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Introduction:
Lifelines
Recently, I was having lunch with some friends when the topic turned to friendship itself. I had been researching the subject for a while, so I threw out an open-ended question: “How important have your best friends been for you?” I was simply doing some informal information gathering. There was a brief silence before people gave the following ideas about friends:
• They have been safe places where I can be myself.
• They are a few people I can be comfortable with.
• They are the ones I go to when I need support.
• They know and accept all of me.
• They have walked with me through my marriage and childrearing years.
• I have found God in a deeper way through these relationships.
• They have helped me through tough times.
• They have made my life more meaningful.
The answers were all thoughtful and positive—and fairly predictable. They probably represent what any of us would say about our closest friendships. Then one woman, who I had not known for long and who had been silent until this point, said: “I probably wouldn't be here without them.”
I heard something in her voice, so I asked, “You mean, you probably would not be where you are these days in life—that sort of thing?”
She looked directly at me. “No. I probably wouldn't be here. Here here. On earth.”
I felt the level of the conversation change, as no one could have predicted that answer. We were in a whole new and deeper arena with that one thought. The speaker, Rachel, was not someone you would think of as being in a crisis or having experienced a great deal of trauma. She was a professional in her mid-forties, married, with two children.
I then asked her to share her story with us. She told us about years of serious and painful struggles: an abusive childhood, a nightmare of a first marriage, and, by far most difficult of all, the death of one of her children. That last event, she said, almost put her under. When I asked how she got through these massive losses, she said, “God and three friends.” God, she said, sustained and guided her through the very dark years. And three friends—three best friends—were there in so many ways: They listened to Rachel. They supported her. They stayed at the hospital during her child's illness. They let her feel whatever she needed to feel about her life. They lent her money when her job fell through. They drove her to church and to her therapist's office when she could hardly move. “That's what I meant about saying that without them, I probably wouldn't be here,” Rachel told us.
MORE VITAL THAN YOU CAN IMAGINE
I begin with this story because it illustrates a problem we have in our best friendships: the word friends has somehow been robbed of its meaning and power. It has been diluted. Friends, especially best friends, are often explained in a vanilla way, in the same manner you would say, “We just decided to stay in for the evening and watch some reruns.” There is nothing wrong with that, and it can be a good experience. Likewise, friendships can appear comfortable, safe—and not much more than that. But Rachel does not see it that way, and I agree with her. She sees her best friends as a lifeline. Her three relationships were not simply helpful and encouraging. They were critical. They were a matter of survival. I think that is more of what friendships should be about: people we go to with our deepest dreams, needs, and questions, and who are lifelines to us. People who bring us life.
As I work with people and organizations, I have noticed several reasons that the power and meaning of friendships have been diluted in our present-day experience. One is that many people are simply isolated in the first place and, though they want more close relationships, they've learned to live without them. They may have trust issues or painful past relationships, but whatever the reason, they are lonely even though they are surrounded by people. Others are simply not aware of their deeper need. In their experience, it is enough to have pleasant and positive conversations with others and not much more. They feel bad for people who struggle, but have not experienced “dark night of the soul” seasons, or seasons of great celebration for that matter, that would drive them to share with others. Some people don't possess the required skills and abilities to deepen a relationship. Still others put their friendship energy almost exclusively into the opposite sex, either in dating or marriage, and have difficulty experiencing high levels of need for nonromantic friends. They are stuck in a couple's world, which can exclude the idea of best friends. In addition, some people have difficulty opening up to anyone but their close family members. Nonfamily friends just do not make it into the circle. There are other reasons, but however it plays out, friendships—especially best friendships—don't bring to us what they were intended to bring.
Jesus saw friends as central in a way that we often miss. He told his disciples that he was going to stop calling them his servants and change things: “Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:15). He was making a distinction between two types of relationships: servants and friends are very different. You give a directive to a servant. But you bring a friend into your confidence. At lunch, you tell the waiter you'd like a refill on your coffee, and he does it. But you tell a friend that you need that refill because you didn't get a lot of sleep last night with a sick child at home. You make known to your friend what is going on in your life.
In addition, at the end of Jesus' life, during his time of deep trouble and distress while he was praying at Gethsemane, Jesus asked his three closest friends—Peter, James, and John—to keep watch with him (Mark 14:32–34). Imagine God himself asking three friends to support him! It seems so dependent of Jesus, so “unspiritual.” The stereotype is that he should have only looked to his heavenly Father for support. But the reality is that Jesus modeled a need for both divine and human connections.
I think most of us are missing out in our best friendships in these ways. We are more on the safe side, not the Rachel side, of things. And I hope that this book will help you to get the most out of what is available to you. Because when you have a few real best friends, and you know what to do with them, life can be significantly better, fuller, and richer.
We often don't have time or energy to make many BFs in life, so it's good to know how to make them count. (And when people say, “I have lots of best friends,” it is the sign of someone who is not familiar with true and deep relationships.)
There are many examples of famous best friendships, both in history and currently: David and Jonathan. Roosevelt and Churchill. Lewis and Tolkien. Sinatra and Martin. Damon and Affleck. Oprah and Gayle. We have a fascination with the dynamics of these relationships, partially because the people are well known, and partially because we want long-lasting and safe relationships like these.
UNUSED POTENTIAL
Most of us aren't experiencing the highest level of good that is available from our friendships. You may find a great deal of warmth, understanding, encouragement, and shared life experiences in your best friendships. But I believe that for most of us, there can be much more richness, growth, and fulfillment as well. Think about all the important areas of your life, and how you are intentional about growth and improvement:
• The gym for your body
• Church for your spiritual life
• Training for your career
• Marriage seminars for you and your spouse
• Parenting workshops for your family
• Financial training for your money
• Classes for your sports and hobbies
However, we don't tend to pay a great deal of attention to being more intentional about our friendships. We aren't prone to focus on our best friends and on making those relationships even better. Think for a moment about those few special people on your BF list and ask yourself these two questions:
1. If this relationship is a good one, would it be worth the exploration to make it a great one? If you like the person and are drawn to her, why not? You are BFs for a reason. There is good you are both experiencing today as you walk through life. Why not more and better?
2. Are there specific areas of life in which my best friends and I could do better for each other? Some friendships tend to be “specialty” relationships. That is, the energy stays on parenting, marriage, or dating, and doesn't delve into physical health, family of origin, spiritual values, or finances. While each BF does have its area of specialty, there may be untapped help available in your relationship.
I have experienced the “problem of potential” in my own friendships and have seen great results in applying the principles I've learned. I had lunch recently with a close friend, where we told each other that we were important to each other in specific ways. It was something I think we both were aware of, but had never been clear about. We each left the conversation with a deep sense of “This person is a lifer for me.” The very talk we had helped us use more of the potential in the relationship.
The closest thing to this kind of thinking is in the romantic sphere of life—marriage and dating—where there is a lot of good research and helpful principles for creating intimacy, communication, and depth within those relationships. While the romantic world should certainly also offer you a close friendship, that is only one person. The friendship world should consist of several people and ideally include your partner. That arena has its own ideas and principles, found in this book, that can enrich and fulfill your relationships in a unique way.
A NECESSITY
You may have a healthy marriage or dating relationship. But whatever is going on in your life, the research keeps pointing to the conclusion that all aspects of our lives are deeply affected by the presence or absence of friendships. Friendships are more than a luxury or icing on the cake. They are a necessity.
Researchers have been studying the effects of social isolation since the 1970s, and the evidence is overwhelming. They have found that when people are disconnected from relationships, their medical and psychological conditions suffer.1 Friendships even affect our finances. A recent long-term study found that during high school, if you were named as a close friend by someone else, you were likely to make 2 percent more income later in life. This study discovered a multiplier effect as well: being named by five people equaled a 10 percent increase in wages.2
The flow of scientific data supports what the Bible says about friendships:
Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work: If one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up.
Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone? Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken. (Ecclesiastes 4:9–12)
Can you relate to “falling down” in life and not having someone you can trust deeply to talk to about it? When we fall down alone, it takes much more effort to get back up in life again.
FRIENDSHIP'S ORIGIN AND PURPOSE
Friendships are actually an essential part of our childhood development. Infants don't start life looking for buddies. They come into the world looking for a life-support system called Mother. That is their first and most primary relationship, where they begin to experience how to connect, trust, and reach out. This prepares them for all other relationships. They find that relationship is the best place to be, and life goes better when they are in a connection. At that point, they are able to then make contact with Dad, and, after that, brothers and sisters.
After that, between ages four and eleven, kids gradually become more and more interested and involved with friendships. Their early experiences with the family have given them the readiness to leave those first relationships and venture out into the social world, part of the “leaving and cleaving” process designed by God (see Genesis 2:24 KJV). This is when school, playdates, sports, the arts, and church relationships flourish.
The child's social relationships often begin to compete with the family, and parents have to establish age-appropriate balances to keep it all in place. It is common for parents to feel as though their kids don't see home as special anymore. But if home base is a good, warm, and structured place, it is often a sign that the family has done its job well.
The “friendship explosion,” then, must make room for puberty and romantic interests, starting at around twelve years of age. At this point, there is a confusing time of integrating romantic relationships with same-sex and opposite-sex friendships, which continues into the twenties. All this helps prepare the young person ultimately for grownup activities such as establishing a mature support system, dating, marriage, and parenting. The end result is a healthy blend of romantic and nonromantic relationships, which provide the connectedness and growth we need.
This entire process is a shift in the center of our lives, from what is called our “family of origin” to our own friends and new families. As part of that leaving and cleaving, friends are more and more the sources of love, care, direction, and interest for us. The family of origin, if it's a loving and healthy one, is part of this, but can no longer be the center of it. That is the grand design: to let young people take what they have learned from their families and spread their wings and apply it to their new lives. In that sense, friends are our “second family.” They continue our growth and development as we mature: emotionally, relationally, spiritually, and professionally. They also provide what ingredients of growth might have been lacking in our family of origin, or help us heal from what might have been injured there as well.
Jesus referred to the second family in his own life experience:
Then Jesus' mother and brothers arrived. Standing outside, they sent someone in to call him. A crowd was sitting around him, and they told him, “Your mother and brothers are outside looking for you.” “Who are my mother and my brothers?” he asked. Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God's will is my brother and sister and mother.” (Mark 3:31-35)
In other words, those who have deeply shared like values toward God are the family we need as adults. Friends become family.
I was facilitating a small group of people who wanted to go deeper into their relationships with themselves, with God, and with each other. It was a vulnerable and intimate set of experiences, in which the members took big risks with each other and found a depth of friendship they had not had before. After several months of meetings, I asked for feedback on how the group was going. One of the members said, “This is how the body of Christ should be functioning.”
As we talked, I realized that she was referring to all the “one anothers” the New Testament teaches, and how those should be norms for our best and highest relationships: be devoted, honor, live in harmony, don't pass judgment, accept, be patient, forgive, teach and admonish, spur to love and good deeds, and love deeply from the heart. This is how friendships should be. This is how family should be.
At the time of this writing, our sons have now entered college. My wife, Barbi, and I have had to continually adjust to the fact that our sons are much more outward-bound and friend-oriented than they are nest-oriented. We stay connected to the boys a great deal, but the energy is clearly “out there,” where it needs to be.
In the same way, as a conference relationship speaker, I am privileged to talk to parents who have embraced their new role with their adult children. Though they will always be Mom and Dad, and share all the history, love, and honor that entails, they have accepted that they aren't the center of their kids' lives and have moved to the side, so to speak. It is not easy, and every parent must fight the urge to keep their teenagers and young adults totally based on the family. We have to let them go so that they can have great friendships like we should have in our own lives. They are learning how to be a good friend from the principles they pick up at home.
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
As a psychologist and relationship expert, I have observed people relating to each other for many years and have discovered some principles that will improve any best friend relationship. In my own life, I have found these same principles operating. I am fortunate to have my own set of BFFs who have been with me for years and walked through life with me. I can't imagine experiencing the world without them, and I am grateful to God and to them for that.
Not too long ago, I asked some of my closest friends if we could have a “friendship audit” and talk about us. It was a little awkward at first, especially with people I've known for several decades. How do you switch from “How's life?” to “How are we?” There's no smooth way to do this, so we just jumped in.
And I'm so glad we did. Each friend I talked with reported that they came away feeling closer to me and better about the relationship, and I did as well. In one friendship, what came up was the reality that we have always been there for each other, in good times and bad. In another, we acknowledged that we believe in the good we see in each other. In another, mutual respect for each other's lives was a major element of the relationship.
The good between us far outweighed the bad, which would make sense for a very close relationship. But that doesn't mean it was all affirmations and roses either. One friend said, “I have had to adjust my expectations downward with us.” It was his nice way of saying that he thought I was doing a substandard job of calling and taking initiative to stay in touch. He was right: I was letting him do more of the work, and I felt remorse when he mentioned it. I hated that someone I value that much would feel that way. When a close friend gives a reality check like that, it has a deep impact. I told him I wanted to change and would like to be a better friend in that area.
Another friend said, “I hesitate to call you out of the blue sometimes because you seem really busy.” There is a common thread between these two conversations, which is that I often get too tied up in what I do and don't make those important spontaneous calls as I should. We talked about that one: whether I put out a “Not Available” signal or whether he had difficulty taking risks, for what is the harm when a person says, “I can't talk right now”? We ultimately agreed that even though I am busy, I need this friend in my life, and if he calls, I would really welcome the call. If I couldn't talk or meet then, I would make sure we did sometime soon.
The pattern of me being less accessible to my friends than I would like to be was important to notice as well. If a couple of people you trust tell you something similar, pay attention. This is a gold mine of valuable information. Since I have received this feedback, I have taken time to reflect deeply on these behaviors and am making significant changes to make things better. It's good to know I have best friends I can trust to tell me if I'm changing or not!
I really value my friends and need them in my life. A Russian proverb says, “Tell me who's your friend and I'll tell you who you are.” I hope that this book, and the ideas here, will help you to find out more about who you are by deepening your connections with your own best friends.
1
Fs, BFs,
and BFFs
A friendship should add great things to your life: trust, companionship, and shared experiences, for example. But it will also cost you something: time, energy, and commitment. Even the most easygoing friendship requires some effort and investment. Given the energy involved, it leads to the question: should all BFs (best friends) also be BFFs (best friends forever)? Ideally, I think so. That depends on how life and circumstances go. Few things on this earth will last forever. But the second “F” in this title has to do more with the reality that the best friendships are open-ended about time and do not come with an expiration date. If we know that we will be moving to another town in a year, it will be hard to deeply engage with someone who lives there, though it is possible. So as you explore and engage in your relationship, you are most likely operating as though you will be BFFs.
