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BY JANE RUBIETTA

he phone rang at 830 am. 1 glanced at my warch

caller 1D confirmed my friend Suzie

in Texas was keeping our phone appointment. |
grabbed the cordless and my coffee cup. She and 1 make it a point o

ralk - really talk — a couple of times a month, and we ¢-mail every

week We fill in the blanks in our journcys, ask cach other rough questions,

and pray together. Sometimes we laugh: sometimes we ery, God always shows

up and connects us, despite our geographic distance.

Friendship Lite | Most women
have a collection of friends - from
mother’s group, church, the neigh-
borhood. We exchange hellos, how-
are-yous, and I'm fines; offer a few
innocuous deeails (kids are doing
great in school, everything's good):
and move on Mayhe we chat on the
phone or complain with them, Bux
most of the time we're surface-y, like
water bugs thar walk on the tops of
ponds without getring wet. Our lives
don't really impace cach other.

These relationships are important.
They provide spice and relieve a bit of
loneliness. But they're friendship live,
and cach of us, bencath the every-
thing-is-fine facade, longs for more.,

Soul Friends | God creared us for
decp, authentic, sustaining relation-
ships — for soul friendships. A soul
friend will connect deeply with you in
matters of the heart and soul. This
friend has permission to ask hard
questions: “How's your marriage
goings How are you growing closer o
God in this trying sitearion?™ This
friend covenants to hear your past
without condemnation, hold your
dreams for the furure carefully, and
wait with you in the present.

A soul friend goes beyond a Bible
study or prayer partner, though
Seripture and praver are part of what

i iy s

vou share. Decp soul friends commit
to push you toward integrity when
you're on the verge of fragmenting.

I've been in a covenant group with
five other women for eight years. We
have covenanted to journey wgether
and to push one another closer to
Christ. They nail me when they see
me speaking one thing and living
another. “You are in danger of
becoming spiritaally schizophrenic”
they said 1o me once,

Knowing my writing and speaking
frequently focus on rest and finding
quiet places with God, they saw a dis-
conneet berween my soul and my
lifeseyle. | was speaking a lor (some-
times 1§ times a month). writing furi-
ously, and trying to be a wife and
mother, My hearr was splitting. and
they refused to passively warch che
fragmentation continue,

Goling Dooper | A friend whao
knows your spirit has your number!
She can provide stability and offer
aceountability. A soul friend goes
deeper by learning your dreams and
hopes, whether specific. like the
dream to write | once shared hesirat-
ingly in a group, or broader hopes,
like becoming a person God could use
however e chooses. A sonl friend
offers accountability cven in
unspoken areas.
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Suzie will call our what she
believes is in my heart, even though
I'm not living it at the moment. °1
know you really want to be this kind
of a woman, Jane, though you may
not see it right now.” she mighe say.
reminding me where | want to head.

A soul friend sces past your
- the places where you
blow it, the relationships that haven't
worked, the mistakes you've made.
She loves you in spite of voursclt and
is committed for the long haul.

MEESINeis

Becoming More | A soul friend
provides perspective. Because she can
be more objective and because she
knows you inside-out, this compan-
ion offers you the chance to live
beyvond the limits you might ereate
tor vourselt

When 1 might say with dread, =1
just can’t have that conversation with

so-and-s0.” a dear friend will say, "OF
course you can. Let's role play” She'll
kelp me look at my resistance or fear
or exhaustion — whatever is blocking
COIMITEENICAR0N

Growth is the common denomi-
nator between soul friends. A desire
to grow more like Christ — to
become more who [le created us 1o
be — motivates our lives and our
fricndships. A soul friend keeps us
from giving up or caving in. She
points us to the cross. After spending
time with her, we want to be more

like Jesus

Biblical Soul Friends | God has a
heart tor soul friendships thar reflect
His nature. This alleviates some of
the fear of vulnerability that goes
with transparent friendships.
Seripture offers many models for

soul fricndships. Think of Ruth and

A !‘-H.‘.Illl 1I'iCI1{'I SCCS PHF[’ }'Ulll' IMessiness -
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self and is commirtted for the Iﬂilg haul.

JANE'S STORY

Eleven vears ago, | voiced my longing 1o write. | amended a writers conference
where they advised, °If you want to write, you need a eritique group.” | found
four women in my area from that group, and we began meeting the next month.
Our lives melded beautifully, and within a month we wero telling our stories,
learning each other's pasts, and praying for ono another regularly.

W have kept cach other writing and submitting. all the while praying
together. We've gone through graduations, medical emergencies, weddings,
problems in parenting, and professional dilemmas.

We'ro somewhere between the “Ya Ya Sisterhood”™ and the “Joy Luck Club®
with a little "Fellowship of the Ring™ thrown in. Along the way we coax out
manuscripts. “You need to write that,” we will say. Between us, we have
18 books and hundreds of articles published.

What | love about this group ks not only the depth of the fiendship, but

the impact it has had on the world, Millions of readers have heard what Christ
has done in our lives and what He longs 1o da in theirs. Not bad for a tiny group
of women with a longing to be like Josus, a passion 1o write, and a commitment
10 bo together.
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Maomi. Moses and Aaron. David and
Nathan. Nathan loved David enough
1o refuse 1o allow him o ler murder
and adultery destroy him and his
people. Faul had Barmabas, and Jesus
had Peter. James, and John Yes, even
Jeyus wanted friends to walk with Him
as far as they could go. And so do we.

Sharing the Journey  Think
back to childhood girlfriends.
Remember the laugh fests, slumber
parties, and secret relling® Maybe vou
also remember a friend spilling your
scerets and the intense humiliation
thar followed.

