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Foreword
All those who labour in Elijah’s field do so as a labour of love. This time, however, love is 
not only the motivating power, but also the subject of reflection, as we consider how each of 
our traditions explores friendship across religions. The impetus for this project grows out of 
our experience of interreligious friendship, with theory following praxis. Over many years of 
collaborating together, our think tank has developed bonds of friendship. The same is true for 
the Ellijah Board of World Religious Leaders, whom we serve in our common reflections. It 
was time to make interreligious friendship visible, conscious and the focus of our collaborative 
reflections.
In these essays we seek to identify what are the  grounds upon which each of our religions can 
offer a theory, or theology, of interreligious friendship. There is something novel in this theme, 
even if there are precedents for interreligious friendship in our collective histories. Reflecting 
upon the theme and making it the subject of common exploration is certainly a sign of our 
times. 
This is the fifth project undertaken by our think tank, but the first that was explored without 
in-person meeting to prepare our work. Lacking the financial means to bring our team together, 
we relied on longstanding relationships and the harmonious collaboration that has developed 
over several years as sufficient for our collaboration. I believe the project has been successful, 
despite the fact that we were not able to meet in person, and this too is a testimony to the power 
of interfaith friendship and collaboration. 
In addition to the authors featured in this collection, thanks are due to other members of our 
group, who read draft after draft of the papers, offering constructive criticism and challenging 
our authors to always take their ideas one step further. Thanks are due to Vanessa Sasson, Awet 
Andemicael, Kurt Schreiber, as well as Peta Pellach-Jones of the Elijah team. Stephen Murray 
played an important role in getting manuscripts ready for publications and in helping us in the 
final stages of the project. 
I am grateful for the technical and artistic support of Pacal Carlier, who was in charge of design 
and layout.
Hazel Kahan shared with us her beautiful artwork, made especially for this project. Koudos to 
her. 
A final word of thanks to Miriam Weil, who kept it all together, while we were advancing in 
our thought process.
And a final word of thanks to the co chairs, members of the steering committee and the entire 
Elijah Board of World Religious Leaders. If we did not have you as our intended audience, this 
work would have never taken place. Thank you for engaging our work. 

Alon Goshen-Gottstein
Director
The Elijah Interfaith Institute
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Summary of Essays on 
Interreligious Friendship

Stephen Butler Murray

Understanding Jewish Friendship, 
Extending Friendship Beyond Judaism
Alon Goshen-Gottstein

Alon Goshen-Gottstein explores friendship 
in a Jewish context and how Jewish understandings 
of friendship may be expanded to an interreligious 
context. Goshen-Gottstein begins by examining 
important Jewish sources for wisdom concerning 
friendship.  Several lessons become apparent from 
mining such sources, which are that friendship 
occupies a fairly low position in the overall scale of 
rabbinic values, that friendship is limited in its uses 
because of how it is valued, and the realization that 
rather than being a value to be celebrated on some 
level in and of itself, friendship is instrumentalized 
in favor of governing spiritual values.  Contrasting 
Jewish patterns of thinking with Greek and Christian 
patterns, Goshen-Gottstein articulates that there are 
no Jewish tractates devoted to friendship, nor are 
there extended discussions of friendship and its 
virtues within the commentarial tradition, nor did 
any of the systematic tractates on key philosophical 
issues deal with friendship.  He demonstrates that 
the formative references to friendship seem to have 
thus limited the scope of how the tradition developed 
the notion of friendship.  
 Goshen-Gottstein is mindful to locate 
friendship as a social fact, inseparable from 
the social institutions or realities within which 
friendship is practiced.  Within this context, he 
develops the important concept that friendship is 
governed by a principle of elasticity, by which he 
means that different situations call forth and make 
possible different manifestations of friendship, a 
notion particularly important when considering 
interreligious friendship.  
 He illustrates his claims within the 
presentation of one key text from Mishna Avot, 

following the method of classical Jewish learning in 
tracing the commentarial tradition of key statements. 
The key context wherein friendship is understood 
is Torah study, leading to the juxtaposition of 
teacher and friend. However, the spiritual literature 
of Judaism goes beyond viewing friendship as 
an instrument for Torah study, and understands 
friendship in relation to the divine. Here the basis 
for a theology of friendship is found, in the close 
association of the friend and God. From a review of 
the history of interpretation of this key text, Goshen-
Gottstein moves on to present friendship in the 
thought of Rabbi Kook, where universal friendship 
and love exemplify an ideal life.
 Turning toward interreligious friendships 
specifically, Goshen-Gottstein is mindful that for 
most of its history, Judaism has not enjoyed friendly 
relations with the religious other, meaning that 
the very concept of interreligious friendship may 
need to be constructed, rather than being taken for 
granted or justified through the force of precedent.  
The distinction between Torah-based friendship and 
God-based friendship allows for the development 
of a fuller notion of friendship, extending from the 
more particular community that shares the value 
of Torah to the broader community that shares the 
quest for God.  Goshen-Gottstein suggests that 
the finest teachings on friendship are those that 
go beyond the Torah centered instrumentality of 
friendship and make God the focus and the locus 
of friendship, which he believes makes it possible 
to extend friendship to friends of another religion.  
In seeking a model for interreligious friendship that 
bears the qualities of the spiritual and experiential 
reality of Rav Kook and the practice of universal 
friendship that it allows, Goshen-Gottstein points 
to Abraham Joshua Heschel.  At the same time, 
Goshen-Gottstein is aware that Heschel is a modern, 
his actions and relationships growing out of his 
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embeddedness in tradition, but not making appeal to 
tradition in terms of interreligious friendship 
 Goshen-Gottstein is mindful that 
contemporary interreligious relations go beyond 
adherents to the Abrahamic religions, providing 
opportunities for forming spiritual friendships 
with practitioners of religion who cannot relate to 
theistic notions of God, making a God-centered 
friendship problematic.  He realizes that something 
fundamental may be lacking in friendships that do 
not feature God as the ground of their relationship, 
but does not rule out the possibility that the common 
ground found between two spiritual friends, one 
believing God the other not, may be equally deep.  
Indeed, Goshen-Gottstein maintains that where 
interreligious relations are more than collective 
diplomacy is where the heart is engaged, and 
believes that members of different religions can 
share the wisdom of the heart
 Having established the countours for a Jewish 
theology of interreligious friendship, Goshen-
Gottstein addresses the various challenges, historical 
and scriptural, that could obstruct the practice of 
interreligious friendship. He notes the impossibility 
of cultivating friendship under conditions of 
persecution, forced conversion, repeated expulsion, 
abuse and fear that characterized many moments 
in Jewish life.  Considering the situation on the 
whole, Goshen-Gottstein maintains that Judaism 
seems to only be ready for the kind of interreligious 
friendship that is based on practical collaboration, 
serving the common purposes of daily existence 
of the community and the individual.  Yet, with 
theoretical reflection and education, he believes it 
is possible to cultivate interreligious friendships and 
even the more intimate form of spiritual friendship.  
Indeed, he holds out hope for a higher form of 
interreligious friendship, the experience of those 
individuals who have gone beyond conventional 
relational paradigms, and says that those persons 
clear the path for others.  The ability to cultivate 
friendship with members of other traditions can be 
spiritually transformative and serve as a corrective 
to weaknesses suffered by the tradition. From a 
spiritual perspective, argues Goshen-Gottstein, 
interreligious friendship is not only possible, but is 
recommended.
 Goshen-Gottstein considers legal and 
practical challenges to interreligious friendship, 
as well as the complexities of the modern era for 
the Jewish community.  He maintains that Jews 
are called to walk a path that strikes a balance 
between the needs of Jewish continuity, survival 

and faithfulness and universal love, acceptance 
and friendship

Very Two as Very One: 
A Response to Understanding Jewish Friendship
Meir Sendor

Meir Sendor responds to Alon Goshen-
Gottstein’s paper by fleshing out the implications 
of the interplay of self and other through a rigorous 
phenomenological approach, thereby turning 
some of the obstacles to interreligious friendship 
discussed by Goshen-Gottstein to some advantage.  
While Sendor acknowledges that classic Western 
philosophic analyses of friendship generally assume 
that what draws individuals together is commonality, 
which would seem to disadvantage interreligious 
friendship, he notes a contrasting thread of discourse 
that acknowledges a counter-principle at the heart 
of friendship.  Indeed, Sendor maintains that this 
principle may not merely enable the inclusion of 
interreligious relationships within a broadly defined 
range of friendship, but even raise the possibility that 
a close relationship between members of different 
religious traditions, each committed to their own 
faith, may facilitate the discovery of the authentic 
character of friendship itself.  
 Sendor notes that in Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics that a high degree of similarity may lead 
to competition rather than friendship, and that 
Aristotle goes on to examine the role of similarity 
and dissimilarity in friendship.  Indeed, Aristotle’s 
famous assertion that friendship is, “one soul abiding 
in two bodies” raises similarity rhetorically to the 
level of identity.  Sendor goes on to speak of the 
complexity of the structure of friendship, noting that 
the close friendship of the scholars Rabbi Yochanan 
and Rabbi Shimon bar Lakish was dependent not 
only on a shared passion for the activity of study, but 
coupled with the intellectual and emotional delight 
each took in each other’s differing opinions, their 
otherness.
 Sendor goes on to reference Emerson’s 
claim that friendship requires a “rare mean betwixt 
likeness and unlikeness that piques each with the 
presence of power and of consent in the other party.”  
It is the irreducible otherness of the friend, who yet 
freely enters into the trust of abiding friendship, that 
grants friendship its supreme meaningfulness and 
joy.  Further, authentic friendship honors the self-
aware individuation of the parties, and rests upon 
mature differentiation – a technical psychological 
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term describing an ideal of healthy relationship in 
which each person is secure in their independence 
and thereby able to relate freely to the other as other.  
The bond between high friends cannot be motivated 
by neediness and dependence. Finally, Emerson 
observes that the more mutually differentiated the 
parties are, the greater the opportunity to discover 
their most significant identity, which runs deeper 
than any thematic agreements. He speaks of 
“identity” in the singular, signaling not merely a set 
of commonalities, but what must be an existential 
unity.
 In addition to his meditation on Emerson, 
Sendor references the phenomenological analysis 
of Maurice Blanchot, who agrees with Levinas that 
any attempt to know or categorize the other may, 
in fact, reveal a moment of pure encounter with 
otherness.  Indeed, there is an essential dissymmetry 
in friendship, prior to reciprocity: each must reach 
and take responsibility for the other with a whole 
commitment before there can be reciprocity.  
Derrida further grapples with the question, “How 
strange another can the friend be and still be friend,” 
realizing that inner dynamic of friendship that 
maintains a creative and necessary tension between 
similarity and dissimilarity.  

Sendor articulates that the discovery of an 
inevitable, necessary, even precious dissimilarity 
at the heart of all friendship confirms and provides 
theoretical grounding for the Talmudic exemplum 
of welcoming otherness and difference within 
friendship, very two as very one. This, in turn, raises 
the question of the possibility of extending this model 
to interreligious friendships.  Sendor acknowledges 
Goshen-Gottstein’s analysis concerning the 
Halakhah’s discouragement of interfaith relations, 
the lack of genuine cross-religious relationships 
recorded or memorialized in the Jewish tradition, 
and reluctance to over-idealize a model relationship 
between a Jew and someone of another religious 
tradition.

