
Introduction

Sallyy I love women.  I love the way they love each 
other and encourage one another. I love the way they civilize their 
homes and nurture their families. I love their generous hearts 
for reaching out to others, for making things beautiful. I love 
watching them exert influence as writers, inspire others through 
teaching, use their gifts of healing in the medical profession, 
counsel with wisdom, lay spiritual foundations as mothers, pass 
on a  legacy of  traditions, and accomplish countless other feats of 
goodness.

I admire women’s ability to work diligently and endlessly 
through all kinds of demanding circumstances. Yet women flour-
ish most when they cultivate deep friendships, work side by side 
towards great purposes, and comfort and care for one another in 
the challenging moments of our stories. Such women in my life 
have taught me profoundly important values and have inspired 
me to serve more humbly and to persevere and endure, faithfully 
trusting God through dark times. They have also shown me the 
glory of celebrating big and small events in my life. Women seem 
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to know how to be thoughtful, kind, and creative in the most 
mundane details of life.

I love being a woman. Women must have been kissed by God, 
because they have been created with immeasurable potential to 
accomplish beautiful feats and to inspire others through all the 
centuries of history. Women are natural civilizers and bring dig-
nity and grace to their environments and worlds.

My deep respect for the capacity and scope women hold has 
come over a lifetime of developing friendships with women who 
have called me to my best self. Friendships with women of great 
hearts, engaged minds, and devoted, vibrant souls give me energy 
to fuel my life and to respond in kind to their initiation. When 
we connect ourselves, walking arm in arm, we find models of 
inspiration in the stories of others that spur us on to live into our 
own potential.

We all long for deep connection because God created us to love 
deeply, to share our innermost selves intimately, and to enjoy life 
to its fullest with kindred spirits. The design for sweet and close 
friendship is imprinted on our hearts by the fingers of God.

Fellowship, deep connection, and kinship among women has 
been a rich reality throughout all cultures and centuries. No mat-
ter the difficult circumstances that may have surrounded them, 
women came to appreciate their  God-  given heritage and to under-
stand the legacy of love, wisdom, and skill they could live into by 
seeing it played out before them organically, day in and day out, 
with a community of women who lived close by.

It is not so easy for us to see that pattern anymore. It seems 
to me that women in the  twenty-  first century have either for-
gotten the intrinsic potential they have as human beings and as 
women sharing in friendship and community, or they are just too 
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distracted, overwhelmed, and busy to access the glory and beauty 
of their femininity and how it blooms more fully in the context 
of loving relationships. And of course, we are the most connected 
generation technologically and the most isolated from our neigh-
bors. In our day, everything about womanhood and gender has 
been called into question, so that many are afraid or reticent to 
embrace the delight and joy contained in female friendships, the 
strength that is gathered in communities of women living har-
moniously in support of one another, and the encouragement of 
affirmation that comes from mutual commitment.

I am so grateful that excellent women have been sprinkled along 
my life path. These women have invested deeply in my own emo-
tional and spiritual health. I never could have written books, had 
a national and local ministry, finished the course as an intentional 
mother in my home, and stayed faithful to my marriage without 
the help, support, comfort, and strength I received from other 
women. Differing in age, personality, educational background, 
and life experience, they have each added a grace to the treasure 
chest of wisdom stowed inside my heart. Each has helped me to 
flourish when otherwise I would have floundered.

As I began to grasp and appreciate this kind of intentional 
mentoring, love, and encouragement in my own life, it became 
a poignant focus of relationship that I wanted to pass on to my 
daughters. Understanding that influence is best cultivated through 
love and friendship, I sought to deepen my sympathy for what 
was going on in their hearts, to understand their personalities, to 
affirm their intrinsic worth to me and to God and to others, and 
to encourage them on a daily basis.

One of my overriding goals, though, was to mentor them in 
their faith. I wanted to pass on a vision for life that would help 
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them cultivate clarity for their place in God’s Kingdom work 
through the living out of their own personal stories. Believing in 
God’s love for them in all circumstances and His presence every 
minute of their lives was the foundation for passing on deep con-
victions and faith.

A part of mentoring them in their faith was to challenge them 
intellectually, as well. Knowing we are called to worship God with 
our minds, I determined to expose them to great thoughts through 
the best of writers, to the work of musicians and artists, to the sto-
ries of history and the consequences of decisions made in the swirl 
of real life. Longing to stretch them to their full capacity, I devoted 
thought, commitment, and time to my relationship with them 
and to the focus and purpose of the hours we spent together.