FRIENDS
Let's understand our terms a bit here. A friend once told me, “I know so many people who make a BF out of someone they have known for a week, and there's something weird about that.” While such a move is usually made due to a lack of information, or a crisis, or desperation, it is not how we are to develop friendships. We are to guard our hearts (Proverbs 4:23) and spend time and energy making sure anyone we let in our lives and hearts really deserves to have a place there. A BF is a kind of friend, so it is important to understand the “F” part of the word.
“Friend” is an extremely popular and broad term. When you read the checkout stand magazines, or google the word, it is a hard concept to pin down. Most of the descriptions are either very general or very anecdotal:
• Someone who shares life with you
• A person who accepts you as you are
• An individual you can say anything to and be anyone with
• Someone you look forward to sitting down with and talking about what you've been up to, as well as your joys and your struggles
These are descriptive, but they don't identify the essence of friendship in a way that presents clear lines about what it is and isn't.
After spending time researching this topic, I've come to the conclusion that at the DNA level, a friendship must have three elements: knowing, liking, and presence. These seem simple, but they are the three key components that are universal in friendships, from neighbors to church relationships to work connections.
1. Knowing. You have objective information and personal experience with the person. You know where they live, their marital and parental status, what they do for work, their hobbies, their faith. On a personal level, you may know their history, their likes and dislikes, and their dreams and hurts. Knowing provides the foundation of whether or not this relationship will be a friendship, and how deep it can go. And if what you know is scary or toxic, you need that information as well.
2. Liking. You want to spend time with each other. You are drawn to each other's presence. When life happens, for good or bad, you want them to know about it, and you want to know about their life. You don't have to make yourself call or visit because you should, or because they are good for you. It's about a want to, not a have to. The liking aspect also helps when you have conflicts or problems in the relationship. It serves as an anesthetic to get over rough patches. And if you don't like someone, it is hard to call your relationship a friendship. A duty or a professional acquaintance or some sort of an obligation, maybe. But not a friendship.
3. Presence. Friends spend time together. That is how knowing and liking happen. It may be a phone call, a lunch, an evening, a bike ride, a vacation. But time together is essential. The more time together between two good people, the better the relationship. There is a mutual commitment to be with each other, and you gladly pay the price for its benefits. Sometimes people move away and don't see each other much. That doesn't mean they aren't friends, just that it is harder. But if the time was put in prior to the move, like making many deposits in an investment account, it is much easier to stay connected.
Think of your BFs now. You probably can recognize the presence of these three components in different amounts. But you have to have all three. They are the basics that define a friendship and also a best friendship.
BEST FRIENDS
Now to your best friendships, a special category. If a friendship is when someone has access to the information that is you, then best friendship is when you hand over the key to the vault. That is, you let the person know you at the deepest and most vulnerable level. You invite them in to what is most important to you, your
• Dreams
• Vision for Life
• Feelings
• Core values
• Strengths
• Hurts
• Secrets
• Sins
• Mistakes
• Past
• Heartaches
These are not easy things to let others in on. But they are essential for having close friends. Handing over the key to the vault means you are saying, in essence, I entrust you with myself. Be safe for me and also help me be a better person. Just as a bank vault contains precious investments, your personal vault is something to be both preserved safely, without condemnation, and also developed and grown over time into something much richer.
A friend of mine attended a coaching team I was leading for professional people. He signed up for business growth with a personal twist. He didn't know anyone on the team, yet a great deal of the time the team members spent with each other consisted of connection, honesty, and challenging each other to excellence. Over the months, he began developing relationships with these people, and he and his wife would go to dinner with other members and their spouses. The group became part of his normal network of friendships, as well as friends on a deeper level.
He didn't expect this to happen, nor did he plan for it. But their shared commitment drew him in and an atmosphere of knowing, liking, and presence was created. The same thing happens every day in casual friendships that grow, in small groups, and in specialty groups sharing common hobbies and interests.
A best friend, then, is not someone who has some mysterious and unfathomable special quality no one else has. Rather, she is someone who ideally has become a high-priority relationship for you that you will invest in personally. You will find yourself wanting to know her at even deeper levels. You'll find a growing and great well of love for her inside you, and become fiercely loyal to and protective of your time together, for it is vital to you both. That is the way it should work, and the way it works best.
BEST FRIENDS FOREVER
How do we know if a BF is really a BFF? When we use the word forever, we mean, “I don't see an end to this relationship.” This is someone who is so important and special to me that they are in my Hall of Fame. This is a person who I want to be a permanent part of my life. I want their imprint on me, their stamp on me, their effect on me, with no end in sight. They are that significant to me.
ONE OR SEVERAL?
Is there room for only one BF, or can there be more than one? Some people believe this is a one-person arrangement, that a best friend means a number one friend. While we can have a closest friend, this is not always the way it is. “Best” simply indicates that a few relationships run deepest in your life and commitment. It is similar to best movies, restaurants, and sports teams.
The reality is also that we need more than one person to enhance the quality of our life and relationships. Different friends have different strengths that bring out different qualities. Variety helps. It is a good thing to be able to call several people “my best friends,” and it is a good goal to move toward.
A woman I was counseling began to pay close attention to her best friendships, seeing how much of a difference they made in her quality of life. She made the discovery that one BF had the ability to draw her out, be vulnerable, and go deep about the emotional areas of life. She loved how her friend was able to be there for her, and it meant a great deal to her. At the same time, however, she had another friend who showed her love and care by practical means: advice, good ideas, financial help, and suggestions. Their conversations had a different tone, but the value was there, just the same. “BF” is a plural term.
MALE OR FEMALE?
What about opposite-sex best friends? I hear this question a great deal. Many people are concerned that a close opposite-sex relationship is too dangerous because of the possibility that emotional intimacy will end up being acted out sexually. So, by that reasoning, we should limit our deeper friendships to the same sex.
There is certainly good reason to exercise caution. Billy Graham was famous for never walking into a hotel room until one of his staff entered it first, in case someone who didn't like him had set up a woman in a compromising stance with a photographer on hand. And many pastors and Christian leaders will not meet behind closed doors, or ride in a car alone, with a person of the opposite sex. There are situations that do require a certain amount of care and restriction, because of the dangers. Joseph, in the Bible, physically ran from temptation with Potiphar's wife (Genesis 39:12).
Having said that, however, women and men can be good friends with each other. They bring a perspective and a way of being to each other that can't really be replaced. The feminine and masculine viewpoints help balance us, grow us, and make us better people. Jesus himself had a deep and abiding friendship with two sisters, Mary and Martha, which also showed how he valued women in an age when women were seen as inferior (Luke 10:38-42).
Think about your family of origin. It was designed ideally so that you would be raised by a mom and a dad. Both contributed to your development and preparation for life. Does it make sense, once you have grown up and left home, to forever relate to the opposite sex in a meaningful way only if you are dating or married to the person? That limits a great deal of growth and friendship potential.
So evaluate your situation carefully. I have seen many solid marriages enhanced by opposite-sex friendships. The husband's female friend tells him he is entirely too left-brained and is not listening to his wife. She is an advocate and a guide for his wife and the marriage. The wife's male friend tells her that she doesn't let him have his “cave time” when he needs to be alone for a few minutes after work to recover from the day and transition into the family. He is an advocate for the husband and the marriage as well.
I recommend that both spouses spend time with the friend, so that the other spouse will feel more secure and know that he is safe, loved, and that everything is on the up and up. But the spouse who is feeling insecure needs to be heard and understood, because he or she comes first.
If, however, there is an ongoing character problem with opposite-sex relationships, things have to be different. For example, if a man tends to be flirty or sexually inappropriate with women as his norm, or he has been unfaithful, he needs to get counseling and help for those issues before taking a risk with a close female friendship. For the time being, he may need to be sober and stick with his male friends, not unlike how an alcoholic should avoid getting a job as a bartender.
The tricky question here has to do with the problem of a spouse who doesn't want her partner to have opposite-sex friends, but the issue is her fear and insecurity, not his character or love. In that situation, the risk is that he may curtail healthy, godly, and marriage-supporting connections so that she will not feel anxious, and then she never has to face and deal with her own fears and difficulties.
In that sort of situation, the one with the problem never deals with it, and the one without the problem pays for his spouse's injury. One option in this case is that the wife gets help for the problem, and the husband remains sensitive to her feelings, supporting her growth, and being totally trustworthy. I worked with a couple in which the wife found herself intensely jealous of any attractive woman her husband talked to, from a neighbor to work colleagues. Yet he was insanely in love with his wife. The root of the issue was that she had grown up with a distant father who had cheated on her mom, and that nightmare bruised her ability to trust a man's character. Once she realized the issue, she revisited her past, grieved the losses she experienced because of her dad, and was able to feel secure in her husband's love, resolving the dilemma.
BANISH SUPERIORITY
Finally, remember that “best” is not a morally superior category. Your best friend is your best friend because you and she are a great fit for each other, not because she is better than the rest of your friends. When you ask the waiter at the restaurant what he recommends, he may say, “My favorite is the steak or the pasta.” Favorite is just favorite; it isn't superior. You and your BFs would not fit every other friendship scenario, so there is no better or worse here.
Remember the pain of junior high, when the cliques were in full bloom? There was a stinging moral tone to not being included. Stay away from that tone and be glad you're finding some great fits for yourself.
A GREAT LIFE REQUIRES GREAT FRIENDS
I have a friend who was struggling with a fragile marriage. Though she and her husband had been married many years, there was deep alienation between them. She was lonely and unhappy in the relationship and was considering ending it.
She had invested most of her life in her family and her job. The friendships she did have were more social relationships and neighbors; good people, but no one she really confided in about what was going on. This made the loneliness worse. She had never really known how isolated she was until her marriage began to go sideways, which became the tipping point that helped push her into finding some safe people to open up to.
When she formed these relationships, more from desperation than from anything else, she was surprised at their impact on her marriage. She wanted help for herself, but found that the marriage was helped as well. These people listened. They were empathic. They heard her experience at a deep level. But at the same time they didn't go the easy route and bash her husband, who was not present to defend himself. Instead, they encouraged her to grow, develop, change herself, while at the same time drawing clear boundaries with his behavior as well. Over time, she and her husband began moving toward one another again. This woman attributes a large amount of the marital growth to the impact of these “real” friends. Their support, unconditional acceptance, wisdom, and feedback were indispensable for her.
This is one of the many positive aspects of having best friends. They can make you a better person, enrich your life, and help heal other relationships in your life. We just have to recognize their potential value and importance.
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The Accidental Necessity
Best friendships can go on a long time without yielding their potential and value, unless we put focus and energy into them. The less focus and energy you exert, the less good you will receive. You can be proactive and take initiative to be intentional about improving your friendships. Or you can be passive and go with the flow and let things happen. If you're a nice person, you'll probably have friends either way. But being passive will not get you the great connections that being proactive will.
Let me illustrate: As a family, we have two old Labrador retrievers—Heidi and Casey. They've had a good long run, and we are very connected to them. In these later years of their lives, they have less energy and make fewer demands to play. It's easy to be a little passive with them: say hi when you get home, pat them on the head now and then, and make sure they are fed. And we have done that, especially when we've been busy with work or family activities.
When that's all we do, Heidi and Casey slow down even more. They will sleep all the time, become lazy, and I will even see an increase in health problems. We're not being negligent or unkind to them. We are just being lazy ourselves. But when we make sure we're playing with them every day, walking them, and taking them on excursions, I can see a shift. When we are being proactive, the dogs have more energy, are more alert, and act younger than they are.
Friendships are the same way. You probably are kind and warm with your friends, but you can neglect the care and maintenance of the relationship either in quantity (not enough time) or quality (what you do with the time). You may not notice it immediately, but friendships will either improve or diminish, depending on how proactive you are. Take initiative, and you will reap the rewards.
A CHANCE ENCOUNTER
A BF relationship can begin in any number of ways, most of them accidentally as you are going through life. Your closest friendships probably didn't begin with an interview and a questionnaire, though the online age is changing all this. While you can post “friend wanted” ads on Craigslist, and people can request to be your “friend” on Facebook, most best friendships begin as we simply pass through life and meet someone we like.
In researching this book, I asked people about how they met their closest friendships. Most of the sources were the following:
• Your kids are friends with their kids
• Childhood and school days
• College
• Workplace
• Neighborhood
• Church
• Introduction from a mutual friend
• Chance encounter
One friend of mine said, “Ten years ago, I was talking to a neighbor and we got into how we need to walk in the mornings. We just started doing that. It was about the walking, and having someone to do it with was just a way to make the time more pleasant. But now—and I didn't expect this—the friendship is the main thing, and the walking is secondary. She and I have become very close.”
Wherever you met your BF, you were what is called “relationship-seeking.” That doesn't mean you were on the hunt or desperate. It simply means that within you, there was an openness to good, new relationships. We are scouting even when we don't think we are.
When I walk our dogs in the neighborhood, they pull on their leashes like crazy and want to play when they see another dog. If they see another person, however, they don't respond and just continue on their way with me. As I understand it, their strong reactions to other dogs are responses to memories of one another and of their litter days. They are affected by those like them.
In the same way, we are watching, listening, and aware of those around us. We may have a full and good life, but still respond to the other “dogs on a walk” if they seem warm and interesting.
The point is that most of us are always looking for more good relationships, but we really haven't figured out the specific qualities we are looking for, nor do we really know the path to accomplish that. The beginning of a BF relationship may be quite random. But its care and maintenance should not be, if you want to get the most out of it.
Often, however, we don't even get to address or experience those qualities because other factors come into play. I believe that for most people, your BFs, while being a great source of support, are being significantly underutilized. Your friendship simply isn't providing close to what it could for either of you. The potential is not being released. The good news is that, with a little exploration and effort, you can reverse the underutilization and actually maximize what can be there for both of you, if you are up for it.
LACK OF AWARENESS
One reason for underutilization is that many individuals simply aren't aware of the potential and the place of BFs in life. They have them, care about them, and appreciate them, but not for the value they could bring to life.