That said, Sendor argues that there is one 
unusual and exceptional interreligious friendship 
described in the Talmud and midrashic literature, the 
close friendship between the scholar and political 
leader of second century Judea, Rabbi Yehudah ha-
Nasi and the Roman Emperor Antoninus.  In this 
interreligious friendship, there is a robust and healthy 
give-and-take on a range of personal, communal and 
intellectual issues.  However, Sendor notes, this is a 
relationship among elites, an exceptional friendship, 
which makes it not a normative model for everyone.  
Nonetheless, Sendor says, it leaves open the 

possibility that certain unique individuals, secure 
enough in their religious identity, of strong mind 
and open heart, could embrace such a friendship, in 
all its complexity, with the assent of the tradition.  
Authentic friendship welcomes difference and 
distance, thereby enabling the discovery of the other 
as other and all the more so as friend, which lays 
the ground for the possibility of real interreligious 
friendship.

A Christian Perspective on Interfaith Friendship
Miroslav Volf and Ryan McAnnally-Linz

 Writing in an ecumenical and theological 
partnership, Miroslav Volf and Ryan McAnnally-
Linz address the question of interfaith friendships 
not merely as Christian theologians discussing a 
theological issue, but an issue that they acknowledge 
also has personal, social, and spiritual dimensions.  
Among the primary questions that they endeavor 
to address are: Do interfaith friendships put the 
Christians’ faithfulness or theological orthodoxy at 
risk? Do they offer any goods that distinguish them 
from friendships with other Christians? Should 
a Christian try to convert her friends from other 
traditions to her faith? How deep can a friendship 
go if the friends do not share a vision of the ultimate 
end of life?

Volf and McAnnally-Linz are careful to 
define the friendships that they have in mind in 
this discussion, requiring commitment of time, 
extended communication, open communication, 
which are not restricted to a certain facet of life, and 
that are marked by affection.  That said, the authors 
acknowledge that much of the Christian tradition 
has been either explicitly or implicitly skeptical, 
even hostile, toward friendships between Christians 
and members of other faiths.  They suggest that 
this skepticism is connected with the legacy of 
the classical philosophical tradition’s accounts of 
friendship, and in this regard explore the works of 
Aristotle and Cicero, before moving on to Aelred 
of Rievaulx’s dialogue On Spiritual Friendship, 
an example of the centrality of friendship in the 
spiritual life and its importance for the monastic 
vocation, as well as the impact of classical accounts 
of friendship on Christian thought.  Shifting their 
focus to Augustine, who rejects friendship between 
Christian and non-Christians, and even between non-
Christians themselves, the authors claim Augustine 
is representative of a trajectory in Christian thought 
that is, explicitly or implicitly, either hostile to, 
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suspicious of, or dismissive of friendships between 
Christians and non-Christians.

The authors summarize a number of prima 
facie cases within Christianity against supporting 
interfaith friendships, including the problems 
of teleology, difference, evangelism and frank 
speech, 2 John 10-11, and identity.  Noting that 
these potential objections to interfaith friendship 
focus on the classical tradition and the Christian 
reflection that it influenced, the authors then point 
out that there is another stream of sources in the 
Christian scriptures which may nourish Christian 
understandings of friendship.  Three tributaries to 
that stream are important: namely that Abraham is 
described in James 2:23 as a friend of God (whereby 
equality is not a necessary condition of friendship), 
that Jesus is called a friend of publicans and sinners 
(whereby friendship may exist among those who 
differ in virtue and whose lives are not oriented 
toward the same goal), and that Jesus said in John 
15:13 that the greatest love is to give one’s life for 
friends, which was a love that Jesus himself showed 
to all people.

Keeping these three points in mind, the 
authors then speak to the goods that may come from 
interfaith friendship, specifically those goods that 
intra-faith friendships are less suited to produce.  
Volf and McAnnally-Linz maintain that interfaith 
friendships can give us a better, fairer understanding 
of other faiths through interaction with their concrete 
instantiations in the lives of our friends, thereby 
helping to avoid the injustice of prejudice; can lead 
to a clearer and enriched understanding of our own 
faith; and can develop our ability to authentically 
articulate our faith to others.  These goods are made 
manifest by the authors through historical instances 
of interfaith friendships, such as the relationship 
established between Mohandas Gandhi and Charles 
Freer Andrews.
 Noting that their reflections on interfaith 
friendships have practical consequences, the 
authors name four such consequences: (1) Interfaith 
friendships must not ignore the friends’ faiths or 
flatten out the differences between them if they are to 
yield their rich goods; (2) Christian education should 
emphasize personal contact with members of other 
faiths and intentionally create spaces for the sort of 
informal interaction that can foster friendships; (3) 
Christian should welcome both shared projects with 
people of other faiths aimed at provisional goals 
and the friendships that are likely to grow out of 
such projects; and (4) the cultivation of interfaith 
friendships must not be a mere tactic in evangelization.

The Sacramentality of Inter-Religious Friendship
Johann M. Vento

Johann M. Vento offers a response to Miroslav 
Volf’s and Ryan McAnnally-Linz’s treatment of 
inter-religious friendship in Christian perspective, 
highlighting the concept of sacramentality as another 
resource within the Christian tradition beyond the 
biblical and philosophical focus of the previous essay.  
Vento affirms that deep, intimate, spiritual inter-
religious friendships are sacramental: experiences of 
God’s grace which transform, heal, and nurture those 
in the path of holiness.  After defining sacrament and 
sacramentality, she highlights the medieval theology 
of spiritual friendship in Aalred of Rievaulx and 
the contemporary sacramental theology of Bernard 
Cooke, with his use of friendship as a primary 
metaphor for sacrament.  
 In the Christian tradition, sacraments are 
understood both as specific liturgical celebrations 
which are understood by the Church as being means 
of grace, as well as the more general concept of 
sacramentality, which describes the capacity of all 
created material reality to mediate God’s grace.  
This grace is understood to be God’s gift of Self 
to creation through a relationality mediated by the 
Christian God’s Trinitarian character as Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit, relating to the world through 
creation, redemption, and ongoing sanctification.  
Broadly understood, the sacraments as liturgical 
ritual celebrations draw Christians into the life of the 
Trinity.  However, in the Roman Catholic tradition 
specifically, there are four levels of sacramentality: 
creation, incarnation, the church, and liturgical 
celebrations.  The principle of sacramentality 
highlights the embodiedness of the spiritual life, 
affirming that human beings live in a spiritual life, 
experiencing the presence and self-gift of God, only 
by means of the mediation of material reality.  That 
said, certain strands of Christianity, especially those 
nurtured by monastic culture and the spiritualities of 
St. Francis of Assisi and St. Ignatius of Loyola, have 
emphasized “finding God in all things,” a notion that 
other Christian traditions refute by emphasizing the 
limitations and tendencies toward sinfulness of the 
world and human culture.    
 Vento sees parallels between Volf and 
McAnnally-Linz’s concerns that some Christians 
may discourage inter-religious friendship for fear 
that it might dilute or endanger Christian faith with 
Aalred of Rievaulx’s defense of friendship against 
a backdrop of monastic norms that discouraged 
“particular friendships” as dangerous to the spiritual 
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life, detracting from the love of God.  Aalred 
countered that friendship is essential to spiritual life, 
for it is through friendship that one might experience 
love of God, and thereby, friendship has a sacramental 
character by which spiritual friends experience grace 
through the presence of Christ.  Aalred goes on to 
claim that the experience of spiritual friendship is 
a foretaste of the complete and perfect experience 
of love and joy that awaits the Christian in eternal 
life, for through the love of spiritual friendship, 
one experiences the love and presence of God in 
the present.  In fact, there is a circular relationship 
among love of friend and love of God whereby the 
spiritual friendship becomes a vehicle for God’s 
communication of Self to humanity.  With a nod to 
McAnnally-Linz and Volf, Vento confirms that for 
Aalred, Christ was the third person in a spiritual 
friendship.  Noting that Aalred was writing from the 
context of a Christian monastery in the 12th century, 
Vento nonetheless believes that Aalred’s reflections 
on spiritual friendship may be a rich resource 
from the Christian tradition for constructing a 
contemporary Christian theology of inter-religious 
friendship as sacrament.  She does not believe 
that the sacramental experience of friendship is 
diminished in an inter-religious friendship if the one 
who is not a Christian understands this friendship 
and its relation to the divine differently.
 Vento then turns to the contemporary 
Roman Catholic theologian Bernard Cooke, who 
develops his sacramental theology using friendship 
as the centerpiece of his reflection, focusing 
untraditionally at first not on baptism and Eucharist, 
but on the sacrament of marriage.  Cooke speaks 
of the sacramental quality of human friendship, 
which due to its deeply personal nature has a 
privileged status as a foundational and indispensible 
experience of God.  As human life itself is created 
in the image and likeness of God, human friendship 
teaches us to trust, which amidst the brokenness of 
the world opens avenues once again to trusting God.  
Friendship nurtures our personal growth in maturity, 
responsibility, and faith, allows us to create human 
communities which in turn allow humans to more 
fully understand God’s relationality to humanity.  
Cooke goes so far as to claim that friendship does 
not serve merely as a metaphor for God’s love for 
humanity, but that humans and their relationships are 
a “word” that is constantly being created by God by 
which God is made present to humanity, revealing 
divine self-hood through the sacramentality of our 
human experience with one another, revealing our 
humanity while revealing God.

 At the close of her response, Vento draws 
together these insights from sacramental theology 
and the sacramentality of friendship together with key 
ideas about the nature of inter-religious friendship.  
Understanding that inter-religious friendship is a 
very specific form of friendship characterized by 
sharing of faith, which means sharing in each other’s 
liturgy and rituals, entering into deep conversations 
about the reality of each other’s faith and practice 
with openness and trust, the foundation of inter-
religious friendships is mutual participation in an 
intentional spiritual path, keeping the divine life ever 
in focus.  Such sacramental friendships, mysterious 
and profound, are characterized by challenge, work, 
personal growth, enlivening faith, sweetness, joy, and 
an ever-deepening experience of God explicitly felt 
and understood as such.  By thinking of such inter-
religious friendships as sacramental, it is possible 
to shift those boundaries and alienating differences 
toward becoming sites of bonding, love, and trust.  
Vento argues that inter-religious friendships are, 
for the participants themselves and potentially for 
their faith communities, powerful sacramental 
signs and transformative experiences of God, who 
transcend all of our boundaries and heals all forms 
of alienation.  Indeed, in the body of inter-religious 
friendship, a word of God may be experienced in a 
unique and profound way.

Toward a Muslim Theology 
of Inter-Religious Friendship
Timothy J. Gianotti

Timothy J. Gianotti attempts to formulate a 
faithful and intellectually honest Muslim framework 
for building friendships between individuals 
of different faith traditions, beginning with the 
Qur’ānically-identified traditions of Judaism 
and Christianity and expanding beyond them to 
include other faith traditions, a topic that gives rise 
to controversy and strong opposition within the 
Muslim community.  
 After giving two accounts of personal 
experiences of inter-religious friendship, Gianotti 
explores the understanding of friendship within the 
Qur’ānic and prophetic foundations, specifically 
seeing friendship as “brotherhood” or fellowship.  
In this regard, Gianotti explains that the bond of 
belief, containing a shared sense of ultimate concern 
or ultimate purpose, teleology, is Qur’ānically 
understood to be the most meaningful foundation 
of friendship. This concept of brotherly or sisterly 
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friendship does not always mean easy agreement, 
for love, mutual concern, and truthfulness require 
mutual interrogation and challenge.  Central to 
this discussion is that belief factors centrally in the 
traditional Islamic formulation of friendship.  

