
C H A P T E R  1

Commitment: The Glue That 
Preserves the Bond of Friendship

You don’t fall into love. You commit to it. 
Love is saying, “I will be there, no matter what.”

T i m  K e l l e r

Jonathan went to find David and encouraged him 
to stay strong in his faith in God.

1  S a m u e l  2 3 : 1 6

SALLYy It is often the small events  in our lives that have 
big consequences. Yet in the flow of normal days, we are unaware 
that such events are about to occur. February 2, 1978, dawned just 
like any other day. I did not know that an inauspicious event on 
that day would change my life profoundly.

Having been challenged to consider investing my life in mis-
sions, I had a pathway open up for me to work in Communist 
Eastern Europe in 1977. My assignment would be to work on 
a traveling team that trained and discipled leaders in countries 
throughout the area, countries that were, at that time, under the 
control of Russia.
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My entrance into this traveling life started when I found an 
apartment with two other girls in a small home in a district in 
Vienna near the vineyards, with the famous Vienna Woods nearby. 
Living on the top floor of an Austrian bungalow in a tiny room 
with a slanted roof meant that I could stand up to my full height 
in only one part of the room. That particular morning, I had 
crawled out of bed, rushed to grab a bite to eat in the shared 
kitchen with my roommates, caught the bus and then the tram, 
and ridden downtown for another morning of German at the 
Goethe institute of language.

Having arrived in Vienna six months before, I was thick into 
language training but still getting my feet wet in learning the cul-
ture of my new home. As a traveling missionary to Communist 
 countries—  Romania, Hungary, Yugoslavia, and  Poland—  I was 
studying German mainly to be able to live well inside Austria.

That evening I was looking forward to meeting a friend I 
had been corresponding with for a couple of months but had 
never met. Gwen was her name, and she had lived with a former 
roommate of mine, so I wanted to welcome her to Austria. We 
would be working together occasionally in this wild adventure 
of seeking to take the gospel behind the Iron Curtain with a 
team of others who were committed to the same task. She had 
visited for a few weeks at a summer student camp, but she had 
just moved to Austria for the long haul. I anticipated some ten-
sion in our relationship because my former roommate had said, 
“I don’t think you two will get along at all. You are so extremely 
different from each other.” This comment had prepared me for 
polite conversation but left me with low expectations for a close 
friendship.

It was Gwen’s second official day in Austria after moving there 
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full time. Since she naturally felt apprehension about finding her 
way around Vienna during the first week, I planned to meet her at 
a tram stop that intersected a busy street halfway between her home 
and mine. It would take both of us about half an hour to get to the 
meeting place. Since all the stops were announced in German and 
there was a hustle and bustle of people getting on and off, it was 
always a little precarious to figure out when to get on or off a bus 
or tram. I attempted to give her simple instructions and told her 
that I would be waiting at the stop.

The area where we would meet was still new to me, and I knew 
only enough German to begin getting around the city without 
getting lost. I could barely find my way around a grocery store, 
where all the words of food were new to me. Yet I wanted Gwen 
to think she was in good hands, so I clothed myself with an air of 
confidence as we both forayed into a new neighborhood.

 Boot-  clad,  scarf-  wound,  wool-  coated people swirled around 
me as I pushed my way through the exit door. I was hoping I had 
arrived first so I could flag Gwen down as she approached the 
island in the middle of the street where we would meet.

After five minutes of standing among the crowds in the chilly 
winter air, I peered into the dark night at a red tram gliding snake-
like toward the crowded platform. Sure enough, it was number 37, 
the one I knew she would be riding.

I spotted a tall,  chestnut-  haired young woman sporting a red 
jacket. Her appearance resembled the photograph I had received 
from her, confirming that this was her. She looked very American 
amid the sea of dark coats that the Austrians generally wore. 
I waved energetically above the crowds to attract her attention. 
Relief danced through her eyes as we made eye contact and I ran 
to greet her.
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The cold night air whooshed about us, and I looked around for 
a café where we could sit inside to eat and chat.

The word Stüberl was lit up in front of a tiny window across 
the street. I supposed it to be a neighborhood café, but in reality 
it was probably a local bar. Even so, I forged ahead, confidently 
holding Gwen’s arm and guiding her through the crowd as though 
I knew what I was doing.

As we entered, we were accosted by the slight stench of smoke, 
and a faint brown haze hovered above the few tables in front of 
a bar filled with men gulping their beer. As the only women in 
the room, we felt the eyes of the strangers following our awkward 
movements, so we quickly sat at a little table in the corner as out 
of the way as we could manage. The only meal I recognized on the 
menu was goulash, so I ordered two, along with some sparkling 
apple juice (apfelsaft gespritzt).

We talked easily, and conversation began to fill up the spaces in 
our hearts. We hardly noticed that the greasy soup had finally been 
served because from the first, both of us were caught in the mir-
acle of finding a kindred spirit in such an inauspicious place as a 
smoky little bar in a foreign country. We both had come to Austria 
in faith that God would meet us in this place. And so He had.

As the hours passed, Gwen and I were unaware of what was 
happening around us. Connecting on a spiritual level, immersed 
in deep, delightful conversation, we were oblivious to the comings 
and goings of the men in the room. Before me was a woman rich 
of soul because she had invested her life in serving others, studying 
Scripture, facilitating countless meetings in a college ministry, and 
teaching and leading young women. She had formed friendships 
with people from all over the world. To find the treasure of such 
rich companionship was a rare gift for me after lonely months 
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of learning to be faithful alone in a foreign land. Our newfound 
friendship seemed a surprise gift from God.

Gwen’s “excellent self ” unearthed desires inside me to become 
my most excellent self. Her thoughts challenged me to become a 
more resilient student of great ideas. Her gentle love gave room 
for me to show my true self, warts and all.

Rare was my experience to find someone who would seek me 
out and delve into questions aimed lovingly at finding out my 
story, exploring my history, my fears, my passions. Having a friend 
reach into my own heart by enthusiastically pursuing me was an 
unusual experience, as I was so used to being the one to reach out, 
to keep conversations going.

Soon after that first meeting, I got a note from Gwen asking 
me to join her for dinner at her apartment. “Come in and sit for 
a while and let’s be friends” were the most welcoming words I 
had heard in months. As I looked for her apartment number on 
the cozy old  vine-  covered building, she suddenly emerged from a 
hallway balcony and pointed. “This way!”

She was the first woman around my age in six months to actu-
ally invite me to her home for a meal. Yes, I had gone to language 
school; found my way around this strange new city, only getting 
lost about five times; and even learned how to buy groceries and 
shop at the outdoor markets with my very limited German, but 
I longed for a personal touch. Loneliness as I had never felt it 
thrummed through every beat of my heart. I wished for someone 
to talk to who understood the foreignness of being in a country 
where few people fluently spoke my native language.

I even remember what she served me that  night—  meatloaf, 
cottage cheese, and steamed broccoli. Not fancy, but it seemed so 
familiar from an American standpoint. I remember it as one of the 
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best meals of my life because it was served with such kindness and 
love. She extended the hospitality of Jesus to me, and it warmed 
me to my toes.

From this humble evening, we decided to meet once a week. 
Before long, we were going to concerts together (music is the 
love language of Vienna, as it’s the home of Mozart, Beethoven, 
and other famous musicians). When we had open weekends, 
we explored new mountain villages in the Alps and snacked on 
the train. In meeting often, we became like sisters. We did life 
together between our ministry trips, language study, and other 
commitments.

Eventually, Gwen moved to Poland to open our ministry there 
with another team. Before she left, we met at our favorite coffee 
spot. Our conversation flew to many subjects so we could get 
in everything we wanted to say before she would be in another 
country. At some point, and neither of us remembers how, we 
began to talk about Jonathan and David from the Bible. Theirs 
was a story of committed friendship. David had been chosen by 
God to become the king who would eventually lead all of Israel in 
their worship of God. We know from Acts that David was chosen 
because he was devoted to seek God, to follow Him, to love Him. 
We read in Acts 13:22, “God removed Saul and replaced him 
with David, a man about whom God said, ‘I have found David 
son of Jesse, a man after my own heart. He will do everything I 
want him to do.’”