In these situations, best friends are more like what I would call “companions.” That is, they are people you are close to, but the purpose of the relationship is more about going through life with someone, floating down the river in a connected state. There is a true closeness here and a lot of good exists in that attachment. But what is missing is that companions don't really impact our lives; they are on the periphery of it. They may be a sounding board and someone to talk with about what's going on at home and at work, but there is no real “ask” or “give” involved. They are not central to the decisions and choices we make in life. They are great for backyard barbecues or soccer games with the kids, and they are encouraging people, but it tends to end there.
Often, when we don't know the real value of a BF, we will outsource issues to other people that the BF could handle. Some people will seek out a pastor or a therapist when there is a life struggle, and tell their BF about it much later. “I didn't want to burden you,” or “I was embarrassed,” or “I don't want to be a high-maintenance person” are common excuses.
As a psychologist, I have seen that a good BF can bring struggles to light. Before a problem becomes a clinical issue and requires professional attention, good friends can do a world of good in preventing smaller things from becoming big things.
You will also notice that when BFs don't have their proper place, they are treated as expendable. Marriage, kids, dating, and work concerns are primary, and friendships seem to have to fit around all that. Think about how often you reschedule a coffee or lunch with a friend when other matters take over. We rarely move mountains to keep our BF times sacred.
Certainly family matters come first. But if you notice a pattern of shifting your friendships so that they are always at the bottom of the list, see this as a problem in recognizing value.
One thing that encourages me is that the current crop of young adults seems to place a high value on friendships. They are affiliation-driven and are invested in community at a deep level. An indicator of this is the emergence of terms such as bromance and womance, referring to deep and personal connections between same-sex friends. This generation is very “relationship-seeking,” and not simply on a romantic level. We have a lot to learn from them.
If you are aware that you are not giving proper value to your BF relationships, I recommend that for the next ninety days, you put an asterisk beside your next calendared meeting with your BF, right next to his name. That will be a little signal to you that there needs to be a very good reason for bumping that meeting off. Unless it's a crisis, you and your BF will meet. It is a way to reorient yourself to the value that close friendships bring.
LOVE INTEREST AS THE ONLY BF
I sometimes hear, “My wife is my best friend; I don't need anyone else but God.” In this scenario, the person's spouse or romantic love interest is the only source and center of the “real stuff” in life. The romantic connection, whether it is a dating relationship or a fifty-year marriage, is the only place the energy goes. Friendships are appreciated and seen as good things, but you don't “go there” with anyone but the person you love.
On one hand, you have to affirm the depth and commitment of someone with a great marriage. There are few things more wonderful than that sacred and lifelong attachment. A marriage must be protected and nurtured, which takes time, vulnerability, investment, good boundaries, and energy.
However, one of the best things you can do to make your marriage greater is for each of you to have best friends. This is not just a positive suggestion; it is a necessity for several reasons.
First, marriage requires other sources. Your spouse can't meet every relational need you have, nor can you meet his. We have lots of needs, and in varying amounts. Think about the list of friendship qualities that have been mentioned in this book. Can your spouse meet every one of those at every moment? Would it work for her to attempt to? Try showing a list of these to your spouse and asking, “Are you able to do all this for me, on a more-or-less weekly basis, for the rest of our lives?” If your spouse is healthy, she will freak out a little, and then say, “We need a small group.”
We were not designed to have one person meet our deepest needs. We were designed for community. There is a great, healthy balance in a couple's life where their one-on-one times come first, but they are also going out and doing things on a frequent basis with others as well. Included in that are also “my friends” and “your friends.” These other relationships need to be deep and real connections. If relationship is the fuel of life, these BFs fuel not only the person, but the marriage as well.
I was talking to a friend of mine about the impact his friends have on his marriage, as he has several very good BFs. He and his wife not only do “couple stuff” with other couples, but on a regular basis he also makes sure he has deeper and more connected conversations with a few men he is close to and trusts. He said, “I come back to my wife with more appreciation for her and more interest in her world.” His wife agrees that she has experienced the benefit of his having close friends as well.
That is a good diagnostic for your BFs if you are married. If you come back after a night out with your friends, and you can't get past your spouse's faults and are noticing a few more because of what they are saying and observing about him, you may want to curtail those friendships. Good BFs tell the truth, but they also do everything they can to help your marriage grow and develop.
Also, think about all the conflicts that newly married couples have about this. One of them has a group of close friends that he has spent the years of his life with. The other doesn't really gravitate toward close friends. When the marriage begins to move into its post-honeymoon phase, often the one without the friendship background will resist those relationships: “You want to be with them more than me.” On the other hand, the friended spouse will begin to feel smothered and controlled: “You don't want us to get a life.”
If the friended spouse is neglecting the marriage, that needs to stop and be redirected. But if not, the other spouse needs to look at what she is afraid of and resisting. She may be scared their connection cannot hold on in competition with his friends. But if there is a problem in the connection, cutting off his friends will not help that problem; it will create even more alienation and distance between the two. This spouse often needs to deal with her own insecurities about how lovable she is in the first place, and about her trust in the love and strength of the marital bond. When she works on that, she often sees that good friends will increase the connection she desires with her spouse.
This is a common problem with husbands, probably more than wives. Since most women have the relational edge on men, sometimes a husband will unknowingly put his wife in the position of being the only deep relationship he has, the only social conduit. She is the one he confides in, unloads his joys and fears to. She is the one who is safe for him to be vulnerable with.
This is a mixed blessing. Many women would give anything for a man who would connect at that level with his wife. It is always much better than disconnection and empty space. But the problem comes when the wife has to take on too much: his emotions, his reflections of life, his opinions, and his dreams. Over time, this can morph from a marriage connection to a child-parent connection, for that is what parents do with their kids. And, if they are honest, the “parent” spouse will admit that it is a lot to bear, and that they would like it if their spouse had other sources who could also listen to and support him. You don't dump the entire truckload of hay on one horse!
A LACK OF VULNERABILITY
Life is too short to go through it without vulnerability. We all need to be transparent about our inner selves, needs, mistakes, and emotions with someone. Best friends are the best place for that need.
Actually, we really don't have to be vulnerable. We can pretty much survive and have a decent life of sorts with no one knowing us at a deeper level. We will suffocate without air and starve without food. But if we never let anyone in on how we really feel or what we need, we can still grow up, find a career, get married, raise a family, have barbecues, and go to church. The effects of a lack of vulnerability are subtle and long term, so it is common for some people to simply live lives absent of transparency. Eventually, though, quality-of-life problems, intimacy conflicts, and emotional issues can arise.
Lack of vulnerability can happen for a number of reasons: past trust violations, relational hurts, or simply a lack of exposure to authentic connections. Whatever the cause, it reduces our need and hunger for best friends. It takes some amount of effort to have friends, but it takes risk and trust to establish the vulnerability we need to have best friends. So some people simply have never made themselves vulnerable and are a little relieved they have not.
If you struggle with a lack of vulnerability, you need to face it and open up. If you admit an insecurity, a need, or a past hurt to a good person, you will be amazed at how much good, and how much value, you will experience from a best friend. If you have a hard time opening up to your friend, talk to him about that. Tell him, “I am really uncomfortable talking about what's really going on.” That will often break the ice for both of you. But if that is also too scary, talk to a therapist about it and work it out. Directly or indirectly, you must face your fears of being vulnerable with those who matter most.
Become intentional in your present and future friendships. It will not require overhauling your life, but it will pay off in great rewards.
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Life Is Better When
We Are Hanging Out Together
One of the greatest perks in my life is the “no-purpose phone call.” It is when one of my friends calls during the day for a few minutes, just to ask what's going on. No agenda, no project, no pitch. I try to do a few of these every week as well. The no-purpose phone call often gives me a boost, not unlike an afternoon coffee. It is amazing the good that happens when you talk to someone you truly and simply like.
This first element is where it all begins in great friendships. You attach or bond. There is a mutual affection between you. Attachment is why people call, meet, text, and go on vacations together. Life is better lived around that person than without him.
LIKING
Attachment actually has two parts in friendship—liking and connecting. Liking has to do with being drawn to a person, and it can be for any number of reasons: her personality, warmth, interests, or sense of humor, for example. Liking is necessary to being a best friend. If you don't like someone, it is difficult to spend the time and energy needed to build the relationship. Think about it. What if you had to say, “I know this person is good for me, but I am really uncomfortable around him, and he is a drain on me”? Or “I should spend time with her. I know she is good for me, but we just don't have any chemistry”? It would be like going to physical therapy to get your sprained ankle healthy. Good for you, but not pleasant at all. That simply doesn't work in best friendships.
Some people say liking is just a matter of personal chemistry, and you can't control that—it is what it is. But I don't believe that's true. Liking can change, and I have seen it happen often. As we grow and change, our tastes and preferences change along with us. We hate coffee at ten years old, but love it at twenty-five. We love fast cars, but then start looking for something with a smoother ride.
In relationships, preferences often change because we have been deepened and transformed in some way. Our capacity to see good things in those people, and to be drawn to that, moved us past a stylistic or distancing mechanism.
I was once in a small group in which I was friends with two guys who didn't really like each other. It was a little awkward when the three of us were together. I got along with both, but the connection stopped there. One man's style was more buttoned-down and conservative; the other's was looser and more liberal. Both were good people, but they were different and rubbed each other the wrong way. The first guy felt that the second was often provocative and childish, while the second one saw the first as parental and judgmental. From time to time, they would get into it, and I wondered if they would ever like each other.
They, however, continued being involved in the small group, and continued to make attempts to be as vulnerable and transparent as possible with each other. Over time, as they kept up the process, they began to feel affection for one another. They understood each other at deeper levels. The structured one began to feel appreciation for the spontaneity of the looser one and also knew where that came from in his past. The second man, in turn, was drawn to the strength of the first one and knew from his past why he had to be the strong one. They dug beneath the styles to the core person, and they felt compassion and began to truly like each other.
So if you find yourself in a shared situation with someone whom you'd like to like but can't, don't assume it will always be that way. Be vulnerable yourself as you get to know the person's story. Dig into what turns you off or triggers you about them. You can often see many improvements in how you feel about the person and who they are.
Keep in mind, though, that even if you begin to like someone, not everyone you like can be a best friend. What's more, even if you like someone right away, know that being drawn to them is no guarantee that the person is good for you, or that the relationship is the right one either. Sometimes we are drawn to a certain type of person because of some not-so-healthy reasons. People often pick people out of their emptiness or brokenness, not because this is the right person to get close to. The rescuer, for example, finds an addict to fix, often so that she can fix herself. The people pleaser is drawn to an overly assertive individual so that he will not have to speak up and be direct and honest. The introvert picks an extrovert so that she won't have to figure out how to reach out and take relational risks.
We hear that opposites attract, especially in romantic relationships; however, it is often not true, and isn't a good guide for picking the right people. Pick people based on principles and avoid the crazy “I found my missing piece” idea.
These attractions will never pay off over time. That is why you need to be aware of what drives you toward certain people, and to be brutally honest with yourself. Otherwise, the risk is great that after the initial attraction, the friendship will turn out to be an unbalanced and unhealthy one.
CONNECTING
The other piece to attachment in friendship is connection, which goes deeper than liking. Connection provides a transfer of grace between two friends. Just like cars need gasoline, we need grace in our friendships to sustain ourselves and our relationships as well. God designed us with a need for people that can be met at the deepest level by our best friends. When our BFs are not there, we are uncomfortable and know something is wrong. Paul described similar feelings for his friends: “We are not withholding our affection from you, but you are withholding yours from us” (2 Corinthians 6:12).
You have probably had the experience of driving away from a coffee or lunch with someone and asking yourself, “Was anyone home?” There were two talking heads, but no real connection. Hopefully, you have also had the alternative memory of feeling less alone, more full inside, and even more connected to yourself after a shared meal with someone. When people talk about their feelings, struggles, and each other, things connect.
Recently, I was under a lot of pressure with deadlines on several projects and was feeling quite overwhelmed. I had a lunch appointment with a BF that I almost cancelled because I didn't think I had the time. But afterward, I was more at peace and energized to organize and execute my tasks. The connection helped me move along.
Connection comes from being open and vulnerable, and allowing yourself to feel a need for the other person. When you are under stress and feel alone or overwhelmed, you look for contact with your BF to be present with you. Connection is what creates a BF in the first place.1 It opens the door to moving into more vulnerable areas of need, struggle, and failure, where it is most difficult to be honest, yet the most important.
DEEPENING THE ATTACHMENT
To deepen the attachment of the relationship, it's important to act in ways that foster trust and openness to each other. Attachment among best friends works best when both people are vulnerable and open, and make that vulnerability a normal part of the friendship. This is important because without mutual vulnerability, one person becomes the counselor and the other the counselee, which is not the true nature of friendship. Friendship is always a two-way street.
Build vulnerability into your friendship. Take the lead in bringing your needs for grace, validation, acceptance, understanding, and safety to the relationship. Put your cards on the table, face up. While we all need to talk about daily life, kids, politics, and so forth, go deeper. Talk about how you feel, not just how you think. Bring up what concerns you, frustrates you, or saddens you in your life.
Here are a few questions that will give both of you some hooks to hang your thoughts on in your quest for a deeper attachment. Give yourselves time to ramble and be spontaneous. Often, things will pop up that will bring you closer together, and these conversations will be times of connecting the dots for both of you.
• What brought us together in the first place? The history helps to provide perspective, whether it was a sports event, or a neighborhood meeting, or a church function. This is the random occurrence that most friendships begin with.
• Why do you think we like each other? What is it that brings us together? This puts the “like factor” under the glass a bit. You may find that you like each other's easygoing nature, values, or cynical view on life. Recognize and affirm those as good and valuable.
• How are we doing on making a personal connection with each other? Do we feel safe talking about what's going on in life? Are we making it safe for the other person as well? Is our relationship a good place to go deeper, because there aren't a lot of places in life to do that? This is a bigger step. Some friends will jump in and want to talk about this, because they feel the need and aren't afraid. Others will be more tentative. Take people at their level. Just the fact that you broached the subject is going to help over time.
• What can we do to make the relationship a better place to connect? Now you are open to suggestions from each other, which can improve things. Matters may come up, such as:
I'd like to spend more of our time on deeper matters and less on the activities of life.
Sometimes I feel you're uncomfortable with my emotional responses, and I'd like to know if that's true and what it's about.
I think sometimes I keep some distance with you because you seem to have it together, and I know I don't. I guess I need to know you don't think I'm a total loser when I talk about problems.
