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PART ONE

The Sacred Ground of Friendship

There is a kind of friendship most of us have touched at least

once in life. A moment of unexpected honesty from someone

we trusted. A silence shared with another person in which we

felt, without any words, completely known. These moments

are easy to miss. But the great wisdom traditions of the world

have noticed them, held them carefully, and said: this matters.

This is among the most sacred things a human life can

contain.

An Open Heart

The Sanskrit word maitri points toward the natural warmth of
an open heart. Not warmth earned or calculated. Simply the
friendliness that arises when fear is gently set aside.

The Buddhist tradition places this quality among the four divine
abodes of the heart. It does not need to be constructed. It is
already there, beneath the noise and the habit and the hurt.

Friendship, in this understanding, is not something we build. It is
something we uncover.
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When a Friend Tells the Truth

In the Mahabharata, on the eve of a great battle, the warrior
Arjuna lays down his bow. He is paralysed, not by cowardice, but
by love. He cannot see clearly. He weeps.

His friend Krishna does not rush to comfort him. He sits with
him in the darkness and speaks the truth, slowly, with immense
care.

What Krishna offers is not relief. It is clarity. And clarity, the
tradition tells us, is the deepest kindness.

This is what genuine friendship asks. Not agreement. Not
flattery. But the quiet, loving willingness to say what is true,
because we care more about the other person’s freedom than
their momentary comfort.

The Whole of the Holy Life

The Buddha was once asked whether good friendship might be
half of the spiritual life. He replied: say not so. Noble friendship
is the whole of the holy life.

Not half. The whole.

The noble friend, the kalyana mitra, is someone in whose
company you naturally become more awake, more honest, more
fully yourself. Not through instruction. Through presence.
Through being loved by someone who sees you clearly, without
illusion and without judgment.
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Seek out those in whose company you grow toward the light.
And be, as much as you are able, that kind of friend to others.

Another Self

Aristotle noticed that most friendships rest on something that
can change: usefulness, pleasure, habit. When these fade, the
friendship often fades with them.

The friendship he most valued was something rarer. Two people
who genuinely recognise the goodness in one another. Not the
surface, but something real and deep. This friendship is slow to
grow. It requires honesty, time, and the willingness to truly
know and be known.

He called this friend another self. Not because they are the same
as you. But because in their presence, something of your own
deepest nature is gently reflected back.

God is Friendship

In the 12th century, a Cistercian monk named Aelred of Rievaulx
wrote a small book about friendship. It contains one of the most
quietly astonishing sentences in all of Christian writing.

God is friendship.

Not that God blesses friendship. But that when two people meet
in genuine love, without masks, without need for the other to be
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different from what they are, what arises in that space is the
living presence of the divine itself.

Something vast and quiet opens. Something every heart
recognises, even when it has no name for it.

The Ache of Love

Rumi knew that real friendship is not comfortable. It undoes
you. It asks you to release your grip on the small defended
version of yourself.

The friend who truly loves you does not leave you comfortable
in your smallness. Simply by seeing you as you most deeply are,
they call you forward.

This is the gift and the cost of genuine friendship. It does not let
you stay less than yourself.

The Soul Friend

From the old Gaelic tradition of Scotland and Ireland comes the
anam cara, the soul friend. This is not a casual companionship. It
is something older and deeper, rooted in the Celtic
understanding that the soul is not sealed inside the self but is, by
its very nature, oriented toward another.

The anam cara is the one to whom you can bring the
undefended interior of your life. Not the capable face you show
the world. The actual interior: its fears, its longings, its tender
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uncertainties, the grief you have not spoken, the love you have
not yet found words for. And in that bringing, you find not
judgment but recognition. You find that you are truly seen.

John O’Donohue, who recovered this tradition for modern
readers with such gentleness and depth, wrote that in the
presence of the anam cara the usual boundaries of the self begin
to soften. The ancient Celts understood that this meeting of
souls was not merely human warmth. It was a sacred event. Two
people, meeting without armour, became for one another a
threshold. A place where something eternal quietly entered the
ordinary world.

The loneliness that no amount of company can touch is, in the
presence of the anam cara, gently and without drama, healed.

What Remains

Every tradition we have touched arrives at the same place.
Genuine friendship is built on honesty without cruelty. On
presence that does not flee. On seeing the other as they truly
are, and staying.

It is rare. It asks much. But when it comes, something happens
that cannot be explained in ordinary terms.

The boundaries between self and other become transparent.
What looks back at you through the eyes of the friend is not a
stranger. It is the very light by which you yourself see.
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The Ground

In Kashmir Shaivism, the recognition of the other as a
movement of the same consciousness that underlies your own
experience is called Pratyabhijna. Recognition. It is not a
philosophy. It is an event. Something moves in the heart. The
veil of separateness thins.