Given this, Gianotti explores the possibility 
of a friendship that involves sincerity, truthfulness, 
close companionship, love, and support but lacks 
a unity of belief or religious confession.  Riffing 
on the Qur’ānic admission in 5:48 attesting to the 
fact that, just as Muhammad was sent a scripture or 
“book in truth” that confirms and guards the earlier 
books sent to humankind, so too did God give a 
religious code and way of life to each community 
before.  The religious diversity of the human family 
is thus something divinely ordained in order that 
God might “test” each community in the light of 
what God has given each community.  
 Gianotti argues that the Qur’ān speaks 
positively of the foundational scriptures and 
fundamental characters of its sister, Abrahamic 
faiths, and yet it also seems, at times, to rebuke 
some Christians and Jews for turning away from 
the true teachings of their own faith traditions, for 
“selling the signs of God” for a miserable gain in 
the world, against which the Qur’ān warns. (5:44) 
These unfaithful, “sold-out” Jews and Christians 
seem to be the ones targeted for harsh rebuke here, 
the ones who are said to treat Muhammad’s message 
with mockery, “insolence and defiance” (5:68).  
When one takes the entire context into account, then, 
these seem to be the ones who are to be avoided 
as guardians/allies.  As for the faithful Jews and 
Christians, who are grouped with the believers, there 
seems to be no Qur’ānic prohibition preventing the 
Muslims from befriending them and collaborating 
with them.  Thus, the prohibition of building inter-
religious alliances with Jews and Christians cannot 
be taken as a sweeping or general prohibition; rather, 
it clearly pertains to those Jews and Christians who 
are unfaithful to their own traditions and who, in 
addition (possibly as a result), ridicule, mock, and 
oppose the religion of Islam.  Such are the ones who 
receive rebuke here and elsewhere: not for their 
religious uniqueness but rather for their infidelity to 
the unique way of life and religious law they were 
given.  The Qur’ānic phrase, “People of the Book,” 
can therefore be seen primarily as a compound term 
of relation rather than of contrast.
 Gianotti goes further than this, arguing that 
while there is not exactly a Divine call to go out and 
aggressively befriend the peoples of the religions 
of the world, the Qur’ān does clearly make a case 

for building reverent and just relationships with 
people of good will from other faith communities.  
The verb, “relating reverently” or “treating with 
reverence” suggests more than getting along; it 
points to a relationship of the utmost respect, a 
relationship conceived as an extension of one’s 
highest religious principles.  Gianotti asks, “Might, 
then, the interreligious “friend” be my “brother” 
or “sister”?:  If so, then loving for my brother or 
sister what I love for myself would mean wanting 
my interreligious friend to dig deeply into her own 
faith and revelation so that she may have the joyous 
opportunity to discover the treasures God’s mercy 
and wisdom and generosity have hidden there, even 
as I accept her challenge for me to do the same.  The 
interreligious friendship then comes as a call to be 
more authentically religious rather than less.
 Exploring if this argument adheres as well 
to those whose religious identity is not within the 
Abrahamic faiths, Gianotti maintains that if we 
agree that the Qur’ānically-described purpose and 
function of inter-religious friendship is to “test” us 
in what we have been given – i.e., to challenge us to 
more deeply explore and more fully manifest what 
we believe to be the essential teachings and treasures 
of our own faith –  then it seems entirely possible 
for this purpose to be fulfilled as readily within 
Muslim-Buddhist or Muslim-Hindu friendships as 
it is within Muslim-Jewish and Muslim-Christian 
friendships.  More, the Qur’ānic characterization 
of such friendships as a pious competition to do 
good works remains valid for all inter-religious 
friendships, especially between traditions that share 
a transcendent teleology and agree upon the ethical 
principles of universal compassion and justice.  
While political and cultural obstacles may remain, 
this theoretical or theological exploration of the 
Qur’ān and Prophetic traditions finds no reason why 
such friendships cannot or should not be allowed to 
form and flourish.  

However, there are significant obstacles to 
inter-religious friendships, which Gianotti names as 
a xenophobia that springs from historical and cultural 
factors which might outweigh or overshadow 
theological considerations: colonization, occupation, 
and political, economic, and cultural domination by 
western, nominally Christian nations.  Because of 
such factors, many Muslims have sought guidance 
from religious leaders and activists within the more 
traditionalist realm of Islamic political thought, 
leaders such as Ayatullah Khomeini among the 12er 
Shī‘ah community and Sayyid Qutb among the 
ranks of Sunni Salafists and other traditionalists.  
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Their rejection of western hegemony and reassertion 
of a somewhat puritanical Muslim identity has 
tremendous appeal in many parts of the traditionally 
Muslim world, where the West, with its inescapable 
modernizing, secularizing, and globalizing 
influences, is viewed with anger and tremendous 
suspicion.  This, of course, affects Muslim relations 
with Christians and Jews and Hindus and other 
religious communities in their midst, communities 
that are suspected of harboring sympathies with 
the west or, worse, to have “sold out” to western, 
secularist ideals.  These cultural and political factors 
thus make the question of inter-religious friendship a 
complex and controversial one in the contemporary 
world.
 Gianotti emphasizes the importance of a 
sense of shared teleology, even if that supreme 
telos is understood to be an ineffable, transcendent 
truth or good, something eternally beyond (akbar) 
all of us and yet intimately and subtly woven into 
the very fabric of our being and identity as religious 
women and men.  More than any other factor, it is 
that shared sense of transcendence which enables 
inter-religious friendship to exist and makes such 
friendships vital for spurring us on to seek the next 
horizon of awakening.

“Love Speaking to Love”: 
Friendship Across Religious Traditions
Anantanand Rambachan

Anantanand Rambachan writes that one 
encounters another tradition most meaningfully 
through its embodiment in persons who express that 
faith in their way of life and the impact is inevitably 
profound.  In the vision of the Bhagavadgita, one 
who has attained the ideal of friendship transcends 
the dualism of friend and enemy and sees all beings 
with the vision of friendship. Such a person is free 
from hostile attitudes towards others and is described 
as “the same with reference to an enemy and friend, 
and in honor and disgrace.” (Bhagavadgita 12:18).  
The fulfillment of friendship in the Hindu tradition 
is the overcoming of the division of the world into 
friends and enemies, those who are loved and those 
who are hated and despised.  At the heart of the ideal 
of an all-inclusive friendship is the teaching that the 
infinite brahman exists identically in all beings.  
Since the infinite is present in each being as the warp 
and woof of selfhood, to see the infinite in another 
is to see oneself in another.  Friendship, in the 
highest sense, is the overcoming of alienation and 

estrangement from others through the recognition of 
one’s own Self, the infinite brahman, in the other.

Attaining this ideal of friendship is 
undoubtedly challenging.  The principal obstacle, 
from the perspective of the Hindu tradition, is 
Hindus non-recognition of the culturally and socially 
constructed nature of the many identities that they 
profess and their tendency to regard these as absolute 
and unchanging. Such identities may be constructed 
on the basis of race, ethnicity, culture and, in the 
case of many Hindus, caste. Such identities are then 
opposed to other similarly constructed but different 
identities that are regarded as inferior. Such ways of 
seeing obscure the fundamental and unconstructed 
identity that all human beings share – the unity of 
self in the infinite.  

Friendship describes the character of the 
relationship that we establish with others when 
our understanding is centered on life’s unity and 
the indivisibility of the infinite.   Rambachan 
turns to the 16th century poet-saint, Tulasidasa 
and his version of the Ramayana. In the fourth 
chapter (Kishkindhakanda) of his text, Tulasidasa 
characterizes friendship as having a fourfold 
character and Rambachan notes each one in turn.  
The first, according to Tulasidasa is a shared identity 
expressing in compassion or concern for the other.  
Second, according to Tulasidasa, friendship implies 
mutual ethical responsibilities. Friends feel morally 
responsible for each other and are committed to 
each other’s moral wellbeing.  Friends care about 
each other’s ethical health.  Third, friendship is a 
relationship of mutual trust; it excludes suspicion 
about the other’s motivation. He illustrates his 
understanding of the meaning of trust in friendship 
by explaining that a friend only speaks publicly 
about the virtues of the other. Trust means freedom 
from the desire to humiliate or demean.  Fourth, 
friendship is generosity. Friends give and receive 
without anxiety.   The anxiety mentioned here is 
the fear that one will not receive equal value for 
what is given. In friendship, there are times when 
one may give more and receive less, or when one 
may receive more and give less, but friends do not 
keep records of what is given and received.  Record 
keeping signifies a different kind of relationship. 
For Tulasidasa, therefore, friendship signifies 
a relationship infused with compassion, ethical 
obligations, trust and generosity.

Rambachan delves deeply into the 
relationship of Gandhi and C.F. Andrews as a 
means of exemplifying the promises and challenges 
and interreligious friendships.  There are several 
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lessons that Rambachan mines from this particular 
interreligious friendship which may be generalized.  
In the case of friendship across religious traditions, 
common doctrine and ritual may not be sources 
for a shared identity that enable the flourishing of 
identification with others. Gandhi and Andrews 
discovered their common humanity and shared 
identity by recognizing in one another the earnest 
seeker and the servant of the poor. This found 
expression in a profound care for each other.  
Second, interreligious friendships do not require that 
we dispose of our deepest values and the theological 
commitments that serve as our norms for decision-
making.  The growth and maturity of an interreligious 
friendship into one in which each enjoys the liberty 
to critically question and disagree with the other 
is powerfully exemplified in the Gandhi-Andrews 
relationship.  Third, mutual trust is essential.  The 
face of our friend is always before us and we learn 
to speak the same in absence as in presence.  When 
trust is not established, public criticism of another 
tradition will be heard as demonization.  Fourth, 
within the dimension of generosity, interreligious 
friendships cannot grow and flourish if one thinks 
of oneself as having everything to give and nothing 
to receive.
 This said, there are certain risks of 
interreligious friendships which Rambachan 
highlights.  First, there is a real fear that deep 
friendships across traditions will diminish one’s 
commitment and faithfulness to one’s own.  Second, 
interreligious friendships will not germinate and 
flourish in soil saturated with mistrust about mutual 
intentions, particularly with regard to the issue of 
conversion.  Third, the Hindu tradition recognizes 
that religious boundaries are porous and fluid, and 
this porous quality tends to make interreligious 
friendships less problematic.  There is no persistent 
and widespread negativization of the fact of religious 
diversity and no systematic effort at homogenization. 
Hindus tend, on the whole, to see religious diversity 
as naturally reflecting the diversity of human nature 
and experience, whereas caste identity acts as a 
barrier.  
 Rambachan concludes the essay by noting 
that friendship, in the Hindu worldview, is the ideal 
towards which we must aspire in all relationships. 
A person who realizes the ideal of friendship 
overcomes the dualism of friend and enemy and 
sees all beings with the vision of friendship. Gandhi 
reached for this ideal in his relationships even with 
those against whom he struggled.  Interreligious 
friendship is a particular expression of this universal 

ideal of friendship between human beings. It is 
made possible by the universal ideal of friendship 
that enables us, in the first instance, to reach out to 
human beings across constructed boundaries.  As 
a particular relationship, it has its own potential 
and challenges arising, in part, from differences in 
doctrine and ritual.