Perhaps in the context of David’s anointing at such a young 
age, God provided a friend who would walk beside him for a while 
and help him sustain the challenging call on his life. Perhaps that’s 
why He gave him Jonathan as a friend.

We read, “Now it came about when he had finished speaking 
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to Saul, that the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, 
and Jonathan loved him as himself ” (1 Samuel 18:1, nasb). We 
pondered what it meant that Jonathan’s soul was knit to the soul 
of David, and in the context of our conversation, we decided 
that God had knit our souls together. We made a sort of pledge 
to each other to support each other, to seek the other’s good, to 
help when help was needed. We decided we would be friends 
for life.

We found another verse that reflected the foundation of David 
and Jonathan’s friendship: “Jonathan went to find David and 
encouraged him to stay strong in his faith in God” (1 Samuel 
23:16). This phrase became a sort of promise we made to each 
other to commit to helping each other stay strong in our faith as 
we walked with God. And as young women, we made a sincere 
promise to be friends for life and to uphold our commitment to 
help one another.

Eventually I was assigned to the same team as Gwen and moved 
to Poland, where we tried to establish a ministry in this Communist 
country. Learning to live in the shadow of Communist rule, with 
little food available, visits from the police, and challenges at every 
point forged a deeper understanding in our hearts of the sacrifice 
people all around us were making to follow Christ.

Daily life was demanding and lonely. But Gwen and I cre-
ated a home that was a haven where others could find hot tea, 
warm bread and cheese, and a welcome from the darkness of life 
outside our walls. Eggs seemed to be the main protein we could 
find in the stores, as meat, along with vegetables and fruit, was 
scarce. Discovering new ways to cook eggs or making simple soups 
each evening provided a welcome reprieve in our challenging days. 
We lit candles, turned on music on our small tape recorders, and 
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finished the evenings by reading books aloud together. Our sweet 
companionship became a beautiful reflection of the love of God 
to the many people who came to our  fourth-  floor  walk-  up apart-
ment. We partnered together to teach Bible studies, to pray with 
the brokenhearted, and to usher others into an atmosphere of 
safety, comfort, and heartfelt compassion from Christ.

As I reflect on the deep friendship that began that night so 
many years ago, I can better understand how God provided us 
with what we both needed in order to find the strength to fulfill 
His call on our lives, even as He provided Jonathan for David. 
The care and support of godly friendship sustained us through the 
rigorous and demanding life of pursuing missions in Communist 
countries at the beginning of our friendship and as we pioneered 
new ministries through the years.

Now, forty years later, I understand that this treasure of friend-
ship was, in a way, God’s gift to me that would safeguard me from 
falling during the periods of darkness and temptation that would 
come through the years. When we lived in different countries, 
we supported each other through faithful letter writing, phone 
calls, and yearly visits. We bore each other’s burdens as we faced 
the deaths of family members and the challenge of illnesses. Our 
friendship helped provide the spiritual strength to keep following 
hard after Christ as we lived faithfully through all dark and joyful 
seasons of life.

I could not have imagined on the first night we met how this 
amazing, quiet woman would become like a family member to 
me over forty years of companioning me through the trials and 
personal tests of my life.

After I moved away from Poland, I married and had four chil-
dren. Our family was led to begin a ministry, start a publishing 
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business, host conferences, write books to inspire others, and move 
seventeen times. Yet God had planned to provide me personally 
with a friend who would impart love, strength, a listening ear, 
a praying heart, and wise counsel through each new phase of life. 
He knew that a godly friend was what I would need to be able to 
pursue what He wanted us to do. When I lacked family support, 
Gwen loyally encouraged me, my husband, and my children as 
though we had been born sisters from the very start.

Later, as my husband and I engaged in a spiritual battle to 
help preserve families in a culture bent on destroying them, God 
knew we would need friends to walk beside us and to give us the 
strength to pursue His ideals against much opposition. Even as a 
single woman, Gwen always believed in the messages that burned 
in my heart, and she would share encouraging words, write notes 
of Scripture, share books to inspire me, and shower my children 
with the charming love of an “auntie” they otherwise would not 
have had.

Perhaps God plans to fulfill our deep needs for friendship so 
that we can better feel His love in a world where we hunger for 
companionship as we do His Kingdom work.

As I look back over the years, it occurs to me that the context 
for friendship, especially friendship in the Lord, is so important 
to keep us growing toward His desire for us to know Him inti-
mately. God is always doing more than we can think or imagine, 
and even though the gift of a friend may seem like a wonderful 
personal gift, He always has more in mind. Spiritual friendships 
are not just about personal fulfillment but also about the scope 
and journey of what God wants to accomplish in our lives and 
how He wants us to live in His Kingdom ways. We could not do 
this without friends.

COMMITMENT: THE GLUE THAT PRESERVES THE BOND OF FRIENDSHIP
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In a world where most people feel isolated, alone, unseen, 
and lonely, we need this view of friendship as something that 
shows us the fullness of God’s love more than ever. To cherish and 
guard friendships can be a safeguard from personal pettiness and 
a reminder to be selfless. To embrace a friendship in  full-  fledged 
commitment provides us with a visible picture and personal expe-
rience of what we hope for in God: one who will love us, help us, 
and respond to us, no matter our failures, our needs, our vulner-
abilities, or our prickly moments. It is a picture of a  forever-  and- 
 always love that gives life.

As I look around, sometimes it feels like the fabric of society 
is falling  apart—  people are lonely, marriages are disintegrating, 
children do not know if they are wanted or loved, nothing in areas 
of ethics or morality can be counted on. The deadly effects of this 
cultural slide are painfully  obvious—  from the social and political 
implications of leaders falling to people in power abusing those 
in positions of weakness to the deeply personal pains of broken 
families. I think part of that destruction comes from people lack-
ing godly support and friendly encouragement, from not having a 
cloud of witnesses surrounding them to spur them on to faithful-
ness in living out biblical ideals.

When we are devoid of the support or sympathy that comes 
from deep, close, loving relationships, we are more easily tempted 
to look for temporal things to fulfill our needs, to compromise our 
previous heartfelt commitment to follow hard after Christ. This 
kind of  support—  the accountability of godly  friends—  reminds 
us to be faithful in our own stories, to remember the legacy of 
believers who have gone before us.

God designed family, friendships, and church to help sustain 
us personally in following Him and serving Him. We were not 
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created to handle the demands of life alone. Even as we would 
never send a soldier into battle without a battalion to give support 
and strength or an officer to provide leadership and wisdom, we 
should not be fighting our spiritual battles alone. Yet many believ-
ers have become so alienated in their lives, so isolated from real 
relationships, that they don’t even perceive that they are failing to 
thrive. They don’t know what they were designed to  have—  real 
people, real relationships, real accountability, real compassion, real 
help. That is why cultivating, cherishing, and nurturing godly 
friendships is not just a luxury but a necessity to be able to sustain 
a healthy spiritual life. Yet I realize that it was in making a com-
mitment to be friends for life, choosing to love each other even 
when we were not lovable, and investing time even when it was 
demanding that we cemented our friendship together.

Gwen has been God’s grace to me through all the journeys 
and battles of life. Through her, God taught me that life is not 
meant to be lived alone. She was God’s answer to my deep ache 
for friendship. I pray every person gets to experience the richness 
of such a fellow traveler in life.