Out of this desire came a commitment to regularly gather over 
many years and to grow in our friendship and to become kin-
dred spirits with one another. Over a period of time, we dubbed 
our threesome “Girls’ Club.” We don’t remember how the name 
evolved, but somehow we began to refer to our times together 
this way, and the phrase stuck. When we would plan an evening 
together, we would say, “We have Girls’ Club tomorrow night,” 
and we all knew what that meant.

At first, we met on Tuesday evenings when Joy, my younger 
daughter, was a wee girl of seven or eight and Sarah, my older 
daughter, was about eighteen. (My husband, Clay, would take 
the boys, Joel and Nathan, who were teenagers at the time, away 
from the house. Usually they went out to dinner and then to a 
computer store, a bookstore, or someplace they could talk, and 
they had a sort of “boys’ club.”) Though the age difference among 
the three of us was great, I just focused on developing a close kin-
ship among us. And now Sarah and Joy have become best friends 
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because of all the time spent together and the years invested in 
cultivating the same preferences.

We always started the evenings by eating something we loved, 
such as quiche, tea sandwiches, or French food, and most often, 
some chocolate. We would watch a girl movie, make an evening 
picnic, give each other facials, paint our toenails, light candles, 
put on music, and spend fun time together. As time went on, we 
read books together, went to art museums, looked at magazines, 
and went for long walks. The girls traveled and worked alongside 
me as I spoke at events and conferences. This meant that our 
mutual appetites for life were shaped together through seasons, in 
ministry, in home, in travel, and in work. After a while, I noticed 
the talking time became more precious and took longer because 
we were becoming one another’s best friends and wanted to talk 
about everything. We decided our club would be a weekly com-
mitment, giving us a reprieve from the busyness of life and cre-
ating a sense of centering for all the other demands that swirled 
through our days.

Loneliness was one of the motivations for the Girls’ Club 
through the years. We moved seventeen  times—  six times inter-
nationally. We all found ourselves lonely for people who were 
familiar and knew us deeply. We looked for friends who were at 
our stage of life and loved the same values, habits, and delights, 
and yet we knew that deep friendship comes slowly. I wanted the 
girls to feel, even during their lonely seasons, that they did indeed 
have deep friendship. And so Girls’ Club helped us create com-
munity with each other so that the loneliness wouldn’t be felt so 
acutely. We had each other, and we made it a priority to spend 
time together.

Having weekly Girls’ Club meetings began a tradition that tied 
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hidden strings of love and influence from one heart to another. 
Our friendship also formed bonds of spiritual connection and 
faith as we developed our spiritual convictions and as we shared 
ideas or philosophies or inspirational stories as a part of our shared 
communion with one another. I think our closeness was forged 
because of our commitment to keep this engagement every week, 
with few exceptions. I never saw my daughters just as “the ones I 
wanted to influence” but always saw them as equals with their own 
personalities, their own contributions to add, their own thoughts 
and dreams to be cherished by us all. They were indeed my clos-
est friends.

Eventually, we took planned Girls’ Club trips  together—  to 
Asheville, Santa Fe, Seattle, Prince Edward Island (Anne of Green 
Gables land), London, Oxford, Cambridge, Vienna, Poland, and 
more. Often it was the three of us, sometimes just two. Of course, 
I feel very privileged to have been able to take them to these places 
with me, but it was a part of my own personal story and the places 
I was called to work and live. These were places where I spoke at 
conferences and met with groups of women. Then we stayed and 
played for a couple of days afterwards.

During our travels, we always played our favorite music in the 
car. Joy became our DJ, as she had a knack for choosing different 
artists and a wide variety of music. In these new cities, often alone 
in a hotel room, we watched movies, frequented museums, toured 
on trains, experienced missions, read books out loud, listened to 
audiobooks, and cultivated friendships with other people, young 
and old, together.

I know you might be saying, “I wish I had such a life!” Maybe 
you feel like you could never develop such a friend. But I am con-
vinced that all of us not only have capacity for deep friendships, 
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we need them to be able to live emotionally healthy lives. Each of 
us has a different life story, but all of us have the ability to beautify 
the days we are given by choosing to grow strong in love, initiation, 
and imagination with other women and to celebrate life with them.