That is the pattern. It's simple, and you may find that you have begun with one of these, and an entire discussion occurred. Go with where the interest and energy are. Unless you have a tough timeline to follow because of scheduling difficulties, less structure and more depth will get you where you want to go. How would you feel if you were opening up to your BF and she said, “That's great, now on to the next part”? You probably would stay shut down after that.
This is how BFs stay attached and improve the attachment. It is worth the initial discomfort in the returns you will both experience. Remember the no-purpose phone calls I mentioned earlier? Even if you don't have a lot of time, use the call to go deeper. Take the initiative to go beyond how work and family activities are going. You can say, “I was thinking about the situation in your marriage. How's it going?” Or “I wanted you to know that I really appreciated how you let me ramble and talk forever about my crazy mother.” Each of these conversations paves the way for a better and more complete friendship. It's worth it.
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The Time
Investment
My assistant gave me our worksheet for the day. I ran down the questions and projects we were working on, and I looked at the fourth item: “Dinner with Tom: look at available dates.” On the surface, it looks like just another social event to schedule. But it reflected something much more important. Tom is one of my best friends, and he and I meet regularly for dinner. In fact, I see him more than I do a lot of my geographically closer friends. Here is the significant part: Tom lives in another state.
This works because while Tom and his family reside elsewhere, he travels regularly to my area of the country for his job. But it really works because Tom makes it work. He calls and makes sure I am finding an available time when he is in town. He is relentless and does not feel rejected when I don't always do the same. He is a great example of how BFs should make sure that they stay connected. Tom is a better man than I am in this regard, but I am improving in this area because of his modeling.
Here is the point: best friendships require time to grow and produce the great relationships we need. There simply is no substitute for time. We need both quality and quantity, and can use time as an advantage in our friendships.
INVEST EARLY
When a relationship is in the early stages, say this is a friend who is becoming a best friend, we need more frequency. The earlier the friendship, the more frequency is required. It is difficult to create a BF when the beginning lunches, coffees, dinners, or outings are few and far between. That is not enough time to build the foundation. The psychological term for this is internalization, which refers to the process of taking in experiences you have with other people. This is more than memory, such as how we remember the ingredients of a recipe. Internalization includes the cognitive, but goes beyond that to the relational and the personal. It adds up and grows over time. We remember a vacation. We internalize the person we went on vacation with. The people we connect with on the deepest level become emotional realities within us, and we keep them inside us. Children develop a sense of being loved and secure when they have “internalized” parents who were consistently warm and loving. They have an emotional image, or picture, inside that cheers them on, encourages them and comforts them in times of stress.
Next to our parents, siblings, family of origin, our spouse, and our kids, BFs are the people we internalize the most. The encounters build up and accumulate inside us over time, in the same way that an investment account builds up every time we make a deposit into it. We deposit a vulnerable conversation, or a sorrow that we share. And that friend becomes more and more significant and meaningful to us.
Think about your current BFs. You probably will see that the beginning stages involved more frequency. That is partially because of a honeymoon effect where she's a new person who is interesting to you and vice versa. But this beginning period also is the way God designed you, so that your relationship has a foundation, that you are “rooted and established in love” (Ephesians 3:17).
Once you both have invested in the friendship, your BF will be part of your life—most likely for the rest of your life—even if you don't see each other as often as you'd like. He is a consistent and stable part of your self. You can't really “forget” a best friend the way you can a friend. They are just too deeply ingrained in your personal fabric. That is why you can talk to a BF you haven't seen for years and immediately be connected at a deep and satisfying level. The old experiences are working for you.
If you didn't have your shared experiences, you wouldn't have the relationship you presently experience. That isn't to say that a new relationship can't go deep quickly. Certainly these happen. And they can often form a best friendship over time. But it doesn't make sense to label someone a BF without actually putting the time in. Easy in means easy out. You don't want it to be easy; you want something substantive over time. You need the relational equity as a foundation. Call it “a great new relationship” or “a really nice person.” But don't call it a best friendship yet. My advice is to wait a year before you label him a BF. I say this not because it is a bad label; it's a great one. But it hasn't been earned yet. You need to go through seasons of life with that person: good times, hardship, anniversaries, holidays, stress, family experiences, and differences. Look at the term “best friend” as an earned degree, not an honorary one. But once you two have earned the status, the equity will be there for you, and you do not have to spend the time that you did in the beginning (although if you can, by all means, do).
MORE IS BETTER
In the end, with significant relationships, more is simply better. If you can meet more often and still pull off a balanced life, that is a good thing. Why not? There is a lot of good there for you: more safety, acceptance, vulnerability, and honesty. These are not aspects of life that we can have too much of. It is impossible to have too much of a great relationship. It may be impossible to have all the time you need for it. But if you have the time, take it. Don't be disheartened or give up quickly if it's hard logistically to stay in touch. Take initiative, like my friend Tom does, to meet with your BFs frequently. Unless there is a dependency issue, two people who are very good friends can't help but make each other's life better.
Research is now showing that who you spend time with influences your behavior even more than your BFs. Scientists are using the tracking abilities of smart phones to look at the patterns of our behavior, and are finding that our habits and tastes are more highly marked by the people around us who may be simply acquaintances, than those BFs we don't spend much time with.1 To put it another way: proximity matters. Therefore, as much as possible, it makes sense to spend more time with those you are closest to.
The best and highest example of this, of course, is a healthy marriage. When two people share their lives, they are together an enormous amount of time, in frequency and in duration. And in a good marriage, more is better. Certainly each spouse needs their own space and friends of their own. But ultimately, marriage was designed so that more time together means more closeness, growth, depth, and joy. My wife's father died after forty-six years of marriage to her mom. One of the things her mother said during the funeral reception was “It wasn't long enough.” That is not only a statement for a great marriage, but for a great friendship. We don't always think that way. But consider who, today, would say that about you if you passed away suddenly, besides your family. You need some BFs who think that of you as well.
THE RIGHT AMOUNT
How do you know if you're not spending enough time with your BF? Is there a minimum? It depends. Some BFs would love to spend more time together, but either circumstances or a disconnection between them prevents it. I think the best way to determine the right amount is by what happens because of the relationship, what is the fruit of the connection. If the right things are happening, you're at least hitting the minimum. If they aren't, it may be that more time is needed. Below are the basics of the encounter as I see them.
1. Caught up. You spend enough time with each other that you are caught up on the essential events of your lives: family, relationships, job, health, and so forth. That takes a certain amount of time to do. Not a great deal, but some. Are there large informational gaps between you and your BF? Or, if you were asked what's going on with that person, could you summarize her current life's important events? While some details can be shared through social media, make sure you're connecting face-to-face to get the depth. Sometimes people will say, “We're above all the mundane trivia. We connect at a soul level; we don't need those externals.” I believe in connecting at a soul level too, but that soul has a body! That body has a history and went through experiences that formed what that soul is today: events, relationships, accomplishments, failures, and losses. I would never coach or counsel someone without having some idea of his life context. You both need enough time to be caught up.
2. Connected. Whatever it takes to stay emotionally connected, that is your frequency minimum. Caught up and connected are not the same thing. One is about significant life events, and the other is about intimacy. Ultimately, connection is the core of why people become BFs with each other. They bring closeness to each other. They are less isolated, less alone, and more loved inside. If you both feel you are attached, even when you aren't together, you're probably OK. If you find that it's hard to feel close or attached to the person when you are away, look at that as a problem to be solved. More to the point, if you find that it's difficult to open up with the person when you are together, yet there is no relational conflict between you, and you don't have a psychological problem in making attachments, it's probably time to increase the frequency.
3. Honest. Truth is something BFs value and prize with each other. It is feedback and perspective that comes from a rich source of time and experience. It can be trusted. Honesty, however, takes time—probably more time than catching up and connection—and can be difficult to say and to hear. You need a time runway to be comfortable enough to be honest, especially on a deeper level. Think of it this way: if you only saw your closest friend for one lunch a year, how confrontational would you be? Unless he was getting ready to commit a felony, probably not very much at all. You would want to spend that precious time connecting and “being there” with the person. And that would be the right thing to do. What if you have a lunch twice a month for a year? You would probably be more up front about things that concern you, and that would be a good use of the time you have. If you two never “truthed” anything at all in those twenty-six lunches, there was probably some fear in at least one of you. In other words, are you meeting and talking enough to get to some truth that might be important?
Think of these three things in your most important relationships. You may need to adjust the frequency in one or more friendships to keep them at the level you need them to be. If there is just not enough time to do that, while she can still be a BF and hold a special role with you forever, she may not be the kind of BF you have an ongoing, life-sustaining relationship with anymore. The friendship may be good for those times you can meet, or for a life crisis in which you know she will be there for you. That's not a bad thing, but it is a difference. Keep the two types of BFs in mind as you make your choices on what you do with your relationship time.
And if you find yourself not caught up, connected, or honest with those BFs who are currently in your life, it may be good to have some sort of a regular structure that you can both depend on: a breakfast, lunch, coffee, that sort of thing. It is one less thing to worry about to know that you have a regular time on your calendar. Or at least, by the end of the meeting, pulling out your calendars and planning the next time. I have had an ongoing lunch with a close friend for the past ten years. We have counted on that time as something we can both bring ourselves to and depend on, and it has been an important space for both of us. Structure exists to preserve connection. Use it if it helps.
There is a “sweet spot” of how much time to invest in your BF. My guess is that most of us could use a little more, with those people who matter the most. Make the investment.
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BFs in a
Facebook World
Last week I asked my son Benny and his friend Lili, who are both students, what they thought of Facebook. Lili answered, “I like it and I don't like it.” Surprised, because I don't know many people that age who are negative at all about Facebook, I asked her what she meant. She said, “I like it when I can connect with people I'm not around. But I also find that I get lazy and facebook people when I should be seeing or talking to them. That doesn't seem right.” Her insightful response leads to the question: Does Facebook make friendships better, worse, or neither?
Most of the people I know are now using digital connections, from texting to email to social media such as Facebook and Twitter. We are connecting with others instantly and forming communities. Digital connections are also showing us how important people are to us, and how we constantly seek some sort of contact. This connection, especially social media, has an increased presence in our best friendships.
NOT REAL LIFE
While social media can be useful to maintain connections and increase acquaintances you may have in common areas of interest, most people do not meet their best friends through social media. There are exceptions, of course, such as high school classmates restarting friendships on Face-book, but for the most part, people simply meet their BFs face-to-face in some arena of life and then use social media to stay connected with those individuals. There are simply too many obstacles in starting up a close friendship over social media, such as the time involved, not being able to know who the person really is, and understanding the life context of another person.
Once you have an established friendship, digital connection, especially social media, is essentially neutral. It is not good or bad in its essential nature; rather, it is a magnifying glass. In BF relationships, social media makes good things better and bad things worse.
When people have a healthy and honest friendship, Facebook is a great way to stay in touch because it is so convenient and efficient. If you have five minutes between meetings, you can post a comment on a friend's wall and read something she has written about the kids or a trip she is on. I personally get a great deal of satisfaction out of communicating instantly with people I know around the world. It solves many of the problems of not being able to see or talk to someone you are close to. It does not tend to be all that substantive and personal, but it's a good connection on a social level.
The other side is true as well. If a relationship is struggling, it is hard to fix it over digital connections. Anything negative or confrontational seems much worse when you read it. In fact, I tell people to simply not confront each other digitally at all, as it is so easy for the responder to feel attacked or judged. Also, this sort of medium allows us to hide. We can present aspects of ourselves that are not true, or conceal parts that we don't want others to know about. It is a simple matter to construct a persona that is not really true. Suppose, for example, that you are struggling in a relationship, but don't want to be a downer for your BF. Then you'll tend to post pictures and chatty information, without getting to the heart of the matter. If you will be talking to her soon, that is one thing. You are simply waiting for an opportune conversation. But if you are avoiding the negative information, you are not helping your relationship develop. That doesn't mean you should convey it online. It means be intentional and find a time to be personal and present when you do.
INSTANTANEOUS DEPENDENCY
Another negative aspect of social media that affects friendships is the problem of not taking the time and effort to reflect and think of your own experience. We all need to have space to think our thoughts and feel our feelings. That is how identity is formed and is maintained. We need to know what we think and feel about anything from a movie we just saw, to a stress we just underwent at work, to a family struggle with a sick child, to what we learned from a Bible verse. When he taught Timothy how to live, the apostle Paul also told him to “Reflect on what I am saying, for the Lord will give you insight into all this” (2 Timothy 2:7). David told the Lord he would “meditate on your precepts and consider your ways” (Psalm 119:15). Reflection, meditation, and thought require a certain amount of being separate from others so that we know where we are. It doesn't mean that our opinion is final. It is simply where we have landed so far, and now we can use our relationships to clarify reality for us, and bring a new and better perspective into play, which benefits us.
When people are not able to do this, they go to others to receive reality, not to clarify it. In the psychological world, this is called a dependency issue. They depend on others' external views and are afraid to trust their internal ones. Children go to parents and ask them, “Which friends should I invite to the party?” Their dependency requires that they get information from Mom and Dad, which is internalized over time, and then eventually, they will make their own decisions. But some adults go to their friends and, before they have really thought and deliberated for themselves, will ask “Should I date this guy?” “What job should I take?” or “Should I move?”
The reason digital connection poses a problem here is because of its convenience, and because others are so willing to help and give perspective, not knowing that this might be a bad idea. You can just ask the questions you haven't processed for yourself, and get lots of information from your friends. I coached a female executive who was dating several men. As soon as she had a significant conversation with one of the guys, such as more vulnerability, or some conflict, she immediately texted, emailed, or facebooked her friends to see what they thought about what he said and what had happened. The result was that instead of coming to deliberate conclusions about these men herself, she was going with whomever she was getting the advice from at the time, and the advice was often contradictory. Finally, I asked her to wait awhile, think, and draw some conclusions about the guys before she went to her friends. This worked much better for her. Her information gathering was much more about getting feedback than about taking on someone's opinion. It's important to recognize how we are using social media and to course-correct when we need to.
KEEPING IT REAL
Some BFs are local and easy to meet with face-to-face; others are not. Email and social media are helpful with the latter. But face-to-face has not yet been matched, even with Skype. It is simply a matter of information. Being physically in the same space with someone else gives you access to words, tone, eye contact, body language, and many other ways of communicating. If you have moved recently from an area in which you were deeply connected, it's not a good idea to avoid finding local BFs while staying in touch with the old relationships via social media and email. You need the personal nature of face-to-face. While it's important to hold on to your BFFs, make sure you're connecting with new friends in person.
