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9
Spiritual Friendship

an and A: ‘H a lf  o f  the spiritual life is spiritual friendship, spiritual 
association, spiritual intimacy V
the buddha: ‘S ay not so, Ananda, say not so. It is the whole of the 
spiritual life\

Samyutta N ik a ya  v. 2, Some Sayings o f the Buddha

I  Nothing has so much impact on a human being as other human beings. He 
I  is bom of one, his mother, on whom he is totally dependent for the first 
■years of his life: he learns all he knows .from others, his family, his 
Beachers, and from the writers whose books he reads; he mates with 
I  another human being, with whom he often lives for the rest of his life, and 
1 he is parent to others; he is completely economically and socially depen- 
E dent on others; he dreams and fantasises about them, and most of his hopes 
■and fears are connected with them. O f all the forces acting upon the 
I  individual human being, it is the human environment which most power- 
■ftdly conditions him.
B  The kind of people with whom one associates and the nature of one’s 
■relationship to them are thus among the most basic of factors which 
I anyone who wishes to develop must consider. The cultivation of deep 
■friendship and true communication is a crucial method of personal devel- 
I  opment. If friendships are neglected and relationships are not transformed 
I  then meditation, devotion, the precepts, work, study, avail one nothing.
■  People are bound together mainly by mutual need, real or imagined.
■ Likes and dislikes, attractions and repulsions, are based on biological, 
■social, and psychological factors. Our apparent concern for others is often
■ a concern for ourselves and our own advantage. Very seldom do we
■  actually see other people as they are. Usually we project onto them our
■  own needs and desires so that we never really contact them. This is
■  especially true o f the supposedly close relationships of life -  lover and
■  beloved, husband and wife, parent and child. Each sees the other in terms
■  of what they want from them -  comfort, security, warmth, a servant, 
■ a  provider, etc. Even friendships at work and play have more to do with
■ common interests and outlook, with reinforcing shared attitudes and
■ prejudices, than with genuine concern. These need-based relationships
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are, o f  course, in a sense inevitable and by  and large healthy; howe 
they  con tain  no th in g  o f  ind iv iduality  a t all.

In the  m idst o f  these need-o rien ted  relationships there does occasionally 
flow er som e genuine feeling o f  disinterested concern for other people 
R are it m ay  be, b u t none the less it is found quite spontaneously in many 
d ifferen t situations. T hese few  natural sparks o f  m etta are the basis of 
a w ho le  d ifferent w ay  o f  relating  to  others, a w ay in which, regardless 
o f  o n e ’s o w n  advantage, one is able to  w ish others well and to do whatever 
one can to  help them . O th e r people w ill be seen clearly, as separate 
ind iv iduals w ith  needs and feelings o f  their ow n , and one will not try to 
im pose o n e ’s needs upon  them .

In trad itional B uddhism  it is said that real friendship has a near and a far 
enem y. C learly , hatred  is the far enem y o f  m etta, but its near enemy is 
rom an tic  love. It is a near enem y because it appears often under a similar 
guise. In friendship there is a strong concern for the welfare o f  the other 
and  so is there in rom antic  love. T he latter feeling, so glorified in our 
cu ltu re, is, how ever, ano ther and very pow erful kind o f  need-based 
relationship . A t best it serves a biological function, at w orst it creates an 
‘egoi*sme ä deux ’, a relationship o f  m utual neurotic dependence. In the 
la tte r instance, the relationship is essentially addictive: each partner uses 
the o th er as a d rug  to  palliate his ow n feelings o f  weakness and insecurity, 
each seeks to  use the o ther to  satisfy his ow n feelings o f  infantile depen
dence.

It seem s tha t m odem  social conditions leave m any young people 
w ith o u t the healthy self-confidence which is the m ark o f  true maturity. 
T h o u g h  physically adult, such people have no t really grow n up. They are 
still dependent for their em otional stability on people o r other factors 
outside them selves. Little in m odem  life encourages them  to come to 
term s w ith  themselves and to  find in themselves the strength and confi
dence w hich they seek in others. M uch actually encourages and even 
glorifies their neuroses: pop songs o f  the ‘W ithout your love life ju st ain’t 
w o rth  living* variety are only the m ost obvious o f  such reinforcements.