Friendship Across Traditions: 
Buddhist Perspectives
Maria Reis Habito, with Ruben L.F. Habito

Maria Reis Habito and Ruben L.F. Habito 
argue that while spiritual friendship within one’s own 
religious community is of the utmost importance 
in deepening one’s understanding of the ultimate 
purpose of life and putting that understanding into 
practice, friendship outside of one’s tradition may 
serve more powerfully in this regard by shedding 
light on the understanding of oneself and one’s own 
religious tradition, as it does on one’s understanding 
of the Religious Other.  Starting with the assertion 
that friendship with the Religious Other starts from 
an encounter, Habito posits that friendship across 
traditions, in order to be deeply transformative, 
requires a grasp of or feeling, to some extent, for 
the liturgical language of the other.  Attempting 
to become more familiar with the language of the 
Religious Other is a sign of the depth of engagement 
one is willing to undertake for the sake of friendship 
across traditions.  Further, she develops the idea 
that spiritual friendship is of utmost importance in 
Buddhism, in contrast to the idea of Buddhism as a 
tradition which promotes monasticism and familial 
renunciation.  The paper focuses on the Sanskrit 
expression for good friendship, translated as 
“spiritual friendship” by Subhuti: kalyāņa mitratā.  
In the Metta Sutta, this is exemplified in the attitude 
of a mother who would risk her life to protect her only 
child, and it is the attitude that a friend is to cultivate 
towards her friend and towards all sentient beings.  
The expression “spiritual friendship” distinguishes 
it from all other sorts of friendships by highlighting 
the basis and essence of this friendship as a shared 
spiritual aspiration, path and experience.  Further, 
the Buddha explains that he, the Buddha himself 
is the Good Friend.  Habito affirms that relying on 
the Buddha as a spiritual friend and teacher per se 
is the whole of the spiritual life, but advances this 
concept further by highlighting the importance of 
spiritual friendship among equals.  Having spiritual 
companions on the path is foundational teaching 
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that   transcends the monastic-lay divide.  Spiritual 
friendship is not a first stage that is left behind 
when the next stage is arrived at, but the continuous 
condition which makes progression on the path 
possible. 

While one task of this paper is to examine 
the notion of friendship in Buddhism, the question 
of course is whether the lessons learned about 
friendship between practitioners of the same tradition 
can be applied to friendship with adherents of others 
traditions.  Habito and Habito argue that a spiritual 
friend from outside of the tradition can help and 
inspire us to lead a more authentic and ethical life, 
to deepen our understanding on spiritual matters, to 
bring energy and determination to our practice, and 
to develop wisdom ---the five conditions to reach 
spiritual maturity mentioned in the Meghiya Sutta. 
This is just as much and perhaps more so than a 
friend from within the same (Buddhist) tradition, 
because mutual rapport and spiritual friendship 
with non-Buddhists who are of admirable character 
and who exhibit exemplary spiritual qualities may 
inspire and challenge a Buddhist all the more to 
live in an authentic way as befitting one’s own 
(Buddhist) tradition that professes to be a path of 
awakening grounded in wisdom and compassion.  
Such admirable persons, with whom a Buddhist 
may be privileged to enter into bonds of friendship, 
may in an extended sense be considered as members 
of that person’s Sangha, though they themselves 
may not identify as Buddhist in the formal sense, 
as they belong to the wider community of support 
that enables a practitioner to deepen in the Buddhist 
path.

Habito and Habito are vigilant of the problem 
that exists with viewing the Other as someone in a 
still less mature stage of development, as it manifests 
a condescending attitude vis-à-vis the Religious 
Other, rather than regarding the latter as someone 
from whom one can learn and whose friendship can 
be a help on one’s own path of awakening. This kind 
of attitude, needless to say, creates the unwarranted 
illusion of spiritual superiority, one that would 
preclude spiritual friendship with the other as a 
mutual learning process.  Citing early Buddhist 
and Mahayana scriptural or commentarial texts 
upholding spiritual friendship as a vital aspect on the 
path of awakening, Habito and Habito then turn to the 
living testimony of contemporary practitioners and 
teachers for examples of interreligious friendship 
that forge new horizons for those on the Buddhist 
path.

Interfaith Friendship: Insights 
from the Sikh Tradition
Eleanor Nesbitt

For the purposes of Eleanor Nesbitt’s paper, 
‘friendship’ encompasses a spectrum of relationship 
that includes deep, long-standing companionship 
as well as encounters and exchanges in which the 
participants sense a resonance in their insights and 
outlook.  Her consideration of Sikhism and inter-
religious friendship examines some distinctive 
features of the Sikh experience: the majority Punjabi 
ethnicity of Sikhs, the relatively short history of 
Sikhism (the first guru was born in 1469 C.E.) and 
accompanying less extensive literature than other 
religious traditions.

Nesbitt elucidates the Sikh understanding 
of friendship and its purpose, suggesting that 
“friendship” is sometimes subsumed by, transformed 
into (and needs to be understood within) the 
category of family – of kinship.  This social reality 
accords too with some of the scriptural imagery 
for the relationship between the individual and the 
Divine (as, inter alia, father and mother).  Among 
other analogies for the devotee in relation to the 
Divine are the lover longing for the beloved, and the 
devotee as disciple (sikh) to the Guru.  Importantly, 
too, God is repeatedly invoked as friend. 

At the heart of Sikh life is the Guru Granth 
Sahib, the Sikh scripture.  Nesbitt argues that the 
Gurus’ insights unquestionably support friendships 
between humans of whatever community, although 
in practice in the Punjabi cultural matrix of Sikh 
tradition, social divides such as castes are more 
problematic to friendship than religious faith or 
identification.  Sikhs assume that religions guide 
their adherents to the same point - i.e. union with 
the divine, via moral life and divine grace. ‘He is 
my friend, my dear friend, who imparts to me the 
knowledge of God’.  Sikhs have no concept for or 
strategy of forging friendships instrumentally with 
the intention of winning converts. 

In terms of the Gurus’ teaching, humans 
are either gurmukh (facing towards the Guru) or 
manmukh (egoists, preoccupied with their own 
whims).  What is crucial is the direction in which, 
metaphorically, one is looking.  For friendship to be 
spiritually supportive the orientation of all concerned 
must be Guru-ward and so God-ward. Such persons 
will live lives of seva (selfless service) and daya 
(compassion).  Another relationship that is central 
to Sikh tradition is that of disciple (sikh) and teacher 
(guru), with the etymology of guru frequently being 
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explained in devotional literature as ‘remover of 
darkness’, even though its root meaning in Sanskrit 
is ‘weighty’ (so cognate with English ‘grave’ and 
‘gravity’). 

In addition to the many references to God as 
one’s friend (see above), human relationship with 
God is also evoked repeatedly in the Guru Granth 
Sahib by images of lover and beloved.  Bhakti 
(devotion) is at the heart of the Guru Granth Sahib 
and of the observant Sikh’s existence. As moving 
expressions of this devotion, biraha and vairag 
(both meaning the yearning of separation from 
one’s beloved) pervade the scripture.  In exploring 
the Sikh context for inter-religious friendship it is 
noteworthy too that Sikh history affords examples 
of categorising some people as inappropriate for 
the social interactions that enable friendship.  It has 
been surmised by a non-Sikh scholar that the rahit 
attributed to Guru Gobind Singh aimed to reduce 
contact between his Khalsa and Muslims. (This 
could, in this scholar’s view, have been a rationale 
for the rahit’s ban on using tobacco and eating halal 
meat, as well as its prohibition of sexual relations 
with Muslim women.). 

Indic society, and its expressions of religious 
devotion, are intrinsically fluid, whether one 
attempts to distinguish ‘religion’ from ‘culture’ or 
attempts to define ‘Hindu’ and ‘Sikh’ in mutually 
exclusive ways.  Focus on ‘inter-religious’ must 
not be allowed to obscure just how problematic it 
is to impose uncritically on South Asian society the 
western concept of religion, for which there is no 
one-to-one equivalent in Indic languages.  Indeed, 
contemporary critical scholarship discloses the 
part played by colonial administration and Western 
discourse in hardening boundaries in Indian society 
and applying to its various communities the 
designation ‘religion’ replete with understandings 
that developed in the context of European 
Christendom and Enlightenment.

One’s approach to debates on the evolution 
and definition of ‘religions’ in Punjab clearly shapes 
one’s understanding of what ‘inter-religious’ means, 
and so what constitutes ‘inter-religious  friendship’, 
as this concept presupposes firm boundary drawing 
of the sort associated with the tat khalsa and its 
twenty-first century heirs.  In this regard words 
attributed to Guru Nanak can bear divergent 
interpretations.  Particularly well-known is his 
dictum  na koi hindu na musalman (there is no Hindu, 
no Muslim), a statement attributed to Guru Nanak as 
he returned a three-day-long mystical experience of 
being in God’s presence at the outset of his ministry.   

Whether these words are interpreted as meaning that 
in Nanak’s view no-one was a sincere follower of 
his/her faith, or whether he was dismissing religious 
labels and identities as unimportant, or indeed 
suggesting the ultimate indistinguishability of these 
two man-made categories, he certainly proclaimed 
repeatedly the insight that integrity (rather than 
conspicuous religious observance)  was the nub 
of spirituality.  He emphasised the irrelevance of 
religiosity and religious labels to attaining mukti 
(moksha, liberation from the cycle of rebirth).  On 
the basis of Guru Nanak’s famous pronouncement, 
the unimportance of religious labels and divisions to 
forging friendship appears unquestionable.  
 Nesbitt provides several historical cases of 
Sikh friendship with non-Sikhs, but also explores 
the main obstacles to friendship: inter-communal 
bloodshed and trust issues due to history and politics.  
Nesbitt argues that within the Sikh community 
the issue of inter-religious friendship highlights 
the dynamic tension between, on the one hand, 
the theological universality expressed in the Guru 
Granth Sahib together with its emphasis on a loving 
relationship between the Divine and the devotee 
and, on the other hand, Sikh responses to social and 
political developments, from the Gurus’ times to the 
present.  Another concern is the gender imbalance 
in what Nesbitt has reported and discussed: all the 
human Gurus and all the other poets whose work is 
included in the Guru Granth Sahib were men.  While 
some women played significant historical roles, 
Sikh women authors only began to emerge in the 
twentieth century.  All of the instances that Nesbitt 
cites of friendship between Sikh and non-Sikh were 
friendships between men. 

Sikh Perspective on Friendship: Inside View
Balwant Singh Dhillon

 Balwant Singh Dhillon argues that Sikh 
concepts of inter-religious friendships are deeply 
rooted in the religious and historical experiences of 
Sikh Gurus, noting that Sikh relations with others 
has been marked by amity, goodwill, and friendship.  

Exploring Punjab as the land wherein 
Sikhism was born and flourished, Dhillon 
emphasizes the stunning range of nationalities, 
cultures, and ethnicities that have come into direct 
contact with one another due to trade, commerce, 
and war, contributing to a rich regional cultural 
identity for what otherwise might be characterized 
as an agricultural, village-based landscape.  
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Although Punjab historically has been a meeting 
ground for different cultures, the dominant religions 
of its society, Hindus and Muslims, have practiced a 
religiously exclusivist outlook toward one another, 
leading to segregation both inter-religiously and due 
to the caste system.  This analysis leads one to realize 
that the social and religious climate of Punjab has not 
been accommodating to inter-religious friendships.  

