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Welcome 
to this study!
Two are better than one,
because they have a good reward for their toil.
—Ecclesiastes 4:9

Garrison Keillor, the beloved American radio
humorist, sports with how most men in North
America relate with one another. In his Book of
Guys, he notes that “guys don’t talk to each
other. We paw up dirt, we bang antlers, we
sometimes graze side by side, but we seldom
talk.” Strong, silent types, in other words, seem
to have come to control the herd. 

At the same time, a number of writers and move-
ments have challenged that reality and have
given voice to how men feel about themselves
and about each other. The book Iron John by
poet Robert Bly got much of the movement going
when it was published in 1990. This book has
touched deep levels of pain among men, calling
them to join together to explore their inner lives,
and to affirm their common quest of strong man-
hood. Men are continuing to read this book
because he addresses their inner needs and
feelings from a strongly masculine perspective. 

Movements like the evangelical Promise
Keepers in the 1990s and the Million Man March
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If you are the group
leader …

Please see the sec-
tion, “How to use this
booklet” and other
notes in the
“Leader’s Guide” on
page 41.



of March 16, 1995, touched a deep nerve in the
culture that Garrison Keillor describes. They
revealed that there is a new interest among men
in getting together for personal interaction in
groups.

One place such interaction is happening is in
the synagogue of Rabbi Steven Z. Leder of
Wilshire Boulevard Temple in Los Angeles .
Leder has adapted the tradition of the minyan—
a group of ten men who gather in the early
morning or late afternoon to pray. In his book,
The Extraordinary Nature of Ordinary Things, he
describes the group thus: “Sixty of us age 22 to
75, married, single, divorced, meet once every
month for dinner and a discussion led by a
facilitator about a predetermined topic.
Tempting as it might be, we don’t talk about
sports, business, or politics. Instead we’ve talked
about our fathers, workaholism, marriage,
women and sex. We have plunged into new
uncharted waters for most of us. We are sharing
our stories.”

Closer Than a Brother, along with the series that
bears the same name, is also part of this move-
ment. It is designed to help facilitate talk among
men who get together in groups. The topic we
will talk about is especially relevant to the whole
movement, because it is: friendship. As we talk
about friendship in the group and, if possible, in
one-on-one discussions as well, we hope new
and stronger friendships will emerge and multi-
ply beyond the sessions. 

“To live without friends is to live like a beast,”
said Aelred of Rievaux, a twelfth-century English
Cistercian monk. How do men connect meaning-
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God evidently does
not intend all of us to
be rich, or powerful,
or great, but He does
intend us all to be
friends.

—Ralph Waldo
Emerson



fully in a culture where men, to use Keillor’s
image, just paw at the dirt and lock antlers from
time to time? How can we move beyond being
“buddies” on the hockey or basketball team to
levels of trust and even the kind of accountabili-
ty that belong to real friendship? We hope these
sessions will be catalysts for sharing your sto-
ries—stories of where you come from and what
has shaped you; stories of your faith journey;
and of the shape your hopes and fears are tak-
ing today.

Session 1—Are We Friends or Just Buddies? 
We begin with the nature of friendship between
men. There is an ache for deeper experiences of
friendship, yet there are also fears. The story of
David’s friendship with Jonathan will open the
questions for us. To what extent are our golf
games and our work-projects distractions from
more significant friendships? How do differ-
ences in wealth and status figure into our friend-
ships? What would an ideal friendship-covenant
look like? 

Session 2—I Need a Friend
Why do we need friends? We will explore how
our need for friendship is not a weakness but a
powerful gift with enormous potential that has
been created within us and between us.
Friendship is an issue of creation’s design. We
will explore how both David and Jesus needed a
friend, and how their friendship flourished.
Then, we will have opportunity to discuss the
needs and motives that draw us together as
friends. 
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Session 3—The Down and Dirty of True
Friendships
This study explores the “how” of friendship
between men. Friendship requires a well-honed
set of skills. With the help of the book of
Proverbs we will discuss important disciplines
for friendship: commitment, communication, and
grace. We will reflect together, from our various
experiences, on the workings of healthy friend-
ships and what makes a good friendship flour-
ish.

Session 4—Friendship Meltdown 
Friendship always includes experiences of suc-
cess and failure. Sometimes the failures seem
irreversible and leave us discouraged. We will
explore reasons that friendships break down:
neglect, misunderstanding, suffering, and
betrayal. But sometimes friendships end for
important reasons. When should some friend-
ships fail? We will explore these questions in the
context of Jesus’ restoration of friendship to his
disciple Peter, who had betrayed him. 

Session 5—Spiritual Companionship 
God has designed our friendships to lead to
spiritual growth. Our friendships are opportuni-
ties to mentor one another so that we will grow
into the likeness of Jesus Christ. In this session
we will discover key components to nurturing a
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Sure we have friends: our racquetball
partner, our poker buddies, our bar,
our board room. But they’re not like
the deep, whole friendship that
women cultivate with ease. Our
friendship with other men tend to be
limited; intense in some areas—

sports, business, politics—and silent
about most other. It’s no wonder I
never thought of other men as peo-
ple. How can we ever know each
other, how can we ever be under-
stood, in silence?

—Steven Z. Leder, in The
Extraordinary Nature of Ordinary
Things 



spiritual relationship with another. Insights will
be drawn from the remarkable story of
Barnabas’s mentoring of Saul, who later
became Paul, the apostle. 

In these sessions the goal will be to talk to one
another and to tell our stories. We want to gain
insight, feel a deeper sense of belonging and
support, and to really enjoy being together. As
we launch out, we can be confident that God is
working in us and among us, showing us the
way of wisdom as we discern matters of the
heart together. Along the way we will find guid-
ance in the authority of God’s Word. We will
base our trust in God’s mercy and grace mediat-
ed to us through Jesus Christ. There may well be
some “antler-banging” and “pawing the dirt
together” but there should also be some real
moves toward understanding and experiencing
deeper friendship. 
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Session 1

Are We Friends
or Just
Buddies?
In our society men spend time together but often
avoid talking about what really matters in their
lives. Deep friendship and loyalty between men
is not only possible, but also important for per-
sonal growth. 

Opening worship

Hymn: “Heart with Loving Heart United.” (HWB
420). 

Prayer:

In a time of silence, take a few moments to: (1)
name the friendship that has been the most
important to you in your life; and (2) name the
one thing you have most longed for in your con-
nections with other men. Then pray the follow-
ing:

God, you have created us in your image. We
have the capacity to know and to be known,
to love and to be loved, to extend friendship
and to accept friendship. Thank you for the
gifts of friendship in our lives, and in this
group. We also name the pain and the
emptiness we sometimes feel when we see
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that our friendships are not all that we want
them to be. We acknowledge that we are
sometimes fearful of deeper friendships.
Grant us the wisdom and courage to learn
and to grow in our friendships. We pray in
the name of Jesus, who called his disciples
friends and gave his life for them. Amen. 

Exploring the topic
As a way of entering the topic, read and discuss
the following quote from Rabbi Steven Z. Leder: 

Most all-male environments in the western
world are gone. Don’t get me wrong—organ-
izations that excluded women and denied
them power they rightly deserved in society
should be gone. But in the process men lost
the opportunity to create something they
need …: times and places to talk and to be
with each other.

There are a few places left—sports bars,
strip joints, and hunting trips. But men don’t
really go to these places to be with other
men in meaningful ways; they go there to
get away from women. These few remaining
arenas of male exclusivity are mostly places
conducive to piggish oinking or passive
spectating. We sit in stadiums by the hun-
dreds and thousands, week after week,
watching but not talking—at least not about
anything that matters.”

—from The Extraordinary Nature of Ordinary
Things

Do you agree that when men get together their
interaction tends to be as superficial as Leder
suggests? Why? Why not? In light of what Leder
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Friendship is the
greatest of worldly
goods. 

