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Praise for
The Friends We Keep




“Friendships take years to cultivate yet can be lost in a matter of minutes. Sarah Zacharias Davis deftly explores the complex terrain of that human bond, explaining why so many of us long to be known and how important it is cultivate at least a few faithful people who will stand beside us the rest of our lives.”

—JULIA DUIN, religion editor for the Washington Times and author of Quitting Church: Why the Faithful Are Fleeing and What to Do About It




“Sarah’s words could not come at a better time. Too many of us have allowed our female friendships to slip on the priority scale, and this book is the perfect reminder of the essential, beautifully ordained connection between women. Reading and relishing her words, I recalled with rich nostalgia the formative friendships of my childhood and emerged from the pages with a fresh perspective and heightened appreciation for the special women in my life today. This book reads like the voice of a friend, intimate and true.”

—KRISTIN ARMSTRONG, contributing editor for Runner’s World magazine and author of four books, including Happily Ever After: Walking with Peace and Courage Through a Year of Divorce and Work in Progress: An Unfinished Woman’s Guide to Grace
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For my friends:
You enrich my life immeasurably.
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I awoke this morning with a devout thanksgiving for my friends, the old and the new.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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Whom Do You Call Friend?

My eyes flooded with tears that began rolling down my face. Horrified at my public display of grief, I had to keep myself from all-out sobbing over Isabel’s death before the person sitting next to me on the plane thought me mentally unstable and requested to be moved to another seat.

This was my third time reading the book The Saving Graces, and I cried all three times when each of the friends read Isabel’s letters after her death. I stumbled upon The Saving Graces, a novel by Patricia Gaffney one evening when perusing Barnes and Noble for something good. The words “New York Times Bestseller” caught my eye, and I decided to give Gaffney a try, though I was unfamiliar with anything she had written.

The Saving Graces is the story of four friends and how each is there for the others through the ups and downs of life: childlessness, broken relationships, love, illness, and death. I read the book three times because I wanted to join the friendship circle of Lee, Rudy, Isabel, and Emma again and because it deeply impacted the way I viewed friendship, both the kind of friendships I wanted and the kind of friend I wanted to be. For me The Saving Graces raised the bar, as well as the stakes. I loved the way the others supported Rudy when she moved out of her home and through the abuse she encountered. The unmitigated appreciation for each individual friend was evidenced as Isabel wrote parting letters to her three friends. I was inspired by the manner with which the friends got snippy with each other and yet quickly forgave and forgot.

Finally, I was moved by how the loss of one left an enormous hole that could not, nor would, ever be filled in the others. I found this especially, exquisitely stunning, thus moving me to tears each time I shared these women’s lives. They were there to defend, laugh, comfort, give physical care, and even give space—all that real life requires. These were friendships of depth and honesty, strength and longevity. These friends loved each other in all their messiness. No one had to bring perfection to the friendship, only loyalty.

My reluctance to leave the world of the four women and close the book for the third time invited explorational thoughts of friendship. What was it about their friendships that left me reluctant to leave their company and return to my own life? Is that what my friendships were supposed to look like? Did I need to find a Rudy an Isabel, a Lee, or an Emma to fill the longing that this novel surreptitiously uncovered in my soul? Did my own small collection of friendships seem not enough compared to the bond these four shared? And why not? Was it the way they supported one another or the way they always made time for one another? Or was it the way one could behave in a manner that was very unlovable and yet still remain loved?

At the risk of making a grand, sweeping gender statement, I’ll point out that some men seem to have categories of friends. They have work friends, friends for playing weekly pickup basketball games, golfing friends, and friends forced on them by a significant other. Seldom do they see these friends outside their category of identity, yet they would call them friends. Many of the friendships women hold, however, seem to make their way beyond the circumstances that brought them together and meander into their lives through both the valleys and the peaks, eventually ending up in the women’s souls, where they can both restore and destruct. And yet, isn’t a real friendship one that would bring both the yin and the yang, so to speak? Is the multidimensional aspect of the relationship the very characteristic that makes it a true friendship? Would I have been so captivated and, yes, envious of the saving graces if their friendships contained no shadows?

History is rife with story upon story of love, commitment, bravery, loyalty, betrayal, and disappointment—all within friendships. And in our own personal histories, many of the same stories can be told. Friendship is a relationship we desire and cultivate early in our development, whether we had an imaginary friend as a constant companion or we began the first day of school as shy, pigtailed little girls inviting another to be our friend.

For a woman, the connection to friendship is innate and essential. It feels so vital to living that the desire for it seems part of our fabric of being. Cicero said friendship “springs from nature rather than from need—from an inclination of the mind with a certain consciousness of love.”1 This is certainly true across generations and cultures.