Guru Nanak observed that the ennobling 
aspect of religion had been suppressed by the 
cultural boundaries of caste, creed, race, and ritual, 
and thus based his mission on the perspective that 
irrespective of religious affiliations, all are equals.  
With this core belief, Guru Nanak met with a variety 
of religious leaders, articulating the perennial 
spring of spirituality that is at the core of every 
religion, promoting mutual trust and harmony as the 
essential, concrete steps necessary for forging bonds 
of friendship.

The basic principles of Guru Nanak’s 
message are the unity of the Godhead and the 
brotherhood and sisterhood of humankind, the 
two principles which form the bedrock of Sikh 
perspective on friendship.  Teaching the Oneness 
of God who is transcendental as well as immanent, 
creator as well as prevalent in creation, Guru Nanak 
and the Sikh gurus who followed him articulated 
a God free from sectarian affiliations.  The Sikh 
concept of God does not belong to any particular 
race, community, or gender, but is the common 
parent of all human beings, and thus no one religion 
can lay exclusive claim over the revelation of God.  
Sikhism believes that all paths lead to the same 
supreme being, and that any attempt to claim or own 
custodianship of God’s revelation leads to discord.  
This Sikh idea of unity of divine being accepts the 
revelation of God in other religious traditions as 
well, believing that God has revealed itself in history 
in order to vindicate the cause of righteousness.  
Sikhism accepts the plurality of religions, which is 
an important ingredient in their approach to others 
in a friendly and respectful manner.  The names 
attributed to God in Sikhism indicates that the 
God of Sikhism is free from fear and enmity, a 
god of justice and righteousness.

Examination of important teachings 
among Sikh gurus shows the high value 
placed on friendship.  Relationships based on 
friendship are no less significant than kinship, an 
inseparable, long lasting and affectionate bond 
which involves sacrifice of one’s own interests, 
characterized by truthful living.  The ethical 
mandate of Sikhism regarding friendship is that 

it is universal in spirit and humanitarian in its 
outlook, transcending communal boundaries on 
the religious level and aiming at promotion of 
brotherhood, equality, and solidarity on the social 
level.  True universalism is the prerequisite for 
entering into friendship with others.

Dhillon explains that the institutional 
characteristics of Sikhism, the Sangat 
(congregation), Gurdwara (religious center) 
and Langar (community kitchen), are where 
Sikh values of equality, brotherhood, selfless 
service, and welfare toward others are not 
merely a dogma, but find practical manifestation 
in daily life.  Indeed, a person of any faith can 
join the Sikh congregation without inhibition, 
may enter at Gurdwara, may partake of food in 
the community kitchen without any distinctions 
based upon class, creed, caste, gender, or race.  
For a Sikh, love of human beings is equal to 
love of God, an essential value for cultivating 
friendship with religious others.  As Sikhs believe 
that all humankind are the offspring of the same 
singular supreme being, the creator of all, all are 
equal.  Dhillon points out that the Sikh scripture 
offers a living model of interfaith understanding 
and co-existence, for alongside the hymns of the 
Sikh gurus, the writings of the Hindu Bhagats 
and Muslim Sufis form an integral part of Sikh 
scripture, embodying a sense of catholicity, 
tolerance, and peaceful co-existence.  This was 
practiced by the Sikh gurus, who were highly 
critical of discrimination against other people 
on religious grounds, wanting to preserve the 
multi-religious and multicultural character of 
Indian society, strongly protecting the principle 
of freedom of worship.

Dhillon presents a remarkable 500 year 
history of Sikh interaction with people of other 
faiths, wherein Sikhs have played the role of 
peace makers and humanitarians.  He attributes 
this history to the Sikh mission to eradicate 
evil, to the extent that Sikhs may take up arms 
in self defense, commissioned to act against the 
degeneration of social order.  This capacity for 
armed self-protection, however, has produced 
some societal confusion and pressure put upon 
Sikhs, historical occasions which have put 
serious constraints on interreligious friendship.  
Further, within the communities of Sikhs, there 
have been occasions where certain schismatic 
and heterodox groups have led to rupture due to 
endangered interactions with Muslims around 
concerns of dietary and sexual morays.
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Characterizing Sikhs as defenders of 
the downtrodden and deprived, Dhillon argues 
that Sikhs are open minded, tolerant, and 
liberal in their outlook toward other religions, 
with a low level of formality and superstition 
in their worship.  The Sikh gurus and the 
spiritual leaders who followed them have left 
a rich legacy of friendship with non-Sikhs.  He 
declares that Sikhs have inherited a rich legacy 
for accommodation of the other, irrespective 
of social, religious, and political differences.  
In order to enter into a long-lasting friendship, 
one must respect the sensitivity of others, 
and thus interfaith friendship can play a very 
useful role in overcoming age-old religious 
prejudices, paving a way toward mutual trust 
and cooperation.
 



15

Friendship Across Religions 
Project Overview and Synthesis

Alon Goshen-Gottstein

Introduction 
Stephen Butler Murray has provided a summary 

of papers, so rather than presenting in turn each of the 
papers and its contribution to our collective efforts, I 
would like to offer my own overview of the project 
and how the voices of the different traditions cohere 
into a larger whole.. I will do so by highlighting key 
notions found in our papers.1 I will also present my 
own model for understanding friendship, in light of 
which the contributions of individual traditions may 
be appreciated. This essay seeks to tease out ideas, 
suggesting the range of issues our project has covered 
and the conceptual horizons within which it takes 
place. It does so while noting the particularities of 
the papers and the traditions they describe, thereby 
highlighting commonalities and differences in their 
approaches. A concluding statement at the end of this 
volume sums up the achievements of the project in a 
more succinct form, speaking in a unified voice for 
all participants and the perspectives of the traditions 
they seek to represent. 

Types of Friendship
Understanding what we mean by friendship is 

a good place to begin an overview of our project. 
Friendship means more than one thing and indeed 
the reader will note different levels and dimensions 
of friendship that are presented by our authors. This 
is not a problem; rather, it is an essential feature 
of friendship. Friendship is a broad category that 
is variously applied, depending on circumstances. 
There is something fundamentally flexible or elastic 
in how we use the term.2

The range of friendships covered by our 

1 All references to authors, including myself, in this 
overview refer to the essays in our collection.

2 For a discussion of elasticity see my own paper, especially 
the appendix, as well as references to theoretical literature 
cited by Catherine Hezser. 

authors includes relationships of common living and 
association, and even attitudes to strangers.3 One 
author even stretches friendship beyond the realm of 
the living.4 The vision of practicing friendship and 
its benefits apply in day to day relationships, best 
characterized in terms of friendly relations with one’s 
neighbors.5 I too, in my presentation of possibilities 
for practicing interreligious friendship from a 
Jewish perspective, speak of the kind of friendship 
that is built through day to day relationships and 
the opportunities they provide. But even given 
these broader references, most of our efforts and 
the unique contribution of this volume relate to 
friendships that are much more particular, intimate 
and above all spiritual and transformative. All our 
authors are aware of the different levels of friendship, 
but for many of them the real challenge is how to 
understand friendships that are more than everyday 
friendships. As Volf and McAnnally-Linz write: “As 
we use the term in this paper, friendship is a ‘special 
relationship’, a relationship that one cannot have 
with everybody at once...The friendships we have in 
mind require the commitment of time and extended 
communication. They involve open communication 
and are not restricted to a certain facet of life (e.g., 
‘office friends’)...and they are marked by affection. 

3 See in particular the contribution by Eleanor Nesbitt, who 
applies the broadest uses of friendship. Her illustrations 
of ‘friendship’ include two examples of compassion and 
humanity towards previously unknown individuals in 
their hour of crisis. 

4 See Gianotti’s reference to Massignon’s life changing 
friendship with the 10th century mystic, al-Hallaj. Other 
instances brought by him as precedent for interreligious 
friendship similarly stretch the category wider than its 
uses by other authors in our project. 

5 Note Rambachan’s fourth recommendation, where he 
considers the opportunities for understanding religious 
traditions, as these are embodied in the lives of our 
neighbors.
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While this rough description hardly constitutes 
a technical definition, it should be sufficient to 
suggest the sort of relationships that concern us as 
we consider the possibility and value of interfaith 
friendships from a Christian perspective.” Both 
Volf and McAnnally-Linz and Rambachan illustrate 
interreligious friendship through the friendship 
between Mohandas Gandhi and Charles Andrews, a 
Christian minister who collaborated with him and 
was considered his closest and most intimate friend. 

This friendship may be considered our project’s 
showcase friendship. This is indeed a special kind 
of friendship whose uniqueness is in part affirmed 
by the criticism that it drew from more traditional 
quarters, as illustrated by Rambachan. Johann Vento 
goes so far as to apply the notion of sacramentality 
to such friendships. Drawing on the resources of 
Christian monastic tradition, she suggests that these 
are friendships through which God is known through  
and in which God is made present.6 

Differently put, the broader kind of friendship 
involves friends from different religions in various 

6 Friendship as it is used by the Habitos, in their description 
of Buddhist ideals of friendship, may be considered as a 
median approached to friendship. For them, friendship is 
featured primarily as an instrument of learning, gaining 
insight and advancing on the spiritual path. The classical 
model is the many friends that Sudhana encounters along 
his path; the contemporary model is the Dalai Lama and 
the many relationships through which he learns of other 
religions, and according to the authors through which he 
also deepens his own being as a Buddhist. Such learning 
and insight oriented friendships are more than everyday 
friendships, but possibly less than the strongest sense of 
friendship featured in our project. Similarly, Gianotti’s 
use of friendship seems more focused than the general 
friendship but broader in scope than the model of the 
unique friendship that emerges from the Jewish, Christian 
and Hindu presentations. For Gianotti, friendship is 
intimate companionship along the way, a fellowship or 
brotherhood of believers who share a common goal and 
the path towards it. Gianotti consciously contrasts this 
form of friendship with broader benevolence, affection 
and sharing experience that characterize all forms of 
friendship. What makes this form of friendship particular 
is a shared teleology, advancing along the path. (His 
presentation of friendship in Rumi, however, may be a 
stronger form of friendship, closer to that described by 
Vento as sacramental). Gianotti and the Habitos thus share 
an understanding of the instrumentality of friendship 
along the spiritual path. This notion is also featured in my 
own presentation of Hassidic sources.  

common pursuits, while acknowledging, never 
overlooking, their religious identities. The special 
kind of interreligious friendship that is the primary 
concern of our project is the kind of friendship 
that consciously engages the religious identity, 
experience and ideals of the participants. It is a 
friendship that revolves around the core of their 
respective spiritual lives, thereby making their 
friendship an integral component of each of their 
spiritual lives. While at times we may need to justify 
even the most fundamental or general friendship with 
members of other religions, the greater challenge, 
and greater promise, lie in those special friendships 
that are forms of spiritual friendship, practiced 
across religions. What do such friendships mean 
for the participants? How do friends draw from and 
impact their own religious practice and that of their 
communities? What is their theoretical justification 
and what are their practical limits? The sum total of 
these and related questions is a reflection, carried out 
from the perspectives of multiple religious traditions, 
that seeks to acknowledge, understand, justify and 
explore interreligious friendship, friendship across 
religions. 