—C.S.Lewis



says, tell about what has drawn you to this
study group. What are your hopes?

Read aloud 1 Samuel 17:50—18:1-4
A “friend,” according to Webster’s New World
Dictionary, is “one attached to another by
esteem, respect and affection.” Each of these
qualities describes the remarkable friendship
between Prince Jonathan and the young shep-
herd and future king, David. The first meeting
between the two occurred just after David had
accomplished a feat that seasoned generals
had been afraid to try: killing Goliath, the mili-
tary champion who had mocked and humiliated
the forces of Israel.

We find the young shepherd, David, “before
Saul.” The generals and the “who is who” of
Saul’s court are gathered around, observing
him in amazement. If CNN had been on loca-
tion, a microphone would have been shoved in
David’s face and an eager reporter would have
begun to ask him to give a blow-by-blow
account of how he did it. We can imagine
Jonathan, too, watching David, a teenager like
himself, standing before the court with Goliath’s
head still hanging by the hair from his fist.

In the middle of this story of blood and war, the
tone changes dramatically: “When David had
finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan
was bound to the soul of David, and Jonathan
loved him as his own soul” (v. 1). Strong feelings
of admiration and affection welled up in
Jonathan, as he observed David. It’s obvious in
the circumstances that he was impressed with
David’s qualities of courage, humility, and
strength. 
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Some friends play at
friendship but a true
friend sticks closer
than one’s nearest
kin. 

—Proverbs 18:24



The storyteller thus puts the feeling of one man
toward another at centre stage. Jonathan’s
response is not unusual among men. Haven’t
most of us felt awe and admiration when we
have watched an athlete do the unbelievable, or
observed a business partner trump our biggest
competitor? Cheering for a great act of courage
or skill is something we tend to do easily.

Jonathan’s response, however, went deeper. This
was not casual admiration mixed with envy.
“Jonathan loved him as his own soul” (v.1). Then
Jonathan did two things: First, he made a
covenant with David, then gave him his robe,
armour, and weapons (vv.3-5). These actions
were not just a spontaneous show of generosity;
they carried great symbolic meaning. As the
crown prince, Jonathan was acknowledging
David’s princely qualities. 

What was going on in Jonathan’s mind? We are
not told, but the story goes on to show that this
gesture was dangerous for both David and
Jonathan. It was prophetic. This newfound
friendship began to have far-reaching impact.
David would eventually become king, and
Jonathan would not. This is at least partly
responsible for the rages of King Saul (see sub-
sequent passages in 1 Samuel). Saul’s dynasty
was at risk. He may not have been as “mad” as
some have suggested; he simply saw the shape
of the future. 

We see here the huge power differential between
a crown prince and a rustic shepherd. What
future could there be for a friendship between a
prince and a shepherd from the country? As the
story unfolds the power positions are reversed. It
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begins with an unlikely shepherd hero who is
befriended by the crown prince. And it will end
with Jonathan as a captain in David’s rebel army
and David destined to become king.
Remarkably, their friendship never ended
through these reversals. Assassination attempts,
politics, and war all proved unequal to the
strength of their friendship.

As David’s success as a warrior drew the raves
of the people, Saul’s jealousy made life unsafe
for David. Jonathan found himself in a precari-
ous family triangle of conflicting feelings and
interests. He responded to his father’s plot to kill
David by choosing to warn David(19:2).
Remaining true to his covenant with David
meant defying his father’s authority. 

This saga shows that true friendship is not
something to enjoy just as long as it is to your
advantage. Friendship involves a quality of
covenant that is ready to make sacrifices.
Covenant is not necessarily spoken or formal,
but it is a necessary ingredient for true friend-
ship. It involves the promise to remain true, to be
faithful to the friend, even when it costs you.
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“I never really thought of men as peo-
ple. My father wasn’t a person—he
was a set of standards I could never
meet, and he was almost always at
the office. My male classmates were
to be outdone and my male congre-
gants to be served. Most of the men
in my life were either competitors,
clients or strangers. Like most men, I
never really left the junior high locker
room where the main thing was to

measure up. For me and for so many
others, to be a man among men
meant to talk around things and to
keep my guard up; to carry the
unique weight of manhood in mighty
silence. Men are God’s loneliest crea-
tures.”

—Steven Z. Leder in The
Extraordinary Nature of Ordinary
Things

Food for thought 1: God’s loneliest creatures



As we will see in Session 2, the drama of Saul’s
jealousy takes further twists and turns. The ini-
tial covenant of friendship is reconfirmed and
deepened to include their descendants and the
promise of each protecting the other’s families
in the future (1 Samuel 20:14-16, 42).

The emotional cost of this friendship is
immense. You can feel the fear and danger in
reading this story. In 1 Samuel 20:8, for exam-
ple, David expresses great anguish when he
says, “If there is guilt in me, kill me yourself;
why should you bring me to your father?”
Jonathan reaffirms his determination to protect
David. Later, Jonathan experiences the wrath of
his father, who tells him, “You son of a perverse,
rebellious woman! Do I not know that you have
chosen the son of Jesse to your own shame, and
to the shame of your mother’s nakedness? For
as long as the son of Jesse lives upon the earth,
neither you nor your kingdom shall be estab-
lished ” (20:30, 31).

The final meeting between Jonathan and David
also ends with deep emotion: “[David]…bowed
three times, and they kissed each other, and
wept with each other; David wept the more”
(20:41).

Talking it through

In dyads or in smaller groups, discuss or do one
or more of the following:

1. At the heart of Jonathan and David’s friend-
ship is deep affection. Talk about your reac-
tions to the way Jonathan and David relate to
each other. What longings, fears, and ques-
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No one has greater
love than this, to lay
down one’s life for
one’s friends.

—John 15:13



tions does it arouse in you? What in your
experience or in your culture makes you react
that way?

2. What role do wealth and power play in male
friendships? Tell stories from your own experi-
ence. To what extent do they compromise
friendship? What does the story of Jonathan
and David tell you about how those chal-
lenges might be overcome.

3. Faithfulness was the central strength of
Jonathan’s friendship with David. Talk about
someone (a male) who has been your faithful
friend, and to whom you look for modeling in
friendship.

4. In pairs, draft a written covenant of friendship
that expresses what you would like to experi-
ence in an ideal male friendship, based on
what you have seen in the friendship between
Jonathan and David. The covenant should not
be a covenant that you would actually commit
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Each of us has contact with hundreds
of people who never look beyond our
surface appearance. We have deal-
ings with hundreds of people who the
moment they set eyes on us begin to
calculate what we can be to them,
what they can get out of us. We meet
hundreds of people who take one
look at us, make a snap judgment,
and then slot us into category so that
they won’t have to deal with us as
persons. They treat us as something
less than what we are, and if we’re in
constant association with, we become
less.

And then someone enters our life who
isn’t looking for someone to use, is
leisurely enough to find out what’s
really going on in us is secure
enough not to exploit our weaknesses
or attack our strengths, recognizes
our inner life and understands the
difficulty of living out our inner con-
victions, confirms what’s deepest
within us. A friend.

—Eugene H. Peterson in Leap Over a
Wall 

Food for thought 2: No agenda



to with your partner (unless you are already
in a strong, trusting relationship). Then, in the
larger group, share these covenants as you
are able. Set these covenants aside for
review and revision at the end of Session 5. 

Closing
Our inner journey in this chapter may have
given us conflicted feelings. The outgoing part
of us spurs us to open up and join in. But anoth-
er part of us resists. Vulnerability and a sense of
inadequacy betray us as unworthy. So, the lone-
wolf and the pack-runner that live inside battle it
out. Who will win? 

As a group spend a brief period in silent media-
tion. 

Pray together:
O Lord, give us courage to trust.
To trust our inner voice that calls for open-
ness and friendship,
To trust one another with our strengths and
our weaknesses,
To trust you, O Lord, whose spirit is trans-
forming us into a community of healing and
hope.
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Session 2

I Need a Friend
Most of us are trained to be self-reliant and inde-
pendent. True friendship means being vulnera-
ble enough to admit our need and to allow oth-
ers to complete our lives through mutual sharing
of gifts.