T he  concern felt for the other in such rom antic and addictive relation
ships is alm ost entirely based on a misconception. The other person is 
idealised in to  w hat the lover wants them to be regardless o f  what they 
really are. T he violent swings from  love to  hatred which so often take 
place in affairs, the intense feelings o f  jealousy which arise, and the strong 
feelings o f  insecurity and meaninglessness which are experienced when 
the relationship is terminated, all demonstrate the essentially need-based 
and neurotic character o f  the feelings which hold the relationship together

Such em otional dependence on others is a considerable barrier to 
g row th  as an individual. Since one has, here, failed to accept even full 
hum an responsibility there is no possibility o f  developing fiirther. It js
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I
 only the mature human being who is the real candidate for the Higher 

Evolution of the Individual. Others must first work at gaining maturity 
and emotional independence.

B  There is a danger here o f pseudo-independence, of a spurious self 
sufficiency. We are inevitably dependent on each other for the fulfilment 
of many quite healthy needs in the economic and biological spheres and for 
contact and stimulation. But even whilst we are ‘using* each other we 
should remain aware of each other as individuals. We should avoid both 

Sexploitation and the indulgence o f neurotic needs.
B  True friendship is not need-based, includes no emotional dependence, 

Band is characterised by mutual awareness. Powerful though feelings of 
friendship can be, they are never exclusive. If someone befriends our 

I friend we would not feel the intense jealousy which arises so frequently in 
| |  romantic love. Genuine friendliness has, in fact, a natural tendency to 
Hpcpand and to encompass more and more people. Deep friendship can 
■only blossom where there is time to get to know each other; we cannot 
^Berefore become friends with everyone; time does not permit this. 
f  However, friendliness is always willing to expand to include more people.

m Real friendship involves an awareness of the other’s potential. We do 
I  not simply see what they are but what they could be. Not only do we have 
B  powerful feelings o f well-wishing towards our friends, but we hope that 
■they will grow. Our friendliness would lead us to do everything we could 
B to help them realise their potentiality. Real friendship is not need-based 
Bbut growth-based and becomes fully possible when both friends are 
■(Committed to developing as individuals. Their point of contact is this 
■commitment or, in Buddhist terms, their ‘Going for Refuge to the Three 
k  Jewels’.
^ ■ T h e  totality o f those who have ‘Gone for Refuge* is the Sangha, the 
■spiritual community. It is the absolute contrast to the social group which is 
B  apnetwork of need-based relationships. The Sangha comes into being 
^Bvhen people experience together their common commitment to the 
■highest of ideals and feel a mutual concern and friendliness. It is only to the 
■extent that there is real metta, true friendliness, that there is Sangha. And it 
■  is this spirit o f friendship which is the crucial element in the spiritual life.

B  People usually go to a Centre or come in contact with the FWBO in 
■order to get something: to learn a meditation technique, hear a lecture, or 
■even buy a packet o f beans. However, from the spiritual point of view, the 
■most important point is that they have the opportunity to make contact 
Bwith the spiritual community. Centres and co-operatives, despite their 
■conomic or cultural functions, are primarily points of contact between 
I  the spiritual community and the wider social group. Through them, those 
I who wish can begin to participate in a more friendly, open, and encour- 
I aging set of relationships. Many people are surprised and delighted to find
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that very quickly at classes o r on a retreat they start to develop friendships 
o f  a m uch m ore positive kind than they had previously enjoyed.

W ithin the FW BO friendship and com munication are consciously 
w orked upon. The mettabhavana m editation practice has, of course, a 
strong impact. O ften, even despite the apparent lack o f  success of a par
ticular session o f  the practice, relations w ith  others will noticeably change. 
B ut a m ore specific set o f  practices has been introduced. The Ven. 
Sangharakshita first used the ‘Com m unication Exercises* on an early 
retreat w here people seemed very blocked and dull emotionally. These 
were so successful in arousing energies and creating good feeling that they 
are now  frequently used on retreats and at Centres. The exercises have 
very little traditional Buddhist basis and are an example of teachings and 
practices o f  proven usefulness that have been incorporated into Western 
Buddhism . The Ven. Sangharakshita learnt them in India from an 
Englishw om an, an educationalist w ho found that few teachers had any 
real com m unication w ith their pupils o r even with each other. She 
apparently devised the exercises herself although they may have some 
antecedents in the dialectical disputes o f  Tibetan monasteries.

