
SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER 

 

Our Scripture passage comes from the Gospel of John 15:9–17. In this passage Jesus continues 

His instruction on love as the defining quality of discipleship. In order for disciples to remain in 

the abiding love, life, and joy of Jesus, they will need to keep His commandments. A disciple can 

be obedient out of a variety of possible motivations. In this teaching Jesus reminds us that our 

primary motivation for keeping His commandments should be our relationship with the Lord as 

friends rather than servants or slaves. The Greek word doulos is often translated as either “slave” 

or “servant”. Both translations are valid and each term offers insights into some distinctive 

aspects of discipleship. It should be noted that many great people of faith in the Old Testament 

and the New Testament were described as being the doulos of God. Some examples include 

Moses in Deuteronomy 34:5, Joshua in Joshua 24:29, David in Psalm 89:20, Paul in Titus 1:1 

and James in James 1:1). 

 

The image of being a slave emphasizes some specific aspects of discipleship. A slave 

serves in an act of complete obedience to the will of the master. In Mark 10:44 and Matthew 

20:27–28 Jesus taught the disciples that they must become the “slave” of all. Jesus even referred 

to Himself in similar terms. Paul used the term to refer to himself and his obligation to preach the 

Gospel. Slaves fulfill their duty because of who they are. Christians are called to serve others 

because of their identity as well. Paul tells us that through our Baptism we owe a “debt” of love 

to one another (see Rom 13:8–10). In this sense, Christians are called to willingly place their 

lives in obedience to Christ and unlimited, loving service to others. A slave has no private life of 

his own; all that he is and all that he has belongs to the master. A slave even surrenders his future 

to the master’s will. This life-long, all-encompassing duty is an obligation and not a choice for 

disciples. However, the image of being a slave also has some negative aspects to it. Slaves 

perform their duties mostly out of a desire to avoid punishment. Thus, a slave’s obedience to the 

master’s command was often based on fear. Also, a slave simply followed the instructions of the 

master whether those orders reflected the individual slave’s will or not. As disciples, we do owe 

a debt of love to the other people God has placed in our lives. That debt can never be fully 

repaid. We also are called to serve the Lord out of duty as part of our Baptismal identity and to 

even be obedient when God’s will takes us where we ourselves would not choose to go. But 

something can be missing when a person is motivated primarily by a fear of punishment. 

Sometimes Christians can be motivated in their discipleship for the sole reason of wanting to 

avoid the wrath of God.  

 

Why do you think Paul used the term doulos in a positive way to describe his relationship 

to God?   

Which aspects of the image of a slave can positively inform and inspire your 

discipleship?   

When are you motivated by fear of punishment in your faith life?   

What is it about the image of a slave that you do not like? 

 

The image of being a servant also emphasizes some specific aspects of discipleship. A servant 

exercises his free will and decides to serve the master. Jesus often used the image of a servant in 

his parables so as to teach lessons of discipleship. Servants have freedom to come and go on their 



own terms. Servants can choose the employment they want. Servants can even have their own 

private lives and make their own decisions for their futures and the futures of their families. The 

image of a servant focuses on the power of individual autonomy in choosing to serve others. 

Certainly disciples must choose to place their lives in God’s service on a daily basis and so 

faithfully exercise that same free will and autonomy. As servants, we bear the responsibility of 

managing our lives and making decisions for the good of others. However, the image of being a 

servant also has some negative aspects to it. Servants carry out their duties and fulfill the 

master’s will because they desire reward and recompense. Servants can even think that they 

deserve their just remuneration. Because servants have greater freedom, they can choose when 

they serve and when they don’t. Similarly we are called to be servants who make a free choice 

each day to place our lives in the service of God and others. Sometimes, like servants, disciples 

can be tempted to follow the Lord for the sake of reward or to think that God owes them certain 

blessings and favors. This attitude can be detrimental to the spiritual life and cause frustration 

and disappointment in disciples. Oftentimes, this attitude is manifested by resentment when 

difficulties occur and a person feels unjustly treated by God because they “did all the right 

things” and think they deserve to be preserved from difficult situations. Disciples who are 

motivated primarily by desire for reward remain self-centered in their attitude. Also, being a 

disciple is not just something we do forty hours a week like a job; being a disciple requires more 

commitment than simply being a hired hand for the Lord.  

 

Which aspects of the image of a servant can positively inform and inspire your 

discipleship?   

When do you find yourself being motivated in your faith life by a desire for 

reward or in order to earn God’s good favor?  

What is it about the image of a servant that you do not like?   