Hridaya, the heart at the centre of this tradition, is not located in
the body. It is the open luminous ground in which all experience
arises, and in which all genuine meeting takes place.

The kalyana mitra. The anam cara. The friend of virtue. The
sakha. These are all names for the same mystery.

The friend who sees the divine in you before you can see it in
yourself. Whose love is not a possession but a mirror of
something infinite. In whose presence the ordinary sense of
being separate and alone begins, quietly, to dissolve.

What remains is not emptiness. It is fullness. The warm
luminous ground the traditions have always called love, prior to
any name, prior to any form, the source from which all genuine
meeting flows.
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PART TWO

When Friendship Changes

There is a sorrow that many of us carry in our hearts. Not the

sorrow of losing a lover. Not the grief of bereavement.

Something less often spoken of, though no less real. The

friend who no longer calls. The conversation that became

silence. The misunderstanding that was never repaired. The

person who once knew the landscape of your life and now

walks elsewhere. Few experiences are more common. Few are

more difficult to understand. When friendship changes, we

search for someone to blame. Ourselves. The other person.

Circumstances. Yet the wisdom traditions suggest a different

possibility. Perhaps friendship is not measured by whether it

lasts. Perhaps it is measured by what it reveals.

The Buddha taught that all conditioned things are impermanent.
We accept this when it comes to seasons, careers, even our own
bodies. Yet when friendship changes, we are surprised. We
imagine that what was meaningful should remain as it was. But
life does not move in that way. Some friendships accompany
childhood. Others belong to a particular season, a particular
version of ourselves. The friendship fades, yet what was shared
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remains woven into who we have become. Impermanence does
not make a friendship less valuable. It makes it precious. Not all
friendships fade gently. Sometimes there is conflict. A trust is
broken. Words are spoken that cannot be withdrawn. In such
moments we discover that friendship asks more of us than
affection. It asks honesty. It asks courage. And sometimes it asks
us to acknowledge, without bitterness, that two people have
grown in directions that can no longer meet. Love does not
guarantee agreement. Friendship does not guarantee
permanence.

Often the greatest disappointment is not with the friend
themselves, but with the image we created of them. Aristotle
observed that genuine friendship requires seeing another
person as they truly are. Not as we wish them to be. We carry
expectations, hopes, unspoken agreements. We ask others to
occupy a place in our lives that perhaps they were never able to
occupy. When reality arrives, we call it betrayal. Sometimes it is.
Sometimes it is simply seeing clearly for the first time. Both
deserve our compassion. The Sufi poets spoke of separation as a
teacher. Not because separation is pleasant. Because it reveals
what we were holding onto. We begin to see the difference
between love and possession. Love wishes the good of the other.
Possession wishes the other to remain exactly as they are, for
our sake. The two can look identical from the inside. Loss is
often how we learn to tell them apart.
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Forgiveness is not the erasure of what happened. It is not the
pretence that all is well. It is simply the gradual releasing of the
grip. The slow willingness to let the wound stop being the final
word. The heart can soften. The resentment, if we are patient
with ourselves, can lose its hardness. What remains is not always
reconciliation. Sometimes it is simply peace. And peace, too, is a
form of grace. The Celtic tradition speaks of the anam cara as
one of the great gifts a life can hold. Yet even the soul friend
cannot walk every path beside us. There are journeys that must
be made alone. The friend who once stood at the centre of our
life may, with time, become a tender memory. A candle does not
cease to have given light because it has burned out. The warmth
remains. Something of the friendship continues to live within us,
shaping the way we see, the way we love, the way we meet the
next person who arrives at our door.

Beneath all the changing forms of relationship, beneath affection
and misunderstanding, reunion and separation, there remains
the same luminous ground. The forms change. The ground does
not. The value of a friendship is not measured by its duration. It
is measured by the depth of presence that was shared. By the
honesty that was possible. By the love that appeared, however
briefly, between two people. Nothing genuine is lost. Not only
the love that gathers. But the love that releases. The same
luminous ground, expressing itself in different ways, inviting us,
once again, to recognise what was never truly separate.
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PART THREE

When the Sacred Falls Apart

There is a particular kind of pain that has no easy name. Not

the pain of a friendship that faded. Something sharper.

Something that reaches into places most losses do not touch.

It is the pain of a spiritual friendship that has broken. Two

people who met not merely on the surface of life, but in its

depths. Who recognised in one another something that most

conversations never approach. Who sat together in the

territory of the soul and found a companionship so rare, so

full of light, that it seemed like one of the great gifts a life

could offer. And then it ended. Or worse, it did not end

cleanly. It collapsed. It became something neither person had

imagined possible. If you have known this, you will recognise

what follows.