I don’t know where you are on this journey of  soul-  level friend-
ship. Perhaps you have had a  David-  and-  Jonathan kind of friend-
ship for years, or perhaps you find yourself living far away from 
your family and friends, or perhaps you have always longed for a 
kindred spirit. As we embark on these chapters together, I invite 
you to pray for a “Gwen” in your own  life—  someone whose 
soul God knits together with yours and whose mutual commit-
ment will mean you will always have someone to be there for you 
through all your years.

COMMITMENT: THE GLUE THAT PRESERVES THE BOND OF FRIENDSHIP
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C H A P T E R  2

The Voice of Loneliness 
and the Voice of Love

The most terrible poverty is loneliness and 
the feeling of being unloved.

M ot h e r  T e r e s a

Perfect love casts out fear.
1  J o h n  4 : 1 8 ,  n a s b

SARAHy Candlelight fluttered  over the battered wood 
tables, the polished glasses, and the dim corners of my favorite 
French café in Oxford as my mom and I sat down to dinner. The 
evening outside was chill, but the little café was bright and cozy, 
with baguettes in a pile on our table and the pleasant thrumming 
of conversation beneath the skim of classical music. I loved this 
café; it was why I had chosen it as the place to take my mother 
when she came to see me during my first year of study.

Usually I savored the  Paris-  type feel of the tables pushed up 
close to each other, the friendly banter, the feeling that you could 
almost reach over and take a taste off your neighbor’s plate. But 
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that night I wished us miles away, because the only thing my 
neighbors were going to get from our table was the extra salt from 
my splashing tears. I hadn’t even known I needed to cry. But 
my mother arrived and asked a few searching questions, and the 
combination of candlelight, French bread, and sympathy was too 
much. Soon I was crying so hard I could barely get words out (and 
it didn’t help that I was trying to be discreet while doing it). But 
once I did, I choked out the single fact of my woe.

“Mom, I’m just so lonely. Again.”
The months leading up to that aggrieved moment had seemed 

so rich in the possibility of friendship, something I was starving to 
find. I had arrived in Oxford for a year of study just after my thir-
tieth birthday, and frankly, it felt like heaven. I came to that year 
abroad out of the  just-  finished and difficult decade of my twenties. 
I was itching for good work, for  long-  term friendships, for local 
community, for ministry. In the past several years I had struggled, 
as I think many in my generation do, to figure out where to put 
down roots, how to create lasting friendships, how to wrest com-
munity from what always felt like the huge, anonymous push of 
modern life. I traveled, I wrote, I worked for student ministries, 
I tried this church and that, always keeping an eye open (let us 
be honest) for that great romantic love I felt sure was out there 
somewhere. I looked for friends with similar ideals, with a love 
for literature, with a sense of mission driving their actions. But I 
found those friends to be few and far between, and as the years 
passed and I moved yet again or another community broke apart, 
frustration began to build. The prospect of a year in England, a 
country I loved for its literature and beauty, felt like the chance 
for a change with some freshened vision.

And oh, Oxford felt like the answer to all my prayers.
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I arrived just as the leaves were turning and settled into a tiny 
turret room on the top story of an Oxford college, where I could 
watch pink sunrises blossom behind the cross on the chapel roof 
each morning. I shared a kitchen with students from all over the 
world, where we gathered after a day of classes for  late-  night feasts 
of toast and tea with philosophical talks on the side. My sister, in 
a different program, lived just on the other side of the rambling 
old house, and we sneaked out for coffee on Saturday mornings, 
both of us brimful with things we’d learned and new convictions 
to share. On my own, I walked cobblestone streets and soaked 
in the old, bookish beauty of  golden-  walled Oxford, I gloried in 
doctrine classes, and I mulled over my essays on C. S. Lewis while 
sipping tea in my favorite bookshop. I was part of a small,  close- 
 knit, lively community of students from around the world; there 
was always someone to talk to, a book to discuss, an evensong 
service to attend with the larger group. There was even a tall, 
charming Dutchman at my church with whom I shared a pas-
sionate interest in children’s books and theology, who didn’t seem 
averse to chatting about them whenever I was around. Oh yes, 
Oxford was heaven, and in those first sweet months, I was daily, 
blessedly happy. For the first time in years, I felt that I belonged.

And then,  gradually— again—  I didn’t. Or rather, the old 
struggles began to seep into the glory of what I thought was a 
new life. The days grew long and dark, the streets cold, the pres-
sure of intensive deadlines and essays hit hard, and the friends I 
had made began to have less time and a lot more stress. The big, 
merry kitchen group began to separate as our different programs 
demanded different commitments. The evenings got long and 
lonely. My sister moved back to the States. I began to wonder what 
in the world would follow this single year abroad, to face the fact 
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that I had no visa or reason to stay when my essays were finished; 
my sense of belonging was an illusion. The Dutchman’s spiritual 
adviser told him to consider the religious life of an Anglican monk 
(he did and then chose me instead, but that’s another story, and 
it sure took a long time). My two bosom friends left for the long 
Easter break along with the rest of the college, and I suddenly 
found myself living alone in a tower room that felt like something 
in a gothic novel by one of the Brontës, a shadowy place that sat 
amid long, deserted corridors in a building emptied of human 
voices and light. I couldn’t think of anyone to call. Or anyone 
who might call me. I met my mom that night after a week of deep 
isolation, in which I had worked nonstop to distract myself from 
my loneliness. But the touch of my mom’s compassion opened 
my heart. When we got back to her  bed-  and-  breakfast that night, 
propped up against a pile of pillows with a good stack of dark 
chocolate nearby, I finally managed to articulate my woes.

I was lonely. Deeply lonely. Again. Nothing had changed. Real, 
lasting friendship, a place to put down roots as a young  adult— 
 these still seemed beyond my grasp, and the fact that the old lone-
liness could follow me even to Oxford made me wonder if there 
was actually something wrong with me. I felt profoundly rejected, 
as if somehow the isolation I felt was personal. And I was afraid I 
always would.

I wonder if you have ever felt the same way.
In this book, which is largely a celebration of the warmth and 

camaraderie I have known in the Girls’ Club with my mom and 
sister and in the feminine friendships that have shaped our lives, 
it feels odd to open with an exploration of loneliness. Surely, rich 
as I am in those core friendships, I should put the issue of loneli-
ness  aside—  and the temptation to do so is great. Idealist that I 
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am, I’m always in the business of  happily-  ever-  afters. In movies, 
in marriage, in friendships, I hunger for the perfect, I focus on the 
beautiful, I celebrate what is possible, not what isn’t. But when I 
look back over the past decade and more, over the deep wrestlings 
of soul I have known as a  purpose-  hungry  twenty-  something, as a 
single woman grappling with her identity and in search of love, as 
a newly married woman still dealing with the hunger for friend-
ship, I am aware that loneliness has been one of the great compan-
ions and formative themes of my life.

Actually, this has been true for my mom and my sister as well, 
and I believe it’s true for most women. Loneliness, and the way it 
makes us question whether we are lovable, is an issue that we in 
the Girls’ Club have each had to face, because we have all known 
deep loneliness in our different spheres of life. Being the Girls’ 
Club is a profound and beautiful gift, but it doesn’t mean we 
haven’t had to walk alone. In this broken  world—  as we foray forth 
to love and work, to look for friendship, to minister, to  learn—  we 
will come up again and again against our deep need for love, the 
imperfection of others, our longing for affirmation, our sense of 
perceived and sometimes real rejection. Because of this, I think 
we have no choice but to begin by talking about loneliness. It is, 
after all, the condition in which we are all seeking relationship, 
connection, and love.

Some of the greatest gifts of the Girls’ Club have always been, 
first, a shared willingness to support each other through our 
breakdowns (a vastly important aspect of  long-  term friendship) 
and, second, a desire to help one another past the surface emo-
tion to where the deep doubts and questions must be addressed. 
Throughout my life, my mom and sister have helped me to be 
honest: with the source of my emotion, with the way my own 
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insecurity shapes my relationships, with the doubt I bear about 
God’s love and how that influences my capacity to receive love 
from others. We love each other well in part by helping each other 
to get to the root of the pain that could easily lead us to more isola-
tion. We ask the hard questions. We take a close look at the world. 
And we love each other best by pushing one another once more 
into the arms of the  lover-  God, whose business is the binding up 
of our broken hearts.