Understanding Friendship - A Theoretical Model
As a way of assessing different kinds of 

friendship and considering how they might apply in 
an interreligious context, I would like to propose a 
theoretical framework:7 a fivefold model, by means 
of which we can discuss friendship. Each of the 
items in this model accounts for a fundamental 
dimension of friendship, and each can be applied in 
varying degrees of depth and intensity. Accordingly, 
different kinds of relationships and varying qualities 
will emerge, as the five items come together in rich 
and complex ways. The difference between the 
broader types of friendship and the more special 

7 A word is in order concerning how this model was 
conceived. As I studied Jewish sources on friendship and 
sought to understand the challenges to a Jewish view of 
interreligious friendship, for my contribution on Jewish 
views of friendship, I found myself reflecting increasingly 
on the value of friendship itself. In a moment of synthetic 
integration, perhaps even inspiration, various dimensions 
and aspects of friendship consolidated in my mind into a 
model of what constitutes friendship. Obviously informed 
by the Jewish sources that I had been studying, as well 
as by various general readings on friendship, it seemed 
nevertheless to be helpful to thinking of friendship across 
religions in novel ways that would be helpful to our project 
as a whole. With the consent of the other participants in 
our project I offer this model as a framework for relating 
to the different religious traditions represented in our 
project.

Friendship cannot exist without some 
commonality of purpose
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“sacramental” relationships is a function of the 
number of dimensions that a given friendship draws 
upon, as well as its intensity. This model allows us 
to consider what is at the core of friendship, when it 
is at its most perfect, what we seek from friendship 
and how friendship with members of another faith 
tradition coheres with a general understanding 
of friendship. The model is constituted by five 
dimensions ranging from the more objective and 
visible expressions of friendship to the more hidden 
dimensions of feeling and internal orientation. I 
present them in an order that approximates the 
move from the outward to the interior dimensions 
of friendship. 

1. Commonality of purpose. Friendship cannot 
exist without some commonality of purpose. Such 
commonality need not be thought through, as it is 
often provided by context. From early childhood 
we enjoy friendships based on such commonality 
of purpose without giving it much thought. The 
commonality of purpose of schoolchildren who 
seek to fulfill their social needs or to get successfully 
through their school years is not essentially different 
from that of the business partners who seek to 
make money together. Friendships formed based 
on common learning, such as might occur in an 
academic environment, are similar in structure, even 
if different in substance. In all these cases friendship 
is not so much a goal or a quest, but a by-product 
of a common purpose, provided by circumstance. 
Just how closely related purpose and friendship are 
emerges from the patterns of friendship established 
by social media. Groups of “friends” are organized 
on media such as Facebook precisely around what 
such groups define as common purpose. Whether it 
is creating a social revoluton or following a certain 
rockstar, commonality of purpose defines the 
parameters and vision of a group of “friends”.

The different kinds of purposes establish 
different relationships. Getting along in a 
neighborhood, enjoying motorcycle riding and 
discussing theology are all causes around which 
friendship may evolve, but it will be pitched 
differently, bringing into the friendship the qualities 
associated with the various activities. Deep bonds 
of friendship may be formed based on any of these 
purposes, but they will draw on different aspects 
of the person, according to what the common bond 
is. A friendship formed around volunteering for 
an idealistic cause therefore has the potential to 
be qualitatively different than a friendship created 
through a common business venture. In similar light, 
if we think of spiritual friendship, that is: friendship 

formed for the sake of sharing and advancing in 
the spiritual life, it stands to reason that such a 
friendship will touch other regions of the person who 
enjoys such friendship. If the friendship is formed 
around issues of ultimate concern it would touch the 
deepest regions of the person, involving the entire 
person, even as the spiritual life itself impacts the 
person in his or her entirety. Accordingly, its impact 
and transformative power will be different from the 
kind of self evident friendship that most of us enjoy, 
simply by virtue of the multitude of circumstances 
provided by life. 

Interreligious friendships range from 
friendships that serve the common needs of mixed 
religious communities to those that make religion 
and the spiritual life, rather than common daily life, 
their focal point. Different kinds of reflection and 
guidelines may be required if we seek to address the 
challenges of common living of mixed communities 
or those of sharing inspiration across religions. Both 
are important, but the latter represents what is truly 
unique in the field of interreligious friendship and 
is increasingly a sign of our times. Members of 
different traditions have lived alongside one another 
for centuries. But we have very little evidence for 
the existence of the latter kind of friendship in 
eras where theological competition, rather than 
collaboration, was the reigning paradigm. Thus, 
along with the growth of the interfaith movement and 
the improvement in relations between practitioners 
of different religions, a new challenge has emerged: 
How to cultivate interreligious friendship that 
touches those domains of ultimate concern that are 
the heart of the religious life? Can commonality 
of purpose be recognized despite diversity in faith 
and practice across traditions? Can a sharing of 
friendship based on ultimate concerns be cultivated 
despite differences in faith systems? Can a common 
teleology be recognized despite religious difference? 
This is the present day challenge.8 

8 Gianotti, more than any other author in our collection,  
organizes his presentation around the question of 
teleology and the challenges of cultivating friendship 
across religious difference and its implied difference in 
teleology. The problem of teleology is also discussed by 
Volf and McAnnally-Linz, as well as in my paper and that 
of the Habitos.

If friendship is formed around issues 
of ultimate concern it would touch the 

deepest regions of the person
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2. Support and practical collaboration. I 
begin with the golden rule. Its Jewish formulation, as 
found in the Talmud states: That which is hateful to 
you, do not do to your friend.9 Friendship is defined 
in terms of action to be avoided. The same holds true 
for positive articulations of the golden rule10 and 
for the notion of friendship in general - friendship 
is measured in actions. It is not simply an attitude 
or a feeling. It finds expression in concrete actions 
of solidarity, support and collaboration. While 
these are in one way expressions of friendship, in 
fact these expressions constitute what friendship is. 
Friendship is about providing support. Support will 
vary according to the different levels of friendship. 
Practical living may yield support in lending a cup 
of sugar or signing a petition to local authorities. 
Spiritual friendship may yield emotional support, 
advice and spiritual direction. But friendship 
amounts to taking a stance and to being active; it is 
never neutral, removed or distant.11 

3. Love. There is no true friendship without 
love. Without love, relationships are purely utilitarian, 
instrumental, not expressions of friendship. Mere 
collaboration is not friendship, because it lacks 
the glue of love that is fundamental to friendship.12 
Common purposes and practical collaboration 
generate love and love in turn manifests through 
these common dimensions. Love makes it possible 
to act for the other, it sparks the interest of reaching 
ultimate goals together. Great lovers, people with 
a great loving capacity in their souls, will produce 
many friends. 

9 Bavli Shabbat 31a.
10 For a Muslim formulation, see the opening quote in 

Gianotti’s paper.
11 I would identify this feature with the second aspect of 

friendship presented by Rambachan, mutual ethical 
responsibility. Several of the qualities presented by the 
Habitos as constitutive of friendship in the Buddha’s 
understanding would fall under this rubric.  

12 While it is never stated explicitly in this way, this is in 
fact an important lesson that emerges from Rambachan’s 
presentation of the Gandhi-Andrews relationship. Note 
the title of his essay - “Love Speaking to Love” and the 
opening quote by Andrews. 

It stands to reason that the purposes of 
friendship will also determine the quality of love 
generated by it. What one seeks together will affect 
the capacity to love and love’s quality. Thus, love 
that is informed by a spiritual quality is likely to 
be qualitatively different than a love generated by 
common context. 

Love is a force of sharing life and caring for 
the other.13 It is much more than a sentiment or a 
feeling. This is why it can drive action and shape 
relationships. This is also why we should think of 
love in a broad way, incorporating other notions 
that inform the spiritual life. Thus, compassion is 
an expression, or a cognate, of love. There can be 
a spiritual friendship based on the higher spiritual 
ideals also between faithful who do not share a 
common understanding of God or faith in a personal 
God at all.14  Compassion provides the equivalent 
drive. However, for those who share a common 
faith in God, love will be informed by the reality of 
God that is common to the two friends, bringing His 
love into rapport with the love of others. The more 
consciously God oriented a friendship is, the more it 
is held together by a higher or spiritual love.15 Taking 
into account the different possible formulations, 
friendship is grounded in a metaphysical force that 
touches the depth of being, the depth of the heart. 
Even if it is conceived differently and receives 

13 Compare to Rambachan’s fourth principle - friendship 
as generosity. See also the first principle of expressing 
compassion and identifying with the experience of the 
friend. This also corresponds to several of the traits of 
friendship, described by the Buddha, in the Habitos’ paper. 

14 My essay on Judaism and Gianotti’s on Islam both explore 
this issue. 

15 This point emerges at various points in our collection. 
Nesbitt affirms that for friendships to be spiritually 
supportive, they must be Guru-ward, and thus God-ward. 
The ideal of a conscious presence of God in friendship 
is articulated in Volf and McAnnally-Linz’s presentation 
of Aelred of Riveaux, as well as in Vento’s notion of 
sacramental friendship. Gianotti leads us to these domains 
in his presentation of Rumi on friendship and the larger 
part of my own essay is an attempt to construct such an 
understanding of friendship from Jewish mystical and 
spiritual sources. In reviewing the essays, I have asked 
myself whether the lack of this motive in Rambachan’s 
presentation of the Gandhi-Andrews friendship is 
accidental or whether it is a function of the broader 
understanding that sees God in everything and therefore 
aims at a universal attitude of friendliness. Does such 
a universal aspiration limit how special individual 
relationships are conceived of? In any event, Rambachan 
describes the character of a relationship that is established 
“when our understanding is centered on life’s unity and 
the indivisibility of the infinite”. This does suggest that 
friendship is ultimately anchored in the divine. 

A new challenge has emerged: How 
to cultivate interreligious friendship 

that touches those domains of 
ultimate concern that are the heart 

of the religious life?
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different emphases in various religions, the same 
pattern applies. According to this pattern, ordinary 
human relationships take on special significance 
because they are informed by the deepest spiritual 
quest, reaching into the deepest recesses of the 
human person.16

4. Trust. Friendship implies trust.17 It is trust 
that makes friendship more than simply a love given 
freely to all.18 Trust involves a personal relationship, 
the buildup of positive experience and a sense of 
security in the stability of a relationship and in the 
intentions of the partner to the relationship. Trust 
includes the certainty that the friend won’t hurt you. 
If love describes one’s attitude to the friend, trust 
expresses an appreciation of the friend’s attitude 
towards oneself. The reciprocity of love brings with 
it the fruit of trust. Trust leads to vulnerability and it 
is founded on the confidence that one can safely love 
and be loved.

5. Resonance of being. Of the five points 
here listed, this is the most elusive, but in some 
ways also the most decisive for friendship. Why 
are friendships formed with some people, rather 
than others? It seems to me the answer is more than 
circumstantial. It relies on something other than 
the fact that one individual was kinder to us than 
another. This elusive quality I refer to as “resonance 
of being.” Something in the very being of the other 
attracts us. The laws of attraction of friendship 
parallel those of finding love and partnership for 
life. They are as mysterious and cannot be readily 

16 As we learn from our authors, this is the case also with 
regard to relationships whose specialness has not been 
conceptualized in terms of a three way relationship, 
tying human and divine love. Gandhi’s friendship with 
Andrews is one of spiritual seekers. The same emerges 
with regard to the Dalai Lama’s friendships, described by 
the Habitos. As my review of his book, quoted by Habito 
and Habito, suggests, spiritual friendship lies at the heart 
of his interfaith journey, and as the Habitos suggest, this in 
turn serves as a means of deepening his Buddhist path. 