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Speed Dial
My wife is very connected to Nancy, one of her dearest friends. I can almost predict that when something significant happens in Barbi's day, she will text either me or Nancy about it, depending on who she thinks is available. I came home from work one day and she told me that she had received an award as a teacher. I congratulated her and asked when she told Nancy. She answered, “Earlier today.”
Best friends are the first place your brain should land when something important happens. We were not designed to go through landmark events and difficult times alone, mulling things over in our heads. Certainly we are always to think through things and pray about them. But when something impacts us, we should automatically think, “I need to tell my BF about this.” This is because reality is more real to us when it happens in relationship. The highs and lows of life matter more when someone else is aware of them and we discuss them together. Galatians 6:2 tells us that we are to “carry each other's burdens.” They are meant to be shared. We need to take advantage of the reality that someone cares about and is committed to us. Keeping our BFs caught up on the celebrations, the crises, and the complaints is what makes relationships worthwhile.
CELEBRATIONS
When a second-grade girl goes to her dad carrying a picture and says, “Look, I drew this.” She wants and needs him to say something about the picture, like “That's really a great horse,” or “I like the colors,” or “I'm proud of you.” Her dad's validation has just made the drawing, and her own efforts, more real to her. Validation has to do with knowing that your own experience counts, and matters, to someone else. When we are validated, we become more of ourselves. No one creates her identity all alone. It must happen in relationship. And even in the adult world, we need that sort of validation.
Being with your BF is a little like having a scrapbook of your most cherished memories. After each encounter, you place another experience into your memory banks: a great laugh, a shared sorrow, a vigorous disagreement, a knotty problem discussed. And that scrapbook is then available to you in those times you most need it. When you call your friend up and say, “I just landed the Gonzales account!” your BF's response of happiness and affirmation takes that experience and places it in the pages of the scrapbook. Then, when you need to draw on it, for example, when you lose the next two accounts, it is there for you. The relationship ensures that you will remember that you do know what you are doing and keep plugging away.
CRISES
Not only does your BF play a large part in the celebrations, including having a child, going on a vacation, or moving to a new home, but also in the difficulties of life. When you are in the middle of bad news, speed dial your BF. It can be a financial disruption, a date gone wrong, a child having trouble, or bad news in the marriage. Our minds take time to grapple with tough decisions when we are in the middle of them, and sometimes we just need someone to be there, to be present. It gets us out of being in shock and helps us get on with making the right choices.
A friend once called me when his teenaged daughter had just been caught in a bad drug situation. He is a very capable person, and I knew that he knew how to handle it. But he was caught off guard by the news. Within a few minutes, however, we crafted a game plan for the next few steps. My friend could have done this alone. But it would have taken him more time and more presence of mind than he had right then. That is the reason BFs speed dial each other.
COMPLAINTS
BFs vent to each other as well. That is, there are situations that we can't change or do anything about, but we simply need someone to blow off steam about it. It feels better to complain about something that frustrates us, even if nothing will really happen as a result of the conversation. At least our BF gets it, and we aren't alone in the experience. This is what happens in good marriages, when the spouses come together at the end of the day and vent about whatever bugged them. It has nothing to do with fixing, changing, or giving advice. It is about not being alone in it. That is why, if you have the advice gene, you must restrict it with your BF, or at least ask for permission before handing it out. On the other hand, be aware that you don't want to be chronically complaining yourself. Some people have an emotional attachment to protest or complaining, and you don't want to ruin a BF by that either.
Some people worry that they are venting wrongly or even too much. That can happen and there are a few things you can do to deal with these questions. Start with asking your BF if you're too intense or get too angry. She may say, “No, this is so normal.” Or she may say, “Yes, it's a little much for me.” If you hear that from more than one person, it may be time for a therapist to help you with the emotions. Also, look at the fruit of the venting. If it helps you solve problems, be responsible, and carry your own load, it's probably okay. But if it increases your dependency, so that you can't do life without it, you may need to get some help.
THE SOONER THE BETTER
Immediacy helps your BF help you. Being “in the moment” helps you to engage each other emotionally and relationally, while the experience is still fresh. By the time it has become a settled memory, your BF's contribution will have less impact. While your mind is still wet cement about what has happened, your BF can be a part of making sense of the experience. You see the apostle Paul's desire to be face-to-face with his friends in a similar way: “I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong” (Romans 1:11).
Nothing is more empty than a BF finding out several weeks after the fact that his friend had a loss or major life change, and didn't tell him. A friend of mine who lives in another state lost his job. I called him just because I had been thinking about him, and he told me then. When I asked, “Why didn't you call me?” he said, “I didn't want to be high maintenance.” We talked further about this, because what he didn't realize was that in not staying current with me, he was, by definition, becoming high maintenance. Now I would worry that something big would happen in his life and I wouldn't know until I called.
If, like my friend, you don't want to be a burden on your BF, then you need to rethink this. That's what BFs are about. The misconception is that sometimes we think that sharing our struggles will drain others. But sharing is just talking and asking for support. It is not asking for a loan, or some magic answer, or a deliverance. And with good BFs, the sharing of the burdens actually brings more connection, intimacy, and closeness. The burden itself relieves the drain, instead of increasing it.
Who's on your speed dial? Certainly those who need you: your kids, your spouse, your work. Add those you need as well. Use it. Life is more real when you have talked about it.
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What Matters Most
Values matter in great friendships.
A good friend of mine had gone through a difficult business partner relationship and had been treated badly. In fact, the ex-partner embezzled a large sum of money from him. It was very expensive for him, but more important, his trust had been broken in the relationship as well.
When we talked about it, I was surprised by his response. He had a chance to get even financially, and he was taking steps to hurt the ex-partner by a series of strategic moves. The motive was simply revenge.
I asked him how this squared with his beliefs, and he said, “For what he did to me, it's justified.” I pressed him on it, and he was evasive: “Fair is fair.” I couldn't pin him down to a meaningful conversation. It was clear that his hurt and anger were running things. But then I noticed that it was more than that: it was a value he had inside himself. We had several conversations in this vein, and it was always the same result. I tried to empathize with the hurt and to help him move past anger to letting go. I talked to him about how this ultimately would not work for him and wasn't a healthy stance for him to take. I asked him to seek other opinions and even get counseling for the issue. But he would not listen to my perspective. It was beyond an emotional reaction. He genuinely placed a higher value in getting even than in moving on. I then began to notice this pattern in other relationships of his. He would hold onto things against people in unhealthy ways instead of forgiving and letting go when he needed to.
After that, though, the direction of our friendship changed somewhat. I really liked him, we had a lot in common, and I always enjoyed our friendship. But I couldn't get as close to him as I wanted to. I wondered if he would take revenge on me as well, if I disappointed him. Sadly, I distanced myself. I didn't see myself as a better person than him; rather, the deeper connection just wasn't possible. We are friends to this day and still spend time together. But we are no longer best friends. For me, similar values are far too important when it comes to a best friendship.
WHY VALUES MATTER
Value is not a very exciting word. It doesn't evoke deep feelings of passion, joy, or intimacy. It doesn't put us into a state of bliss. But neither does a concrete slab at the base of a home, yet we don't want to be without one of these. Values are simply foundational to life and relationships, and we need to think about them in a serious way. Our own values will help determine the direction of our life, toward joy or misery. And they will help determine the quality of our friendships as well.
Values are simply representations of what is most important to us—the things that matter most. Those things of lesser importance might be opinions or preferences, but they aren't values.
CORE VALUES
Core values are those general truths that guide all areas of your life. A few core values are more helpful than a large number of them. If you have too many, you can get sidetracked in an obsessive search for which values are the relevant ones. Remember that God gave us ten commandments, then summarized them into two: love God and each other (Matthew 22:35–40). A few core values may include:
• Love: making relationships and connectedness a primary part of my life
• Responsibility: taking ownership of my life and path
• Freedom: making my own choices, and supporting others' free choices
• Forgiveness: receiving and giving it for life's imperfections
Core values are also core to your deepest friendships. Can you imagine investing your friendship hours in someone who has little value for freedom and wants to control your time? Or someone who doesn't really want a relationship? Or someone who takes no ownership of their life or their effect on you? Or someone who keeps an account of every time you have let them down and reminds you of it? Something would break down sooner or later, as in the example of my friend. His value for forgiveness was low, while for me it was nonnegotiable, and it came between us.
CONTEXT VALUES
Context values are different from core values. They are your set of beliefs about how to conduct some specific areas of your life. For example, you may establish a set of values for your finances, your family, your business, your politics, your career, your health, or your political views. We all need to think through what is important to us and what is less so.
Best friends, however, can have more differences in their context values than their core values. Differences in context values promote debate, thought, growth, and humility, while core values are the cement of the connection itself. I have had many challenging and vigorous discussions among my best friends about matters of context value, and those talks have helped me grow, solidify some beliefs, and change others. If you don't have some meaningful context value differences in your closest circles, you may want to think about that. You may be becoming stagnant. It might be time to see if your friends have just been playing nice, or if you actually have an ingrown system of relationships.
For example, my wife and I have good friends that are all over the map in how to school kids: public, private, Christian, and in the home. We did our own research and talked to many people when we were determining what we wanted to do with our boys. And we have had many productive talks with people who landed on different answers for themselves.
I also have gymrat friends who are in great shape with low body fat and strict diets, and I have friends who are much more casual about these matters and whose greatest passion is a perfect bacon cheeseburger. And I love dinner conversations with both my politically conservative and liberal friends.
While your core values should be nonnegotiable, you should have best friends who don't share all of your context values. It's good to have a variety of friends who can help shape you.
THE GOD VALUE
If you are a Christian, I hope you have close friends who are not Christians. The “holy huddle” mentality, where we only open our lives to others of our faith, simply does not work. People feel judged and “less than” if we keep them at arm's length because of spiritual values. And there are many wonderful people who don't share the Christian faith, yet who are very warm and caring and who have great character. Each of you may benefit from your connection and find that you have much to offer the other.
At the same time, however, if you cannot share the deepest part of yourself with another—your spiritual core—that imposes some sort of a built-in limit to the level of your intimacy. This says nothing about one person being better or worse than another; it just speaks to the nature of how relationships work. For that reason, I think it helps to make sure you are deeply connected to Christians who are safe and who want to grow with you.
If you have not found close Christian friends at all, you may want to find out why. Some Christians have been wounded by other Christians, and then have been shy with those of the faith. They have experienced judgment and condemnation from Christians, and yet have found acceptance and warmth from non-Christians. If that is the case, you must find a church setting where there is love and acceptance, and at the same time where there is truth and honesty. You will need to heal from the past and take some risks. There are lots of people who share your Christian values and who are also looking for whole and healthy relationships.
A BF VALUES ASSESSMENT
Figuring out what your core values are may be new territory for you and your BFs. People sometimes live by values that they have not actually articulated for themselves. Asking questions like, “Do I seem to be living these core values out?” and “What do you think are your own?” may be a helpful structure for you both. We often recognize that we believe things when we see the values stated: “I would never want to make you feel guilty about not being able to be with me if you are too busy” is a statement of the value of freedom, for example.
If you and your BF find vast differences in your core values, you are probably having some sort of ongoing relational conflict right now. It will help to talk about your differences and work them out, if possible.
Also, bring up the context values in the areas mentioned above. Ask, “Where are you and I on these?” It will be especially helpful to see if both of you can stay connected to each other, even with significant differences in values.
I was talking to a friend recently about a political view. I differed with him on a position, and he said, “Well then we'll have to part ways.” I asked, “Are you kidding? Over that?” I was surprised to think he was ready to end the friendship then and there. After I challenged him on it, he thought about it and backed down. But it was a good example of how easy it is to confuse our passion with our connectedness, and our core values with our context values, and why it's important to identify both.
Stay separate in your context values with your BFs. And stay deeply connected to each other's hearts in your core values. In times of difficulty, your values will be a guiding light on your paths. And in times of happiness, they will accelerate your growth process as well.
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Permission to
Speak the Truth
How truthful are your best friendships? Are they places where you are both free to be honest, or where you have to walk on eggshells? Think about your greatest growth experiences in life, for example, when you understood yourself at a deeper level, or had some insight about life, career, or relationships. How many of these were influenced by someone being honest with you? In my experience, the truthfulness of others is critical to growth.
We all have a need to be able to speak the truth. It's inside us and must come out and be expressed. We are simply made that way. The Bible affirms that when we speak the truth from our heart, we will dwell in God's sanctuary (Psalm 15:1–2).
While honesty is often a core value in a best friendship, it is also a habit and a practice in our everyday lives. Being truthful keeps our minds clear, helps us solve problems, and helps us establish our own identity, responsibilities, and power. We simply begin to deteriorate relationally, physically, emotionally, and spiritually when we can't be honest. As Proverbs 10:18 puts it: “He who conceals his hatred has lying lips, and whoever spreads slander is a fool.” In the books Henry Cloud and I wrote about boundaries, the core aspect is that truthfulness is simply part of God's righteousness and an essential piece of every good relationship.1 Honesty is critical to your success, life, and growth.
THE TWO TYPES OF TRUTHS
There are two kinds of honesty dynamics in best friendships. The first one is being truthful about yourself. This may be about a value or a preference: you are conservative or liberal or somewhere in between. You like certain sports. You prefer small gatherings to large crowds. These are just ways people get to know each other.
You may also tell your friend that you don't like your job or that you are unhappy in a relationship. That is another form of being truthful about yourself. You may say that you are not satisfied with the direction of your life, or that you are questioning God and his ways these days. Instead of trying to put a positive spin on everything out of your own anxiety, you will just be honest about yourself. This helps the other person to trust you and feel more comfortable that they are with someone who has edges and personal definition.
The second type of relational honesty is harder than the first: being truthful about the other person. It is harder because of the risk involved, but it is also extremely valuable. Close friendships require this type of honesty to help both of you be the best people you can be. Who else is going to tell you that you have spinach in your teeth? Or that the guy you are dating is a creep? Or that sometimes you come across self-absorbed? You need to know this sort of info. Its value can range from helpful to vital. Don't you want the safest people in your life to be the ones to deliver it, instead of finding it out from someone who is judgmental of you?
