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My mother knew how to cut to the heart of  
things. “Remember, Gregory,” she’d say, 
“you are who you walk with.”

Grammar aside, there was something profound to 
that—at least, profound enough that after forty years, 
it still sticks with me. On the one hand, she meant that 
people would judge you by the company you keep; 
on the other hand, she was also saying, “Be careful 
about the people you call your friends.”

I thought about that the other day when I noticed, 
to my amazement, that my circle of  “friends” has 
grown to a scale that’s almost freakish: my Facebook 
page tells me I have nearly a thousand “friends.” Most 
of  these are people I’ve never met, or spoken to, or 
corresponded with or had any contact with. For one 
reason or another—through the Church, or my blog, 
or through friends of  friends of  friends—they wanted 
to be part of  my little social network.

The Internet is a wild and unpredictable place, and 
determining just whom you know, and how, can be 
tricky. “Friendship,” as we defi ne it today, is elusive 
and elastic.

Once I found myself  sitting beside a deacon from a 
neighboring diocese at the ordination of  priests for 
the Diocese of  Brooklyn. At one point in the cer-
emony, he turned to me to strike up a conversation, 
and introduced himself. I said hello and mentioned 
my name. “Oh yeah!” he said expansively. “You’re 
one of  my Facebook friends!”

I’d never seen this guy before in my life.

He explained that he’d been a longtime reader of  my 
blog and taught at a school in Brooklyn. We were both 
pleased to make a personal connection that, until that 
moment, had been purely electronic. But I couldn’t 
help but think: That’s what passes for “friendship” 
in the 21st century. Strangers are now friends. How’d 
that happen?

I can remember birthday parties when I was a kid, and 
struggling to come up with a dozen friends to invite. 

Now, forty years later, I have more friends than I 
know what to do with. 

In fact, I have more friends than I know, period.

Of  course, friendships aren’t the only relationships 
that are being redefi ned. As the New York Times indi-
cated the other day, the age of  sperm donors and petri 
dish-parenting has created a twisted family tree where 
cousins can be siblings and strangers might become 
your daddy. What does it mean to be a “family”? Since 
it can mean almost anything, it means almost nothing. 

We’re going to have to fi nd new words to describe 
this brave new world, because our venerable notions 
of  mother, father, sister and brother just won’t do 
anymore.

Even our notions of  “husband” and “wife” are being 
radically rethought, as the very idea of  marriage gets 
reconstituted and revised. What we once held to be 
uncontestable for fi ve thousand years is now up for 
debate; a notion that held fi rm for multiple millen-
nia has been tossed out the window in the span of  
a generation.

Where will this lead us?

My mother, I’m sure, would know. “You are who you 
walk with, Gregory,” she’d say, waving her spatula at 
me.

We’re walking with virtual strangers into a re-imagined 
world—one where everyone is a friend and where 
anybody can be related to anyone, in any way they 
want, for whatever reason they want. What was sure is 
uncertain, and what seemed logical and true can now 
be molded into whatever shape we fi nd most pleasing. 
Relationships are as malleable as putty.

Call that new world “brave” if  you want. I can’t help 
but fi nd it a little bit frightening.
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