It only takes a little observation o f  social intercourse to realise that, 
often, though people are talking to each other, perhaps even for quite long 
periods o f  time, there is no real contact between them. They are hardly 
aware o f  each other; they may not even look at each other. What is missing 
is communication. Com m unication is a term  which has acquired a special 
meaning w ithin the FW BO. It is an exchange which takes place between 
people as a result o f  their m utual awareness and it may be quite indepen
dent o f  words. It involves no t merely an interchange of ideas but of 
feelings. Each experiences the other directly, as he is. This is not telepathy 
but a meeting which takes place w hen tw o people who are truly alive come 
together. A spark leaps between them , and they are further invigorated 
and delighted by their contact. It is communication in this sense that the 
exercises seek to stimulate.

A room ful o f  people is split into pairs, at random; partners sit down 
facing each other. Three simple exercises are practised each for about five 
minutes. Breaks in between allow discussion o f  what has happened, and 
each exercise is done usually m ore than once. Exercise follows exercise for 
about an hour w ith the O rder m em ber leading explaining each exercise 
and changing people round from  tim e to time. The first exercise, ‘Just 
Looking’, involves simply looking at the other person in silence. After 
some initial embarrassment, many people become quite quickly aware 
that there is a subtle interchange taking place between them in their mutual 
awareness. N o information is being passed, but nonetheless there is 
communication. As the exercise proceeds the communication becomes 
stronger and stronger. M ore and m ore energy is generated and people
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become brighter and brighter. Barriers, inhibitions, and emotional stag
nation dissolves and a new  openness and straightforwardness is experi
enced. The other tw o exercises follow  on and w ork at developing that 
mutual awareness and com m unication w hilst using words, 
i  The exercises often have an alm ost dram atic effect: people come away 
from them looking younger and happier. They hardly ever fail to be 
istimulating and enjoyable and bring about an awareness o f  the other as 
a human being which transcends superficial likes and dislikes. Above all, 

Ithey offer an insight into the principles o f  positive and skilful communi
cation which can be applied in daily life.

■  Though the Com m unication Exercises help to give an insight into the 
^principles and provide an initial experience o f  the possibilities, com
munication must be w orked on in everyday circumstances. Few people 
outside the spiritual com m unity are prepared to do this to any extent; few 

fate willing to face up to and overcom e any barriers that may occur in their 
Relationships: they are m ore likely simply to turn away. The deeper one 
Iwants to communicate and the m ore one wants to grow, the more one will 
|wish to be with others w ho w ant to  do the same. Growth would, indeed,
[ be very difficult if  one was no t w ith them. Retreats, communities, and 
Ro-operatives, the whole ‘social’ netw ork which makes up the Movement, 
ioffer abundant opportunities for deeper contact. An evening at a class, 
■helping with a jum ble sale, a weekend on retreat in the country, all give 
i a taste o f the kind o f  com m unication one can expect within the New 
■Society.
m  Real communication and friendship are their ow n value: they are enjoy- 

| able and enriching in themselves. They provide a fundamental source o f 
I emotional stimulation and refinement. W ithout communication we are 
I  likely to become dull and bored; w ith it we are enlivened and expanded. 
■When we lose our vision o f  grow th or become dispirited, spiritual 
■friends will be sympathetic yet bracing, arousing us to fresh efforts. 
I  Our friends will frankly criticise w hat they consider to be unskilful in our 
I behaviour and freely praise w hat they consider admirable. If communi- 
Ication is really direct and clear w ithin the spiritual community, as it should 

be, there will be an atmosphere o f  intense yet vibrant interaction — not 
Riecessarily verbal, for silence too can be alive -  in which everyone is 
■transparent to each other, holding nothing back.
I Within FWBO com munities and co-operatives, a high value is put on 

