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In reflecting on the question of spiritual friendship or kalyanamitra in the Buddhist 

tradition, as a philosopher, I was inevitably reminded of series of thinkers who had explored just 

the theme (Sanford, 2021). One of these is Epicureanism, which was cultivated and propagated 

in communities of friends who dwelled together and engaged philosophy in the garden 

(Nussbaum, 1994). I am reminded of Epicurus’ words and goal of such endeavour, “empty is the 

philosopher’s argument by which no human suffering is therapeutically treated,” explored in 

Nussbaum’s (1994) text The Therapy of Desire. In fact, the Epicurean school existing around 300 

BC, aimed to alleviate such suffering by directing itself at what were deemed unnatural and 

unnecessary desires, desires that then would destabilize the soul, disturbing what the Epicureans 

were aiming to cultivate, ataraxia or inner tranquility (Nussbaum, 1994). Cultivating such 

ataraxis amongst friends was the core of Epicureanism, and it was predominantly to be 

accomplished through quenching fears, particularly the fear of death (Nussbaum, 1994). Though 

in her chapter on spiritual friendship in Kalyanamitra: A Model for Buddhist Spiritual Care, 

Sanford (2021) makes the claim that the Buddhist concepts is unlike any other, I cannot help but 

make parallels in the aims of the two schools, despite their apparent divergent conceptualization 

in method to arrive at such inner ease. The first subsection of this paper will hence seek to 

elucidate what spiritual friendship or kalyanamitra is fundamentally aiming at.  

In exploring kalyanamitra I am also foremost thrown into reflections, remembrances, and 

a sense of deep gratitude for the way in which what I comprehend to be spiritual friendship has 

formed me as a person. Though Buddhist awakening, as Wallis (2007) point out in outlining the 

life of the Buddha on the way to nibbana, appears to be a solitary endeavour—sitting in the 

forest under a tree surely appears lonesome for those who do not recognize that our teachers are 

everywhere, in every sphere of sentient life—as Sanford (2021) emphasizes by relying on the 
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Samyutta Nikaya, friendship, connection, relationship, is central to it. Indeed, much of the first 

half of Sanford’s (2021) key chapter and review of Pali Canon literature, focuses on the notion 

that the spiritual cultivation of the Buddhist practitioner and their potential awakening 

necessitates a community of friends that provide the impetus, but also refuge, on the way toward 

personal expansion and growth. This makes sense, even if one does not adopt the entirety of 

Buddhist instruction as to who our spiritual friends are to do so. What is inquisitive about this 

premise, however, is that because pratityasamutpada or interdependent arising is vital to 

Buddhism and the core of friendship, we are propelled to ask how the Buddha sitting alone with 

his breath with no spiritual friend in sight could have possibly arrived at such wisdom (Wallis, 

2007). As Wallis (2007) conveys in his Basic Teachings of the Buddha, despite the Buddha’s aim 

to humanize the process of expanding one’s wisdom and such wisdom as not reflecting some 

enduring self or ego to which it can be attributed, there is a tendency in Buddhism toward 

highlighting the uniqueness of the Buddha as the originator of such wisdom. As such, reorienting 

the Buddhist endeavour toward the importance of kalyanamitra as Sanford (2021) aims to do, is 

not only relevant to comprehending how wisdom arises, but also how we as spiritual care 

providers and psychotherapists might utilize its central percepts in relationship with care-seekers. 

The second part of this short paper expands on how kalyanamitra can inform practice. 

What is kalyanamitra? 

  As Sandford (2021) notes, kalyanamitra translates into spiritual friend or more simply 

“good” friend. I have briefly outlined how this concept is formulated in her text. Most people 

seem to be able to recognize who a good friend is and perhaps cultivate discernment of a harmful 

one, but what friendship is as such is more difficult to define (Sanford, 2021). Conditioned by 

the added spiritual, you then have an even more intriguing, tangled, concept that points to 
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friendship as a way of being-with that proximally shapes our personhood, worldview, and 

meaning-making (Nancy, 1993). If I were to articulate what constitutes a spiritual friendship, I 

would begin by saying that it is someone or something who offers the gift of enlivening 

immersion into immediacy, thereby expanding our capacity to become aware of what is already 

always there in our field of experiencing. In this sense, anything can be a spiritual friend, water, 

trees, mountains, and animals, including our invaluable sentient companions; for me, they are the 

ultimate teachers in relationship with which one acquires indispensable wisdom.     