That’s exactly what my mom did for me during that Oxford 
Easter break, and it’s what I hope you will begin to do yourself 
through what we explore in this chapter. Emily Dickinson, that 
solitary, wistful poet, wrote that there is a “loneliness one dare not 
sound,”1 and it sounds like good  advice—  at first. I spent many 
years trying to deal with loneliness that way, ignoring it and look-
ing for friends, moving on to the next project or church in hope 
of some great love that would settle my fear of rejection for good. 
But I have come to believe that we must sound our loneliness, 
because if we don’t, it will become the voice defining our sense of 
self, our security in our friendships, our understanding of God’s 
grace towards us. Loneliness can quickly sabotage our very abili ty 
to reach out in friendship if we allow the insecurity it brings to 
define the way we relate. We have to acknowledge and resist it. We 
have to confront the daily habits and cultural patterns by which 
we are made lonely. Ultimately, we have to challenge the voice 
that speaks in our loneliness, challenging what it whispers to us 
about our worth.

My mom helped me to sound my loneliness in those quiet 
days we shared in Oxford, and that  soul-  searching was shaped by 
two questions. The  first—Why am I lonely?—  was one I needed to 
answer for myself. I needed to look at the patterns of my life, the 

GIRLS’  CLUB

18

GirlsClub.indd   18 9/24/2018   2:17:54 PM



cultural norms by which I was living, and ask myself how they 
shaped my capacity for relationship. The second  question—Am I 
lovable?—  was one that only God could answer. Only in learning 
to listen to the voice of love instead of the voice of loneliness was I 
able to begin to answer the voice in my head that told me I would 
never be loved.

Why Are We All So Lonely?
Just a few months before I began writing this book, I came 
across a headline in a major British newspaper: “Loneliness Is 
an Epidemic.” Curious, I googled the headline and the term and 
found that various contemporary doctors, writers, psychologists, 
and politicians are increasingly aware of the way modern people 
feel isolated, unseen, and profoundly alone. As I read numer-
ous articles, I began to wonder, Are we lonelier than our ancestors? 
What I have come to believe is that yes, we are. There are certainly 
spiritual and emotional causes of loneliness that are common to 
every generation, but there are also cultural factors that shape our 
experience of the world, helping or hindering our relationships 
with other people. If we are to confront and heal our loneliness, 
I think we have to deeply evaluate the cultural patterns that sepa-
rate and isolate us. We live in an age that makes  real-  life friendship 
increasingly difficult because the patterns of modern life make us 
strangers to each other.

First, we are largely an uprooted society. Our mobile culture 
means we rarely know our  next-  door neighbors; we are no longer 
rooted to place, so we no longer have the instant and deep con-
nection of a community bound to one another by a shared life in 
a single location. When I first encountered the writing of Wendell 
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Berry, a farmer and poet who writes in defense of rural communi-
ties and of the grace of being rooted in “a place on earth,”2 I felt 
almost desperate to have the local life he described. I was ready to 
move to a farm for good if only it meant the possibility of belong-
ing, of being deeply known and loved. But where would I move? 
What if there is no land to return to (like Wendell Berry’s family 
farm)? What if God calls you somewhere else? My family moved 
twelve times before I was eighteen, always hoping to be able to 
settle for good, but that was never our story. It certainly hasn’t 
been mine as an adult either. While there were always good and 
often  ministry-  driven reasons for the moves, they were also driven 
by jobs in different places, by a mobile world that required us to 
keep starting over. We were part of a larger cultural movement 
that means few people stay in one place and few people know their 
neighbors. The world is on the move these days, which means 
many of us have never known  long-  term,  place-  based, uncondi-
tional community.

Second, we are a distracted society living in a largely virtual 
world. We operate our daily lives increasingly in the presence of 
the internet, our screens drawing our attention and experiences 
away from the here and now into an anonymous, unresting, 
unrooted space. Social media provides connection of a kind, but 
it is no replacement for the gift of present, vulnerable,  face-  to-  face 
friendship. What we portray online is an avatar of our true selves, 
a symbol we craft that stands in for us in the online universe. We 
have an immense amount of power in crafting it to reflect the best 
of what we are and what we love, but that also means we never 
present the fullness of  ourselves—  or receive it from anyone else. 
Nor can the sound bite of social media statements and opinions 
truly represent the depth and wonder and frailty of a real human 
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being in person. The online world simply cannot offer us the inti-
macy of seeing someone at their best . . . and their worst, the grace 
of a friend’s embodied hug, the wholeness of an actual person with 
all their foibles and unmatchable beauty.

The problem is that the internet, by its nature, is a profound 
distraction, one that draws our consciousness out of the real 
world and into the unending information of the virtual world. 
Complicating this is the fact that we often use the distraction of 
the online world to medicate the deep loneliness we feel; we can 
scroll through countless feeds, our phones the  ever-  present com-
panions we wish we could find in real life. But there is a danger 
of so submerging our loneliness in distraction, of so immersing 
ourselves in the virtual that we become incapable of hunger-
ing  for—  and reaching out to  grasp—  true relationship. The fact 
that loneliness has become an epidemic in the internet age is no 
coincidence.

When online distraction is combined with the anonymity of 
the restless modern world, when we do not even know our neigh-
bors and live far from family, when the online facades we create 
keep us from being truly known in both our ordinary glory and 
our brokenness, when our sense of isolation is so great that we 
immerse ourselves in busyness, we become part of a world where 
loneliness is, indeed, epidemic. We are pervasively, existentially 
lonely, and I think it is important to recognize that reality in our 
frenetic age. Are we lonelier today than the generations before us? 
Yes, in a way, we are. We live in a profoundly individualistic world, 
one whose modes of work, entertainment, and information train 
us to increasing isolation. We have to understand this and own the 
influence it has on our relationships if we are ever to live in gentle, 
intentional defiance of those patterns, confronting our loneliness 
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and learning how to fight for the creation and maintenance of 
true friendship.

Much of what you will find in the pages that follow are the 
practices of holy rebellion that we in the Girls’ Club have learned 
to live by as we combat the isolating patterns of life in a  far-  too- 
 busy world. It’s a work of constant reevaluation as we repeatedly 
examine our lives, our habits, our exhaustion, asking ourselves 
how we can step out of a frenzied loneliness and into a present 
connection, whether that’s a phone call to each other, a cup of tea 
with a friend, a summer away from Facebook, or the initiation of 
a local book club.

During the days following my mom’s visit to Oxford, I weaned 
myself from the online world that had distracted me from my 
sense of isolation, and I made myself, yet once more, try an  in- 
 person Bible study at church. I mustered my introverted cour-
age and resolved to ask a new person out to coffee each week. 
I knocked on the door of my neighbor down the dorm room hall, 
and I scheduled Skype dates with my siblings. Crucially, I also 
banned myself from  early morning time online and became more 
diligent about my times of prayer, of early quiet, of Scripture read-
ing. It was those  early morning spaces that helped me to answer 
the second question more fully than ever before.

Am I Lovable?
Loneliness is a fundamental reality of the human condition. The 
problem of loneliness is as old as Eden, etched into the very fabric 
of what it means to be fallen human beings. We are lonely because 
we live in this broken place, separated from God and each other 
by sin and sorrow, by grief and struggle. Loneliness is a theological 
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problem, and it’s one that each of us has to face for ourselves. We 
have to delve deep into our core  beliefs—  about ourselves, about 
grace, about God’s love and our  worth—  if we are ever to be people 
capable of giving love, as well as receiving it.