Opening worship

Hymn: “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” 
(HWB 573).

Prayer
Take a moment to reflect on the following two
questions in silence: 

1. What are some of the reasons you get togeth-
er with guy-friends?

2. Do you have to work at your friendships, or
do they just seem to happen naturally?

Then read Psalm 139:1-10 together, responsively,
if possible.

Take a few moments of silence to meditate on
these verses. Ruminate over the word or the
phrase to which you felt the most drawn. Then
allow time for anyone to offer short prayers of
response. 
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Leader: Tips for
leading the sessions
are given on page 43.



Exploring the topic
To have friends and to be a friend involve facing
our inner needs for personal companionship.
Here is where a lot of us get stuck. We just do
not like feeling vulnerable. We don’t want to
appear weak or needy. So we tend to choose to
talk about work, sports, and politics rather than
disclose what we are really thinking about or
feeling.

If we want to cultivate meaningful and lasting
friendships with other men, however, we’ll need
to learn to be vulnerable. According to the
Bible’s creation accounts, men and women were
created in “the image of God” (Genesis 1:27).
Love in relationship is at the very center of our
Creator’s character. As the New Testament
declares, “God is love” (1 John 4:8). If that is
true, our capacities and our needs for this level
of friendship are creations of God, and therefore
positive signs of wellness.

Read aloud Genesis 2:18-23
The first man is described in the creation
account with this striking comment from God:
“It is not good that the man should be alone”
(Genesis 2:18). The fact that these words intro-
duce the entry of a woman on the scene does
not mean that our only need is for humans of
the opposite gender. In fact, between God’s
comment and the creation of Eve, the text tells
us that God presented Adam with animals for
companionship, instructing him to name them.
Yet none of them was an adequate partner.
Adam needed human companionship! This
story speaks to our need for one another, for
friendship, both female and male. 
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No man is an island

—John Donne



Friendship, therefore, is our creation birthright.
The ongoing drama of the Bible illustrates over
and over that we were created for relationships,
and that our lives flourish or break around the
health of our relationships.

The third chapter of the Bible is a drama about
the breaking of relationship. Adam and Eve’s
relationship with God is broken when they turn
from God in defiance of his declared intention
for them. We see their response to the presence
of God turn into fear and shame. They hide.
They cover themselves when they become aware
of the presence of God (Genesis 3:8-10). Their
relationship to one another is also broken.
Blaming and off-loading responsibility onto oth-
ers begins as Adam blames Eve for his taking
the forbidden fruit. (Genesis 3:12). This fall also
sets off an imbalance in power in relationships;
God foretells how man will “rule over” woman
(Genesis 3:16b).

A psychiatrist friend once remarked to me that
Genesis 3 contains all the elements that she
encounters in her work with broken people. As a
pastor, I understood. I too was seeing those who
were hiding from God and others because of
shame. I counseled many whose lives have
been distorted by the abuse of power. How often
I saw folks “passing the buck” to others about
the choices that they had made? Because of
broken relationships many were isolating them-
selves rather than finding healing and restora-
tion in relationships.

These texts, along with the wisdom of the great
religions and human experience in general, give
us a clear message: we need others. Without
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I have called you
friends.

—Jesus



friends we are not ourselves; we are not what
we were meant to be. Meaningful relationships
are part of God’s fundamental design for us. As
the seventeenth-century poet John Donne wrote:
“No man (sic) is an island.”

Still, we sometimes have conflicted feelings
about our need for others. We resent this need
because it stings our pride. We have been more
shaped by John Wayne’s macho independence
than by the spirit of Jesus or the example of
David. These both modeled the giving and
receiving of close friendship with other men.
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C. S. Lewis

Friendship arises out of mere com-
panionship when two or more of the
companions discover that they have
in common some insight or interest or
even taste which the others do not
share and which, till that moment,
each believed to be his own unique
treasure. The typical expression of
opening friendship would be some-
thing like, ‘What? You too? I thought I
was the only one.’”

—The Four Loves 

Friends are not primarily absorbed in
each other. It is when we are doing
something together that friendship
springs up—painting, sailing, pray-
ing…. Friends look in the same direc-
tion. Lovers look at each other: that is
in the opposite direction.

—Essays by C. S. Lewis, edited by
Walter Hooper 

Frederick Buechner

Friends are people you make part of
your life, just because you feel like
it…. Basically your friends are not
your friends for any particular rea-
son. They are your friends for no par-
ticular reason. The job you do, the
family you have, the way you vote,
the major achievements and blunders
of your life, your religious convictions
or lack of them, are all somehow set
off to one side when the two of you
are together. 

—Listening to your 

Food for thought 1: Why do you need friends?

Two well-known Christian writers offer two different ideas of why we need
friends. Which one do you agree with most? 



As we reflect on the friendship of Jonathan and
David (see Session 1), we observe a number of
rewards from the interdependence of true friend-
ship. Jonathan served David as a protective
patron, bringing him into the royal household,
with all its comforts and privileges. Through
Jonathan’s friendship David received strategic
intelligence that saved his life more than once.
As the descriptions of their friendship clearly
show, the mutual bond between them was
important for their well-being 

It is true that friendships bring risks of break-
down and misunderstanding (which we will
touch on Session 4). David experienced the best
and the worst of friendships. One disappoint-
ment was the mutual friendship he enjoyed with
King Nahash of Ammon. When this king died,
David chose to show kindness to Nahash’s son
Hanum.

The son responded to David’s overtures of kind-
ness with suspicion and hostility and war broke
out between the two nations ( see 2 Samuel
10:2-3). Thus, even the best intention to offer
friendship was misunderstood. There were other,
even more painful, disappointments in David’s
career, including the uprising of his own son,
Absolom. Such betrayals show up in the Psalms,
often attributed to David (see Psalm 55:12-14, for
example). 

The only way to avoid pain is to never have a
friend, because, in friendship we risk trusting
one another, and there will be some who will
break that trust. Yet it is that vulnerability to risk
that also makes for personal growth. Like David,
we are human. We need help. We have hearts
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We must learn to live
together as brothers
or perish together as
fools

—Martin Luther King



that call us to give and to share. We are called
to do great things that we cannot do on our own. 

Read John 15:12-15
Jesus himself needed friends. At the beginning
of Mark’s Gospel, we are told that our Lord
called the twelve disciples not only to be sent to
proclaim the good news but also “to be with
him” (Mark 3:14). As the Son of God, he was
whole, untainted by the brokenness of sin—yet
he was also human. He needed his friends for
companionship and support. He carried on his
rounds of teaching and healing surrounded by
his disciples and an inner circle of intimate
friends, including Peter, James, and John. In
addition, Mary, Martha, and Lazarus were spe-
cial friends in whose home he would find a
place to retreat from the crowds.

On the last evening before his crucifixion, Jesus
shared a time of intimate self-disclosure with his
disciples, in which he declared his friendship. “I
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From the “get-go” men approach
other men as potential friends with a
built-in handicap. We are not sup-
posed to look like we need a friend or
that we are looking for one. In con-
trast, women tend to have less diffi-
culty articulating their needs and
finding connectedness.

As we move into a new city, job, or
church, we tend to want to appear
strong and invincible. Naturally we
“put our best foot forward.”
Consequently, we look for friends in a
way that no one will know that we are
looking. We become masters of indi-
rection. We hope to end up meeting
someone with whom we will click.

Sometimes we even depend on our
wives to take the leadership in the
social department, and we take a
more passive role.

Allowing our needs to show feels
awkward. The result of our indirection
can be loneliness and social isola-
tion.

Finding a new friend requires a start.
Each start requires one person to
take a step as simple as asking
someone his name at the queue for
the potluck dinner.