A member of my staff is my “media wardrobe judge.” She has very good taste, much better than mine, and when I am setting up for conference speaking or a video shoot, she will not hesitate to say, “You look awful in that; don't wear it.” I appreciate her honesty. How can that hurt my feelings when she is helping me look better?
GRACE BEFORE TRUTH
For most of us, honesty is not always easy in our best friendships. While attachment emphasizes closeness and intimacy, honesty can bring up fears of hurt feelings, conflict, and alienation. If you have been “truthed without grace” by someone, even if they were spot on about what they said about you, the result is usually feeling condemned or judged. So we avoid harshly truthful people, and we avoid the risk that we might be that with someone else.
But that doesn't have to be the case. Two people who genuinely care about each other can actually give and receive the truth, and still feel close and supportive of each other. It will take a little work, practice, and courage, but it is worth it.
Always remember that while grace and truth come together, grace comes before truth. Truthfulness requires building up relational equity in your friendship. It's hard to swallow the pill when you don't have enough time to feel that the person dispensing it is on your side. I think, however, that most BFs have ample amounts of equity. In my observation, most BFs are too careful with each other, and too afraid of hurting the other or rocking the boat. I think it is because we are not used to the “truthing” end of life and don't have a lot of experience where it helped and didn't harm a connection. Try taking advantage of all the positive and affirming experiences and words you have between each other. There is probably more goodwill there than you think.
Reflect on the ratio of grace to truth in your best friendships. Generally speaking, people who are stronger in attachment than they are in honesty will have more friendships than those who are the other way around. It's hard to warm up to a really honest person who is weak in connections, even though you know they are good for you.
Think about the TV show American Idol. Simon Cowell was one of the most significant factors in the show's amazing success. No sugarcoating. And he was the one who, sometimes even in a mean and cruel way, called it as he saw it. Even so, he isn't generally regarded as the first person you'd want to go to when you need someone to understand your inner world!
In comparison, the other judges have been criticized for being too easy—“You can do better, I know you can; just believe in yourself, find your center, and I want to see you back here”—with some people who in reality just had no business being there in the first place. Ellen DeGeneres reportedly quit because she was uncomfortable giving negative feedback and wanted to be more nurturing. Think about all the helpful though tough information these judges withheld, and that the contestants didn't get the advantage of. So with the AI extremes in mind, keep grace plus truth, but grace must dominate.
CONFRONTING THE RIGHT WAY
You will also sometimes encounter triggers and resistances in your friendships when truth comes up. Some people, because of past hurts or their own character issues, equate truth with condemnation and don't see any difference. So when you are positive, they feel connected. When you bring up something honest, they feel persecuted and attacked by you. There is no middle ground. If this is a minor issue, BFs can talk about it, deal with it, and get past it. It's basically solved by reassurance and openness. If it is major, and there is no way your BF can hear truth at any level from you, no matter how kind you are, you may want to evaluate if this is a true BF or not. There may simply be a limitation on the truthfulness the relationship can handle. On the other hand, if you have a good friendship with someone, they may surprise you with how well they handle the truth you offer them when it's wrapped in grace.
I was having lunch with a few friends to get caught up. Paul had, over the previous few months, dropped out of contact with the rest of us. He had gone somewhat off the grid. We hadn't seen him around, and it was hard for our schedules and his to come together.
During the lunch, Keith brought up Paul's absence and asked him what was going on. Paul's response was that his business had changed drastically with the economic downturn, and he had just been unavailable. Keith challenged that and said, “I get that, but you haven't even returned my phone calls.”
Things got a little tense, and Paul replied, “Actually, if I have to admit it, you are right. I haven't returned your phone calls because you come on pretty strong, and I thought you would push me into meetings with you, when I don't have time. So I have avoided you.”
That was when I stepped in and said, “Paul, you are right: Keith does come on strong sometimes. But you know Keith well, as we all do. You have known for years that he is for you and not against you. I would want you to take a look at why you don't feel OK about calling Keith and simply telling him, ‘No, I’m buried at work, and I won't be available for awhile.’”
Keith said, “I do get pushy, and I'm sorry about that. But if you did tell me you are swamped, I would respect that. I just didn't know what was going on with you, when I couldn't reach you.”
Paul's face turned thoughtful before he said, “You're right. I just got a little worried and didn't trust that you were really on my side. I won't do that again.” For a few hours after the lunch, I was worried that Paul had been alienated by the conversation. I was relieved when I received an email from him that afternoon thanking us for our time and honesty and wanting to schedule another time to meet and catch up. But Paul is that kind of a man. He values friendship, he values truth, and he values the opportunity to grow.
Certainly this wasn't a normal businessman's lunch, and most of mine aren't like that. But we are very close friends, and it was a powerful and helpful encounter. In our way, Keith and I both pushed Paul to grow in the area of handling conflict. It was uncomfortable. But if comfort is the only value in a friendship, we may as well make friends with a leather recliner and be done with people. Best friends are completely honest with each other and push each other to grow.
One of the most meaningful things you can do with a best friend is to see the potential in her and be part of helping her reach it. You may notice a blind spot that is hampering her life. Or you may see that she doesn't see something awesome that she is capable of. Get in the mix and help her be a new person! That is what the New Testament teaches is one of the central reasons for us to be with each other and connect with each other: “From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work” (Ephesians 4:16).
THE TWO TYPES OF GROWTH
When challenging BFs to become better people, it's important to know that growth has two distinct aspects to it. First is the “good to great,” as business guru Jim Collins calls it.2 Good to great refers to those capacities and potentials you have that aren't yet realized. An ability, a dream, a passion, or a possibility that has stayed at the “OK” level, but could go to the “fantastic” level. For example, an individual who is gifted in music, but hasn't really developed it. Or someone who has an idea for a web-based business, but hasn't put any structured effort into it. Or a person who connects deeply with people, and yet has not thought about putting that to use in some ministry context.
Think about a close friend right now, and I will bet that you see some specific potential in her that she does not. It is just part of the human condition. You may have even said, “Have you ever thought about writing a blog on that?” before the conversation quickly turned to something else.
Be more intentional about this. Don't let her redirect the topic with, “I'm really not that good. So how are the kids?” Push her to talk about her anxieties and insecurities a little. This doesn't mean be controlling or a pain, but let her know this is important. What if, a year from that conversation, she was published and being paid for writing? You'd get a lot of satisfaction from your contribution.
The other aspect of growth is “broken to good,” referring to the healing process. We not only have unrealized potentials, we also have baggage, issues, hurts, and wounds. These can be emotional or relational scars from the past, where harmful experiences changed how we looked at life.
When someone has a brokenness, time alone will never heal it. Time does not, in and of itself, heal all things; although time plus relationship and truth can heal just about anything. But we have a tendency to ignore a hurt, or try to live around it or above it. It takes work, effort, and discomfort to heal trust issues, fears of intimacy, guilt messages, addictions, and the like.
That is where best friends come in. Be the agent of healing: let your friend know that you want him to have a better life, and you care enough to make it a topic of conversation. To tell a good friend, “I want you to see a therapist to get some help on this” is one of the most growth-producing things anyone can do. You can't do the healing yourself—only God, your friend, and the counselor can. But you can be the one who helps to make it something a person considers as a real and valid choice.
My wife and I were having dinner with a neighbor couple who we really connected with. But when the gals paired up in one part of the house for a few minutes, and the guys did the same, the husband mentioned some significant struggles they were having. I felt a great deal of compassion for both of them but knew a late-night conversation wouldn't fix the areas they were dealing with. So I encouraged him to get a marital therapist and suggested one I knew who would do a good job.
Two weeks later my neighbor told me they had made an appointment and felt some hope for the first time. My point is that all of us are dysfunctional at some level, and we all need help. Be the friend who goes beyond empathy, be honest, and help your friends get the healing they need.
THE SKILL OF PUSHING
Unless you are doing an intervention, be careful not to be extremely and bluntly direct with your friend in a crisis. But don't let something go that is important to growth for her either. When you want to push her, you have to be open yourself. Ask her to help you be the most highly achieving, healthiest person you can be. This will allow her to hear you as well, when it's her turn. Say, “One thing I want in life is to have a good life and reach whatever potential I have. Will you pinpoint areas that you see in me that I'm not growing in and need to?” You may find an immediate, “Wow, when you said that, I thought about your math abilities and how I think you have a lot of potential in that area.”
Be prepared for avoidance and deflection. We tend to avoid matters that are tough and keep it comfortable. Instead, gently return to the hard matter. You might say, for example, “I know your child's school problems are hard to talk about. It's painful. But if you're OK with it, I'd like to press ahead with it. Maybe we can find a solution. At the least, you'll know you have a friend who cares.”
Make growth issues a part of several conversations over time, not just a one-time thing. To say, “Whew, I had the tough talk with her about why she is single and not dating,” is a good step. But most growth issues will require checking in. Take the long view and make your relationship a safe place to continually monitor growth and change.
We all need a little nudge in our friendships. Don't avoid them; make them a normal part of your connection. If you are consistently honest with each other in every aspect of your friendship, these nudges can become a natural and normal part of them.
CREATING AN HONEST ENVIRONMENT
Most BFs truly do want permission to speak freely to each other in general, not just when a push is needed. Here are some recommendations to start.
First, become the one who models honesty about yourself, so that you both know that the truth can come out without anyone getting hurt. Bring up your own realities. Instead of always agreeing about everything, mention beliefs you have, preferences that are important to you, along with likes and dislikes. We are sometimes guilty of searching for commonalities in our friendships, so that everyone is comfortable: we both like sports, we are both into abstract art, we both have families, we both breathe air. That can become an empty experience. Being honest about yourself will give your BF freedom to define himself as well.
These questions will help you make honesty a positive part of your friendship and will also bring clarity and freedom to both of you.
• How do we rate our relationship on being honest about ourselves: our values, beliefs, and preferences? Does the friendship welcome two different perspectives?
• How are we doing on being honest about each other? Are we both okay with bringing up something confrontational with the other person, if we feel it is important? If not, why not?
• What can we do to be connected and still be truthful? Here are some ideas:
I'm concerned that I might hurt you and I don't want to. Can we talk about whether that's in my head or if it's reality?
I want you to know that your feedback is vital to me. If you ever see something I'm doing that's a problem with you, or a problem in my life, I want you to tell me. You have full permission.
What if, in every meaningful conversation, we commit to making sure that something truthful will come out? It's better to make truth an integrated part of a relationship than to have empty attachment interrupted by a truth session.
You'll find that after the initial weirdness, honesty will actually increase your connection. Things get better. Remember that honesty simply allows a person to relate to you. The more “known” we are, the more we can grow and change. That greater access puts you in a position to be transformed by God's process.
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No Explanation
Needed
You are surely aware of this, but you have a dark side. It may come out in a number of areas of life. It may be minor, and it may be major. But we all have aspects of ourselves that don't feel very lovable or positive. Most of the time, we don't like to look at them or be aware of them. When we do, we wish that they didn't exist, and who could blame us?
Your dark side may be a mistake you made sometime in the past that you'd like to forget. Or it may be a habit you can't put to rest that you're ashamed of. You may have a relational pattern in which you allow your fears to keep you from speaking up, or you may have one in which your tongue gets you into trouble and you alienate people from you. Whatever its nature, your dark side tends to confuse and haunt you. The apostle Paul knew this feeling quite well: “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do” (Romans 7:15). That is the reality of the human condition. We are flawed, we are sinful, and our willpower can't erase these flaws.
In addition to your dark side, you also have a judge within you who takes hold of the mistakes you make and creates a court case out of the situation. He uses this as an opportunity to condemn and guilt you. Who isn't familiar with self-talk such as “I'm a loser,” or “I'll never make it,” or even “I can't stand myself”? The sting of the judge's words can make us run scared through life.
These are the times when we most need our BFs to know us and to accept us fully. This is when BFs really shine for each other. If there is anything BFs can do that is wonderful, amazing, and what we least expect, it is that they accept us for who we are, leaving shame and guilt at the door. With their compassion, they neutralize the sting of that internal judge. When your friend has no illusions about you, knows your flaws, and hangs in there with you anyway, you truly know what acceptance feels like at the deepest level. When we are accepted just as we are, we are in a position to be truly empowered to succeed and grow in life. In our best friendships, we are okay with each other not being okay.
Ideally, your BFs know all your flaws and wounds. The more a person knows your real self at a deep level, the more whole you become. This is better than one person knowing your past, another knowing about your marriage, and another knowing your work struggles, for example. We were made to be whole, and to be made whole, in relationships. You may not have time and bandwidth to tell each other every detail of every event, but that is not necessary. Just having them know the themes and overall pictures of your reality—and loving you anyway—is generally enough.
If connection is the skill of filling each other's tanks with grace and love, acceptance is the skill of putting cleaning additives into the gasoline, so to speak. It neutralizes the dirt that has accumulated in the tank. We need both skills in our friendships.
STOPPING THE DARKNESS
Having deeply accepting friends helps us beyond the fact of being accepted by others, and then by ourselves. When our deepest relationships know us and accept us anyway, we are now free to deal with our weaknesses as a problem, rather than a condemnation. We can stop the darkness when we aren't ducking from the stings of the judge. When we aren't accepted, we are more likely to simply avoid the judgment than dig into the issue.
For example, when I work with someone struggling with a sexual addiction, we have to get through the shame stage. It is generally so intense that he can hardly bear to talk about it, understand its roots, or face it. Sexual addicts have a tendency to “get it together” prematurely. They will surrender their lives to God, commit to a church and small group, and promise they will never act out again.
This will bring a temporary relief, sort of an “it's a new day” experience. But it almost never lasts, because the issue has not been resolved. He has simply gotten rid of the shame. Until the next episode, when he becomes discouraged and feels hopeless.
It is not until he feels accepted by me as his psychologist, in addition to a few BFs who are accepting and loving and who don't allow shame, that he can truly understand that he doesn't have a sexual issue, he has a sexualized issue. The sin and sexual acting out are symptoms of a deeper issue. Often sexual problems are driven, for example, by loneliness, powerlessness, and hurt. Once he feels accepted, he can take the microscope to the dark side. He looks at his relational history, his family dynamics, how he solves problems, and how he looks at life. His acting out comes from some pain, or relational problem, or character issue, or from isolation or a sense of helplessness, to name a few causes. When the causes are identified, he can go to work and resolve the deeper issue. I have seen many people become free when they have gone through this process.