Early Chinese culture held women’s friendships as almost sacred. In her beautiful work of historical fiction Snow Flower and the Secret Fan, Lisa See educates her readers about sacred friendship practices.2 The Chinese women of this patriarchal culture committed themselves to very deep friendships, knowing there was substance and soul that could exist in no other relationships.

There were two types of soul friendships: sworn sisters and laotong, which means “old same.” Sworn sisterhoods were groups of unmarried women who became friends. These sisterhoods dissolved at the time of marriage. A laotong relationship was between two girls from different villages. Many superstitions were observed before two girls would be found to be a match. They were usually the same age and both born in auspicious years, according to the tradition.

The girls were bound together in lifelong friendship, in a ceremony that was nearly equivalent to a marriage ceremony in its commitments and gravity. The larger world only learned of the existence of this tradition of special friendships when, in a crowded train station at the height of China’s Cultural Revolution, a woman was detained as a suspected spy after fainting. Authorities searched her belongings in an effort to identify her and found papers written in a language none could identify. Scholars were brought in to examine the writings, and they discovered that the elderly woman was not a spy after all; rather, her writings were in a secret language used only by Yao women in South China. This language had been a secret for more than a thousand years.

Sadly, most of the writings in nu shu have not survived over the years as they were either buried with the women at their death to accompany them to the other world or destroyed in the revolution. In the twentieth century, the nu shu language is all but extinct and no longer needed. But its existence and use discloses the depth of friendship and community among these women—and the universal, powerful longing for friendship that exists among us, the desire to be known and heard.

How do you know your friends, and how do you find them? Most of us look back on lives decorated with stories of friendships from the time we were young.

There are the friends we hurried home from school to play with every day. After donning playclothes and perhaps wolfing down a snack, we’d join them for some clandestine adventure until we were summoned to dinner at dusk.

There are the friends who gave us our social life when we were teenagers, inviting us to something somewhere that opened an entire new world of cliques, jealousy, loyalty, and, ultimately, resiliency.

There are the friends of our early twenties, alongside whom we entered independence, straddling worlds of codependency and experimental autonomy.

There are the friends who champion us through many of the celebrations of adult life, from marriage and professional promotions to buying a first home and having children, along with the disappointments and a myriad of heartbreaks and losses.

And there’s every kind of friend in between: the friend you go to the ballet with; the friend you shop with—the one who talks you into a regrettable purchase every time; the one who will tell you what you want to hear and the one who has the courage to tell you what you don’t; the friend from whom you always get the latest news on everyone else; the one who will listen when you need to be heard and the one who will talk when you only have energy to listen. There’s the role model, the mentor, and the friend with whom you have a love-hate relationship. There are group and work friendships, friendships within a larger community, the “our children are best friends” and “our husbands are best friends” relationships.

If so many different types of connections are called friendships, do they all come from the same well, some single essence of friendship? What is it that creates a friendship? Is it social obligation, the fact that you wanted a large wedding party so the pictures would look better, necessity, or essential longing? And if it is longing, is the primary catalyst our longing for someone’s friendship or that persons longing for ours? Do we need to know the answers to these questions to be a good friend or to have a fulfilling friendship—or am I simply overanalyzing that which just happens naturally?

My worn paperback copy of The Saving Graces placed back on my shelf of fiction between authors Fielding and Grisham, these were the questions I went looking to answer.

For centuries poets, authors, songwriters, and screenplay writers have sought to define friendship—with results ranging from Aristotle’s conclusion that friendship is “a single soul dwelling in two bodies” to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s description of a friend as “a person with whom I may be sincere.”3

Certainly a distinction should be made between an acquaintance and a true friend. Is friendship simply companionship? For me, this is not the case. The Saving Graces taught me a narrower, even sacred definition of friendship.

What qualifies someone to be called your friend?

I read a sweet story by F. W. Boreham about a little boy plagued by nightmares.4 Rather than visions of sugarplums, a frightening tiger intrudes on the boy’s dreams. Night after night the child wakes in fear, in a cold sweat, and with a rapidly beating heart. His parents are concerned (and probably lacking sleep if the boy is crawling into bed with them each night), and they send him to a child psychologist.

After listening to the boy recount his dreams, the psychologist gets an idea. He tells the child, “The tiger visiting you is actually a good tiger. He wants to be your friend. So next time the tiger appears in your dream, simply put your hand out to shake his paw and say, ‘Hello, old chap!’”

And so, the story goes, that very same night the boy asleep in his bed suddenly becomes restless. He thrashes about, sweating and crying out in his sleep, until a small hand, partly hidden by cotton pajamas, suddenly juts out from the covers, followed by a sleepy little voice saying, “Hello, old chap!” Thus he made friends with the tiger.

That story makes me smile, and I suppose this is partly because of the old English language that scripts a little boy using amusing terms like “old chap.” But is that how it’s done? Is mere familiarity how friendships are forged? Does simply banishing the title of stranger make way for friendship? Or is something more required?