Why do you think Jesus used the image of a servant so often in his parables? 

 

Jesus then tells His disciples that He wants them to be “friends” rather than servants or slaves. 

This image of discipleship is rich and challenging. Friends care for one another out of love rather 

than fear of punishment or desire for reward. Friends are friends all day, every day, even when 

they are not in the presence of one another. Friends want to understand the other person’s 

perspective so they can have a common vision and share a common will. Friends want to spend 

time together and make such occasions a priority in their schedules. Friends choose to go out of 

their way for the other person and to help them in any way they can. Friends love one another 

and know that they are loved by each other. Friends will respond at any hour of the night or day 

to the other’s need. Friends want the other person to be a part of their personal lives. Friends put 

up with each other’s shortcomings and weaknesses while encouraging growth and improvement. 

Friends know what brings the other happiness and go out of their way to carry out those joy-

giving actions as a celebration of their relationship. There are so many great reasons why Jesus 

chose the image of “friends” to be His lasting definition of discipleship. That’s the relationship 

Jesus wants with us!  

 

Which aspect of the image of a friend can positively inform and inspire your 

discipleship?   

When do you find yourself being motivated in your faith life primarily by love for God?   

What is most challenging about the image of being a friend of Jesus?   



How do you make time to spend with Jesus in the course of your day?   

When do you go out of your way to do something simply because you know it brings God 

joy? 

 

These various images of discipleship are all given as part of Jesus’ commandment to love one 

another as He has loved us. This is more than a commandment to love. It is also a lasting 

definition of what love means. The definition of love can vary from one person to the next. It can 

be easy for us to love others—as long as we get to love them on our terms! Jesus wanted to 

clarify and establish once and for all what true love looks like and so He defined it for us on the 

Cross. This definition is meant to prevent any misunderstandings of what Christian love is. 

While we usually pay attention to the first half of that commandment “Love one another”, it is 

really the second half of the verse that gives the whole verse its meaning: “As I have loved you”. 

The love of Jesus was powerful indeed. He washed the feet of those who denied Him and shared 

the Last Supper with those who betrayed Him. He forgave those who crucified Him and healed 

those who were arresting Him. He cared for the needs of others even as He Himself was dying. 

He loved people regardless of whether they appreciated it, reciprocated it, or even wanted it. He 

manifested the love of God that is creative, redemptive, sanctifying, and sacrificial. If disciples 

are His “friends,” then disciples will manifest the same love in their lives that Jesus manifested 

in His life. It’s significant to note that Jesus directs the disciples’ love to one another rather than 

to Himself. That’s because Jesus will be present in the world through the lives of His disciples. 

Thus, disciples are to continue their love for Jesus in their relations within the Christian 

community and in doing so manifest their love of God and Neighbor in one and the same 

moment. As “Friends of Jesus,” we are also called to be friends of all others. That challenge of 

discipleship requires us to love not only the people with whom we want to share our lives but all 

those the Lord has placed in our midst—whether we choose them or not. They, too, are Friends 

of Jesus.  

 

How do most people define the meaning of love?   

Do you know someone who has demonstrated the same love Jesus showed us through His 

Life, Death, and Resurrection?   

When do you find yourself trying to limit the commandment of love so it refers only to 

those you choose rather than to those God has placed in your life?   

Who most needs to be cared for and loved in our world today because they are Friends of 

Jesus, and how can we show our love for them?   

What are ways in which you lay down your life for others through the menial tasks of 

each day? What aspects or qualities of Jesus’ love do you find most difficult to witness in 

your life? 

 

(A good, personal follow-up to this reflection would be to read various works on the topic of 

holy friendship from select spiritual authors. A great place to start this follow-up reading would 

be the treatise written by a Cistercian monk, Aelred of Rievaulx, on Spiritual Friendship in 

which he wrote, “Here we are, you and I, and I hope a third, Christ, in our midst.”1   Also, Teresa 

of Avila understood the importance of sanctifying friendships in a disciple’s life, and one of the 

great insights she received in her prayer was this phrase: “I will have you converse now, not with 

                                                        
1 St Aelred of Rievaulx, Spiritual Friendship, Book I, 1 (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2010), p. 55. 



men, but with angels.”2  Teresa’s insight teaches us that God perfects and sanctifies our human 

relationships as we grow in divine friendship with Jesus.) 

 

 

 

                                                        
2 St Teresa of Avila, Life. Trans. By E. Allison Peers, Chap. XXIV (Garden City: Image, 1960), p. 138. 