17 Note Rambachan’s presentation, where trust is one of the 
four features, offered by Tulasidasa.

18 One of the distinctions to emerge from our project is 
between universal friendliness and particular friendships. 
My own essay makes this distinction apparent in relation 
to Rav Kook. Rambachan contextualizes the particular 
relationship of Gandhi and Andrews within a theory of 
universal friendliness, and Volf and McAnnally-Linz 
articulate their own understanding of special friendship 
against this background. One could argue that where 
special friendship goes beyond general friendliness is 
precisely where there is trust. This can also be formulated 
in terms of reciprocity, where special friendship, as 
distinct from universal friendliness,  is founded upon such 
reciprocity and the trust it engenders. 

quantified. But this does not detract from their reality 
nor from the central role they play in relationship 
building. The conventional term “chemistry” is here 
replaced with the slightly more complex reference 
to “resonance of being”. Such resonance may point 
to a similar psychological, spiritual or metaphysical 
chord that both parties to the relationship strike. It 
may also point to complementarity, based upon their 
differences. 

The five points listed above provide key 
defining elements of friendship. Because they are not 
present in all relationships in equal force and measure, 
friendships vary. It may be that not all five items are 
galvanized within a particular relationship. If trust 
is lacking, there may still be a kind of friendship, 
but limited by the limits of trust. Similarly, one may 
think of friendships that do not involve a resonance 
of being, but that nevertheless can withstand the test 
of time. Friendship is a fact of human relations and 
is modulated  - following the principle of elasticity - 
according to one’s station in life and one’s degree of 
psychological and spiritual evolution. If purposes are 
mundane, love will be basic, though solid. Such love 
may not require the same kind of internal resonance 
that a more refined, ideological or spiritual, love 
might. The depth of friendship will be determined 
by one’s capacity to love and to show trust, which 
antedates the given relationship and refers back to 
other formative relationships. Thus, one can think 
of rich permutations of these principles, expressing 
the full range of capacities, interests and aspirations 
of humans, as they move through life, aided by the 
force of friendship. 

Some of the features typically associated with 
friendship seem to me to be outcomes of these five 
dimensions of friendship. Thus, one often thinks 
of friendship as something that brings one joy and 
pleasure. These seem to me to be consequences 
of the combination of several of the above items. 
Love, coupled with common purposes, can lead to 
joy and pleasure. The satisfaction of security and 
love similarly allow for the joys associated with 
friendship. 

Another common feature of friendship is 
intimacy, a depth quality of emotional and spiritual 
relations. This too may be thought of as the coming 
together of several dimensions. In fact, intimacy 

Friendship amounts to taking a 
stance and to being active; it is never 

neutral, removed or distant
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may be thought of as a consequence of the coming 
together of all five dimensions. It is based on love 
and trust, but is clearly much aided by the sense of 
resonance of being, that creates the very uniqueness 
that enables intimacy. Why one can achieve 
intimacy with one friend rather than with another is 
in part due to the resonance of being. But it is also 
due to the sense of commonality of purpose and the 
assuredness of practical support, itself an expression 
of the deeper attitude of trust that conditions 
friendship. Intimacy may thus be considered a peak 
of friendship. 

Similarity and Difference as Foundations of 
Friendship

This project, probably more so than any other 
project undertaken by Elijah scholars, puts in sharp 
relief differences between so-called Abrahamic and 
non Abrahamic religions. One of these differences 
concerns the fact that Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam all found themselves at key points in their 
development interacting with the legacy of Greek  
philosophy. Greek reflection on friendship therefore 
penetrates the thought of these traditions, first 
Christianity and later the other two. Greek tradition 
reflected much on the issue of how friendship 
expresses deep commonality between friends. 
This track of thought is summarized in a maxim 
attributed to Aristotle, according to which the friend 
is an alter ego.19 Viewing the friend as second self 
sees similarity as the core of friendship. 

The concern for the Other, as a contemporary 
philosophical concern, has led modern philosophers 
to revisit the question of similarity as the foundation 
of friendship. Meir Sendor’s response to my paper 
is in fact much broader in its significance. In his 
essay he suggests that what makes friendship 
possible is precisely the otherness of the friend. 
Drawing on Emerson and 20th century philosophers, 
Sendor proposes difference as another means 
for approaching and understanding friendship. 
This leads Sendor to raise the possibility that a 
close relationship between members of different 
religious traditions, each of whom is committed 
to their own faith, may facilitate the discovery 
of the authentic character of friendship itself. 
Accordingly, interreligious friendship would 
emerge as paradigmatic friendship, friendship par 
excellence. 

19 For a history of Greek reflection on friendship and how 
it colored Christian reflection, see Volf and McAnnally-
Linz. I cite this tradition of Aristotle’s in my paper as does 
Gianotti, in his discussion of Tusi. 

If difference may be presented as constitutive 
of friendship, it certainly constitutes the greatest 
challenge to friendship. If we ask wherein lies the 
obstacle to interreligious friendship, why should 
the subject of interreligious friendship even be an 
issue, one to which we would have to devote our 
reflective efforts, we would be forced to identify the 
cause for this in the fact of difference.20 Difference 
constitutes the greatest challenge to interreligious 
friendship and Sendor’s own presentation of 
difference as the core of friendship is in fact an 
attempt to tackle the problem by going to its root. 

The question of difference conditions the problems 
that impact interreligious friendship, whether 
these problems be metaphysical, sociological or 
historical. Resolving the problems that interreligious 
friendship poses, or that are conditions for its 
successful implementation, must of necessity 
also address the problem of difference. We shall 
recognize this fact as we consider obstacles and 
challenges to friendship as well as possible means 
of their resolution. 

Friendship with Members of Other Religions - 
Challenges and Obstacles

Returning to the fivefold model presented 
above, we may ask: How readily can friendship be 
applied across religions? What are the challenges 
and obstacles that must be overcome and how do 
they relate to the fivefold presentation of friendship? 

We might begin with love. Friendship implies 
love and interreligious relations often lack love. 
A basic condition for interreligious friendship is 
the cessation of enmity, usually stemming from 
religious difference. If friendship is founded upon 
love, the conditions for and the practice of love are 
preconditions for interreligious friendship. Thus, 
the path has to first be cleared for interreligious 
friendship to take hold. One solution is to overcome 
hatred by building better relations. This solution 
envisions changes in group relations as a foundation 

20 If, as I shall suggest below, Dharmic religions have an 
easier time accepting interreligious friendship, this is 
also because their view of phenomenological difference 
is different, relying on deeper metaphysical unity, as 
expounded in the presentations by Rambachan and Nesbitt 
and Dhillon. 

Without love, relationships are 
purely utilitarian, instrumental, not 

expressions of friendship
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for construction of individual relations. An 
alternative could be the cultivation of the capacity 
to love within the individual, regardless of group 
relations.21 The close connection between friendship 
and love raises the question of whether it might be 
possible to cultivate love as a capacity of the person, 
of the soul, irrespective of contemporary conditions. 
Love and friendship have a reciprocal relationship. 
Increase of love as a spiritual exercise translates 
into the realm of friendship. Conversely, positive 
experiences gained through friendship increase 
our capacity to love, and the positive experience of 
interreligious friendship increases our capcity for 
universal love.

Love is closely related to trust22 and lack of 
trust remains a major obstacle to interreligious 
friendship.23 Lack of trust is a problem arising 
from the history of interreligious relations. But it 
also grows out of contemporary concerns. One the 
greatest sources of mistrust is missionary activity, 
that seeks to undermine the identity of members 
of one religion through conversion to another. 
Several of our authors point to missionary activity 
as one of the biggest contemporary challenges to 
interreligious friendship.24 Thus, friendship can only 
be constructed when basic concerns that would affect 
trust are adequately addressed. Here theologizing 
about the nature of true friendship can also provide 
an important resource to curb the missionary drive. 

21 Rav Kook, whom I present in my essay, may serve as a 
model for this. While on the ground relations were not yet 
historically ripe for the practice of concrete friendship, the 
internal spiritual disposition to all was one of love, born of 
a powerful capacity of the soul. 

22 Whereas the present paragraph considers building trust 
a condition for friendship across religions, note the 
conclusion to Balwant Singh Dhillon’s contribution, 
where interreligious friendship serves as a means of 
developing trust. The difference arises from perspectives. 
Dhillon speaks of individual friendships paving the way 
to collective trust. The following paragraph, by contrast, 
is conceived mainly in terms of group relations. It seems 
evident, nevertheless, that even individual friendship 
requires trust within the relationship. 

23 Gianotti’s presentation of the mentality of large sections 
of the Muslim world in relation to the West and to others 
may be considered as the most extreme instance of lack 
of trust that our authors describe. My own presentation 
of prevailing Jewish attitudes to other religions is a close 
second. 

24 See in particular Rambachan and Volf and McAnnally-
Linz. The difference in perspective between Gandhi and 
Andrews is, to a certain extent, mirrored in the attempt 
to strike a balance between respecting the other and 
maintaining the right to witness respectfully to the other, 
as a feature of friendship, in Volf and McAnnally-Linz’s 
presentation. 

Gianotti’s stretching to the limit the meaning of 
the golden rule leads him to consider that its true 
application is not in seeking that the other should 
become like myself, but rather that the other should 
be as authentic and true to herself, as I would want to 
be to myself.25 Thus seen, interreligious friendship 
amounts to mutual invitation for each party to go 
deeper into the wellsprings of their own tradition. 
True interreligious friendship deepens authenticity 
and commitment, rather than weakening it. 

Probably the single greatest source of concern 
in relation to interreligious friendship is the need to 
protect religious authenticity and identity.26 Only 
when one’s identity is secure can there be sufficient 
trust to cultivate interreligious friendship. One 
important way of building trust is through support 
and practical collaboration. Once inauthentic 
motivation, such as missionary intention, is 
excluded, mutual collaboration builds bonds of 
trust and engenders friendship. It is fair to surmise 
that the majority of interfaith friendships that have 
been constructed over the past several decades have 
grown out of such mutual collaboration.27

The concern for authenticity and the fear 
for identity coalesce in the concern that one’s 
commitment and faithfulness to a tradition will be 
diminished through interreligious friendship. For 
many this is the great danger inherent in interreligious 
friendship. As our authors suggest, based on their 
own experience as well as their observation and 

25 Contrast this with Volf and McAnnally-Linz’s application 
of the golden rule as a means of inviting mutual witness 
between religions, thereby making the drive to offer 
witness to the other reciprocal. 

26 This emerges in all papers, with the suggestive exception 
of the Buddhist paper. I would draw a distinction between 
authenticity and identity. Identity refers to preservation 
of one’s identity. Authenticity touches upon the fear of 
pollution and contamination by ideas coming from the 
outside, while not necessarily compromising one’s identity. 
The accusations that Gandhi was acting under Andrews’ 
influence, and not based on pure Hindu motivation, would 
serve as a good example. 