Food for thought 2: Finding friends



have called you friends, because I have made
known to you everything that I have heard from
my Father”(John 15:15). As we see from the story
of Jesus’ passion, these same disciples would
betray, deny, and abandon him, but Jesus was
willing to be vulnerable enough to risk such dis-
appointments. He knew that friendship was too
valuable not to accept the risks as well as the
benefits. 

Talking it through

In dyads or in smaller groups, discuss one or
more of the following:

1. In “Food for thought 1” C.S. Lewis says that
friendship is about something—common
interests and commitments. Frederick
Buechner says that friendship is not about
anything; you are friends just because you
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There have been crisis moments in
my life that have been redeemed by
friendship. Early in my seminary
studies, an eruption of doubt with my
sense of calling to ministry was
threatening to become a crisis. What
was I doing at seminary? I felt pro-
foundly unqualified. Then my friend
listened to my questions, confusion,
and turmoil. His listening gave me
renewed perspective and hope. The
doubts and struggles were redeemed.
As a result, instead of being defeat-
ed, I was able to persevere.

My friend gave me two simple gifts.
First was the gift of availability, of
simply being there. It’s of course 

possible to be with another, yet, on
another level not to be available at
all. Sue Monk Kidd calls this “atten-
tion deficit disorder of the soul” (
Weavings Sept./Oct., 1997 p. 9). My
friend was able to offer me the gift of
being present and attentive.

He also gave me the gift of listening.
Not counseling. Not advising. Not
quoting verses or wisdom, but simply
listening. 

Listening, on another level, is not so
simple. It requires mighty concentra-
tion. Jan Johnson said, “To even begin
to listen to another person forces us to
die to ourselves. A whole committee in
our head has to be quelled”
(Weavings Sept./Oct, 1997, p. 31).

Food for thought: 3 Highlights in low moments



feel like it. Period. Which writer best describes
your experience?

3. Tell about a vulnerable moment in a friend-
ship. 

2. How comfortable are you in admitting to your
needs among your male friends? Is express-
ing your needs in a friendship a sign of well-
ness or a sign of weakness? 

Closing
Go around the larger circle and, if you feel free,
express in a sentence one thing you need from
your friendships—whether a personal quality
you want to develop in yourself, or a quality that
you need from another. Begin by saying, “As a
man learning how to be a friend, I need
___________.” 

Then pray together the prayer of St. Francis:

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.
Where there is hatred, let me sow love,
where there is injury pardon, 
Where there is doubt, faith, 
Where there is despair, hope, Where there is
darkness, light, Where there is sadness, joy.

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so
much seek to be consoled as to console, 
Not so much to be understood as to 

understand,
Not so much to be loved, as to love;
For it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,
it is in dying, that we wake to eternal life.”
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Session 3

The Down and
Dirty of True
Friendship
Friendship does not happen by itself. It calls us
to the hard work of commitment, communication
and grace. Working at friendship pays off in per-
sonal wholeness, even when the risks seem
high. 

Opening worship

Hymn: “We are one in the Spirit” Do we take for
granted that people will know this song? I’m not
sure what source to suggest.

Prayer:
Begin with silent reflection or brief one-on-one
conversation on the following:

• How good are you in the skill of building
friendship? Does it come naturally to you, or
does it need deliberate work?

Then say the following in unison, or have one
person lead with it. End with a time of silence.

O, Lord, our Creator, you understand our
hearts and you know the secrets that we
carry. You know our deep longings. We con-
fess that we sometimes feel unwilling to risk
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Leader: Tips for
leading the sessions
are given on page 43.



becoming open with one another. We some-
times do not know what to say. We need
help in friendship-building skills. Come,
Spirit of God, give us courage, grant us wis-
dom to serve each other through the work of
true friendship. Amen.

Exploring the topic
As I think back on friendships that I no longer
have, I ask myself what happened? Some
friendships did not survive geographical moves
that one or both of us have made. We did not
mean for that to happen, but the distance com-
bined with the intense demands of a new job
took their toll. Other friendships ended because
one of us of us quit communicating. The expla-
nations that come to mind include “overload,” or
the drift that happens in friendship because
interests and beliefs change. Still other friend-
ships have ended because of misunderstanding.

Time and distance, whether geographical or
emotional, do not cancel the significance of
meaningful friendships. We feel great joy when
friendships continue to flourish, and we grieve
when they fail. This is as it should be, because
friendship is one of our “design features.” We
were created for friendship.

But it doesn’t always come naturally. It is a chal-
lenge to build lasting friendships. Ironically, our
society does not give us many resources. We
have manuals and “how to” books on garden-
ing, golf, sex—you name it. We even have man-
uals on “how to win friends and influence peo-
ple.” But when was the last time you read some-
thing on how to have a good mutual friendship
with another man? 
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Friendship forms.
Friendship is a much-
underestimated
aspect of spirituality.
It's every bit as signif-
icant as prayer and
fasting. Like the
sacramental use of
bread and wine,
friendship takes
what's common in
human experience
and turns it into
something holy.

—Eugene Peterson in
Leap Over a Wall 



When do friendships flourish and last? For our
reflection, we will draw on the book of Proverbs,
which has a lot to say about commitment, com-
munication, and grace. 

Read aloud together
Some friends play at friendship
but a true friend sticks closer than one’s
nearest kin.
Proverbs 18:24

A friend loves at all times,
and kinsfolk are born to share adversity.
Proverbs 17:17

Commitment. Without commitment, friendship
becomes a relational commodity, pursued for
personal advancement of some kind. Whenever
someone is seen to have a privileged position,
power, or fame, there will be people who seek
them out, to benefit vicariously and to bask in
the success of their “friend.” This is why some
very popular personalities suffer from intense
loneliness. They feel used by their “friends”
rather than loved for who they are. 

Such superficial “friendships” rarely last very
long; they dry up and blow away when the
derived advantage of the friendship is over.
Commitment is missing. 

But even for balanced, reciprocal friendships,
commitment is a challenge. How many of our
friendships have survived a move, whether geo-
graphical or career? In our culture, mobility has
played a huge part in the starting of new friend-
ships or the ending of old ones. How many
friendships survive a promotion? Often the
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added demands on our vocations add fatal
stress on our friendships.

Commitment is about “being there” for one
another on a regular basis. A committed friend
gives time and place to connect and communi-
cate. Without these basic building blocks,
friendships get lost. For busy lives, friendships
are maintained on our day-timers and palm
pilots. Commitment thrives through intentionality
and planning.

Read aloud 
Iron sharpens iron,
and one person sharpens the wits of 
another.”
Proverbs 27:17

Communication. If we don’t hear from one
another, how can we be sure of where we are in
our friendship? Without communication, friend-
ships are starved and die. In good friendships,
we are able to talk about matters that are close
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Sense of need. A significant ache for
satisfying relationship is the begin-
ning. It motivates us to look around
for friendship.

God. It is God who stirs us to enter
positive relationships. When we
respond to this stirring, there is
always something going on that is
bigger than “our needs” or “my
needs.” 

A sense of awe at the mystery of the
other. Our friend is a unique person,
created in the image of God, whose
life story is like no other.

Willingness to risk. Some of us will
need the faith to imagine that some-
one wants to be our friend. Others
will need the courage to tell their
story. All of us will be challenged to
take risks in opening ourselves to one
another.

Willingness to sacrifice for the good
of the other. Without sacrifice, friend-
ship ends up being a kind of barter-
ing exercise in which our friendship is
measured out according to the scru-
ples of fairness and the primacy of
one’s rights. 

Food for thought 1: Materials list for good friendships



to the heart. We are able both to encourage and
to challenge each other with truthful words.
Reliable feedback and honest interaction builds
security, emotional stability, and inner wellness
in our relationships. 