Through this time of intentional friendship, we have shaped one 
another and built lifelong bonds that have enhanced and enriched 
our lives. I honestly did not know how fulfilling it would be to not 
only mother such excellent women but to see them become my 
best friends, who now mentor me in so many ways. Both girls are 
in graduate school now, and I literally take notes about books they 
are reading, ideas they are exploring, and recipes they have tried.

Over the years, as our pursuits took us all over the world and 
the girls moved into their own arenas, they each started their own 
informal Girls’ Club groups with the friends present in their lives. 
Each of us began to see, once again, the strength and encourage-
ment that comes from intentionally creating a community of kin-
dred spirits with women who live near us.

This book is our story as well as a gathering of convictions that 
each of us holds about the importance of cultivating female friend-
ships that not only provide emotional affirmation and acceptance 
but also inspire, educate, train, and stretch us to live into our  God- 
 given potential. As we seek to invest our lives for God’s  glory—  and 
satisfy our longing for meaningful and intimate  companionship— 
 we are held firm by the friendships we have invested in over time. 
Cultivating such friendships may take years of making memories, 
sharing seasons, and initiating, but these friendships become the 
backbone that holds our lives together.

Some of the stories in this book are repeated several times. That 
is because some experiences over the years serve as anchors to our 
times together, giving us stability and a firm foundation. These 
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memories established patterns and gave us ideas about how to create 
the same beauty or bonding times for future relationships. I hope 
you will give us grace as you see some of these memories repeated. 
We may remember these incidents in our own unique ways, but 
more than that, I hope our stories will serve as an encourage ment 
about what is really worth focusing on, what has stayed in each of 
our minds as we have established common bonds.

Besides this book, we have also written a companion guide 
called Girls’ Club Experience that we hope you will use in your own 
friendships or community of women or within your own  home— 
 as mothers, daughters, sisters, and friends. The companion book 
is a sort of friendship guide to provide pathways of understanding 
into each other’s stories and lives. You can go through the whole 
book with a friend or a group, or you can pick and choose from 
any chapter to find the topic and activity that seems like the best 
fit for you right now. It is our hope that many Girls’ Clubs will 
start all over the world and that great friendships will be forged 
through the application of the principles found in this book and 
the guidebook.

I am a different person because of the faithfulness, encourage-
ment, and inspiration I have received from my friends and my 
daughters. It is our hope that this book will encourage you to take 
the initiative to seek out women with whom to share and shape 
life. We pray that some of our ideas might spawn other meaning-
ful groups and friendships. We hope you will discover anew the 
gift of intimate companionship with women who support each 
other, helping each other live up to the amazing potential God 
created in each of us.
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Sarah y I think I must have been about two and a half 
years old when a babysitter of mine had the audacity to suggest 
that I was too little to be my mother’s friend. At least, that’s how 
I heard it. In one of those childhood memories that is oddly 
vivid, I clearly recall sitting at the kitchen table of our Viennese 
house, listening as my mom chatted with this woman. I remember 
gathering my courage to say something sympathetic to my  mom— 
 I think it was about the inconvenience of a recent thunderstorm 
that fried the  electricity—  only to be met by the slightly rolled eyes 
of the babysitter and her patient declaration that “I was too little 
to understand.”

I can still remember the fierce, hot indignation that instantly suf-
fused my small heart at those presumptuous words. I remember even 
better the retort that came to my mind, the truth that glowed in me: 
Mama and I are friends. Of course I understand. Even better, I recall 
my mom’s gentle hand on my shoulder as I glared at the babysitter 
and she said, “Oh, Sarah’s my pal. I couldn’t have done without her. 
She didn’t get scared once, and we got all the candles lit together.”

It may seem a small  instance—  a tiny offense, a little act of 
kindness by my mom, the quirky memory of a slightly fierce  two- 
 year-  old. But my mom’s words in that moment were a gift, the 
opening in my memory of the friendship we would share through-
out my childhood, one that continues in ever fuller expression 
to this day now that I am a woman and a mother myself. In that 
response, my mom invited me into the circle of a delightful cama-
raderie, a sharing of life, a recognition of little me as someone who 
was needed and  capable—  an invitation that has shaped my con-
cept of womanhood and friendship and energized our relationship 
through all the years that followed.
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The joy I felt in that moment of knowing myself my mom’s 
pal, of sharing life in all its storms, lasts even into the present as I 
now welcome my own daughter into the fellowship I have already 
known with my mom and my sister. In my heart glowed the radi-
ant knowledge that we were “the girls.” We did things together. We 
were strong. We were friends. We kindled lights in the darkness.

