


Praise for Girls’ Club
Sally and I have committed ourselves to lifelong friendship, and 
she has given me the richness of her life. We’ve shared so many 
memories and are indeed kindred spirits. Together we have prayed, 
visited each other in the hospital, traveled to Italy and England, 
and shared many cups of our favorite tea. We will always share 
memories, nostalgia, and so much fun as we both are committed 
to our friendship. I pray that through this book you will be 
encouraged to seek out or embrace friendships where you give 
and receive.

PHYLLIS STANLEY
Sally’s, Sarah’s, and Joy’s mentor and dear friend

Forty years ago, God gave Sally and me a friendship that was to be 
for life. It was a gift that became a lifeline as we ministered behind 
the Iron Curtain and has since seen us through many seasons 
of life. Sally’s family also became a gift to me, and my special 
friendship with Sarah and Joy has delighted my heart. God has 
enriched my life through these three Clarkson girls.

GWEN TODD
Committed friend of Sally’s for forty years

Friends are not easy to find. Moving to a new city as an adult 
brought deep loneliness and isolation. Amid a family medical crisis, 
I forced myself to do what I had seen Sally do so often—initiate 
and invite new women into my life. Years later, I now count 
those women among my own girls’ club as we travel through life 
together, taking intentional time to grow our friendships. Girls’ 
Club offers both hope and inspiration for finding and tending 
deep, meaningful friendships. I cannot wait to read this with 
“the girls.”

JENNIE NELSON
Mother of three and friend of Sally’s



In a world of constant, instant, worldwide connection, women still 
find themselves feeling lonely. We are told this is “just the way it 
is”—that all women are competitive and lean toward comparison 
and judgment, and that friendship is a thing of the past. But is 
that true? The Clarkson women are here to issue a challenge and 
a vision: mothers and daughters, sisters and friends, coworkers and 
neighbors gathering together around a common purpose to share 
hearts and dreams and life. As a member of Sally’s team, I am a 
grateful recipient of their encouraging example, have experienced it 
myself, and am so glad they’ve written down their hearts to inspire 
a new generation of women who might just want to initiate their 
own girls’ clubs all over the world.

MISTY KRASAWSKI
Sally’s friend of many years

Sally, Sarah, and Joy capture the essence of cultivating friendship. 
In a culture where women are busy and distracted, it can seem 
difficult to have meaningful, lasting connection. But the Clarkson 
women light a candle in the darkness with Girls’ Club and inspire 
us through sharing their wisdom and stories of intentional 
moments curated over years. Sally has faithfully lived out this 
message in our friendship through the many ways she nurtures, 
mentors, and inspires me to cultivate friendships that will last a 
lifetime.

GRETCHEN ROBERTS, MD
Pediatrician and mother of five

In a world of social media, it’s easy to forget how to cultivate real 
friendships. You can invite anyone to “like” you . . . but do you 
really know them? This book will challenge you to grow godly, 
loving, authentic friendships that will enrich your life.

SANDRA MADDOX
Ministry leader and Sally’s close friend



Friendships with other strong women are what have kept me on 
track during so many hard, questioning times in my life. It’s so 
important to spend time investing in those relationships, because 
these friends are the ones who will be there to give you a pep talk, 
let you cry, or tell you when you’re off track!

REBECCA MOON 
Business owner and Joy’s lifelong friend

Making close, lasting friendships with other women is incredibly 
important, but the way to those friendships can sometimes seem a 
bit mysterious! Which is why I’m so excited about Girls’ Club, an 
affirming, encouraging look at the beauties (and the practicalities) 
of developing and maintaining intentional friendships that 
empower and strengthen us as women. And, as someone who’s 
been blessed with Joy’s friendship, I can heartily attest to her 
expertise on the subject.

ELENA TRUEBA
Writer and graduate student at Harvard Divinity School; Joy’s college roommate

Friendships are so important in walking a strong spiritual life. The 
first time I heard Sally speak, I knew she was a kindred spirit. Now 
I look back on the years of our faithful friendship, and I thank God 
for a friend who encouraged me and shared much along the way. 
Girls’ Club will encourage you to make committed friendships a 
priority.

LYNN CUSTER
Sally’s friend and companion in life and ministry 

To anyone who has ever felt the loneliness of the “connected” 
digital age, Girls’ Club is a veritable roadmap to building lasting, 
faithful friendships—a must-read.

KATHERINE HARLEY
Dear friend and social media specialist to Sarah



One sunny morning in Oxford, fresh off a plane and deposited by 
a bus onto a cobbled street, my daughter and I (in desperate search 
of strong tea!) unintentionally wheeled our suitcases smack dab 
into a meeting of the Girls’ Club. Right away, I ascertained that this 
was a sacred circle, a convivial assembly of mutual affection and 
affirmation. And with this gem of a book, the Clarkson women are 
pulling up a chair and inviting you, through stories of their own 
friendships, to widen the lens of possibility for the relationships 
in your life as they share their hearts, with warmth and wit, about 
how to combat the isolation of this modern, restless world and 
embrace God’s design to forge and fortify the bonds of friendship 
with other women. Maybe you think you don’t have the time or 
emotional energy to cultivate deep and lasting friendships? Don’t 
waste another moment in loneliness and fear of rejection! Glean 
from Girls’ Club how to initiate the spark that kindles a steady 
blaze of brave, purposeful, enriching kinship with others who can 
challenge you to meet fear with courage, dispel spite with kindness 
and grace, and heal woundedness with generosity of soul.

STEPHANIE WILBUR
Old friend and kindred spirit of Sarah’s

Few friendships have shaped my own life the way Sally Clarkson’s 
has. Spending countless hours in her home throughout the last 
decade, exploring cities together, feasting, talking over tea, and 
working alongside one another are memories I cherish, but they 
are also moments that have awakened my heart to the intimate 
friendship of God, His love for me, and His desire for all of us to 
have rich relationships that nourish and transform our souls. Now 
Sally and her incredible daughters have pulled back the curtain 
on how they have forged friendships in their family and in all the 
places they inhabit. We are all invited to join the Girls’ Club as the 
Clarksons welcome us not only into fresh hope and practical help 
for building beautiful ties with other women but with God as well. 

KRISTEN KILL
Mother of five and author of Finding Selah
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We dedicate this book to each other.
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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  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.

1



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.
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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.
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