That is the power of the acceptance of a friend. It opens the door to freedom from the issues that plague us. As James put it: “Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed” (James 5:16).
If acceptance wasn't important, and if we could just try harder to change our ways, we would have no need for grace, a Savior, or a redemptive process. Our BFs are an integral part of that process. I regularly tell my clients that the rate of their healing will be greatly accelerated by having great friendships where the work we are doing will be supported. Their relationships become a place where they can bring the hurts and issues with which they are grappling.
Be open about your own dark side and let your BFs walk with you through it, and be there for your BFs going through their dark sides. There may be times in which a BF won't recognize her dark side, which is an unfortunate possibility. Do everything you can to lovingly show her that she is safe, but that her choices are taking her down a destructive path, and you want to help her make the right moves.
THE REAL THING
Sometimes we look to our BF to reduce our shame and self-judgment by getting us off the hook. That is, we want her to show us that our mistake was caused by someone else, or that it was all a misunderstanding. While we would find relief, it would not truly help us. The disease of the dark side would still be present. The act of labeling our screwup as an accident doesn't change its nature, and it renders us helpless to change and grow from it. True BFs accept what mistakes are really ours and love us through it.
For example, a friend of mine went through a painful and messy divorce. Fortunately, she had a very warm and accepting set of friends who walked her through the tough times. But while they were supportive and compassionate about the mistreatment she experienced from her ex, they also treated her own mistakes as reality. When she felt bad about lashing out at him or undercutting him with the kids, they didn't say, “That's OK, in comparison with what he has done to you,” or “His behavior pretty much forced you to react like that.” They said, “Yes, it was the wrong thing to do, and we love you and will help you not do it again.” They accepted her while being honest about her actions.
DEVELOPING ACCEPTANCE
Acceptance in your best friendships can be learned and developed. It is not a one-time fact; it is a skilled process in any relationship. Here are some ways to foster that important part of your relationship.
Take the first step and do your own personal inventory and identify what dark-side issue your BF doesn't know about, or you two have skimmed over without really delving into. Bring it to her and take the risk. This is not just for you; it's for your friendship. You are giving her power to reject and judge you. But if she is the right best friend for you, she will be drawn closer to you, will know you better, and will, in turn, be more open with you about her own struggles.
Again, go further than painful situations where you've been hurt. Bring up your own poor choices and behaviors, which is where acceptance really matters.
Here are a few questions to add clarity and direction to the conversations:
• How do you think we're doing in accepting each other's flaws and mistakes? Do we minimize the negatives, or are we brave enough to go where the darkness is?
• Does one of us tend to become parental, judgmental, or a moral figure when imperfections come up? Some people get anxious and quickly denounce the problems, repeating how inappropriate the behavior is. It is most likely inappropriate, but often the person confessing is trying to get closer to God and is very aware of the inappropriateness. The moral figure is most likely dealing with anxiety and judgment in himself and is projecting it on the other person. Help that person to have the grace to listen and be accepting.
• How can we better show acceptance to each other? You may help each other by saying things like “I want our relationship to keep growing, and I will accept whatever you say and are, and I need that from you as well. There is no condemnation in me toward you, but if you ever feel that from me, tell me.”
• After a risk: I am feeling pretty self-judgmental now, can you tell me how you're feeling about me? Let your friend reassure you that they are with you, and everything's okay. This will bring about even deeper connection.
The more you practice this in your best friendships, the more you will find that not only are you solving the issues you struggle with, but you are able to discuss them and open up about them with less awkwardness. You'll know you're getting somewhere when you are both able to joke about each other's dysfunction!
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Family, Friends, and
Family Friends
Suppose you said, “My sister is my best friend.” That can be a wonderful thing, and you should count yourself fortunate. It means that you have family and friendship in the same package. Many people don't have that luxury. But suppose you said, “My sister and my parents and my husband are my only support system.” I would say that is a problem, and something to look at.
I was counseling Rick and Jennifer, who were dealing with intimacy and connection problems. Jennifer, an accountant by profession, saw Rick, who owned a small manufacturing firm, as distant and inaccessible. He was, in her experience, emotionally unavailable. For his part, Rick saw Jennifer as clingy and somewhat insatiable. He felt that he could not do enough for her to make her feel loved and secure.
When I work with couples, sometimes both people contribute evenly to the problem and sometimes one person is contributing significantly more. As I worked with this couple, I saw that they weren't right in the middle. Rick did have tendencies to withdraw and not share his feelings; however, he was aware of this and was working on opening up. Rick was making changes to be more connected, relational, and intimate. But though these were real issues, they were more relational misdemeanors than felonies.
Jennifer's end of things was a bit more serious. She loved Rick, but was also dependent on him in ways that weren't good for either of them. When he wanted to go out with friends, Jennifer felt rejected. When he didn't spend most of his time at home communicating with her and needed to go watch TV or read for awhile, she felt unloved and alone. She was not being mean or selfish. In her heart, Jennifer simply and truly felt that way. It was as if Rick's choices to be away from her—within the home or outside of the home—were signs that he did not truly care.
I asked Jennifer who her closest relationships were, and she replied, “My family and a few other friends.”
Rick interrupted: “That's not really true. It's much more about your family than your friends. You really would rather be with them than with our friends when we go out.”
Jennifer argued the point for a bit before admitting, “Okay, I'm closer to my family than my friends. You're saying that's sick or something?”
I said, “No, it's not sick at all. It's just unfinished.”
“What does that mean?” Jennifer asked.
“It means that our family is the laboratory where we learn about friendships. We find out about our tastes, preferences, interests, and styles from our family, and that affects our choices all throughout life. But if we never bring non-family members into the inner circle, we are missing out.”
“I don't think I'm missing out on anything,” Jennifer said. “My family is very close and supportive.”
“No doubt,” I said. “But there are two problems in what you are describing. First, we all need the cross-pollination of lots of other types of people to be as healthy and developed as we can be. Your family can't bring you experiences with every type of music, sport, career, hobby, worship style, or restaurant. You are limiting your own growth, and you are operating as a closed system instead of an open one. Second, this is why you are smothering Rick and your marriage. I think you are afraid of his needs for autonomy and some space, and you interpret them as a lack of love and interest. They aren't that at all. Rick isn't the best connector in the world, and he is working on that. But his needs for space are for him and not against you.”
My first point was a little abstract, I think, and Jennifer didn't react to it. But as she thought about the second one, she began to tear up. I asked what the emotion was about. She said, “I'm afraid I am boring him, and he is getting restless.”
Rick then weighed in: “I don't feel that at all. I am more in love with you than ever, and I'm not going anywhere.” That reassured her somewhat.
Then I said, “Rick is crazy about you, right? So the problem is that you were raised in a family that emphasized closeness and avoided the outside world.”
That triggered several childhood memories for Jennifer, such as how her mother would say things like, “Friends come and go, but you'll always have family,” and “The world is a strange place, and who can you trust but family?” Family dominated everything, including meals, evenings, weekends, vacations, and holidays. They discouraged sleepovers. And if Jennifer ever had a real disagreement with something her parents wanted, such as the time she wanted to go to a movie with a friend instead of spending time with them, they would withdraw and be hurt, as if she was abandoning them.
What we began to work on was for Jennifer to be able to assert her natural needs for autonomy, choices, and her own voice, while still feeling loved and supported. This was new for her, but she became pretty excited about the process. She began to be less afraid and insecure. She challenged Rick's thinking and felt freer to disagree with him. Finally, she began feeling desires to have some new close friends, people she could relate to. It wasn't that she cared any less about her parents and siblings, but she wanted more outside contact, more freshness, more external energy sources. And when she began deepening a few relationships of this sort, Jennifer was finally able to say to Rick, “Sorry I've made you feel guilty about having friends and outside interests. I get it now.”
CREATED TO EXPAND
God designed you to expand your horizons in many ways. You were made to increase and grow. This includes developing your character strengths, establishing an identity, finding your mission and talents, and setting up your own social support system. The family is the original place that starts this growth process. But it is not the final one. You were created to expand out of it: “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). Family equips you, and hopefully launches you, and then you find people to be with, grow with, and find purpose with. That is the grand design. It forms a life of connectedness, confidence, and a desire to explore and grow emotionally, personally, relationally, and in task and mission. The expansion is to continue all through life, which is what happens with people who have had this sort of background and process.
Unfortunately, some families discourage this process and the individual never truly leaves home. Sometimes, as in Jennifer's case, the family is afraid of anything outside the family, so they discourage autonomy. Sometimes they are needy and require the child to take care of them emotionally, to be the strong one—the glue that holds the family together—because they are so broken themselves. Sometimes they hamstring the child by not providing the tools for growth, so that they are forever linked to home. However this happens, the process breaks down, and the progression from family to friends doesn't work well. If you have experienced any of these, get some help—a growth group, a mentor, a pastor, a therapist. Get assistance in finishing the work of successfully leaving home. Otherwise, you will lose a great deal of potential and joy that is available to you in life.
If, like Jennifer, you feel no need for nonfamily BFs, consider the possibility that this is a problem, that there is unfinished development and potential inside you that will require new relationships. Try to find that restlessness inside that says, “It's a big world out there with some great people,” instead of, “But they know me and it's comfortable and there's no place like home.” Love your home, love your family, but you were designed to also let nonfamily members into the deeper recesses of your heart and life. Jennifer had friends. But family was in the deepest and most special place inside. When she let others into that space, life became better. You are not being disloyal, nor are you abandoning your family. You are bringing more life inside your own life.
BOTH SIDES
As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, you are fortunate if you have close friends who are also family. You have the advantage of someone who has it all with you: mutual attraction, shared values, and a shared long-term history. It can be a wonderful connection of great meaning and joy.
Unfortunately, it doesn't happen for many people. Sometimes it is about the family, and sometimes it is about the individual. On one side, for example, a family's stance toward life, growth, or relationships can be so toxic that it's impossible for the person to be unguarded and open with them. For example, a family may reject the person who wants to be truthful about problems in the system such as disconnection, control, alcoholism, or even, in severe cases, abuse. They will, in effect, disown the person, or at least that part of them, with the implied message of “Don't bring that opinion here.” Or they may simply not be interested in the person as a person in her own right. I remember a CEO I worked with whose parents expected him to be a minister. He headed that way until he found his passion for business and changed his career trajectory. His parents said to him, “How can we tell our friends at church about this?” the implication being that he had let them down.
Whether it is about a lack of interest or something more rejecting, sometimes we have to settle for less intimacy and closeness than we would have originally wanted. That is a sad reality. It may mean having some sort of relationship, such as a friendly casualness, but you may have to accept that the requirements of a BF are not forthcoming on the other end.
On the other hand, it is also a problem when a person shuns the family and does not attempt to work things out or reconcile with them, not giving them a second or third chance to become closer. Unfortunately, this happens in the counseling world too often. The individual will get in touch with negative things that have happened in his family, and, instead of going through the process of forgiving, healing, grieving, and attempting to reconcile, he will simply take off in a permanent disconnection from the family. He becomes stuck in a protest against the wrongs done to him. I have seen this happen for years, even when the family tries to apologize, change, and work things out. This is sad, as there are only a very small percentage of families that are severely toxic. With most cases of this prolonged distance, the problem is that the individual has stayed in the protest for too long and, at a deeper level, has not given up the desire for the family to be different. He will often blame all of his present failures and struggles on the family. In those cases, he needs a counselor who will empathize with the actual sins against him; help him heal, forgive, grieve, and let go; and also push him toward more responsibility for his life, and more accountability for his own choices.
I have a good friend, Sean, whose son, Jeremy, is in his thirties and is himself a husband and a father. Sean made some mistakes as a dad with Jeremy. He was somewhat distant and unavailable and too critical. However, he saw the error of his ways and felt great remorse about these matters. He had several heartfelt conversations with Jeremy to apologize and make things right. He did everything he could think of to reconcile. Basically, he wanted to change things and establish a deep friendship between the two of them as adults. But Jeremy will have nothing to do with Sean. He has not had a successful career and will not look at his own poor choices, but only at Sean's parenting of him.
Ironically, Sean is an accomplished mentor who could offer Jeremy great direction and help him turn things around, as he has with many others. But Jeremy has no interest. Sean has had to learn to live with the distance, though it hurts terribly. He waits and keeps the door open for any move Jeremy might make, though he has had to move on and stay connected to his own group of friends. But it is a real object lesson: if this family relationship could become a friendship, the potential for both connection and success would be incredible.
BOTH-AND
The ideal scenario for family friends is both-and—have BFs within in your family and outside of it. It is not either-or as in the cases of Jennifer and Sean. Do all you can to befriend those in your family who will be the kind of friends described in this book. And as the apostle Paul reminds us, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone” (Romans 12:18). You are only half of the equation. You can't force this with those who are not interested. Still, make the effort and go the extra mile. But beyond that, make sure you are connected to people outside the comfort zone of family. They will actually make the family relationships better and richer, as health only adds to health. When you can have a great dinner with your brother or sister and a couple of close friends, and everyone likes everyone else, that can be a peak experience for you and for them as well.
Conclusion:
The Power of BFs
I want to leave you with a challenge: be aware of the power of your best friendships, and be aware that this power can be both positive and negative. Power is simply the ability to make something change, be it the power of electricity or politics or relationships. By definition, your BFs wield power with you, and you with them. They matter. Their opinions matter. What they say to you and how they feel and behave toward you matter. I don't mean this in some dominating way. It is just a reality that those closest to us make the greatest difference with us, and that difference can be a life-changing and life-improving direction for you. That is the positive power of BFs. Your best friends can help you become a healthier, happier, and better person by how they respond to you.
BFs also have negative power as well. A close friend can harm and wound you, unfortunately, and that happens sometimes. People are surprised by a BF relationship in which the person becomes judgmental or deceptive, for example, and it seems out of the blue. It may be that the individual simply didn't give the relationship her best that day. Or, if it is some darker character pattern, it may be that something came out that you weren't aware was inside. Whatever the cause, negative power is unavoidable, because it is your very vulnerability to that person that gives her that power. You have given her the key to the vault. She knows and has access to all of you. Those who have the key can hurt us the most. If she didn't possess it, the negative power would not exist.