That was the moment, for me, that the Girls’ Club began, 
though of course, it wasn’t complete until my sister joined the 
ranks of the family, eleven years and five days after I did (not that 
I was counting the days until I finally had a sister). But most of 
what we three write about in this book could be traced back to 
the themes I remember in that childhood moment of outrage and 
triumph. Much of what we hope you will discover in these pages 
and find yourself equipped to create could be encapsulated by 
my  two-  year-  old realization of “us girls” as comrades, as strong, 
as loyal, as capable of all sorts of friendship and creativity amid 
the storms of life. What we have to write here is simply the story 
of what we have gained and discovered over decades of the Girls’ 
Club friendships we have cultivated with each other and with 
other wonderful women, and the way those relationships have 
enriched our lives.

Friendship seems scarcer somehow these days. Whether it’s 
the busyness of modern life or the way the internet keeps us in 
a virtual world, away from each other, or just the deep sense of 
loneliness that is part of the human condition but is somehow 
heightened in our mobile, anonymous age, real companionship of 
soul and life is something we have to fight to recover. But oh, what 
a gift it is, and what we have to write here is the story of that gift, 
of women who choose and nourish, cultivate and defend the gift 
of friendship. What we have to relate is the grace and strength that 
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women find in companionship, in sharing the woes of housework 
and study and work and the wonders of Scripture, the depths of 
loneliness and the heights of laughter.

Take this week, for example. In the weeks leading up to my 
writing this book, I gave birth to my first child, with all the atten-
dant joy and exhaustion. My mom arranged for a long stay near 
my husband and me in England, intending those first days to be a 
time of real Girls’ Club support as she helped me to adapt to new 
parenthood, sharing the delight of the gift of a new person to our 
family. But after a  forty-  seven-  hour labor and a snowstorm that 
made getting to the hospital pretty hard and meant the birthing 
center was closed, things got off to a hectic start. Within days of 
the birth, my mom fell and seriously injured her cornea, leaving 
her with incapacitating pain and a temporary loss of sight in her 
right eye. My sister, up to her eyeballs in PhD revisions, dropped 
everything to take a train from Scotland to see us but found she 
was pretty much in need of a break herself.

This is life, in its craziness and fear, its stress and splendor. But 
this is exactly where the Girls’ Club kicked in, as the grace of our 
long friendship invaded the wrestle and wonder of this season in 
its difficulty. Not one of us had much to give, but we gave each 
other presence, hope, and a bit of laughter. We snatched hours to 
drink a cup of tea together, we spent quick moments in prayer for 
each other, we gathered to watch a movie when stress threatened 
to overwhelm all of us in different ways. We still discussed what 
we were reading (because we are incapable of not doing this). We 
pounded up and down the sidewalks between our  houses—  for 
a visit, a hug, a bite of something sweet, a few tears, an hour 
of commiseration. We took turns making meals, and we texted 
encouragement when one of us felt at the end of ourselves. We 
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were present to each other, as we have been for years, in the  topsy- 
 turvy spectacle of life. We are the Girls’ Club.

After all these years of cultivation, being friends is an old habit. 
But the richness of this time is rooted in decades of chosen close-
ness, of willed, planned connection. We’ve invested time to talk 
when we lived thousands of miles apart; we’ve made space for trips 
together; we’ve created patterns of deep conversation, prayer, cele-
bration, and forgiveness. These choices are the soil in which our 
present friendship is rooted. It’s the soil we so hope you will learn 
to cultivate from the pages of this book. Whether you come to this 
book rich in a similar companionship or you come with an ache 
for such friendship, our hope is that as you read, you will discover 
the continual possibility of creating, nurturing, and initiating the 
kind of friendships that will endure in beauty and tenderness. We 
hope you find the same assurance in yourself that I knew even as 
an opinionated little  two-  year-  old girl.

We’re the girls. We’re strong. We laugh. We do things together. 
We make light in the darkness. And after decades of friendship, 
I’ll add one more: we always will.
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Joyy On January 17, 2018, Theresa May, the prime minis-
ter of the United Kingdom, announced the creation of a new posi-
tion in the British government: the minister of loneliness. In her 
statement on the decision, May said, “For far too many people, 
loneliness is the sad reality of modern life.”1 Though the headline 
seems stranger than fiction, I think most of us read that and feel a 
twinge of resonance. Life, it seems, is lonely these days.