David’s life was actually saved because he
heard from Jonathan during a very dangerous
time when he was hiding in the desert, a fugitive
from Saul’s murderous rage: “Jonathan set out
and came to David at Horesh,” writes the story-
teller. “There he strengthened his hand through
the Lord. He said to him, ‘Do not be afraid; for
the hand of my father Saul shall not find you;
you shall be king over Israel, and I shall be sec-
ond to you; My father Saul also knows that this
is so’” (1Samuel 23:16-17). Jonathan helped
David find strength in God. It is a wonderful
example of commitment expressed in brave
words that signify great personal sacrifice and
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In study 2, we saw how David was a
model of friendship. His openness in
his need for friends and his pursuit of
these friendships were central to his
life. He was an Olympian in friend-
ship, both in celebrating the joy of
true friendships and in grieving the
failed ones.

Jesus, however, filled out the potential
dimensions of human friendship like
no other. He pursued his ministry and
service entirely in the context of his
relationship with the twelve disciples.
Wherever he went, whatever he did,
his friends were with him. He con-
stantly talked with them, encouraged
them and taught them. They accom-
panied him through storms, both
physical and spiritual. 

At the conclusion of their time togeth-
er, Jesus described his remarkable
relationship with them: “I have called
you friends, because I have made
known to you everything that I have
heard from my Father” (John 15:15).
In the long good-bye that took place
in the upper room before his passion
and suffering, Jesus said, “As the
Father has loved me so I have loved
you; abide in my love.… Love one
another as I have loved you” (John
15:9,11). Jesus continues to invite his
followers into the love that he enjoyed
with God. He offers us the gift of lov-
ing relationships to receive and to
pass on to others.

Food for thought 2: Jesus and his friends



cost. Friendship’s great gift is the privilege of
being present with each other in our crucible
moments, days, or years. 

However, not all of such communication is easy
to deliver or easy to receive. Caring for our
brother involves being willing to address diffi-
cult and sensitive areas, even finding ways to
talk about struggles with temptations and fail-
ures. The wise man of Proverbs epitomizes these
realities: “Well meant are the wounds a friend
inflicts, but, profuse are the kisses of an enemy”
Proverbs 27:6.

This kind of directness in accountability was
practiced freely among the early Anabaptist
Christians of the sixteenth century. In their
attempt to recover the radical faith of the New
Testament, Anabaptists cared enough about
each other that they would confront each other
when they strayed from their baptismal vows.
When this was done in self-righteousness or in a
high-handed manner, it led to a splintering of
community. When it was done with love and sen-
sitivity, however, it became a source of strength
and safety. The measure of the depth and matu-
rity of the friendship in our own lives lies also in
the level and quality of the accountability that
we practice. When we combine grace and hon-
est accountability, we open the doors to signifi-
cant personal growth. 

Read aloud
Whoever rebukes a person will afterward
find more favor 
than one who flatters with the tongue.
Proverbs 28:23
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Grace. Grace is the capacity to give, the central
heart reflex of the Christian. I have found in my
ministry as a pastor that the most generous peo-
ple are those whose life attitude has been
altered by deep gratitude. They give because
they have been given to. So it is in friendship;
grace is central. We give, not to keep an even
balance sheet in the friendship, but because our
lives have been graced. 

Perhaps the most telling sign of grace is the
capacity and willingness to listen. We give our
time, energy, and attention to our brother when
he needs to be listened to and heard on a deep
level. Sometimes friendship means a call late at
night, and a long visit over coffee when we
would rather be sleeping. There is no friendship
without sacrifice.

Grace is expressed in tact. Webster’s New
Collegiate Dictionary describes tact as “…dis-
cernment of what is appropriate to do or to say
in dealing with others without giving offence.” It
is the lubricant that keeps friendship running
smoothly. Without tact, friendship runs rough
and sometimes seizes up and stops.

The book of Proverbs offers several verbal car-
toons that teach tact by illustrating its absence: 

“Like vinegar on a wound is one who sings
songs to a heavy heart.” (25:20) 

“Whoever blesses a neighbor with a loud
voice, rising early in the morning, will be
counted as cursing” (27:14).
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Gracious, tactful communication pays attention
to the art of timing and is sensitive to the needs
and circumstances of the other.

Talking it through
Take some time individually to reflect on the
qualities of your most significant male friend-
ships. Make a rough chart with three columns
labeled: Commitment, Communication, and
Grace. Under each, record one or more of the
following: a) a time when I messed up; b) a time
when I aced this quality; and c) one action I’d
like to take to strengthen a friendship (give
specifics of people, time, and place). 

In pairs or smaller groups, do one or more of the
following, based on your charts: 

1. Name the qualities of friendship you observe
in your dyad, and in your study group—
whether or not you consider yourselves close
friends.

2. Describe who have been the brightest models
of friendship in your life.

3. Tell about a memorable bungle in one of your
friendships. How did it turn out? What did you
learn from it?

4. Tell about a success story in your friendships.
What do you think was the key in making it
successful? 

5. Share any goals you listed in the chart you
made. 
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Closing
Spend some time in silent prayer; then conclude
with audible prayers. Feel free to confess areas
of need and give thanks for the riches you have
received from friendships.

Close by singing “Will You Let Me Be Your
Servant” (HWB 307). 
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Session 4

Friendship
Meltdown
When friendships break down through neglect,
suffering, misunderstanding, or betrayal, we
must seek God’s discernment in knowing
whether to seek restoration or to lay the friend-
ship to rest. Both can be opportunities for spiritu-
al growth. 

Opening worship

Hymn: “Amazing Grace!” (HWB 143).

Prayer:
Some of us have a closet containing hidden
memories of people who once were friends;
what they are now, we are not sure. In a time of
silence, bring out one of these memories and
give it some attention in your mind and heart.
Are these former friendships failures? If there
has been failure, who is responsible for it? How
has the friendship breakdown affected you?

Then pray the following: 
Lord Jesus, you have known the pain of lost
friendships. You know how some friendships
flourish, and others disappear from our
lives. Teach us the way of healing and hope
where reconciliation is possible. Teach us to
forgive those who have failed us in friend-
ship. Give grace to those we have failed.

Friendship Meltdown • 35

Leader: Tips for
leading the sessions
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Grant us wisdom to recognize and to let go
of friendships that are no longer life giving
to us. Amen.

Exploring the topic
Deep within, we expect that our friends will
remain loyal and not fail us. We want our
friends to be true through thick and thin. We
also want to be good friends and to be as con-
sistent and loving as we wish our friends would
be toward us. But the track record of even the
best friendships is a mixture of loyalty and joy,
along with blind spots and failings. 

Behind our expectations of friendship may well
be our deep need for God. Only God is capable
of the consistent lovingkindness that we some-
times idealize as normal in our closest friends. If
this is so, it is important that we cultivate a real-
istic and merciful set of expectations about each
other and ourselves when it comes to friendship,
and that we look to our heavenly Father for the
deep security that only God can provide.

As we explore our friendship patterns, we need
to consider the stress on friendship caused by
our hectic lifestyles. In previous generations, the
“givens” of time and availability for friendship
may be far from givens for us. We can’t assume
that someone will stay around long enough to
continue a significant friendship. Nor can we
assume that there will be the leisure of time to
spend together. Lunch with a friend will compete
with a whole list of other demands in his and
your Day-timers. Friendship fights for survival
among our other important priorities. 
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Quick, God, I need
your helping hand!

The last decent per-
son just went down, 

All the friends I
depended on gone.

—Psalm 12:1, The
Message



With so many competing demands, it is easy for
friendships to break down, leading to loss and
disappointment. Why does this happen? When
is it time to sign off from a friendship? How can
broken friendships be restored? These are the
questions we will explore.

Why do friendships break down?
To begin, however, we should recognize that
some friendships don’t break down; they just
fade out. Maybe the reasons that brought
friends together have changed. Maybe you—or
they—are just no longer interested in rodeos or
American literature. People change, and along
with them, so do their friendships. Such changes
and transitions are a natural part of living..

