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Who is My Intimate Friend?

NEGLECTING THE
NEED FOR
INTIMACY IS AS
FOOLISH AS TO
PRETEND WE CAN
LIVE WITHOUT
FOOD.

Introduction

Do you have intimate friends? Such
friends are those people who enrich our
lives and with whom we meet to celebrate
life. With how many friends can we genu-
inely share ourselves with total trust and
confidencer Deep friendships require seri-
ous commitments of energy and usually
take a long time to develop. Partly because
of this and partly because of the difticulty
of finding compatible friends most people
have few, perhaps only three to five, truly
mntimate friends during their lives. Also,
because people evolve and change
throughout their lives, friends may grow
apart and new friendships may develop.

Why do we Need Friends?

Human beings are soctal creatures. No
matter how much we pride ourselves as
individuals who are independent and self-
sufficient, we still need to be close to
someone, to meet often with him or her
and to share our lives in activities and con-
versation. We need to feel a friend cares
for us, loves us, and values our relation-
ship. In its absence, we all long for inti-
mate friendship. Neglecting the need for
intimacy is as foolish as to pretend we can
live without food.

For most people in healthy marriages, their
closest friend 1s their spouse. Yet, it 1s 1m-
portant to have close friends of the same

sex also. A natural reluctance to reveal vul-
nerabilities to others may make it more
difficult for men than for women to form
same-sex bonds. But discussing male/
female relationships with members of the
same sex can help each of the marriage
partners to gain perspective and enhance
the partnership. Also, sometimes people
need to spend time with others away from
their spouses so they can maintain auton-
omy.

Definition of an Intimate Friend

What 1s a friend? Relationships with the
people we call friends i our lives are gen-
erally at several levels and may be culture-
dependent. For example, Americans might
refer to acquaintances at any level as
“friends.” With this definition, they might
refer to those few with whom they share a
deeper relationship as “good friends” or
‘best friends.” Acquaintances are people
we see occastonally. We say “hello” to
them, we discuss shallow topics with them,
but we do not reveal our most intimate
secrets to them. Some of our “friends”
who are really acquaintances are people we
work with and see every day. We may
spend more of our waking time with our
fellow workers than we do with our
spouses and family. We may socialize with
them during employee-centered activities.
Because we spend so much time with them
we may reveal some of our most intimate
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FRIENDS ARE
TRUSTWORTHY,
RESPECTFUL, RELIABLE,
UNDERSTANDING,
HELPFUL,
SYMPATHETIC,
TOLERANT OF OUR
SHORTCOMINGS, AND
HAVE SIMILAR VALUES,
FEELINGS AND
OPINIONS.

secrets, and we may learn of
some of theirs. Yet, often our
relationships with them inten-
tionally remain mostly superficial.

We might ask ourselves what the
qualities are that we desire and
look for in a friend. For most
people friends are trustworthy,
respectful, reliable, understand-
ing, helpful, sympathetic, tolerant
of our shortcomings, and have

similar values, feelings and opinions. Friends might
also be willing to make significant sacrifices for one

another.

Fach person might have their own list of what 1s 1m-
portant in relationships. The list could include some
or all of the above attributes, and may have others.
Fach attribute may have varying importance to us, and
the lack of one or two may actually draw us closer to
our friends. For example, we may not necessarily value
a friend because he or she has similar opinions. In
fact, we may value a friend because he or she has
opinions opposite to our own on some topics, but we
are willing to discuss our differences respectfully with
each other and learn from one another.

The primary attribute of our friends is that we gener-
ally enjoy being with them and we have good times
with them. We feel comfortable sharing ourselves with
them and we benefit from them sharing themselves
with us. One of the greatest benefits of having friends
is that each person brings his or her own individual
background of experiences into relationships and we
are given opportunities to expand our knowledge and
potential sources for finding satisfaction in our lives.