 The figure of the Bodhisattva, particularly as explored in Shantideva’s (2006) The Way of 

the Bodhisattva, interested me some eight years ago, as bodhisattvas are those who aim at the 

liberation of all sentient beings (Sanford, 2021). How could this other-oriented aim exist without 

an appreciation of interdependent arising, which, for me, is in a sense identical to kalyanamitra 

when one no longer perceives it as a human endeavour, but something extended to the world of 

sentient beings. As such, kalyanamitra can be an attitude, an approach, a disposition, toward 

otherness, embracing the spirit of the bodhisattva, which is where Sanford’s (2021) exposition of 

the concept inevitably ends up. As Sanford (2021) notes, because pratityasamutpada is at the 

core of spiritual friendship, implying that it signifies a kind of dissolution of the self in 

relationship to the other, it is important to reflect upon limitations and boundaries. I interpret that 

interbeing as mutuality does not mean blending into an indiscernible oneness from which 

sentient beings or forms do not arise as such (Sanford, 2021). This would mean destruction. 

Indeed, doing so would imply a negation of kalyanamitra itself, a violation of acting in the 

benefit of another’s liberation (Sanford, 2021). It is important then to emphasize that 

kalyanamitra itself appears to nullify negative power dynamics over another with respect to 

which one clings to self-aggrandizement, spiritual superiority, and thanklessness. Knowing one’s 
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limitation is then surely important to cultivating ethical relations, but I would claim it is assumed 

power over another that is at the core of violations of kalyanamitra (Sanford, 2021). 

How can kalyanamitra inform practice? 

In line with The Three Prajnas or wisdoms framework traced in her text, Sanford (2021) 

explores how wisdoms of listening, contemplating, and practicing are evident in spiritual 

friendship as the highest Buddhist accomplishment, as well as how they are applied in the 

context of care work. It is evident that what distinguishes other stages of Buddhist development 

in Sanford’s (2021) text from spiritual friendship, is that in practicing the latter, the self recedes 

while the other or care-seeker is given primacy. This is displayed when Sanford (2021) writes 

that in listening, the practitioner “listens for the sake of the other […] awareness of one’s 

responses remains, but one’s sense of self fades into the background or, in some instances, 

disappears altogether into a selfless awareness” (p. 135). The second prajna, that of 

contemplation in cultivating kalyanamitra with care-seekers, being contemplation, is focused on 

mindfully, compassionately, and nonjudgmentally engaging the other in a dialogue that aims to 

diminish or cease their distress (Sanford, 2021). The third prajna dealing with practice is 

founded on the core percept of interdependent arising and thereby oriented around the mutual 

spiritual expansion, awakening, and liberation of both other and self (Sanford, 2021).  

 As Sanford (2021) emphasizes, it is apparent that caretakers, particularly within Buddhist 

tradition, who are rooted in the Dharma, have cultivated letting go of grasping onto the self and 

defensiveness in relationship, and have developed a community consisting of supportive, 

spiritually vigilant, friendships, are more prepared to practice kalyanamitra. Though therapy is 

not the same as chaplaincy, insofar as the self-other therapeutic relationship is significant, if not 

the most important aspect of the healing process, kalyanamitra is similarly instructive.  
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Psychotherapeutic models do not only provide treatments avenues but involve 

consideration about how the self of the therapist informs the therapeutic process, and how 

therapy, as a relational process, can itself be reparative for the client (Ogden et al., 2006). In 

considering this question, similarly to Sanford (2021), I have noted that being-there for the other 

requires the generosity of emptying the self of egoic-involvements, so that one becomes present 

for the sake of the other, a sort of emphatically attuned sensor, and open to courageously 

exploring, observing, noticing, the hitherto unknown that relationally unfolds. As Sanford (2021) 

highlights, in the Western therapeutic context we do not refer to such interactions as friendships, 

as friendship denotes forms of intimacy, reciprocity, and range of involvements, not present in 

the therapeutic relationship. However, the fundamental ethical spirit of interdependent arising 

perceived at the core of kalyanamitra serves as a guide, accomplished to varying degrees in each 

encounter, on the path to healing suffering (Sanford, 2021).  

Conclusion 

In this short paper I have discussed kalyanamitra as an important concept within 

Buddhism. Though I am intrigued by Sanford’s (2021) diligent consideration of spiritual 

friendship and its role in Buddhist chaplaincy, I have also given a rendition of it from within the 

Buddhist framework as possibly being a kind of attitude or disposition. Touching briefly on the 

role of bodhisattvas I hope to have expanded the concept to pertain to our relationship with all 

sentient beings. As such, kalyanamitra need not merely be practiced in chaplaincy nor 

psychotherapy but can involve an aspirational and ethical being-in-the-world, with all the 

difficulties this might imply. The premise of for-the-benefit of others, nevertheless, appears to be 

a key rationale for entering a care profession and in this sense, the ethical disposition of 

kalyanamitra, which is to ease the other of dis-ease, abides across contexts (Sanford, 2023).  
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