But breakdown in meaningful friendships is
another matter, causing us to feel loss and grief.
Neglect is perhaps the most common culprit.
Laziness and indifference can kill a good friend-
ship. Friendships are living things that need
feeding and nurturing to stay alive. A simple
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When is it appropriate to let go of a
friendship? Is a “friendship recall”
okay? Those who follow Christ submit
their friendships to the call to “love
the Lord your God with all your
heart…soul…strength. . . and mind;
and your neighbor as yourself” (Luke
10:27). These are the priorities that
Jesus taught his disciples; and these
are the superseding values that
guide our friendships. Therefore,
friendships are not an end in them-
selves.

The following are some excellent rea-
sons to let go of a friendship:

1. When the other is using you or
exploiting you for his own purposes,
and he is unwilling to change

2. When the other is violating the
boundaries that protect the integrity
of you, your family, or your other
friends.

3. When the other is undermining
your relationship with God or dis-
tracting you from your commitment to
follow Jesus.

4. When you feel as if you are being
dominated and are feeling power-
less.

Food for thought 1: When to let go of a friendship



thing like scheduling regular times for coffee or
lunch can mean the difference between a grow-
ing friendship and a dying friendship. 

Misunderstandings also contribute to alienation.
They occur when the meanings of words and
conversations are missed or misconstrued, or
when a third person casts us in a poor light. Our
“stock goes down” and friendship is under-
mined. Friends protect one another from being
verbally put down.

Suffering can lead to either greater closeness or
greater distance. When pain is shared it
becomes lighter, and it deepens intimacy
between friends. But when pain is covered over
and kept a secret, it can become an invisible
wall that divides. A committed friend welcomes
a brother when he is in pain and makes time to
listen and to support.

Betrayal assassinates friendship. It is the ruptur-
ing of covenant, which is the heart of true friend-
ship. In Psalm 55, David laments friendships lost
by devastating betrayal:
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Use shock. Amaze your friend by
staying in touch when least expected.
Defy the conventions of the calendar.
Don’t wait for Christmas or a birthday
to write or call. Follow your intuitions.
Pick up the phone if your friend is on
your mind.

Share books, magazines, and
movies; then talk about them into the
small hours.

Join together in service projects. 

Take courses together. One of my
most cherished friendship-memory is
when a friend and I took a wood-
working class together. We treasure
the objects that we made, but the
friendship that flourished, even more.

Compete on the golf course, but then
leave the competition behind.

Food for thought 2: Preventing fade-outs or meltdowns



It is not enemies who taunt me—I could bear
that; it is not adversaries who deal insolently
with me—I could hide from them. But it is
you, my equal, my companion, my familiar
friend. . . (Psalm 55:12-13).

Jesus also experienced the pain of betrayal by
two of his disciples, Judas and Peter. Judas very
quickly committed suicide, so there was left no
opportunity for any redemptive work to be done
in his life. But for Peter we have a record of his
process of restoration. 

Read John 21:1-17
Peter betrayed Jesus three times during Jesus’
trial (John 18:15-27). While trying to play it safe
by being an incognito observer, he was asked
three times whether he knew Jesus and had
been with him. Three times, Peter denied know-
ing Jesus.

Now, following his resurrection, Jesus sets out to
restore the brokenness that pained Peter’s rela-
tionship with him. In the dialogue that Jesus has
with Peter, we observe the following steps in
restoring broken friendships.

1. Calling on the alienated friend. Jesus chooses
to look up Peter on his own home turf, the
seashore. With the aroma of roasted fish on
the open fire giving comfort and enjoyment,
he speaks to Peter, opening up the issues that
stood between them. What an example of
sensitive timing and graciousness Jesus was!

Simply to be called, and spoken to, opens the
way for healing and restoration. How often
have we missed the opportunity to mend a
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It is easier to forgive
an enemy than a
friend.

—Madame Dorothee
Deluzy



friendship, simply because we neglected to
pick up the phone or go out of our way to
drop by?

Contact is the lifeline for a friendship at risk.
To simply connect, even though issues may
be confused and feelings taut, gives time and
openness to restoration and newness in a
friendship. How helpful e-mail has been in
making it easy to maintain contact!

2. Naming the unresolved issue. Jesus brought
up Peter’s betrayal both indirectly and direct-
ly. Indirectly, his three questions echoed the
three times that his friend had denied him.
Directly, Jesus named the hurt and the sense
of failure that separated them by repeating
the question, “Do you love me?”

John tells us that Peter felt “hurt” by Jesus’
repetition of the question. Peter’s response
indicates the level of pain that was between
them, but also the depth of healing that was
taking place. To name the alienating failure
or pain is to take away its power over you
and to open up the possibility of dialogue,
change, and restoration.

3. Re-affirming the value of the friend.
Paralleling his burning question to Peter,
Jesus repeated three times his words of affir-
mation and commissioning: “Feed my sheep.”
Jesus’ words would have burned into Peter’s
soul, replacing shame and guilt with grace,
affirmation, and love. As we know from the
story of Acts, Peter would never turn from the
renewed love which these words restored.
When we speak words of release and affir-

40 • Friendship Meltdown



mation to those who have sinned against us
or with whom we have suffered a misunder-
standing—then healing and restoration can
flow. 

Talking it through
In dyads or in smaller groups, do one or more of
the following: 

1. Tell about an experience of friendship melt-
down that you have experienced (or perhaps
are experiencing). The study identifies neg-
lect, misunderstanding, suffering, betrayal as
primary causes. Which one(s) do you think
were at work in the breakdown?

2. Tell about an experience of restoration that
you have been a part of. In what ways was it
similar to or different from the process of
restoration between Peter and Jesus in John
21? 

3. Develop a plan for initiating contact with a
friend who has become distant through a
breakdown in friendship, whether by neglect,
misunderstanding, suffering, or betrayal. List
steps you would like to take, based on what
you saw happening between Jesus and Peter. 

Closing
Spend some moments in silent meditation and
prayer, followed by an opportunity for prayers of
confession or intercession for one another.
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True pain coming out
of a person belongs
primarily to God, it
seems to me. I try
and take it humbly to
my heart just as it is.
I endeavour to make
it mine—to love it.

—George Bernanos,
in The Diary of a
Country Priest



Session 5

Spiritual
Companionship
Friendship among Christian men can reach new
depths as they allow their mutual commitment to
Christ to feed their friendship. Spiritual compan-
ionship requires generosity and commitment as
we attend to God’s work in our brother’s life. 

Opening worship

Hymn: “For We Are Strangers No More” 
(HWB 322).

Prayer:
Begin with silent reflection or brief one-on-one
conversation on the following:

Which men have been key spiritual compan-
ions and guides in your life? What qualities
did you appreciate most about them? What
gifts did you receive from them? 

Then pray the following: 

O Lord, Redeemer and Friend, we are here
because someone has loved us. We believe
because someone has taken the time to nur-
ture our faith. Each of us stands on some-
one’s shoulders. We give you thanks for
those who have loved and mentored us. We
praise you for your sovereign work through
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the friendships that have blessed our lives.
Come, Spirit of God, open our lives to the
possibilities of blessing others and being
blessed through friendships. Amen.

Exploring the topic
Our need for friendship rises out of our spirituali-
ty. We are people created in the image of a God
who values relationships, so relationships are
core to who we are as spiritual beings. Central
to genuine friendship is covenant loyalty, a spiri-
tual quality that reflects the character of God.

Good friends may play golf, go hiking, and see
movies together; but they will also connect on
deeper, personal levels. They will take interest in
matters of faith and spiritual growth. They will
offer each other encouragement to make whole-
some choices, and they will warn each other
when they consider destructive choices.

In this study, we will discuss the spiritual friend-
ship of equals, recognizing that each of us has
attributes or qualities not shared by our friend,
and vice versa. We therefore withhold judgment
on issues of who has more and who has less
and who may be above or who may be below.
Each of us has different experiences and differ-
ent gifts, so let’s agree that we can all learn
from one another. 