Perhaps it is the banishing of danger. The reason the tiger trick worked on the little boy’s nightmares was that it removed the danger. Maybe that works in making friends too. Maybe beyond simple introductions so that we are no longer strangers, we enter a shared space with a person who we hope is safe—safe for us to be ourselves and to be real.

What creates that safe space? Is it simply shared interests or geography? Is friendship born in similar goals or experiences? What about behavior? If two people act in a certain way toward each other, are they friends? If so, then what does friendship look like?

As I thought about how art imitates life, and ever a lover of art—paintings, literature, poetry, films, and music—I mulled the characteristics of friendship and the numerous recent pictures of friendship, specifically women’s friendships. When I interact with these different media, something in them resonates with me, something that moves me, and I stop and notice. Whether it’s a tearjerker movie, a painting whose brush strokes create a gentle gesture, or lyrics so poignant, art inspires me to pay attention to what is within myself.

In the 1980s film The Four Seasons, the opening scene depicts three couples going away for a few days in the spring. Toasts and speeches characterize this holiday together, and the couples celebrate the depth of their friendships. We learn that the men were introduced to each other after the women became friends. The following season, summer, one friend is missing. During the previous few months, one couple has divorced and a cute young girlfriend has joined the circle to now complete the six.

I couldn’t help but wonder what happened to the wife. Why is she eliminated from the circle of friends? And if the women were the original friends, why have they agreed to oust her from the group? Why doesn’t the divorced couple at least get joint custody of their friends?

Throughout the movie’s four seasons, we see what each friend brings to the circle of friendship. We see the idiosyncrasies, bad habits, and selfishness but also the commitment to one another through all the terrain in each season of friendship. And when one woman cries out in sheer frustration that, in spite of it all, she needs her friends and always will, we feel the truth of her statement reverberate through us. This was a climactic exclamation after months of tension created by selfishness, lack of awareness, and judgment between the friends. But, yes, in spite of the hurts our friendships can cause, we need them, we want them.

Growing up, I adored reading and seeing films of Anne of Green Gables. I still do. Anne, an imaginative and precocious orphan, comes to live with an aging pair of siblings, neither of whom has ever married. Marilla, a salty, no-nonsense woman, doesn’t have either the understanding or the patience for Anne’s emotions and antics. Matthew, her brother, is a soft-spoken and kindhearted man, though timid too. When Anne arrives in Avonlea and is invited to become part of Matthew and Marilla Cuthbert’s family, she sets out to make a friend. But Anne isn’t looking for just any acquaintance; rather, she is in search of a “kindred spirit,” a “bosom friend.”

“A—a what kind of a friend?” Marilla asked her, puzzled.

“A bosom friend—an intimate friend, you know—,” Anne replied, “a really kindred spirit to whom I can confide my inmost soul. I’ve dreamed of meeting her all my life. I never really supposed I would, but so many of my loveliest dreams have come true all at once that perhaps this one will, too. Do you think it’s possible?”

Later, after learning more about a potential bosom friend, Anne adds one more requirement: “Oh, I’m so glad she’s pretty. Next to being beautiful oneself—and that’s impossible in my case—it would be best to have a beautiful bosom friend.”5

With the unflinching honesty of a child, Anne expresses what we all secretly desire: a best, kindred-spirit kind of friend. The older we get, the more reluctant we are to ask for what we want or need, but Anne does so unabashedly. And in her eyes, her friendship with Diana is made even better when her new friend is someone that Anne herself is convinced she could never be. Could it be that we go in search of friends who embody something we wish we were or long to be?

The Big Chill, noted for the new ground it forged as both the first film with an ensemble cast of more than one known actor and one of the earliest to use popular music rather than original scores, explored the best-of-friends idea. The movie, treasured in part for its well-loved soundtrack and its famous football and kitchen cleanup dance scenes, brings seven old school friends together after the eighth member of their group passes away. The friends have fallen mostly out of touch with one another, and together they relive old days in the glow of nostalgia that often lights the picture differently than we saw events at the time. They speak of regrets both past and present, and as the friends get reacquainted, they become agents of change in one another’s lives.

In one of the film’s most surprising scenes, Sarah, a character played by Glenn Close, in an act of both personal redemption for past wrongs and true, unselfish friendship, makes a startling decision of sacrificial love for her friend Meg. Even with the personal implications that belie altruistic motives, the act is so magnanimous it seems quite unreal.

But that is what we want from our friends, isn’t it, though we seldom dare to hope or ask—those who will do anything for us, committing acts that can save our lives from falling apart or at least hold our dreams intact?

