, because of the faith of your four friends, your sins are forgiven.  
Now wait one minute.  This is theologically incorrect!  How is it that one man’s sins can be forgiven because of the actions of four others?  What is going on here?  Are we not all responsible for our own sin, and for the request that would allow them to be forgiven?   Can Andre love me so much that his behavior can cause my sin to be absolved?  Can Chris so love Ted that one brother’s prayer can absolve another brother’s actions?
Is it not true that each must seek forgiveness on their own?  What could Jesus possibly mean by, because of their faith, the faith of the four friends; the one friend is forgiven, even healed?  What is going on here?
Beloved, it is true, that each of us must ask forgiveness for our own transgressions, for our own sin.  But this text opens to us an important truth; by his words to the one of the pallet Jesus teaches us that friends who have faith are important, even essential, to our lives!
You see, sometimes our faith is weak, and though we want to trust God we cannot.  Sometimes
I cannot see through the fog of my own pain, my own error, my own life and I need a friend, a faithful friend, who will put my needs ahead of their own.  I need a good friend who will be honest with me and who will hold my story – as faulted and as frail as it may be – as if it were a precious gem.  Sometimes, when I cannot muster my own faith, I need my real faith filled friends to have faith for me.
And as my friends pray for me, as they walk with me, as they faith for me, like the friend who could not carry himself to Jesus, I am moved into a position to try one more time, to cry out one more time, to hope one more time; all because my friends had faith for me.  I need my friends the same way as did that one brother in the Gospel of Mark.

We all need friends who have faith; faith in God and faith to share with us.  We all need friends who are like the ones described in our Ecclesiastes’ text; friends who will work with us side by side, who will pick us up when, not if, we fall.  We all need the friend who will hold us when we are cold and defend us when all seems to turn against our dreams and our goals.  We need these kinds of friends and all week long your emails and calls told me about the ones you call friend.  

One sitting in this sanctuary this morning who asked her name not be shared described her friend’s DNA as being made up of the double helix of being available and ready to care, of being present and capable of making a difference, especially in moments dark and difficult.  That’s a real friend.

Another who also requested anonymity spoke of her mother who once was her mommy but now is her mentor and confident and very best friend.

Jennifer Bulandr, you told me about Patti, a friend who is your rock, your touchstone and your soft spot.  She makes you laugh and shows you new ways to approach former tasks.  That’s a real friend.  John Grom, you spoke about members of this church who nurtured you and supported you when you and your young family first entered these doors.  Yes, real friends.
Bonnie I could hear your joy as I read the email recalling a particular Christmas when you were not able to fill your house with holiday cheer and Heather McLean and the Campes arrived to deck your home with fits of laughter and the finest colors of the season.  And Jean, whose recommendation of Elizabeth and Larry started this whole thing, your story of a woman an ocean away who, when you could not perform a task you longed to do, stood in your place making sure your prayers were tangibly given as gift with grace.  
So many stories; including yours Claudine; a story of friendship that grew as you helped a dear woman caught by days of age.  You became the daughter she never had and she your second mother and a dear, true friend.  
The Hornigs defined a friend as one who strengthens you with prayers, blesses you with love and encourages you with hope and then they declared that by this definition the Altons are their friends.    

On an on, you who gather here told me what it meant to be a real friend and then Bunny you shared these words: 
· Some friends have never seen you cry, real friends are soggy with your tears.

· Some friends seem willing to talk about your problems; real friends seek to help you solve your problems.

· Some friends end relationships when an argument occurs, real friends call you afterwards, that the healing might begin.
· Some friends expect you to always be there for them.  Real friends expect to always be there for you.

Larry and Elizabeth, the writer of Ecclesiastes, and the wonderful stories each of you shared or could share, have must to teach us much about what it means to be or to have a friend; friends like the four in the Gospel of Mark who used their hands, shared their love and infused their faith, so that their friend might be positioned to receive much good.  
And, so beloved, in this electronic, digital, emailing, Facebook age; in an era when people we have never really met meet in imaginary chat rooms, over virtual cups of coffee, sharing electronic hugs; when these people are routinely called friend, it seems we have reached a watershed moment when we must stop and rethink what it means to be a real friend.
Who qualifies to be a real friend?  On whom might you or I bestow this title, this honor; and from whom might we deserve it as description and gift?

Each in his or her own life bears the responsibility of being or defining what it is to be a real friend.   But in this age when we so easily use this term without considering its weight or importance I would pose this question, would we – or the people we call friend – be likely to fair well if measured by the ten lessons we learn from Elizabeth and Larry?  Do we, or any we name as friend, resemble the friend described in Ecclesiastes or the ones we meet in the Gospel of Mark?  
Beloved, God’s word teaches us to be a friend is a position of importance, a position of honor, a position to be filled by people who have our best interest at heart and whose faith might move us into a position to be blessed.  It is above my pay grade to suggest how you might make or be a friend but, I would invite us each to hear anew and afresh our sacred texts and to take from our children’s story a new and deepened understanding of what it means to be a faithful friend, for they are so very important to our lives.
And, on this first Sunday, on a Sunday when we come to the table set for us by Christ, if you have ever wondered about the highest and deepest example of a friend it is this; greater love has no one than this, that the Savior would choose to lay down his life for a friend.  And Christ has called you, dear one, friend.  Let us pray.
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