Problems in Developing New Friendships

Immigrants coming to America may find obstacles in

ONE OF THE
GREATEST BENEFITS
OF HAVING
FRIENDS IS THAT
EACH PERSON
BRINGS HIS OR HER
OWN INDIVIDUAL
BACKGROUND OF
EXPERIENCES INTO
RELATIONSHIPS

developing friendships. Foremost
among these may be a lack in the
ability to communicate in English
it the immigrant does not have a
command of that language. On
the other hand, immigrants may
still be capable of developing
triendships within their own eth-
nic community, but find 1t diffi-
cult to expand their relationships
to Americans and people from
other cultures. Cultural differ-

ences and a lack of mutual understanding may inter-

fere. Individual personalities of immigrants and others
may play a role. Some people are naturally more out-
going than others. People who are not naturally out-
going may have to force themselves to feel somewhat
uncomfortable for a while as they meet new people.

Some of the difficulties in forming friendships may
come from the attitudes of the immigrant. Some may
come from the attitudes of the

potential friend.

An informal survey of immi-
grants has revealed that many are
so tnvolved in their work and
family that they do not have time
or energy to go beyond those
relationships. This may be espe-
cially common for people who
are running a business such as a
restaurant or a store. Because it

IMMIGRANTS
COMING TO
AMERICA MAY
FIND OBSTACLES
IN DEVELOPING
FRIENDSHIPS

would take so much effort to become involved with
others, they do not feel it is worthwhile and they try to
find satisfaction within their existing group of people.
Sometimes they are successful at finding satisfaction,
but this limits their opportunities to broaden their
knowledge and interests.

People working in an office, laboratory, manufactur-
ing facility or other place of business may find that
they and their co-workers are too busy to have mean-
ingful interchanges with one another during the day
and at quitting time they are tired and just want to go
home. Developing close friendships with co-workers
can create problems later. Two co-workers may de-
velop an mtimate friendship but if one 1s promoted,
envy and bitterness can occur in the other person. The
one who becomes the subordinate employee of the
other may feel that the friend in the superior position
recetves more credit for jobs successfully completed.
Continuing the friendship may become difficult. In
addition, in the case of a boss/worker relationship, at
some point a boss may be forced to lay-off or fire his
or her friend. The boss feels badly; the employee feels
angry; the relationship suffers.

Sometimes, the ability to make friends is directly re-
lated to the cultural influences and attitudes of people
in the area from which the immigrant came. An infor-
mal survey of Chinese immuigrants in the Seattle,
Washington area has revealed this to be so. The fol-
lowing discussions are specific to Chinese, but the
general comments can apply to other immigrants also.

Immigrants from Hong Kong and other areas in
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Southeast China may have come here through family
ties with previous immigrants. They might be less edu-
cated than some of their fellows from other parts of
China, and they live mostly in the Chinatown area of
the city. They form close relationships with one an-
other and others in that community; however, that
limits opportunities for them to extend their friend-
ships outside the community.

Many immugrants from Northern China have achieved
a high level of education. They have come to the USA
totally from their own efforts and hard academic
work. Most of their family back home may be living in
poverty and demand financial support from them.
These people may avoid forming any kind of commu-
nity; their relationships are “like sand”; they care only
for themselves and the relatives they left in China.
Often these people feel that it was not easy to immi-
grate to the USA and they have paid a big price to
achieve what they have here today (house, car, job,
etc.). Friendship is not important to them.

One factor that can interfere in developing friendships
1s that a person may be struggling to maintain their
immigration status. They are so involved with this that
they do not have time to seek friends.

Some have no desire to stay here. These people are
ambitious and believe that after gaining work experi-
ence or otherwise furthering their education and pro-
fessional development in America, they will have
more opportunities to build their careers i China.
They do not feel any need to make friends here. They
may be driven by the desire to make money to dem-
onstrate prestige, dignity and success.

People coming to America from Taiwan may have a
tendency to form ties only with other Taiwanese. The
difference in political background between those from
mainland China and those from Taiwan probably in-
fluences the two groups.

Some people may be emotionally unstable and have a
hostile attitude to those around them. They fear rela-
tionships because they may be revealed, what they
consider, to be inferior to others. In North America,
personality disorders are becoming a severe problem
for some Chinese immigrants and an outstanding
characteristic within their communities. This may be
caused by a lack of understanding of American cul-
ture, soctal welfare and political systems and manners
of communication. To preserve feelings of value and
dignity, some people try to maintain their native cul-
ture; this only accentuates their alienation from the

people around them.