Most friendships live on the surface of the self. They do not ask
everything of us. We can keep something back. Spiritual
friendship asks for the whole person. The usual masks become
unnecessary. What is shared is interior. Real. Undefended.
Martin Buber called this the I-Thou encounter. Most human
relating is I-It: we engage with others as objects in our world.
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But occasionally something breaks open and genuine meeting
occurs. Two subjects, fully present to one another. In that
meeting, Buber wrote, we catch a glimpse of the eternal Thou.
This is why the ending of a spiritual friendship carries such
weight. It is not merely a person we lose. It is a mode of being. A
way of seeing ourselves and the world that was only possible in
the light of that particular companionship. When spiritual
friendship breaks, a shared world dissolves with it. A shared
language. A shared silence. A shared orientation toward what is
most true. The Indian tradition calls this satsang, the company
of truth. When it is gone, something that was alive between you
is simply gone. Like a room from which the light has been
removed. Not dark exactly. But no longer luminous.

The traditions are not naive about what happens when human
beings meet in sacred space. The closer two people move
toward the light together, the more is illuminated. Including
what lives in the shadow. Jung understood that the spiritual path
does not dissolve the ego. It confronts it. The ego, finding itself
seen and threatened, does not always respond with grace. It
defends. It projects. It reframes its own fear as the other
person’s failing. There is the hunger to be confirmed, to have
one’s depth recognised and validated. When that confirmation is
withheld, what arises is not equanimity but a subtle, sometimes
savage, disappointment. There is the wound of recognition
withdrawn. To have been truly seen and then have that seeing
turn away is a loss so intimate it is difficult to speak of. Rumi
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knew this territory. His friendship with Shams of Tabriz was one
of the most celebrated spiritual companionships in Sufism. It
was also one of the most turbulent. Shams disappeared twice.
Rumi was devastated. What that friendship cost him and what it
gave him were inseparable. The wound and the gift arrived
together.

Sometimes two people who have walked a path together begin
to see differently. What was once shared ground becomes
contested territory. The spiritual path, which promised
liberation from the ego, becomes a vehicle for it. The very
language of awakening is deployed not in service of love but in
service of being right. Dogen warned against the small mind that
mistakes its own understanding for the whole of the dharma.
The Christian mystics called it spiritual pride, and considered it
among the most serious of obstacles on the path. When spiritual
pride enters a friendship, the friend is no longer seen. They are
assessed. Judged. Found wanting. And the irony, which the
traditions all recognise, is that this judgment is itself the falling
away from the very understanding both people claimed to share.
When someone who has seen your soul turns against you, the
pain reaches into the interior of your own practice. You begin to
wonder. Was the connection real? Was what I took to be
recognition simply agreement? Was what I believed to be love
simply need? These questions are not always answerable. And
their unanswerability is part of the suffering. John of the Cross
wrote of the dark night of the soul, the stripping away of all
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consolation, all certainty about one’s own inner life. He
understood it as purification. The dark night of a broken
spiritual friendship can feel similar. Everything that felt solid
becomes uncertain. The very vocabulary of the inner life
becomes tainted by association with the loss.

And yet the traditions are unanimous. The hardening of the
heart, the calcification of resentment, the narrowing of the self
around its wound, is a greater loss than the friendship itself.
Meister Eckhart wrote: the most necessary work is always love.
Not the love that requires the other to have been other than
they were. The love that is the nature of the ground itself, prior
to all the stories we tell about what happened. The broken
spiritual friendship can show us where our spirituality was still,
in part, a performance. Where our love was still, in part,
conditional. This is among the most valuable of discoveries.
Because it points toward what the traditions call the direct path:
the recognition that the ground we were seeking in another was
never located there. It was here. It is here. It has always been
here. Tat tvam asi. That thou art. The luminous ground you were
reaching toward in the most beautiful moments of your spiritual
friendship is your own nature. The friendship was, at its best, a
finger pointing at the moon. The moon remains. Love has the
final word. Not the love that required the friendship to last. But
the love that is the nature of awareness itself. The love that
Dante glimpsed as the force that moves the sun and the other
stars. The love that was present before the friendship began and
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remains present now that it has changed. The window may have
closed. But the light that shone through it has no source that
can be taken from you. It is what you are. It is what the friend
was. It is what remains. Always, and without exception, it is love.
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PART FOUR

Meeting Again

There comes a moment after every great loss when life asks a

question. Not immediately. At first there is only grief. The

effort of carrying what has happened. The strange work of

moving through ordinary days while something interior has

fundamentally changed. But eventually a question appears.