In my first year of studying theology, I was fascinated to find 
that loneliness is the way several theologians describe the result of 
sin. In the  beginning—  in God’s perfect  beginning—  we were cre-
ated to live in unbroken harmony with our Creator and with each 
other, giving our hearts and selves fully to each other, knowing 
each other wholly. Sin meant a total break in that joyous relation-
ship. In theological terms, sin is actually defined as incurvatus in 
se, the self turned inward upon itself, seeking only its own gain 
instead of living outwards in love and connection with others. 
The fallenness of the world means that each of us experiences an 
essential loneliness, a deep sense of separation from each other, of 
being isolated and even unlovable. Ultimately, what we grieve is 
separation from the love that created us. Of course we are lonely.

We are also healed of that fundamental loneliness in Christ. He 
is the divine Lover whose gift of Himself to humankind healed our 
isolation and drew us back into fellowship. The whole gospel is, 
in its way, the tale of loneliness being turned backwards, of isola-
tion defeated by the very presence of the God who is now with us. 
But this is one more of those  now-  and-  not-  yet realities that come 
with the fact that we are redeemed and healed in Christ, and yet 
. . . we still live in the broken place. Loneliness is still pervasive in 
human experience because until Christ returns, we’ll continue to 
live in this fallen world, where sin and suffering have shaped the 
whole of human life.

The voice we hear naturally in our hearts is one of condemna-
tion: You’re impossible to love. You’re too difficult. You’ll always be 
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lonely. You’re not worth attention. And often that voice has been 
affirmed by the rejection or hatred we have known in the broken 
relationships of our lives. We bring deep wounds to our attempts 
at friendship, wounds that create an inner narrative of profound 
insecurity. What does that look like? For me, a series of petty 
friends and group rejection meant an increasing sense of doubt 
about my own worth that made every interaction with a possible 
new friend a torture. Even as I sought to connect, I was battered by 
an inner sense that I was ugly or ridiculous, that I’d said the wrong 
thing, that the other person found me too quiet, too wordy,  too— 
 well, it could be any number of things. Insecurity meant that every 
conversation became a space in which I was asking someone to 
answer the question “Am I lovable?” But no human could suffi-
ciently answer that question, because I had already judged myself 
unworthy.

Those voices of loneliness are just one aspect of a fallen world 
working its hurt deeply into our lives. The  difference—  now that 
Christ has come into the world, his love kindling right amid the 
darkness in our  hearts—  is that loneliness no longer has the final 
word. Love has a new story to tell us, one that can define the whole 
of our existence and renew our capacity for relationship. The catch 
is that we have to learn to listen for the voice of love as it speaks 
healing into our hearts, calling us out of isolation and into our 
identity as those who are deeply beloved.

During the quiet days of my spring break in Oxford, after 
my mom left and I was again alone, I began to read Marilynne 
Robinson’s novel Lila, and it became for me an image of what it 
looks like to listen to the voice of love crying out in the darkness 
of our hearts. Lila is the companion to the novel Gilead, a collec-
tion of letters written by an elderly pastor in  small-  town Iowa to 
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the young son whose adulthood he knows he will not live to see. 
Lila, mother of that son, glimmers in the background of Gilead. 
We know, from the old man’s words, that his marriage was late 
and startling, if not scandalous, to the small town and flock in 
his keeping. We also know that Lila had been a drifter, a rough 
woman with an unknown past.

In the novel Lila, we are taken into Lila’s mind, seeing the story, 
the marriage, the coming child through her own eyes. In a mas-
terful stream of narrative, in which Lila’s thoughts leap between 
memory and present, past event and current meaning, we encoun-
ter not just a story but the shape of a mind that has been molded 
by loneliness, by suspicion, by a long, hard life on the road. Lila’s 
inner voice is inclined to distrust everyone, and yet . . . she yearns 
to trust. We witness Lila’s transformation through her hunger for 
love, her fragile hope in the gentle love of a good old man whose 
faithfulness has challenged the narrative by which she lives.

In many ways Lila is the story of two inner  voices—  that of 
loneliness and that of  love—  and the way they wrestle for pri-
macy within Lila’s heart. What gripped me as I read the novel was 
how familiar these voices were. As I read Lila’s  thoughts—  thought 
them with her,  really—  I was startled by my initial inclination to 
believe Lila’s inner narrative precisely because mine is often the 
same. I know the power of loneliness to tinge any offer of love with 
doubt, to steal away the innocence of joy, to darken the expecta-
tion of good. Lila’s inner voice says things like this:

“You best keep to yourself, except you never can.”3 Loneliness 
tells her that it’s dangerous to trust someone else, that isolation is 
safe. Loneliness always sets the painful past as a backdrop in Lila’s 
mind so that her heart is tense and defensive.

“There were words so terrible you heard them with your whole 
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body. Guilty. And there were voices to say them.”4 Loneliness heaps 
up every rejection she has known, every bad thing she’s done, and 
tells her that this is the only thing that will ever be true of her.

“She had told herself more than once not to call it loneliness, 
since it wasn’t any different from one year to the next, it was just 
how her body felt, like hungry or tired, except it was always there, 
always the same.”5 Loneliness tells Lila to stop hoping; it shows 
her the long line of people who left her, forgot her, and rejected 
her and presents those incidents as defining evidence of her worth 
as a person. And she believes that inner voice. She believes it so 
strongly that she almost cannot accept the love that comes to chal-
lenge the tyrannical finality of loneliness. And Lila’s impulse is 
always to leave because she only feels safe in isolation.

But what about love, the voice that challenges that of loneli-
ness? In the novel, love finds Lila in the form of the old man 
whose care both for her soul and for her heart is tenacious,  long- 
 suffering, and tender. The old man, even amid his own frailty and 
need, embodies that paean of love in 1 Corinthians, rooted as he is 
in a lifelong journey toward the healing love of God himself. What 
does the voice of love sound like? Love draws us into the present. 
Love draws Lila from the mist of her grief and guilt, summoning 
her to stand in the presence, not of phantoms, but of a human 
being whose hands and heart are offered to her.

“If the Lord is more gracious than any of us can begin to imag-
ine, and I’m sure He is, then your Doll [Lila’s  sort-  of guardian] 
and a whole lot of people are safe, and warm, and very happy. 
And probably a little bit surprised.”6 The old man saw a whole-
ness and hope for Lila that she could not see for herself. Love sees 
the beauty in Lila’s loyal, suspicious heart and draws her,  step-  by- 
 step, into health.
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“If we stay here, soon enough it will be you sitting at the table, 
and me, I don’t know, cooking something, and the snow flying, 
and the old man so glad we’re here he’ll be off in his study praying 
about it. And geraniums in the window. Red ones.”7 Love teaches 
us to hope, to see what is possible, to imagine beauty where there 
has been only grief.

“When you’re scalded, touch hurts, it makes no difference if it’s 
kindly meant.”8 Love is patient, and it hopes with a mighty will, 
because it takes a while for a hurt person to heal. It’s a precious 
thing to watch hope grow in Lila’s mind, to watch the faithfulness 
of love nurse her back to relationship.

“There was no way to abandon guilt, no decent way to disown 
it. All the tangles and knots of bitterness and desperation and fear 
had to be pitied. No, better, grace had to fall over them.”9 Grace 
must fall over us, too, over all the rejections we remember, the 
isolation we’ve known, the faithlessness that has wounded us to 
our core. Grace has to fall over our existential sense of loneliness, 
that constant human fear of being unloved. Grace has to invade 
the loveless patterns of a  too-  busy society. The only love that can 
really do that is the love of Christ, and that is why I think we have 
to begin talking about friendship by talking about our loneliness, 
because it is often the greatest hindrance to relationship. In order 
to have friends, we have to first learn what it means to be a friend, 
and we do that by being loved by God.