Though we live in a world with constant access to connec-
tion through social media, many of us walk around with a hol-
lowness in our hearts, an unmet desire for connection. Despite 
the serious diagnosis of pervasive loneliness, friendship tends to 
be taken lightly. Popular portrayals seem frail, vapid, unimpor-
tant. Friendship is often thought of as a pleasant, inessential part 
of  life—  something we’d all like to have but can live without. 
Women’s friendships in particular receive poor treatment, ranging 
from the sickeningly saccharine to overstated viciousness. We are 
furnished with stories like Mean Girls, Sex and the City, and Girls, 
which accomplish nothing more than putting a finger on the deep 
ache we feel when comparing the inadequacy of the friendships 
we have with the ones we can imagine.

I think most of us long for deeper relationships, but we are 
sometimes stymied as to how we should go about cultivating 
them. That desire for companionship is not frivolous; we are not 
meant to be alone. Social scientists have found that people who are 
isolated have a higher mortality rate and a lower life expectancy. 
And isolation has become more and more common in our society; 
the  tight-  knit communities that formed around things like locality 
or a vocation in agriculture that used to provide us with  ready- 
 made connections have dissolved. But the alternatives that our 
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culture has offered us seem almost insulting. We are hungry for 
the sustenance of sturdy, deep friendships, but we are fed an idea 
of friendship that is neither nourishing nor satisfying.

Friendship can and must be so much more.
I was lucky, because I was born into a communion of potent 

friendships. I grew up as a member of the Girls’ Club.
At its most basic, Girls’ Club was simply my mother’s way of 

ensuring little pockets of time with just my sister and  me—  no boys 
allowed. Whether it was an afternoon at a tea shop, an evening 
watching one of our favorite movies, or a trip, my mom made time 
for herself, my sister, and me, away from my brothers and dad, to 
bond, laugh, discuss, and dream together. We like the boys, even 
love them, but sometimes a girl just needs to be with her Girls’ Club.

But there was also a purpose to these times together: to grow 
in friendship so we could become the fullest, bravest, and hap-
piest women we could be. I remember our trips most vividly. 
They felt special, important, exciting. There was always a sense of 
intentionality and celebration. At some point along the way, my 
mother would turn to my sister and me with a sparkle in her eyes 
to unfold the plans for our special time together. It would include 
any special events planned (maybe a movie together or a concert), 
what food we might eat (a really essential part of any Girls’ Club 
gathering), and usually some topic of conversation, contempla-
tion, or dreaming that we would discuss together.

As we got older, Sarah and I contributed to the planning of 
these adventures, learning to love the healthy pride that comes 
with being the instigator in a friendship. In each season, from 
little girlhood to burgeoning womanhood to dizzying adulthood, 
Girls’ Club was our place to dream, discuss, celebrate, and grow 
together as women.
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Out of our friendship grew a culture of womanhood. I grew 
up thinking women were mighty and gentle, capable of feats of 
extraordinary bravery, thoughts of astounding depth, and quiet 
works of mercy. My picture of womanhood grew out of our soror-
ity; it grew out of our friendship. My image of what friendship 
ought to be and what I ought to be as a woman grew out of the 
great cloud of mighty women who surrounded me.

Perhaps this is why I feel such wild discontentment with the 
state of friendship in our world.

I think that friendship is so much more colorful, crucial, and 
challenging than most people let it be. Our limited imaginations 
regarding friendship keep it pent up, restrained from bursting out 
of its gate and releasing its full power and beauty.

This book is concerned with the making and keeping of soul 
friends. We write it not only for you, reader, but for us, for me. 
I, too, have  moments—  months  even—  of loneliness. I am on the 
front lines with you, fighting for companionship.

With this book, we wish to pass on a vision for the power that 
friendship between women can generate and also to sketch some 
practical wisdom for cultivating these relationships. If nothing 
else, we hope to set your imagination free and to paint a picture of 
what richness and delight and depth friendship can hold. I think 
the best way we can give you this vision is by passing on the stories 
of the best and dearest friends in our lives. It is our great pleasure 
to tell these stories, and we hope they will encourage you and teach 
you the goodness and power of women’s 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 
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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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