In speaking of such companionship, we will use
the language of mentoring. While the term can
suggest a senior-junior relationship, we will use
it in the context of equals, where each friend
intentionally seeks to build the other and
encourage him to grow to his spiritual potential
in all the areas of his life.
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The greatest thing
any person can do
for another is to con-
firm the deepest
thing in him,…to take
the time and have
the discernment to
see what’s most
deeply there, most
fully that person, and
then confirm it by
recognizing and
encouraging it.”

—Martin Buber, quot-
ed by Eugene
Peterson, Leap Over
a Wall 



One of the most significant spiritual companion-
ships described in the Bible is that of the New
Testament personalities, Paul and Barnabas.
The apostle Paul is without doubt the dominant
leader of the emerging church in the book of
Acts. By comparison, Barnabas has very little of
the spotlight. Yet, without Barnabas, there would
be no Paul, so crucial was Barnabas’s role as
Paul’s spiritual mentor.

Read aloud Acts 4:34-37
A mentoring friendship begins with a desire to
give. Barnabas is briefly introduced as one who
helps the new church by donating proceeds
from the sale of his land. He is a giver. Our text
goes on to give the origin of his name, which is
actually a nickname. His real name is Joseph,
but the apostles call him Barnabas, which
means “the son of encouragement,” or “one who
comes alongside.”

Later, Barnabas is described as “a good man,
full of the Holy Spirit and of faith” (Acts 11:24).
The Holy Spirit’s presence is evident in the life-
energy that flows out of him. In Barnabas we
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We are ready for a genuine spiritual
companionship: 

a. When our own needs for power or
success recede far enough into the
background that we can promote our
brother’s successes with joy.

b. When we are able to do more lis-
tening to understand than speaking
to be understood.

c. When we are willing and able to
commit a regular gift of time to a
friend.

d. When we are willing to enter new
levels of mutual accountability.

e. When we are willing to recognize
and affirm a friend’s uniqueness and
gifts.

f. When we are willing to pray for and
with our friend, recognizing the active
presence of God in our lives.

Food for thought 1: A preparedness test



see how God’s Spirit gently helps us release our
tight-fisted hold on what we have, instilling in us
a desire to give and to see our resources used to
build the other.

A busy professor, who was a leader in his field
of research at a large secular university, would
regularly give of his valuable time to drink cof-
fee with Christian students. He would listen to
their struggles and encourage them in their
faith. Over the years, many students were
encouraged and strengthened in their spiritual
journey. I was one of them. Such giving of time
and friendship to another’s spiritual encourage-
ment is a high call, given by God to people in
all walks of life.

Read Acts 9:26-30
Mentoring friendship requires the capacity to
see the other’s potential. The church in
Jerusalem was in crisis. Saul of Tarsus, the zeal-
ous opponent, had become a Christian. But no
one believed it. They were all too afraid of
him—all except Barnabas. 

What would have become of Paul if Barnabas
had not risked his own reputation to believe in
and to mentor the dangerous, untried Saul?
Being open to another’s potential, without being
naïve or out of touch, requires perceptive insight
and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Barnabas
seemed to have both in large measure.

When I have stood on the threshold of daunting
new opportunities for ministry, how critically
important the encouragement of mentors has
been to me! They were the friends who knew me
well, yet said to me “You can do it!” Such words
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are empowering! They lead us to take risks and
start new adventures.

Read Acts 11:19-26
Mentoring friendship seeks to empower the
other. When the church of Jerusalem heard
about the needs of the church in Antioch, they
must have wondered who would be gifted to
pastor a wild and woolly multiethnic church,
with its mixture of Jews steeped in Old
Testament law and history and Gentiles from
pagan backgrounds. They sent Barnabas. This
“son of encouragement” recognized the work of
God’s grace, and empowered the new believers
to “remain faithful to the Lord” (Acts 11: 23).

Barnabas then did something that changed the
nature of church history. He brought Saul to
Antioch. Barnabas put two things together: the
enormous potential of the church’s mission to
the Greek world, and the raw potential of Saul
of Tarsus, a brilliant Jewish scholar steeped in
the philosophy of the day, and now a committed
follower of Jesus. The rest is history.

A subtle witness to the quiet significance of
Barnabas’s spiritual companionship is found in
the text of Acts. Halfway through the book, Luke
the historian reverses the order of their names.
“Barnabas and Paul” becomes “Paul and
Barnabas.” There seems to have been no power
struggle—just a subtle shift in leadership that
signaled Barnabas’s success as Paul’s mentor.
The story shows how spiritual maturity lets go of
a need to be in charge, and to be seen to be in
charge, but instead is ready to empower the
other with abandon and joy.
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For a Christian, there
are, strictly speaking,
no chances. A secret
Master of
Ceremonies has
been at work. Christ,
who said to the disci-
ples “ye have not
chosen me, but I
have chosen you,”
can truly say to every
group of Christian
friends “You have not
chosen one another
but I have chosen
you for one another.”

—C.S. Lewis, The
Four Loves



Read Acts 15:36-41
A spiritual companion sticks with his friend
when he is down. John Mark had accompanied
Paul and Barnabas on their previous missionary
journey. But he had got cold feet and returned
home when the journey became difficult. So
Paul refuses to consider giving him another
chance. True to his character, however,
Barnabas takes up the young apostle’s cause
and insists that he be included. As a result of
the ensuing conflict, Paul goes one way and
Barnabas, with John Mark, the other.

Again we see Barnabas recognizing the poten-
tial of the other and taking a costly stand with
him, just as he had with Saul. (Did Paul have a
memory lapse here?) As a result of Barnabas’s
intervention, John Mark is mobilized again as
an apostle. Would we have the Gospel of Mark,
authored by John Mark, if Barnabas had not
stuck up for him?
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Bob entered the cafe and sat down.
His shoulders were bent. His eyes
were down. As he spoke, his voice
was heavy with pain. “I am addicted
to pornography. My wife has asked
me to leave.” 

So began our visits to the cafe. Every
week we met, Wednesdays at five.
Each week more of his story came
out. I listened to his self-loathing
struggle and despair. He gave me the
privilege of asking about his porno-
graphic activities, of holding him
accountable.

Over the weeks and months Bob
gained control of his addiction. He
moved back to his family. His body
language began to communicate
energy and confidence.

Our weekly exercise of accountability
in our friendship helped us both. It
served to give Bob a framework for
repentance and change in his life as
a husband and father, and for us
both, the stakes of our covenant-com-
mitment were driven deeper.

Food for thought 2. Accountability



Talking it through
In dyads or in smaller groups, discuss one or
more of the following: 

Tell about a spiritual mentor/companion that
has been important to you in your journey of
faith. Tell specifically about how they exhibited
the qualities mentioned in the study above:

• Gives of himself and his resources.
• Sees potential in the other.
• Seeks to empower the other.
• Sticks with the other when he’s down.

How have you been able to mentor others as a
result of your own experience of spiritual com-
panionship?

What would you still like to see in your life in the
way of spiritual companionship? Take time to
draw up a covenant that you would be prepared
to enter into with another man (either with your
conversation partner or someone else). Spell out
what you imagine would be your responsibilities
to each other (when to meet; what kinds of ques-
tions to ask each other; what issues for which
you would like to hold yourselves accountable,
etc.). Then settle on a plan to meet with your
friend to discuss this covenant. 

Closing
As you conclude this series of studies, share
together the most important ideas or insights
that you have gleaned from these sessions.
What goals have you made? What changes do
you want to experience in your friendships?
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Pray together:
O Lord Jesus, your purpose took shape in the
lives of your disciples through your mentor-
ing-friendship. To whom would you like us to
demonstrate grace, affirmation, and empow-
ering friendship? 