Suppose you are at a stoplight and, for no good reason, the person in the lane next to you yells that you're a horrible person. That would have some effect. You might wonder if something is wrong with your driving, or if the person is having a bad day, or if he is crazy. But beyond it being a good story to tell that week, that's about the extent of it. But suppose your closest friend said you are a horrible person. That would be a problem. You would feel horrible that she thinks you are horrible. You would wonder what reality was. You would feel a hurt inside that someone you have let in so deeply, thinks so poorly of you. You would want to have several discussions with her, and other people, to figure this out and get past it. There is nothing wrong with that sort of vulnerability. It is just the reality of having deeper relationships. You can't have a BF without the potential of that sort of negative power. That is the challenge.
I started this book with the story of Rachel and how BFs were lifelines to her. While we may not be in Rachel's circumstances, we all need the lifelines. A great deal of your life choices and directions will be influenced by the power of your BFs. When it is time to give them feedback, choose your words carefully because they matter a great deal to your BFs. When it is time to hear feedback, know that you are hearing something that has great importance. Pay attention to the care of your BFs. They can't be overestimated.
Be a person who cares about many people, but has invested deeply in a few. Like Proverbs says, “A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother” (Proverbs 18:24). Your life will show the fruit both today and tomorrow.
God bless you.
DR. JOHN TOWNSEND
Newport Beach, California
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STUDY
GUIDE
Introduction
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. Circle any of the following descriptions that match your experience of best friends, or add your own description at the end. Then, next to each applicable statement, write the name(s) or initials of the friend(s) you immediately thought of when you first read those words.
• Safe places where I can be myself.
• The few people I can be comfortable with.
• The ones I go to when I need support.
• Know and accept all of me.
• Have walked with me through the seasons of life (marriage, childrearing, loss, etc.).
• I have found God in a deeper way through them.
• Helped me through tough times.
• Made my life more meaningful.
•
•
2. Why is it significant that when Jesus was in Gethsemane, just hours away from the cross, he looked not only to his heavenly Father but also to his closest earthly friends—Peter, James, and John? (See Matthew 26:36-38.)
3. Think for a moment about a few of those special people on your BF list and ask yourself these questions:
a. In what specific areas of life could my best friend and I do better for each other? For example, is your connection focused too much on one specific topic—say, parenting, marriage, or dating? What important areas—like physical health, family of origin, spiritual values, or finances—don't get discussed? How will you begin to dig into those additional facets of life to enrich your friendship?
b. What risk might we need to take to make our relationship even better?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
4. Prayerfully read the following “one anothers” selected from the more than fifty that are mentioned in the New Testament. Which two or three of these do you most need to work on? (If you're not sure, a true friend will undoubtedly be able to tell you!)
Choose one of these traits and the friendship in which you will cultivate it this week. Then make a plan, and make sure it happens!
• Mark 9:50 “Be at peace with each other.”
• Romans 12:10 “Be devoted to one another…. Honor one another above yourselves.”
• Romans 14:13 “Stop passing judgment on one another.”
• Galatians 5:13 “Serve one another in love.”
• Galatians 6:2 “Carry each other's burdens.”
• Ephesians 4:32 “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”
• Ephesians 5:21 “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.”
• Colossians 3:9 “Do not lie to each other.”
• 1 Thessalonians 5:11 “Encourage one another and build each other up.”
• Hebrews 10:24—25 “Spur one another on toward love and good deeds.”
• James 5:16 “Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other.”
5. I n Mark 2:1-12, the good friends of the paralytic brought him before Jesus so the Lord could bless and heal the man. Which of your BFs especially need(s) Jesus' touch of healing, hope, or encouragement today? Bring those friends before Jesus in prayer.
1
Fs, BFs, and BFFs
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. At the DNA level, a friendship must have three elements: knowing, liking, and presence. Why is each of these essential to a healthy, life-giving relationship?
2. To whom, if anyone, have you handed over the key to the vault of your life? What did you learn from that experience?
3. Look at the list below. Which kinds of information about yourself do you find most difficult to share? Which kinds are most difficult for you to listen to when someone else is sharing? Why are those topics tough for you?
Dreams | Hurts | Vision for Life |
Secrets | Feelings | Sins |
Core Values | Mistakes | Strengths |
The Past | Heartaches |
4. Some good friends are friends for a season. Comment on the positives and negatives of that reality. What factors contribute to making someone a forever friend?
5. Can you have or should you have more than one best friend? Why or why not? And what do you think about having best friends of the opposite sex?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
6. For each of your best friends, consider what percentage of that relationship is based on knowing? on liking? on presence? What practical steps can you take to strengthen each element of those friendships?
7. If you have a best friend of the opposite sex, what precautions are you taking to keep it appropriate—or what safeguards might be good to implement?
2
The Accidental Necessity
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. Who in your life would you categorize as a companion? as a best friend? Why did the people on the “Best Friend” list make the cut? Why do you think each person sensed you were open to healthy, new relationships?
2. When, if ever, has a best friend helped a struggle of yours come to light and then kept it from becoming a bigger issue? Why are BFs able to have that kind of significant impact on us?
3. If you are married, when has your time with a best friend—or your spouse's time with a best friend—improved your marriage? If you're single, has a dating relationship ever benefited from your best friend's involvement? How does spending time with a best friend not only fuel you but fuel your relationship with “significant others” as well?
4. We all need to be transparent with someone about our inner selves, needs, mistakes, and emotions. What keeps people—or has kept you—from being vulnerable like that? What good things come with the choice to be transparent in a friendship?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
5. What fears of being vulnerable do you have, if any? What would facing those fears in the arena of friendship look like? Be specific about actions you could take in an effort to overcome those fears.
6. What will you do with one or two of your BFs this week to intentionally care for and maintain those relationships? Note how the friendship benefits when you take those purposeful actions.
3
Life Is Better When
We Are Hanging Out Together
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. Friendship has two parts: liking and connecting. What happens if you have one without the other?
2. When, if ever, have you grown to like someone because you learned his or her story? For what current relationship does that experience encourage you?
3. To deepen our connection with a friend, we need to act in ways that foster trust and openness. Brainstorm some specific ways to do that—some of which will probably require you to take the initial risk of going deeper in that friendship.
4. When have you seen someone being drawn to another person for less-than-healthy reasons—or when have you experienced that yourself? Why does such attraction happen? What steps can we take to prevent such attachments?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
5. One way we come to have good friends is by being a good friend. So do unto others at some point this week and try at least one of the following:
• Make a no-purpose phone call.
• Take the lead in bringing up your own needs for grace, validation, acceptance, understanding, or safety with a friend.
• Go deeper in a conversation by sharing how you feel, not just how you think. Mention what concerns you, frustrates you, or saddens you.
Now consider: What difference did that action make?
4
The Time Investment
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. Why are both quality time and quantity time essential to best friendships?
2. Children develop a sense of being loved and secure when they have “internalized” parents who were consistently warm and loving. This emotional picture of Mom and Dad cheers the kids on and comforts them in times of stress. Who in your life has made that life-giving contribution to your soul even if your parents didn't? Give an example of when an internalized BF helped you take a difficult step.
3. “Best friend should be an earned title rather than an honorary one.” Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Why?
4. Why is proximity as important as time when it comes to preserving and strengthening a best friendship? In what ways can BFs compensate for a lack of proximity?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
5. Look at some of your most important relationships and think about how you're doing in the areas of being caught up on life events, connected emotionally, and close enough to be able to speak and hear truth. Which friend(s) do you need to see more often? What change in your schedule over the next seven days are you going to make in order to see someone you haven't seen for a while?
5
BFs in a Facebook World
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. What percentage of your contact with your BFs is through digital connections such as texting, email, and social media like Facebook and Twitter? Are those connections making your best friendships stronger? Why or why not?
2. Why has good, old-fashioned face-to-face communication not yet been matched by technology? Specifically, what aspects of communication are lost when we communicate via technology? Give an example of how, without those nonverbal cues, our words can have a completely opposite meaning.
3. Think about the downside of digital connections. When has something negative or confrontational seemed much worse when you (or your recipient) read it, simply because it wasn't communicated in person? In what ways have you—and/or someone you've connected with via text, email, or social media—been able to hide parts of yourself you didn't want known or create parts of yourself that didn't exist?
4. Why is it important to first clarify for ourselves what we're thinking and feeling before going to BFs? Describe a time when a BF helped you clarify your reality after you had already done some reflecting on your own. You may also be able to tell of a time when you went prematurely to a BF, adopted her reality, and later regretted it.
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
5. What can we do to stand strong against the temptation to hide behind technology or not be real?
6. While digital communication can definitely help you stay in contact with your BFs, it is also important to make sure you're connecting with people in person. How balanced is your life right now? Are you connecting face-to-face with new friends? with longtime friends? Be honest with yourself about where, if at all, you are hiding behind a Facebook image or text messages. What step will you take this week to be more balanced in your face-to-face vs. technological connections?
6
Speed Dial
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. When have you experienced the reality that the high points are more joyful when shared with a BF? And when has a low point in life seemed less low, less hopeless, because you had a BF by your side? Why do you think such timely connecting with a BF has these effects?
2. Validation has to do with knowing that your own experience matters to someone else. When has a BF's validation been exactly what you needed when you needed it? Explain how such validation makes us “more of ourselves.”
3. When have you needed a BF to simply be present with you? When have you needed a BF to help you move on from being in shock, make wise choices, and develop a plan of action? Comment on what your BF provided for you when you were in crisis.
4. Who do you have on your speed dial, either literally or figuratively, when you need to vent? Why that person? What does that BF offer even when you're in a seemingly impossible situation?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
5. In what best friendship(s), if any, are you purposely keeping quiet about a current challenge, disappointment, or hurt? Explain in your own words why such attempts actually make us high maintenance—and then plan to get together with that BF so you can let him or her know what's going on and allow that person to support you.
7
What Matters Most
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. When, if ever, have you realized that you and a BF had diametrically opposed values and chosen to distance yourself from him or her? Explain your decision.
2. Core values are those general truths—like love, responsibility, freedom, and forgiveness—that you allow to guide all areas of your life. What are your three or four most important core values? How do you determine if your BFs share those core values?
3. Context values are your beliefs about how to conduct specific areas of your life—such as your finances, family, career, health, and political views. In what context values do you and your BFs differ? Why can differences in context values be beneficial? What personal growth, for instance, have you experienced because of such differences?
4. If you are a Christian, do you believe that all your BFs should be Christians as well? Why or why not? Does this limit the degree of intimacy you can experience? In what ways might this difference enrich a friendship?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
5. With which of your BFs are you intentionally or unnecessarily staying separate in your context values? Explain. Which core values are keeping you deeply connected to which BFs? If you find large differences in the core values you and a BF have, talk about those values and determine how to preserve and even strengthen your friendship.
8
Permission to Speak the Truth
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. Why is other people's truthfulness critical to our growth? Give an example from your own life: when did someone's words of truth spark some kind of growth in you?
2. Best friends are truthful about themselves and truthful about each other. How can a BF's honesty about you be valuable?
3. When have you been “truthed without grace”—and when have you perhaps spoken truth without grace? What lessons did you learn from those experiences?
4. Best friends are completely honest with each other and push each other to grow. Are you and your BF(s) too careful with each other? Why isn't this a problem—or why might this be the case?
5. What can you say to help a BF—or yourself—see that truth does not mean condemnation but can instead be a gift of great love?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
6. Model honesty about yourself with one of your BFs. One day this week, ask a BF to help you see areas in yourself where you're not growing, things you're doing that aren't healthy, blind spots you aren't aware of, and even areas of potential that you may not see. To encourage yourself to have this conversation, list three or four benefits to this kind of honesty within your best friendships.
9
No Explanation Needed
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. In our best friendships, we are okay with each other being not okay. Which BFs have accepted your dark side? Which BFs have helped you both recognize and learn to ignore your internal judge? Which specific flaws, sins, and mistakes of yours is a BF well aware of but accepts and loves you anyway?
2. Why is it necessary to deal with our weaknesses as problems rather than a cause for condemnation?
3. How is a BF's acceptance helpful in identifying the cause of our sin and resolving that deeper issue rather than merely dealing with the symptom?
4. What integral part of God's redemptive process can BFs play? Ideally, talk about when a BF has been significant to God's work in your life.
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
5. The first step in developing greater acceptance in a friendship is to do your own personal inventory. Take that step this week, identifying a dark-side issue, a poor choice, or an unhealthy behavior that your BF doesn't know about or is only generally aware of. Then share it with the person and admit: “I'm beating myself up. I need to know I'm okay with you.” You might even conduct an acceptance inventory together by discussing: How do you think we're doing in accepting each other's flaws and mistakes? How can we better show each other acceptance?
10
Family, Friends, and Family
Friends
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. Your family is the laboratory where you learn about friendships. What did relationships with your parents and/or siblings teach you about having friends? about being a friend?
2. As important as family relationships are, we all need the cross-pollination of other types of people if we are to be as healthy and developed as we can be. What have you learned about yourself and about this big world—with all its variety—that you wouldn't have experienced if you had stayed in the laboratory of the family?
3. Why might a person's lack of desire for nonfamily BFs indicate some unfinished development and/or untapped potential? Why is this a problem?
4. Are you blessed to have close friends who are family? If so, what contributed to these rich relationships? If not, consider honestly—and learn from your conclusions—whether the reason is more you or more the family system.
5. Maybe your family members are not close friends because of a lack of forgiveness. If that's the case, what is keeping you from entering the process of forgiving, healing, grieving, and attempting to reconcile?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
6. The ideal scenario for family friends is both-and: it's having BFs both within your family and outside of it. What can you do to better befriend someone in your family? Choose a family member, select one of the steps you just brainstormed, and make an intentional effort in the next week or so to more deeply connect with him or her.
Conclusion:
The Power of BFs
HAVING GOOD FRIENDS
1. Why is it important to be aware of the power—both positive and negative—of your best friendships?
2. What four or five examples come to mind right away when you think about how your BFs have changed your life? Have all of those changes been for the better? Why or why not?
3. Comment on the wisdom of this statement: “We all need the lifelines of best friends. Be a person who cares about many people, but has invested deeply in a few.” How easy or difficult is it for you to follow this advice—and why?
4. What have you most appreciated about this book's discussion of BFFs?
BEING A GOOD FRIEND
Go back and look at each of the “Being a Good Friend” exercises that you have been challenged with in the course of this study. Which two or three helped you the most? Now brainstorm how you can continue to build on those action steps over the long-term.
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