Only the loved can  love—  I heard that phrase in a talk many 
years ago and remembered it again as I read Lila and began to 
confront my own inner voice of loneliness. I decided to address 
that voice  head-  on, so I began by journaling through my fears of 
rejection, my sense of insecurity. I articulated my worst fears and 
found that suddenly, on paper, they were manageable, even frail, as 
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I began to read and memorize the powerful affirmations of God’s 
love found in Scripture. I also read Julian of Norwich’s Revelations 
of Divine Love and filled my imagination with powerful images 
of Christ’s tender goodness. I sought counseling for some of the 
hurts that had twisted and shaped me toward fear over the years. 
I began to learn that sometimes I have to open wounds to let them 
heal, and the process was profoundly hopeful. Little by little, with 
the help of my family, of mentors, of a local church, I began to 
do what a mentor of mine once humorously said: “You can’t just 
listen to your thoughts; you have to talk back to them!”

I began to live by the voice of love.
When we know that we are loved, we are ready to not just find 

a friend, but to be one. That’s why we begin with our loneliness. 
In the silence of our fear, our need, our unmet hope, we face the 
worst. But a still, small voice sounds even there, the one voice that 
can set our hungry hearts at rest, the voice that teaches us how 
to be the friends and companions we so desire to find. And that’s 
where real friendship begins. It’s the only place it can.
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C H A P T E R  3

Learning to Embrace the 
Capaciousness of Womanhood

In each of my friends there is something that 
only some other friend can fully bring out. 
By myself I am not large enough to call the 
whole man into activity; I want other lights 

than my own to show all his facets.
C .  S .  L ew i s

JOYy We had been walking  a very long time. Much longer, 
if we were honest, than any of us had wanted. The day had started 
off beautifully.

My mom was intentional about making special times to be 
with just us girls. My mother was intentional about everything, 
including alone time with my brothers, so this was not surpris-
ing. Whether it was a trip downtown to eat a croissant and walk 
around the beautiful Victorian houses (and imagine which one we 
would want to live in); or an evening in eating popcorn, watch-
ing Pride and Prejudice, and deciding whether or not we actually 
liked Mr. Darcy; or an afternoon making gallons and gallons of 
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applesauce to save for the winter, we had many moments through-
out the months and years that were marked out for just us girls.

And once a year or so, we had a Girls’ Club adventure.
Sometimes it was simply a night away somewhere close, but 

this year it was a real adventure: a week on Prince Edward Island, 
the birthplace of Anne of Green Gables, one of our most beloved 
literary heroines. It was the first Girls’ Club trip I remember in 
detail. I was ten years old, and I remember because I was exactly 
one year younger than Anne in Anne of Green Gables, the book I 
was reading in preparation for our time there. First, we went to a 
speaking engagement with my mother. Being the extrovert that I 
was, I sort of liked walking around with my mother, speaking with 
people, and being charming. But once we packed up the books 
and shook every hand  good-  bye, we were on to the real business: 
exploring Anne’s island!

That morning we had eaten our fill of the  bed-  and-  breakfast’s 
delectable spread (in all my traveling, I don’t think I’ve ever had 
better food than at that little B and B!) and talked about plans for 
our day. We had heard that the inspiration for the White Sands 
Hotel (which features prominently in the Avonlea stories) was 
not too far away. We thought we might walk there for an early 
lunch. It was such a beautiful day! So we finished our breakfast 
and headed to the concierge.

“How do you get to the White Sands Hotel?” we asked.
“Oh! It’s not too far,” answered the kind Canadian concierge, 

with an accent reminiscent of another time. “Just four kilometers 
or so.”

We were well fed and ready for a jaunt, so four kilometers 
sounded like nothing. The concierge pointed us in the right direc-
tion, and we set off.
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Oh, it was beautiful. It was June, and wildflowers were thick 
in every ditch. The sky was blue that day, but it was never too 
 warm—  perfect for me, as I wilt like a tulip in any temperature 
above  seventy-  five degrees. But the air that day was cool and pun-
gent, with the fragrance of burgeoning life in every nook and 
cranny of the earth. We chatted and chirped as we marched on 
our way, taking in the fresh loveliness of it all.

We were having such a good time that we hardly bothered to 
wonder how long we had been walking, when suddenly it occurred 
to us that we’d been on our feet for quite some time. We wondered 
aloud whether we’d missed a turn. It was proposed that maybe 
we hadn’t walked as far as we thought; my little  ten-  year-  old legs 
might have been slowing us down.

We stopped the next people we passed on the trail and asked 
if we’d missed the turn.

“Oh, no!” said the wife. “You just haven’t gotten there yet.”
“It’s about four kilometers up that way,” her husband added.
We thanked them and kept walking. Four kilometers to go? It 

was only supposed to be four kilometers total! Something seemed 
off. But with the encouragement that we were on the right path, 
we kept walking. At least we had a beautiful view, Sarah remarked. 
And she was right . . . for a while. Ten minutes after that com-
ment, however, the trail disappeared, and we found ourselves on 
a small path of pebbles next to a  two-lane highway. We walked in 
a  single-  file line. Every few minutes, a car would rush by, sending 
our hair into a panic as the wind tossed it around. We tried to talk, 
shouting back and forth in our little queue. But then one person 
wouldn’t hear, and we’d have to shout it four times for the other 
person to catch it, replacing the initial delight of sharing with an 
objectless annoyance. So eventually we fell into silence.
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At that point, we’d been walking twice as long as we had been 
when we ran into the couple on the path. About two miles ear-
lier, we’d lost hope of actually finding the hotel for lunch. All we 
wanted was some sign of civilization or a house whose phone we 
could borrow to call a taxi. Anything.

Instead, we saw acres and acres of fields.
What had started off as charming and beautiful began to seem 

a teasing monotony. Surely someone lived out here! Didn’t some-
one own all this land? It appeared not.

Then, it came: hanger.
I should note at this point that I have notoriously bad blood 

sugar. If I don’t eat something every two to three hours, my blood 
sugar begins to drop and then plummet and then bottom out. 
This usually results in shakiness and sometimes fainting, but most 
often, if I’m honest, a cloud of furious annoyance with the world 
and all its inhabitants. The moment when my blood sugar levels 
could have been easily repaired had long passed. My face was hot, 
and my footsteps were heavy.

“How long are we going to walk?” I demanded. I knew, being 
a perceptive child, that this detour was not planned and that my 
mother knew no better than I how long we would have to walk. But I 
was tired and hungry and wanted to vent my frustration to someone.

“I’m so sorry, honey. I think the man at the desk must have 
gotten his directions wrong,” my mother said, genuine sympathy 
on her face.

“Well, I guess so!” I dramatically stomped my foot, causing a 
cloud of dust to emerge from the gravel. “I just can’t walk much 
longer! I’m hungry and tired, and I think I’m getting a sunburn.”

I watched the prospect of hitchhiking pass through my  mother’s 
eyes.
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No! Not with my two daughters, her resolute eyebrows seemed 
to say. My mother is the consummate caretaker; there has never 
been a need she hasn’t provided for. This situation challenged her 
desire to help us. Oh, wasn’t there a way to fix this?

“We really have been walking forever, haven’t we?” my mother 
said with a laugh. Her smile was a little dampened but mirthful 
nonetheless. “I wish I could change this, but I can’t. But you know 
what? I think you have it in you to be brave.”

In my present purposeless rage, all this talk sounded like paci-
fication. I was not pleased.

Sarah chimed in, “You’re like Anne of Green Gables. You’ve got 
an adventurous spirit.”

This worked on  me—  I’m a sucker for Anne. I would have done 
anything to please Anne . . . even walk a picket fence. I began to 
perk up.

“Do you think you can walk a little farther with me?” my 
mother said.