The well-known friendship film Beaches beckons us to follow the journey of a friendship between two entirely dissimilar women whom we first glimpse as little girls. Though they couldn’t be more different in appearance, upbringing, or personality, the girls are drawn instantly to each other. We join them again as impressionable twenty-somethings trying on their dreams for size and seeing how they fit. As adults, they resign themselves to life, trying still to hold on to their dreams and find happiness amidst it all. They support each other, stab each other in the back, fight with each other, take turns snubbing each other, and ultimately need each other as a hot-tempered, red-headed CC Bloom stands by her pillow-lipped friend Hillary in the final days of Hillary’s life—a life snuffed out much too soon, leaving behind a precocious little girl.

If you’ve seen the film, you know that watching the movie requires a box of tissues and introduced the well-known song “Wind Beneath My Wings.” Sung by Bette Midler, who portrays the adult CC, the song became the solo staple at graduations, weddings, and long-distance dedications over the airwaves of schmaltzy late-night radio programs.

But there’s a reason schmaltz resonates with us, even if we’re too cool to admit it. We want to know that a true friendship can survive the years, the growing pains, and the inevitable changes we morph through and that in the end it will become triumphantly stronger than ever. When we see glimpses of this kind of friendship, we are touched, changed even. We want to know we will still be loved even when we have behaved badly, and we want reassurance that, for all the messiness over things so inconsequential, when it counts, all will be right again.

The enormously popular book The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan, which later became a movie, captures readers with its beautiful story of a group of women from China. For almost forty years the women meet to play mah-jongg. They eat, talk about their children, and most of all share their lives together—lives that are little known or understood by their daughters. Yet they share deep understanding. After forty years these women are truly known.

Fried Green Tomatoes gently brings us from present to past and then back to present again as an elderly lady in a nursing home befriends a lonely and defeated woman and tells her the powerful story of two unlikely friends bound together first by love, then by tragedy, and ultimately by vivacity. As we drift in and out of the story of this unique friendship, we, along with Kathy Bates’s character, Evelyn Couch, are inspired by the depth of their friendship and the edges to which it will take them. Here in a friendship most unlikely, strength always protects vulnerability and gentleness soothes defiance.

Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood, another book-to-movie story, depicts a powerful friendship among strong southern women. With fierce loyalty the friends bolster one another through bitter heartaches. The story celebrates life’s resilience, if slightly deflated buoyancy, and the unconditional and sometimes tough love of friendship.

Why does each of these stories of friendship resonate so deeply, moving us to tears, contemplation, even imitation? Is it the longevity, the gentle strength of having someone unflinchingly on your side, another’s strength to borrow when yours is depleted, and the quest for love in spite of our shortcomings?
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As we peer into the lives of these iconic friends, do they serve as mirrors that accurately reflect our own experience? Women’s friendships often are portrayed as serendipitous relationships characterized by conflict, jealousy, competitiveness, betrayal, and disappointment—but ultimately demonstrating loyalty, availability, kindred spirits, forgiveness, and fierce strength. They are a little bit nurturance, a little bit group therapy. There is perseverance, trust, protection, and faith.

Sounds like love, doesn’t it? It is. Friendship in its truest, purest form is love.

But what do we mean by love? I love chocolate, I love my sister, and God loves me. Are those the same kind of love? Does the word love used three times have the same meaning, the same intensity, and demand the same actions and proofs?

Of course it doesn’t, and so the Greeks used different words—agape, eros, philia—to express different types of love. Just as agape is a universal love and eros a passionate love and sexual love, philia or brotherly love is the love of friendship.

C. S. Lewis maintains that friendship love is possibly the least biological of the loves. While agape is of God and eros is innate within the fiber of our being, both a community and an individual can exist without friendship, Lewis says.6

But can it? Is friendship vital to our survival as individuals?

I suppose, in a sense, no. What sustains life is air and nutrition. And if we are looking for mere sustenance, then friendship is not vital to that. But most of us need friendship. We want more than mere sustenance. We’re looking for people, experiences, and relationships that enrich our lives. Without friendships, who would join our heart in its many joys, its brokenness, its fears, its stillness, and its hopes? We are looking to feel deeper, love deeper, and ultimately live deeper, and so we seek friendship, sometimes in safe places and often in unexpected ones too.

In the pages ahead are explorations of the many facets of our friendships: How do we love? How do we hurt and bring pain to others? How do we bear another’s burdens? And what texture do friendships bring to our lives? What about the friend who got away? What do we demand of our friendships? And more important, what do friendships require of us?

As I ponder these questions, I draw on multiple stories of real-life friendships, many directly from my own experience and others shared with me by women who are honestly wrestling through these same thorny issues. I’ve chosen not to identify the sources but have simply let each woman describe her experience to lead us deeper in thinking about the complexities of authentic intimacy.

But above all else this book is an exploration of the essence of friendship: after the twists and turns through the shadows and the light, what ultimately matters concerning friendship is that it is a gift.


Friendship is not a
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