Will you love again? Will you allow yourself once more to be

known? Will you trust another person with the undefended

interior of your life? Will you risk recognition? After a spiritual

friendship has broken, the temptation is understandable. We

build careful walls around the places that once stood open.

We tell ourselves we have become wiser. More careful about

where we place our trust. And sometimes we have. But

wisdom and self-protection are not the same thing. The heart

can become so determined never to be wounded again that it

forgets how to meet.

There is a kind of safety that is also a kind of death. When the
heart closes after loss, it does so with the best of intentions. But
the walled garden, however beautiful within its own borders, is
no longer in relationship with the living world. Nothing new can
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enter. The very self-sufficiency that feels like protection
becomes, over time, a quiet desolation. Pema Chodron writes of
the genuine heart of sadness, the rawness that remains when all
our defences are worn away. She counsels us to let it be the very
place from which we meet the world. Tenderness is not a
vulnerability to be overcome. It is the ground of genuine
compassion. The broken-open heart is not a damaged heart. It is
a heart that has become large enough to hold more than it could
before. The Buddha did not teach withdrawal from relationship.
He taught freedom within relationship. What remains when
grasping and fear fall away is not indifference. It is a love so
spacious it can hold loss without contracting. Rumi writes that
the wound is the place where the light enters. Not despite the
breaking. Through it. The heart that has never been broken open
is still, in some essential way, closed. John O’Donohue wrote that
the human soul is never finished. Every loss, every grief, is also a
threshold. An invitation to become more fully what we already
are at the deepest level. The invitation is always the same. Do
not close.

The return to openness after loss is not a single decision. It is a
slow, patient movement. A gradual willingness to let the world
back in. To allow the possibility that another person might arrive
who is worth knowing. This is not naivety. It is courage. Not the
courage of certainty. The courage of participation. The
willingness to step once more into the living stream of
relationship, knowing that everything changes, knowing that
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loss is possible, knowing that no human meeting can be held
forever. And still saying yes. Teilhard de Chardin wrote that love
is the affinity which links and draws together the elements of
the world. To withdraw from love is not merely a personal
choice. It is a withdrawal from the current of life itself. The
friend who arrives after loss will not be the same as the friend
who was lost. Nor should they be. Life does not repeat itself. It
unfolds. The one who comes now comes to meet not the person
you were before the loss, but the person you have become
through it. More humble perhaps. Less quick to assume that
shared language is the same as shared understanding. More
willing to let a friendship find its own shape. More able to simply
sit with another person without needing the meeting to be
anything other than what it is. Loss, when it is met rather than
avoided, teaches us to hold what we love more lightly. More
gratefully. With the kind of love that can receive without
grasping and release without bitterness. This is the love that
genuine friendship requires. And it is often loss that teaches it to
us.

Genuine meeting often arrives unannounced. A conversation
that takes an unexpected depth. A shared silence that feels
strangely familiar. A moment in which another person says
something that reaches past the surface of your life and touches
something real. You do not always know, in these moments, that
a friendship has begun. But something in you recognises it.
Pratyabhijna. Recognition. Not of the person’s biography or



21

beliefs. Recognition of the quality of presence that moves
through them. The same luminous ground, wearing a different
face, arriving again. After everything a broken spiritual
friendship can take from us, something remains that it cannot
touch. The capacity to love. Not the capacity to love this
particular person. But the love itself, the fundamental
orientation of the heart toward what is true and real in another.
This was not given to us by the friendship. It was not taken from
us when the friendship ended. It is what we are. Dilgo Khyentse
Rinpoche said: the nature of mind is like the sky. Clouds arise
and dissolve. Storms come and pass. The sky is not damaged by
what moves through it. It remains, always, open. The friendships
that have broken were clouds. Magnificent, sometimes, in their
formations. Terrible, sometimes, in their storms. But the sky in
which they arose is untouched. You are the sky.

You return to friendship not as the person who had not yet been
hurt. You return as the person who has been hurt and has not
closed. Who has grieved and has not hardened. Who has lost and
has discovered that the capacity for love remains. To have
known loss. To have sat in the darkness of it. To have waited,
patiently, in the not-knowing. And then, when life offers its hand
again, to reach out and take it. Not because the outcome is
guaranteed. Not because the heart is no longer tender. But
because love is what you are. And love does not ultimately
contract. It opens. Again and again and again. The light was
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never in the window. The light is what you are. And it has never,
not even for a single moment, gone out.



With love,

Hosshin

H E A R T M I N D . O R G . U K