I supposed I could. “Anne could, so I can.”
I gathered my courage and stomped determinedly on. A few 

minutes later, we saw it! A blessed sign: “White Sands Hotel,” 
with an arrow pointing up a winding road. We walked along it 
for another (yes!) fifteen minutes, and then we finally turned the 
corner and saw it: the White Sands! It stood regal and surprisingly 
stately in this  middle-  of-  nowhere field. We all but ran to the hotel, 
trying to preserve our dignity.

And, at last, we ate. Oh, how wonderful to eat! I distinctly 
remember that I ate three sliders, which seemed infinitely more 
delicious and filling than if I’d had just one hamburger. Once we’d 
eaten, we began to take in the grandeur of the hotel. There were 
rich red carpets everywhere, and all the waitstaff dressed as if they 
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were living in the 1890s. Someone gave us a tour, and I held my 
head high the way I thought Anne might and imagined that I was 
very refined indeed.

Even after all that walking, Sarah and Mom wanted to explore 
the gardens and walk around the forested pond. I was a bit exas-
perated, but that soon turned to curiosity and then reverie as I 
discovered my new fascination: a bleeding heart flower. It was 
bright and lovely . . . and what a name! I began to compose a tragic 
love story surrounding a bleeding heart.

When we’d had our fill of the gardens, we had the concierge 
call us a taxi. Sarah gestured covertly at the odometer. We counted 
the kilometers and then translated them into miles.

Twelve miles.
My mom was right. I did have it in me to be brave. I just needed 

someone else to call that out in me.

What Women Can Do
That walk on Prince Edward Island is a lot like life. Like that day, 
I’ve found that life usually requires more of us than we expect. 
More effort, more tears, more bravery, more endurance, more 
ingenuity than we knew to come equipped with. But I’ve also 
learned that I am stronger than I think, that there are reserves of 
energy and endurance that I can access if I just decide not to give 
up. When my mother looked into my eyes that day and told me 
she knew I could walk a little farther, she set a tone for my life. You 
are capable of more than you know. You are the right one to handle 
your life. And what is more, you are never alone in the journey. You 
have your Girls’ Club around you, and more fundamentally than that, 
you have God.
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I think you have it in you to go a little bit farther.
This year, my Girls’ Club has given me the same message under 

different circumstances with higher stakes. I started my PhD this 
year. Just like the walk to the White Sands, it seemed like a chal-
lenge but a manageable one. What I couldn’t have bargained for 
was the onslaught of loneliness after my three best friends moved 
away, the awkwardness of trying to figure out if I was doing this 
doctoral research right, the unexpected injury of my mom’s eye, 
the wondrous interruption of my niece Lilian’s birth. All of it left 
me dizzy, tired, overwhelmed. This year has been more than I 
bargained for.

Recently I called my mom on the phone. I had had quite 
enough of being an adult. I had wilted. I loved my research, I felt 
called to teach, mentor, and guide college students. Up to that 
point, I had worked hard, but I had never encountered anything 
that seemed insurmountable. But in that moment, I genuinely 
wondered, Can I do this? Am I enough?

I poured out my heart to my mom on the phone. She listened. 
She empathized. And then she said, “Joy. You have borne so much. 
I’m so sorry this year has been difficult. But I’m not worried about 
you. The Lord will take care of you. I see your roots growing deep. 
If you press into this season, trust God, and keep going, I think 
you will see the fruit of it.”

In other words, she said again, I think you have it in you to go 
a little bit farther.

And I did.
It reminds me of a surprisingly profound line from a Winnie 

the Pooh cartoon: “There’s something you must remember  .  .  . 
You’re braver than you believe, and stronger than you seem, and 
smarter than you think.”
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One of the greatest gifts of female friendship in my life has 
been that women have called out the strength in me that I didn’t 
know I possessed and helped me rise to the occasion of life. Female 
friendship has been at the core of all societies for this very reason. 
There is a fierceness and a flexibility in womanhood, an ability 
to overcome despite insurmountable odds. Patient, clever eyes, 
looking for a way to make things work, to stitch life together like 
a colorful quilt made out of scraps.

Clarkson women. Those words hold a whole world of meaning 
for me. Let me try to give you a peek inside.

Clarkson women means queens of celebration. Every year we 
have a Christmas tea for all our friends. I picture the three of us, 
hard at work in our kitchen. I’m chopping grapes and pecans for 
our famous chicken salad, Sarah is straining raspberries for the 
raspberry soup. Mom is tossing the scone mixture together. We’re 
all laughing and talking over the hum of activity. Sarah tells me 
about a Wendell Berry novel she’s just read; I tell her about an 
indie artist I’ve just discovered; Mom reminds us that we have 
ten minutes till everyone arrives. Once every delectable item of 
food has been tucked in the bowl or oven where it belongs, we 
survey our work. The table is resplendent with colorful napkins 
and sparkling goblets. And then we survey ourselves. Oh! Just one 
last touch: lipstick!

When the guests arrive, we welcome them into our home, 
taking coats, laughing, asking questions, showing them where 
their seats are at the table, and assuring them wordlessly that they 
belong in our hearts and home.

To be a Clarkson woman is to be hospitable. Not in a  picture- 
 perfect magazine way, but in a “make people know they’re loved 
and welcome, and feed them delicious food” way. Clarkson women 
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know that when you prepare for someone’s arrival, look them in 
the eye while welcoming them, and serve them a delicious meal, 
you’re saying, “You’re important. Interesting. Worthwhile. And 
you are loved.”

And that is important to the Clarkson women.
Let me describe another scene.
It’s the quiet hours of the morning, just after seven o’clock. It is 

Christmas break, and everyone is home. I must have tea and pray 
before I interact with humans every  morning—  the consequences 
are dire if I don’t. So I slip out my door and head downstairs to 
snatch my cup of tea before the flood of other humans descends.

In the living room at the bottom of the stairs, I see my mama 
curled up on the green couch. All the candles are lit, and there’s 
a gentle melody wafting out of her portable speaker. She used to 
have a big, blue “ quiet-  time chair,” as she called it, but now the 
green couch has taken its place. Over our seventeen moves as a 
family, she always had such a spot, and we kids knew it was holy. 
Not to be disturbed. We began to want such a place ourselves.

She always sits somewhere where she can see out into the world. 
At our current home, her spot looks out on a little patch of pine 
forest. In the winter, a white blanket of snow covers the front yard. 
In the springtime, flowers peek through the window, reminding 
her that warmer days have come once again. She is gazing out on 
the beauty contemplatively, her Bible resting on her knees, a pen 
in one hand and a delicate teacup in the other. She hears me. She 
knows the routine, because she feels the same. She reaches out her 
hand, and I squeeze it. Then I head to make my tea, leaving her 
to pray and think on her own.

With my tea in hand, I make it up to my room. I, too, light 
my candles and put on quiet music. I sit down and take my first 
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refreshing sip. Ah! I already feel more ready to face the day. I open 
my daily prayer book.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. . . .
One thing I have asked of the Lord, and this is what I 

seek,
That I may dwell in the house of the Lord and seek 

him in his temple . . .

I read the  words—  the Scriptures and the reflections. I pray 
about my own little trials and tribulations and for the people I 
love and the people I’m trying hard to love. I ask for grace for the 
day. I take my last sip of tea and head downstairs. As I step out 
my door, Sarah’s swings open. She’s been doing the same thing.

Clarkson women love God. Even as we have our own inde-
pendent relationships with God, our own patterns of prayer and 
quiet time, we are all supportive of each other in that walk. We 
share what we’re learning; we pray for each other. We do not let 
our time go to waste.

Another example.
It’s nine o’clock on a Tuesday morning. My mom and I are 

both a little bleary eyed, but we have cappuccinos and a cheesy 
egg quesadilla to split, so we’ll be just fine. I’m home on a “break” 
from my PhD (is there ever a break in PhDs?), and mom is two 
weeks away from another book launch. We must work, but why 
not work together? We munch on our delectable breakfast and 
talk about morning things and life. (Have you noticed Clarksons 
are always eating? We truly are.) Once we’re finished, we share a 
significant look: it’s time!