I good communication, and every effort is made to foster and extend it. It 
I has been found that for m ost people depth and intensity o f communication 
I is best developed in single-sex situations. All introductory activities are 
fopen to anyone and no distinctions or selections are made; however, many 
I of the more intensive activities for regular Friends and Mitras are just 
I for members o f  one sex. All the communities at the time o f writing are for
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men or women only, as are many o f  the co-operative businesses Tk 
situation was arrived at by experience rather than theory. In the early da 
o f  the Movement all activities were mixed. One early community was b 
accident, for men only and was found to be particularly good. Mixed 
situations, by contrast, seemed to limit themselves below a certain level of 
intensity. Further experimentation revealed that in single-sex situations 
most men and women found that they could be more themselves and 
could communicate more deeply with each other. Single-sex activities are 
now  considered one o f  the main contributions which the Movement has 
to make to the development o f  the individual.

To begin with, for those who have a tendency to form immature and 
addictive relationships with members o f  the opposite sex, the single-sex 
situation provides the opportunity o f  growing up away from the object of 
addiction. Many immature men and women not only crave the company 
o f  the opposite sex but feel threatened by contact with their own: the men 
need the reassurance o f  women, and the women need the attention of 
men. In the modem West, men and women spend more and more time 
together whereas, in more traditional and in many ways healthier 
societies, men and women naturally spend much o f  their time just with 
members o f  their own sex. In such societies there is seldom the imma
turity and confusion o f  sexual identity which prevails amongst us. For 
a man to spend much o f  his time with other men allows him to free 
himself from his infantile dependence on his mother which he otherwise 
might neurotically transpose onto other women. Similarly, away from 
overfrequent contact with men, the immature woman can overcome any 
desperate need for male attention.

The single-sex situation gives the immature adult space within which to 
grow up. Its fundamental benefit is no less applicable to those who have 
established a measure o f healthy psychological independence. The fully 
developed individual combines within himself both masculine and 
feminine psychological and spiritual qualities. He is both assertive and 
nurturant, active and receptive; he has developed both his rational and his 
emotional sides. He is, psychologically and spiritually, androgynous: he 
will be strong, confident, and able to lead and take initiative, and yet 
he will be compliant, loving, and able to learn and listen. Apart from 
individuals o f  the opposite sex, it is far easier for him to experience and 
develop both poles o f his nature, the masculine and the feminine.

Watching a barnyard quickly reveals that in animals biological gender 
gives rise to quite different characteristic behaviour. The cock lords it 
over his muddy domain, strutting and crowing, ‘cock-sure* in D. H  
Lawrence’s phrase, whilst the hens, ‘hen-sure’, cluck with contented 
triumph over their new-laid eggs. Naturally, with humans the position is 
by no means so clearcut. Nevertheless, biological maleness and femaleness
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do give rise to characteristically masculine or feminine psychological 
characteristics. Where humans are concerned there is not an absolute 
differentiation but a continuum, with most men somewhere towards the 
masculine end of the spectrum and most women somewhere towards 
the feminine. Both men and women must, if  they are to be real individ
uals, develop within themselves both the masculine-aggressive and the 
feminine-nurturant qualities. Each does possess both characteristics latent 
within, yet each tends to experience only that which is connected with his 
or her biological gender. When men and women are with members of the 
opposite sex this tendency is reinforced. They tend to polarise, to experi
ence their own basic characteristic more strongly and to see the other 
embodied in the opposite sex. In this way the latent underdeveloped 
quality is not brought into play. When simply with members o f one’s own 
sex it is far easier—though it is not an inevitable occurrence—to experience 
and realise both qualities within one in the absence o f any opportunity to 
project and polarise. Most people’s experience o f single-sex activities is 
that it is far easier to be oneself in a deeper and more relaxed way. Those 
who choose to live and work in that way do so because they have found it 
to be the best way for them to live.