For those who immigrated from the oppressive politi-
cal and cultural environment of China, a certain
amount of paranoia may have been beneficial to sur-
vive. But in the freer society of America, paranoia is
considered to be a mental distortion and predisposes
the Chinese immigrants to personality disorders that
turther interfere with their relationships. Many try to
hide their true feelings and pretend to be happy, vital
and strong. But they suffer turmoil within.

The inability to make friends may have more to do
with whom the immugrant 1s trying to meet than with
himself or herself. Language problems may contribute
because some people from other cultures do not un-
derstand the immigrant and do not want to try.

An immigrant may approach someone who has lived

in America for a long time and
be rebuffed. The immigrant may
teel discouraged. However, the
other person may already have so
many people i his or her life
that 1t s difficult to make time
for more. As with immigrants,
people who have been here for a
long time may also be engrossed
in their work and families.

MAKING FRIENDS
IS NOT ALWAYS
EASY. BUT WE
WILL BE
REWARDED IF WE
TAKE CARE IN
SELECTING THOSE
WE CALL OUR
FRIENDS.

In some cases, the other person
may suffer from prejudices and does not want to get
involved with the immigrant for that reason. This is
usually rare. But even if it 1s true, the immigrant
should not take the rejection as a personal affront.
There are many people in the world. We cannot make
them all accept us for what we are.

Solutions to Developing New Friendships

Sometimes the immigrant will just have to make over-
tures to others to develop friendships. This might be
as simple as mnviting a neighbor to one’s home for tea
or coffee, or for dinner. Usually, if the other person
accepts the invitation, they will probably ask: “What
can I bring?” A gracious host might suggest some-
thing simple.

If language is a difficulty, the immugrant can look for
opportunities to enroll in English Language Learner
or ELL classes (also called English as a Second Lan-
guage or ESL classes). Often immugrants can find
“Talk Time” classes such as those conducted at Faith
Lutheran Church in Redmond, Washington, local li-
braries or other community centers, where they can
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practice and further develop their English language
skills. In addition to helping increase their knowledge
of English, such classes can provide opportunities to
meet other immigrants and Americans who are open
to developing friendships.

Many times friendships develop when people with
common interests gather together on a regular basis.
Local colleges, senior centers and community centers
conduct classes that help immigrants to increase their
knowledge of a subject and meet people regularly.

In addition to providing places of worship and reli-
gious education, churches quite often provide oppor-
tunities to meet people and develop friendships. The
type of people immigrants meet 1 a church will gen-
erally have moral and ethical values that are desirable
in friends. Furthermore, most people involved in
churches have an openness and desire to share their
faith with other people and develop friendships. Regu-
lar church attendance allows us to spend time together
with potential friends and provide opportunities for
relationships to develop.

Bible references in following sentences are from the
New International Version. A major precept of Chris-
tian faith is that we serve God by serving others in the
community. For example, Jesus proclaims this in Mat-
thew 25:40, .. .whatever you did for one of the least
of these brothers of mine, you did for me.” Thus, in

addition to finding opportunities for themselves, 1m-
migrants becoming involved in a church also help
members of the church to serve God through serving
them. Most important of all, in the Christian faith, we
all have a friend in Jesus, and He will always be there
for us as he promises in Matthew 28:40, ““...1 am with
you always...”

Conclusions

Making friends 1s not always easy. But we will be re-
warded if we take care in selecting those we call our
friends. Proverbs 12:26 reminds us that “A righteous
man is cautious in friendship.” Opportunities for find-
ing friends can be found if we are willing to open our-
selves to others. Developing friendships requires mak-
ing time and taking risks to bring other people into
our lives. As we extend ourselves to meet others, we
do not need to feel badly if our overtures are rejected.
Everybody has his or her own agenda and a rejection
should not necessarily be taken personally. If we are
married, we might ask ourselves what we were looking
for i choosing our spouse. Often many of the quali-
ties we look for in a spouse are also what we desire in
friends. We can look for friends in places where we
find people who share a common interest. The people
we meet in a church are likely to be the type we want
as friends.