We both pull out our computers and begin to type away, 
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Mom on her press  emails for the launch, and me on tedious edits 
to my chapter.

After a while, I pull off one of my earbuds. “Do you think it’s 
a two cappuccino morning?” I ask. “I’ll buy.”

I can tell by the impish look in my mom’s eyes that it is. I order 
our second round and check in with Mom. How is it going? Will 
her  to-  do list ever be finished? How does she feel about the launch?

She checks in with me, too. Were my adviser’s comments help-
ful? When did I think I’d submit my thesis? What’s the next step?

Work is important to the Clarkson women. Meaningful, 
excellent, purposeful work. That looks different for us at dif-
ferent seasons. Right now my work is hard, long hours of study 
on my PhD so I can master a topic and learn to teach and men-
tor college students. My mom, in addition to writing books, is 
preparing talks for conferences. She calls me and says, “Oh, Joy! 
I don’t want to just do this off the cuff. I want to give them some-
thing worthwhile.” So she labors away at achieving excellence in 
her speaking. But right now for Sarah, “work” looks different. 
She is still writing, yes, and doing a marvelous job of it. But for 
the most part, her life is taken over at present with the work of 
loving her little daughter, Lilian. In these intense early months, 
Sarah’s new job is as steward of all Lilian’s affairs and gardener 
of her little soul, sowing love and attention there. And oh, what 
good work it is!

Clarksons have a high capacity for accomplishment, for excel-
lence, for leaving their  mark—  whatever the calling, profession, or 
task may be.

I could give so many other examples of what it means to be a 
Clarkson woman. Clarkson women care for people in need, be it 
physically, emotionally, or spiritually. Clarkson women travel and 
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experience new things. Clarkson women make it through hard 
times. Clarkson women always wear lipstick.

Growing up in the context of these friendships profoundly 
shaped who I am as a woman today. I am eleven years younger 
than Sarah, but I was always accepted  full-  heartedly into our 
cohort. As I looked around me, I saw such a capacious vision of 
what women could be.

Sometimes we are limited by what we think we, as women, 
should be. Pondering what you should be always comes with lim-
its, because it implies a should not. But as I looked at my mom and 
my sister and the women I grew up knowing and  loving—  Gwen, 
Lynn, Sandra, Beth, Brandee, and so many  more—  I believed 
women were capable of just about anything. They could cook, 
sing, light candles, and be mistresses of domains that made others 
feel loved and welcome.

They could think well and work hard, bringing insights through 
their study, innovation through their work, and accomplishments 
through their dedication.

They could  teach—  academically, spiritually, and  socially— 
 guiding people into the subtle strength of which women are such 
skilled masters.

They could nurture life, with their bodies and their whole 
beings. They could give more than they thought they had to love, 
teach, train, and guide children, both their own and the spiritual 
children God gave them to love along the way.

They could do brave, scary things. They could endure more 
sorrow than seemed humanly possible. They could celebrate like 
no one else could.

They could use their  bodies—  in gardening, in running mara-
thons, in skillful dance.
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Women could, it seemed, do just about anything. And their 
gender didn’t diminish their skill or  grace—  no! It added to it. 
People have sometimes asked me if I feel pressured to accom-
plish a lot or be excellent or live up to my family’s “standards” 
(whatever that means to them!). And I can honestly say I do not. 
Rather than a should that might make me feel guilty or pressured 
or in adequate, our family had a could that helped me imagine all 
that I could be. And with that robust vision ahead of me, how 
could I not want to live into it?

Girls’ Club set a culture of womanhood that I could live into, 
rather than be forced to fit into. And that, I think, is one of the 
powers of intentional,  life-  giving female friendship.

I think women are marvelous, and I love being a woman. I also 
think this is an incredibly confusing time to figure out what it 
means to live well in that identity. It can be confusing to know 
how to own our strength and power while also letting ourselves 
be gentle and vulnerable. It can be difficult to know what to want 
when the world seems to sell us only two very limited life pack-
ages: one of career and one of family. I think this vision of woman-
hood is incomplete. In my life, I have been lucky to be surrounded 
by a great throng of mighty women. They are  multifaceted—  they 
think, they feast, they create, they laugh, they give life with their 
bodies and with their kindness and generosity. When I look to 
them, I see that there is a capaciousness to womanhood. An ability 
to hold many things together.

I think we women need to embrace that capaciousness.
Living in the context of vibrant female friendships that show 

us the could of being a woman helps broaden our imaginations, 
push us forward, and support us along the way.

I have felt the power of this legacy more keenly than ever since 
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the arrival of my niece, Lilian. She is a wonder. So complete, so 
small, so burgeoning with potential. When I look into her search-
ing blue eyes, I am filled with wonder and an urgent sense of 
desire. I want to be a better woman, to walk this path of life well 
beside her, to point her towards God’s fingerprints and kindness, 
to live a full, abundant life so that she, too, can know that she is 
free to live into hers.

I think I can express this best in a letter I wrote.

Dear Lily,

Welcome to the Girls’ Club! We’ve been waiting for you for a 
long time now. We’re so happy you’ve joined us!

The first thing to know is this: you are so loved! We don’t 
really know what you will be like yet. At the moment you 
are all gurgles and smiles and wide eyes. We don’t even know 
what color your eyes will be at the moment. But someday soon 
your personality will start to bloom.

What will you be like? Will you love words? Talking, 
writing, spinning tales, and finding truth? Or maybe you 
will prefer to use your hands and your body. Maybe you will 
love to run and dig and cook. Will you be quiet or loud? 
Academic or artistic? Scientific or a lover of song? Whoever 
you will be, I already love it, and so do your mama and my 
mama. There is already space for you, and plenty of it!

We want you to be all you can be. Oh! It fills me with 
wonder to imagine what your life might be like. I already 
know you will be strong, because you come from a long line 
of strong women. You can use that strength in so many ways; 
you can accomplish great things. You can be kind to people 
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who make you want to be angry and mean. You can bear the 
sorrows of others. You can teach and know and write.

You can make it through things that are harder than you 
can even imagine. I hate to think about it, but I know troubles 
will come to you because they come to all of us. But when they 
come, I know you’ll be all right. Because if we can, we’ll be 
there for you. To hug you, to catch your tears, to advise you, to 
cheer you on as you pick yourself up. And if ever we can’t be 
beside you, know this: the source of the love we share is always 
with you. God is always with you, and whatever goodness we 
share in friendship is preserved in God. It’s like your mama says 
to me: we are held by God. We are safe. He holds our love. He 
will always hold you.

Lily, we are all so very for you! Whoever God has made 
you to be, we want to watch you soar. There are so many 
things you could be, and we are so excited to support you and 
love you along the way to be all that you will be. Just imagine 
the story God will tell with your life!

I can’t wait to teach you the ways of the Clarkson women. 
Early morning quiet times. Big feasts. Great minds. Tender 
hearts. Girls’ Club adventures. And always, lipstick.

We love you, dear heart.
Welcome to the club.

Auntie Joy

And, friend, I welcome you to the Girls’ Club too. You were 
already a part of it anyway, but it’s always nice to receive an official 
invitation. Whether you were lucky like me and grew up with a 
throng of mighty women around you or whether you are blazing 
the trail on your own, starting the legacy of love for yourself, you are 
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a part of a long history of women who have done their best to love 
and to live well. You, too, can live into the capaciousness of woman-
hood and call other women to do the same. Whatever your history, 
you belong. Whatever your personality, preferences, worries, and 
warts, you have a lifetime membership. We are bonded together by 
God’s  love—  that wonderful power that made and loves us all. We 
are the Girls’ Club.

Welcome.
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