The more masculine and the more feminine — usually, though by no 
means always, coinciding with biological maleness and femaleness — have 
quite different needs as far as their development is concerned. They both 
need, in the first instance, to be what by psychological nature they are: if 
masculine then to take initiative and to exercise their healthy aggression; 
if feminine, then to help and to serve. Care should be taken not to deny 
that basic characteristic. Weak and woolly men and strident, willful 
women have not transcended sexual difference; they have merely evaded 
it. Healthy functioning in accordance w ith one’s pre-existing character
istic allows the opposite pole to be developed to form a harmonious, 
androgynous, whole.

The single-sex retreats and communities offer the deepest and most 
direct communication, yet communication is worked upon in every 
aspect of the FWBO. It is this atmosphere o f communication which 
continuously stretches everyone. Each is constantly exposed to stimu
lation and challenge, new directions and possibilities. In the normal course 
of life, as one gets older one settles down into a secure and comfortable 
routine which cushions one against surprise. Growing old, here, is a kind 
of atrophy and affords no real growth. The effect o f the spiritual com
munity is that o f ‘permanent revolution’; never do one’s spiritual friends 
allow one to settle dow n. Always one is forced to face up to oneself, 
always to look beyond one’s present experience o f oneself. The effect, 
then, of communication is o f  continuous expansion beyond the narrow 
limits of what one now  is. In this sense, communication is spiritual
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growth. The more one can reach other people, the more 
beyond the tight circle o f  one’s own self-concern. One becomL^ 1  
and less rigidly attached to oneself. Ultimately, if com m un i^ j^  1  
pursued far enough and deeply enough one will completely transcend 1  
the distinction between oneself and others. One will feel as powerful I  
a love and concern for others as one does for one’s own self. It is this fl 
complete transcendence which is Buddhahood, the goal of the Higher I 
Evolution.

The process o f  stretching beyond oneself is particularly experienced in I  
communication with those who are, to some degree, more developed than I 
oneself. When one comes in contact with such individuals, and if on* is open I 
to them, then one shares for a while something o f  their experience. In this 1 
way one’s own perspectives are broadened, one discovers new areas of 1 
one’s own being, and new qualities are awakened in one. It is as though, in 1 
coming in contact with the qualities which one’s friend embodies, those | 
qualities are stimulated in oneself. This is Kalyana Mitrata, or spiritual 
friendship*. Through one’s friendship one is put in contact with a higher I 
level o f  consciousness, which is actualised in one’s friend and latent within 
oneself.

The principle o f Kalyana Mitrata cannot be translated into an ecclesi
astical hierarchy. One must discover through one’s own experience w 
has developed in ways that one has not done oneself. Yet once one 
found such friends and if  one is able to open oneself up to them they 
are o f  inestimable value. Far better than words, practices, or symbols 
they offer a living reflection, however pale, however imperfect, o f the 
Ideal.

Kalyana Mitrata can be experienced from one’s spiritual contempor
aries* who have, perhaps, developed aspects o f  themselves which one has 
not and might be correspondingly deficient in other areas where one is 
oneself strong. More characteristically, Kalyana Mitrata is experienced 
between a mitra and a senior Order member who is able through his 
concern and interest in the mitra to stretch him beyond himself. The 
Ven. Sangharakshita’s position in the Movement is that o f  Kalyana Mitra, 
Spiritual Friend, par excellence. It is his personal communication with 
Order members and others which is the principal source o f  inspiration. 
N o  cult o f  personality attaches to him or anyone within the FWBO and 
there are no claims made as to anyone’s spiritual attainment: in fact, such 
claims are considered in Buddhist tradition to be ‘spiritual bad manners" 
and are almost certainly a sign o f non-attainment. Yet most people who 
have met the Ven. Sangharakshita, read his books, or listened to his 
lectures readily acknowledge that they have much to learn from him H  * 
influence ever and again opens up new vistas, shakes up the staid H 
settled, sets new heights to be aspired to. aiKl
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Communication, friendship, and Kalyana Mitrata are the lifeblood of 
the FWBO. It is only to the extent that they are present that it can truly be 
said to be a Spiritual Movement.