Feelings of betrayal stay with us; we
remember whar ir's like when a trusted
fricnd turns on us. These memories
break our hearts. They also make i
harder o take risks, even as adules. It
hard to exposc our decpest secrets
because the depth required to live a
transparent life makes us vulnerabile.

Sometimes we learn to distruse
because someone in our family took
advantage of us or abandoned us. 1f a
girl had o assume the mother role in
her home, virmually raising her siblings.,
she might strnggtc with mutual
relationships as 2 woman

But mutuality distinguishes a soul
friendship from mentoring. where a
more mature adult models Christian-
ity to a less mature believer. Soul
friends are not disciplers. teaching
principles of spirituality o learners.
Soul fricnds learn from one another
by sharing lifc and their journeys.
They are students in the same ¢lass-
room of the heart.

Dvercoming Distance | Tran-
sience can make it hard to establish
and sustain deep friendships. In one
Ehia:.i#‘t suburb near me, |=-n:lpll: stay
an average ufl.:ml}' 18 months befare
maving on.

When we relocated 1o our current
community, onc of many moves during
our marriage, | observed a woman who
appeared 1o be emotionally marure,
deeply spirinal, and funmy: She, like 1.



HOW TO START A COVEMNANT GROLUP

= Ask God to show you women of varying ages who love Jesus and
with whom you gat aleng well.

* Look for worten who digplay vulnerability and self-awarensss,
move quickly to repentance, admit when they're wrong. and ask for
and ofier forgiveness. These women are emationally and spirtually
miature and have a deep, growing relatienship with Christ.

= Don't include women who talk about others {you can assume they will
talk about you) or who rofuse 10 talk about their own pain or joy.

* Invite a small group of women (six or fewer) rogether to consider the
possibility of forming a monthly covenant group, to deepen your lives with
God and one ancther,

= Establish gubdclines for the group: transparency; confidentialicy
uncenditional acceptance; commitment both fo calling one another
forward and 1o the longevity of the group (ours is a lfe-long commitment,
but some ask for six months or a year); accountability; and willingness to
ask wise guestions, not just offer advice.

= The fewer deralls, the better. My group often just drinks water. That way

was the mother of 2 small child, and 1

learmiad she shared my love for coffec.
We chatred a few times, bur one day |
received a contract for my first book
and had no local friend with whom to
share my news. | looked up Ellen’s
mumber and called her, “Good news is
w0 much berter shared. so I'm calling
your,” [ said, and thus began our deep-
q-::'iﬂg F:'n,-:ull.]:l'ip We remain close
even though she has since moved.

Choosing to go deep quickly in a
relationship, regardless of the possi-
bility of another relocation, means
taking a nisk — bat it's whart keeps us
joined at the hearr with others, And
this prohibits izolation or loneliness
from crouching at our door

Making Time | Perhaps the bigges
barrier 1o soul friendships is our
infernal busyness. Decp friendships
require time. Yet. responsibilities run
maost of us ragged, like too livtle but-
ter spread over too much bread
When [ was once new o 2 come-
mittce, the chairperson left me a mes-
:"J.E‘T: 5 I IIJ.‘ L'rl-ll 1|ﬂ! ok H.IIJ.HF Lir E‘\.'l (1]
know vou and would love o meer o
coffee.” To this day, I'm embarrassed
my first thought was, T ok heve rime.
How do we bear the busvness
excuse? We have to listen to the
message underlying our addiction o

the hostess has fow responsibilitics and can focus on the group.,

= Tha timo opons with oach person sharing where she is spiritually, emotionally,
and relationally. Pray for one another — specifically and sincerehy.

= Try to keep the sharing 10 about 30 minutes cach; timekeepers aren’t
necessary, but evenmone netds a chance 1o process her journey,

* ot regular dates. Meer the second Tuesday cach month, for Instanco.
Regularity Iz crucial for the group to become a covenant of accountabiliny

and growth,

busyness: it is, at its core, a longing for
love and acceptance. “What a man
desires is unfailing love.” asserts
r'nwﬂ'ln {1 B i1 Hu\.l u!- [alil g d}lfu::t-
tion — and ||'1.'i.|pg N -.'hmniull.}'
busy state i dysfunctional — is roored
in that longing

"l."ﬁ.- m.\il-:- e hrlp id ifcani-
line our lives and to idenrify a few
people (even one person) who might
L LHBEEE 14K 5 sasid] ﬁil."thlhll.i].h o tluat
will provide unfailing love. And we
begin to seck

Sustalning Life | Soul friends need
to connect regularly I'm not ralking
hours rogether every week, just
minutes. Those minutes, however, are
'.T."..l.l-.lhl.lt'l.] wind sultiplicd by Fast
vulnerability. authenticity. good ques-
rions, and God's presence.

With rechnology. location is less
important than availability | use my
free long-distance cellular minutes o
stay current with sonl friends spread

across the United Seates. E-mail
keeps me in touch with my local
covenant group berween meetings.

To sustain the life of soul Fniend-
ships, we must move from facts and
opinions and reports o matters of
the heart: ours before God and His
tor us. When we connect at this heart
level, discomtort or fear is replaced by
the steady knowledge of being loved.
honored, and aceepred

Soul friendships are marked by a
gamut of emotions — from laughter
and jov to rears and pain. They pro-
duce an ever-deepening love for
Christ and have a transforming effect
on others. If soul friendships are
working, the lives of people around us
will be c]:anaﬂd. And that 15 worth
every minute of time we invest,

Amvone want to love Jesis over a
good cup of coflee W

Jine Buliviea w8 ipeaier dud dutiar frem (irayaade,
[mnly
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