Give us the courage, the commitment
and the grace to be spiritual friends to one
another and to those you give to us as
friends. Amen.
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Leader’s Guide
One of the aims of the Closer Than a Brother series is to encour-
age men to find “spiritual companions.” Some of this work may
already have been done, and the men in your group may already
have a partner with whom to pair up when dyads are called for. If
you have not yet dealt with this issue, you may wish to review
pages 10 to 12 in the first booklet of the series, What Really
Matters: Conversation Starters for Men by J. Lorne Peachey and
Everett J. Thomas. If your group, or members in it, have not been
exposed to that study, you may wish to start with it, or at least use
its suggestions for starting a spiritual companion relationship.

How to use this booklet

This booklet is designed so that each participant can have his own
copy. The book should be used for participation in the group (for
example, the responsive readings and discussion questions), and
for personal reflection and growth between sessions. As leader,
encourage the men to read the session articles ahead of time, and
to bring their books to the sessions.

Be sure to check the individual session notes that follow. But for
conducting each session, the following hints on the flow of the ses-
sions may be helpful:

Opening and closing worship 
You will likely want to adapt the opening worship and closing exer-
cises to fit the needs of your group. If you are not a singing group,
you may want to use the words of the hymns in some other way, or
use other appropriate openings. Have hymnals available as appro-
priate.
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Exploring the topic
If the men do not read the material ahead of time, you should be
prepared to present the content of the articles to the men as a
lead-in to the section, “Talking it through.” The articles are short
enough that you may read them aloud together. Ideally, however,
the material should be read ahead of time, or should be presented
more informally than simply reading it.

Thinking it through: dyads and close-to-home conversation 
The sessions often call the group to break into dyads for sharing.
We also encourage men to remain in the same dyad through all
the sessions, so that they can begin to experience the benefits of
spiritual companionship. However, you must discern how far your
group is ready to go with the use of dyads. If your group does not
know each other well, dyads may feel threatening to some when
they are asked to talk more personally about themselves. 

You are encouraged to push out the group’s comfort zones, but
don’t force it. If your group does not feel ready to try dyads, ask
them to meet in groups of three or four and/or to talk less personal-
ly about the same issues. This is better than no discussion at all.
However, as the sessions continue, you may challenge them to be
bolder in their sharing. Also, if some want to meet in dyads and
others do not, consider having a “two-track” system, with some
dyads, and some larger groups.

Notes for individual sessions

Before you begin 
Take some time to reflect on the nature of your group. Who are the
men who will be joining you? What are their needs? Pray for each
member of the group in light of the goals for these sessions: 

1. To explore friendship among men in a time when there are
many forces pulling for our attention and energy.

2. To engage the challenges and joys of spiritual companionship—
friendships where men encourage one another in their Christian
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walk. This dimension of friendship can be experienced in the
context of the group as well as in individual friendships. 

3. To develop an atmosphere of trust and openness, where there is a
freedom to talk about meaningful personal issues and struggles.

4. To have a really good time together.

Session 1: Getting Our Bearings
Take time to get acquainted. Ask each man to talk a little about his
work, his interests, and what has brought him to this group. Briefly
review the goals of these sessions, referring to the “Introduction.”
Give time for questions and the surfacing of any concerns before
you begin.
For the silent prayer time at the beginning, you may wish to invite
men to write down what they name as their best friendships and/or
their longings. Have them limit each one to one or two words. Then
collect them all in a bowl or a hat, and lift them to God during the
spoken prayer.

At the beginning of “Exploring the topic” use the opening questions to
begin exploring some of the experiences of male friendship in your
group. Use the questions flexibly, substituting others as you see fit.
Don’t allow this discussion to go very long. There is more to come!

As you discuss the affection in Jonathan’s friendship with David,
some in your group may feel awkward or threatened. It shouldn’t
come as a surprise. We live in a society where many men associate
close friendships with homosexuality. If they do not bring it up, you
may want to ask whether that perception is behind the unease
about the topic. Put them at ease by acknowledging the awkward-
ness, and emphasize that you are committed to respecting comfort
zones in the discussions. Some humor can also go a long way in
diffusing the tension.

Session 2: I Need a Friend
As you welcome the group together, take time to visit and feel
relaxed together. Ask if last week’s topic had become a topic for
further reflection and discussion this week. 
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For the opening worship, choose which question for reflection is the
most appropriate for your group. 

To read Psalm 139:1-10 responsively, you will need to arrange for
each man to have a copy of the psalm in the same version before
him.

Should the men in your group feel more ready to write their
prayers rather than to speak them out, have them write them on
pieces of paper, as in Session 1; then collect them in a bowl and
lift them to God in prayer. 

One of the most significant ideas to explore in this session is that
the desire and need for friendship is a sign of wellness and
strength, rather than weakness and shame. Many of us are stuck
at the point of being ashamed of our feelings of need for male
friendship. There may well be opportunity to further differentiate
this need from homo-erotic impulses.

Take care to assure the group that no one will be pressured to
share. It is perfectly okay to be silent. Should your group be larger
than eight, break it into groups of three or four for the sharing ses-
sion during the closing. Some men would certainly find it difficult
to share about their own needs for friendship except in a small
group. 

Session 3: The Down and Dirty of True Friendships
Prepare an opening prayer that expresses thanks for the men who
have joined your group, and lifts up the hopes and fears that have
already been shared.

The opening question is designed simply to open a connection
between theme and life-experience. Try to keep it short. 

This session aims at getting closer in to the “nuts and bolts’ of
friendship and should lead to some good open discussion, based
both on experiences of being befriended and of being friends.
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In “Talking it through,” the questions for sharing and discussion
are designed to provide a lot of comfort-room, especially for any
men who are feeling on the edge. 

Session 4: Friendship Meltdown
The Opening worship, calls for individual reflection, rather than
group discussion, because of the potentially threatening nature of
the theme: friendship failure. There may well be some deep levels
of woundedness around this topic. Before this session, spend time
praying for your group, asking God’s Spirit to come alongside any
who have wounds and vulnerabilities.

As you work through “Exploring the topic,” invite sharing to illus-
trate the causes of breakdown.

During “Talking it through,” be prepared to lead a discussion
around question 3, if the dyads or small groups are not able to do
the sharing about friendship meltdowns.

During the Closing, after an opportunity for sharing and individual
prayers is offered, be prepared to lead the group in a closing
prayer.

Session 5: Spiritual Companionship
This session distinguishes between men of the past, men of the
present, and men of the future. The opening sharing is designed to
open up the amazing and encouraging variety of mentor relation-
ship that are present in the collective experience of a group of men. 

Be aware that some in your group may think that “spiritual com-
panionship” is only for the “spiritually elite.” At the heart of this ses-
sion is the notion that every one of us can become a spiritual com-
panion to another, and can be a great blessing to a friend. 

“Exploring the topic” involves some exploration in the book of Acts.
To simplify this, hand out the texts ahead of time, to be read when
called upon. 
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Since this is the final session, you may wish to take some time,
either at the end of this session or in an extra session, to share and
summarize what you have learned and to plan the next steps. 
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Many Christian men today are looking for opportunities to walk 

with peers as they ponder key life issues. Macho talk in the 

locker room or political discussions at lunch just aren’t nurtur-

ing their souls. The study series, Closer Than a Brother, helps 

men go deeper in their life with God through men’s groups and 

accountable relationships in the church family. 

Closer Than a Brother
Building Deeper Friendships

Many men desire deeper friendships, but they don’t know 

where to begin. They might build a deck, talk politics, watch 

sports, or go golfing together—but discussing matters of the 

heart is a challenge. They may have buddies, but their culture 

hasn’t taught them the value of vulnerable, open friendship. 

The five sessions of this study help men to be honest about their 

need for friendship; learn practical strategies for commitment, 

communication, and grace; deal with friendships that fail; and 

work toward spiritual companionship built on a common loyalty 

to Christ. Men will find good company along the way in such 

biblical characters as Jonathan and David, Paul and Barnabas, 

and Jesus and his disciples. 
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