27 Our showcase friendship, that of Gandhi and Andrews, 
grew out of practical collaboration. 

There can be a spiritual friendship 
based on the higher spiritual ideals also 

between faithful who do not share a 
common understanding of God or faith 

in a personal God at all
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reflection, the opposite is more true to reality. 
Deep friendship between practitioners of different 
religions usually has the effect of deepening one’s 
commitment, rather than diluting it. When noting 
the benefits of interreligious friendship many of 
our authors speak of how it leads one to be more 
authentically religious, within one’s own tradition, 
deepening one’s engagement and practice.28

If concern for one’s own identity forms one 
pole of the challenges to interreligious friendship, 
the view of the other forms the other pole.29 Our 
traditions harbor views of other religions that 
address key questions, including the very legitimacy 
of the other’s otherness, that is the legitimacy and 
validity of the other religion as a valid spiritual 
path.30 The core question, that impacts the possibility 
of interreligious friendship, is that of common 
purposes.31 Recognition of common purposes allows 
one to accept the other in a real way. Lacking true 
recognition, we are forced to settle for toleration of 
the other. I cannot build a friendship with someone 
with whose very existence I continue to argue. A cold 
peace, based upon cordial but distant acceptance of 
the fact of otherness as a given of life, is not sufficient 
for the cultivation of friendship. Friendship implies 
some warmth, generated by love, built upon trust 
and taking joy in the existence of the other, even in 
his or her diversity. Thus, interreligious friendship 
involves us in some theory of the other and in the 
domain of theology of religions. Certain attitudes 
block the possibility of friendship, others provide 
the necessary conditions for it to flourish. 

How deeply acceptance of the other, on 
theological or theoretical grounds, goes will 

28 The point is particularly striking in the presentation of 
Buddhist perspectives, but emerges universally across our 
essays. 

29 While for some traditions, the challenges lie in some 
combination of these two poles, for others we note how 
problems are linked to one pole rather than the other. All 
the obstacles Nesbitt mentions are of a historical nature and 
revert to the concern for maintaining identity in the face 
of threats emanating from other religions. This is likely 
the case for Hinduism, as well. However, Rambachan’s 
paper does not address this potential distinction directly. 
The same may be true for the Buddhist perspective. 

30 It is telling that the only two papers that address this 
concern are the Jewish and Muslim position papers. This, 
I believe, is expressive of the questions that those two 
communities are asking, and how present the struggle 
around issues of theology of religions is for them.

31 This is clearly illustrated in Volf and McAnnally-Linz’s 
presentation of the potential objection to interreligious 
friendship based on the Augustinian understanding of 
agreement in all things human and divine as a condition 
for friendship. 

determine the depth of friendship. Mutual support is 
readily established once some basic recognition has 
been given to the other, sufficient for the purposes 
of common living. Thus, a friendship based on the 
needs of different faith groups in a community seems 
readily within reach. It is much more challenging to 
establish a friendship based on the recognition of the 
commonality of higher purpose. The higher forms 
of interreligious friendship therefore require a more 
far reaching theological foundation - recognition 
that the spiritual quest and path of the other are 
not only legitimate, but are in fact similar if not 
identical to my own.32 Moreover, I have what to gain 
by exposure to the path of the other. It is only with 
such recognition that the higher kind of spiritual 
friendship can be constructed across religions.33

The suggestion that friendship is constructed 
on a resonance of being adds an interesting twist to 
consideration of theological recognition of the other 
and its relation to the cultivation of friendship across 
religions. On the one hand, recognition of such deep 
existential commonality is a psychological and 
spiritual capacity and is therefore conditioned by 
our prior psychological attitudes. There are various 
ways in which we erect subtle boundaries when it 
comes to the other. These may be metaphysical, 
theological, legal, psychological or sociological. 
Whatever their roots, they inculcate in us some 
distance, some reserve. This reserve holds us back 
from being able to fully appreciate a person of 
another tradition and of resonating with  him or her 
as we might with someone of our own tradition. 
From this perspective, recognition of deeper spiritual 
resonance is the fruit of the combined forces of 
theological appreciation of the other, buildup of 
trust through collaboration and the cultivation of 
love through personal relations. Yet, it would seem 
that recognition of existential resonances, much like 

32 Gandhi and Andrews provide wonderful illustration for 
how advances in mutual recognition of the validity of the 
other path are a complement to friendship and a condition 
for its deepening. 

33 Of course, the sequence is not always linear in this way. 
Friendship among devoted practitioners of different 
religions may take place in advance of theological 
reflection, which would then be forced to catch up with 
lived experience. Nevertheless, the issue of theological 
recognition cannot be fully bracketed from serious 
interreligious friendship. 

It is trust that makes friendship more 
than simply a love given freely to all
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falling in love, does not always follow sequentially 
from considered theological reasoning and careful 
respect to community boundaries.34 If we are talking 
about the intuitive capacity to recognize something 
deep about one’s being in relation to the other, there 
is no a priori reason for drawing the lines once it 
comes to members of another faith tradition.35 At 
times we might be moved by such resonance against 
our will, by force of the person, or by virtue of the 
spiritual reality that overtakes us. Thus, resonance 
may drive the process of friendship, racing ahead of 
theological and sociological categories and pointing 
to the commonality of depth of being, upon which 
friendship grows. 

Tradition-Specific Objections: Profiling Our 
Religions’ Views on Friendship

As we review objections and challenges 
to interreligious friendship, as portrayed in our 
collection, an interesting fact emerges. The so called 
Abrahamic traditions all wrestle with some specific 
scriptural or traditional prohibition that has the 
potential of inhibiting interreligious friendship.36 
While these may be understood in light of the more 
general factors discussed above - identity, the view 
of the other, a painful history - they have a power 
and a life of their own, by virtue of their appearance 
in scripture. Thus, the challenges to interreligious 
friendship are not only the broader concerns spelled 
out above, but also tradition-specific objections, 
arising out of key texts and legislations. Accordingly, 
they require interpretation. All three authors 
representing the Abrahamic traditions have to some 
extent attempted to interpret, contain, contextualize 
or otherwise address these scriptural or authoritative 

34 Returning to our project’s primary example of 
interreligious friendship, that of Gandhi and Andrews, 
it may be argued that above and beyond the factors of 
collaboration, recognition and love that bonded these two 
individuals, their friendship is expressive of the intuitive 
recognition of deep spiritual and existential resonances, 
which is precisely why this life-long friendship was the 
deepest for both friends. 

35 Moreover, we do not enjoy the same depth of relationship 
with all members of our own faith community. This 
already suggests that more is involved in a religiously 
based friendship than full accord in all details of the 
religious life. 

36 For Volf and McAnnally-Linz this is the problem of 2John 
10. Gianotti struggles with various passages in the Qur’an 
that speak negatively of friendship (or alliances) with 
members of other faiths. I wrestle with the implications of 
various restrictions of the halacha, as well as some biblical 
antecedents, and whether they mean to or should limit the 
cultivation of interreligious friendship. 

texts.37 This makes us aware of the fact that in 
dealing with religious traditions we deal not only 
with great ideas, but also with the challenges posed 
by authoritative texts. These continue to impact 
believers and must therefore be dealt with, if we are 
to make a case for interreligious friendship that can 
speak to those for whom these texts are authoritative. 

That the papers describing the Abrahamic 
faiths should exhibit a similar feature leads to a 
broader reflection concerning our project and the 
breakdown between traditions on the subject of 
friendship.38 While this may be a consequence 
of the particular way in which our authors have 
approached the subject, certain resemblances seem 
to emerge, suggesting that our religions can be 
grouped into two. The Abrahamic religions emerge 
as a family, with the Dharma based traditions - 
Hinduism, Buddhism and Sikhism, emerging as a 
second family. Overall, the subject of interreligious 
friendship seems to be a far greater challenge, even 
a problem, for the Abrahamic traditions. Likely, this 
is a consequence of concerns of identity. Abrahamic 
faiths have a strong need to affirm their own identity 
in relation to others in general, and as each of them 
came into being in relation to their predecessors more 
specifically. Both Rambachan and Nesbitt point to 
the fluidity of boundaries and identities in the Hindu 
and Sikh communities, at least until very recent 
times. This leads to attitudes of greater receptivity 
to others and obviously facilitates friendship across 
religions, to the extent that one “religion” is even 
meaningful in this discussion.39 The openness of 
contemporary Buddhist teachers to engagement 
with other traditions, as described by the Habitos, 

37 Sikhism presents an interesting case, in this respect. Some 
of the rahits discussed by Nesbitt limit contact between 
Sikhs and Muslims, or have been understood in this 
light. Whether the similar phenomenon is a consequence 
of similar historical circumstances or perhaps of deeper 
systemic features, stemming from Sikhism’s monotheism, 
is a subject for further reflection. Here the voice of an 
insider Sikh scholar or authority could be helpful in 
confronting these Sikh restrictions. 

38 In the course of our collective work, I pointed this fact 
as one of the emerging conclusions of our project to all 
members of our group, and even “threatened” the Dharmic 
authors that they would be presented in this light. This 
conclusion was met with no resistance. 

39 This is particularly problematized in Nesbitt’s paper, but is 
relevant also to Rambachan’s presentation of Hinduism. 

Difference constitutes the greatest 
challenge to interreligious friendship
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would seem to point to similar fluidity or at least 
to lesser concern with identitarian issues than what 
we find in the Abrahamic faiths. Indeed, the concern 
for identity in these traditions seems to take a whole 
other direction. For Rambachan, the foundation of 
friendship is recognition of the metaphysical identity       
of all, as opposed to constructed group identities.40 
This seems to also be the teaching of the Gurus, 
epitomized by Guru Nanak’s statement that “There is 
no Hindu, no Muslim”. Where obstacles to friendship 
have arisen, these seem to be a consequence of 
particular historical circumstances wherein identity 
is threatened, rather than consequences of deeper 
theological impulses.41 

Beyond Obstacles - Living in God, Containing 
History 

Throughout our essays, our scholars make 
various moves and suggestions that allow them 
to advance and offer support for the ideals of 
interreligious friendship, despite concerns that 
could be raised from within their tradition. 
Looking at the ensemble of our work, it seems 
that confronting these challenges takes place along 
an axis where history and the Divine constitute 
two poles.42 Interreligious relations take place in 

40 One does not need to appeal to metaphysics in order to make 
the point. Volf and McAnnally-Linz counter objections 
to interreligious friendship based on considerations of 
identity by pointing out that identities are in the first place 
never fixed and stable, but rather constructed through 
relationships and interactions with those who are different 
from us. 

41 Tellingly, it is in the contact with either Islam or 
Christianity that most of these issues arise, though in the 
case of Sikhs we do encounter concern also in relation 
to Hindu identity and the attempts to “own” Sikhism. 
Rambachan leaves open for future study the impact of 
hindutva ideology on the possibilities for constructing 
interreligious friendship. The Habitos’ paper makes no 
mention of either identitarian concerns or of objections 
or challenges to interreligious friendship from a Buddhist 
perspective. If this means anything, then it would seem to 
suggest that the situation with Buddhism is similar to the 
other Dharmic religions. In terms of fluidity of identities, 
the fact that the Habitos are comfortable self-identifying 
as both Buddhists and Christians is itself suggestive of 
flexibility of boundaries. It also points to deep differences 
in how Buddhism is constructed as a religion, compared to 
the other religions under discussion. 

42 This axis would obviously not apply to Buddhism, and 
substituting “the human condition” or “the spiritual life” 
is only partly helpful. However, as the Habitos have not 
presented obstacles to the ideals of interreligious friendship 
from a Buddhist perspective, their contribution cannot be 
included in a discussion of how to overcome such obstacles. 
It would seem they recognize neither the problem nor the 

the tension between these two poles. The religion 
where these two poles are most clearly contrasted is 
Sikhism. Its theological vision is clearly in favor of 
interreligious friendship; its history contains many 
moments where friendship is made impossible, 
leading to revision of practical instructions of inter 
group relations, making friendship unlikely. In such 
a clear cut case, it is relatively easy to return to a 
foundational theological vision and to bracket bad 
moments in history, as part of the quest for building 
a better common future. What allows for such a 
neat distinction is the fact that the fundamental 
Sikh scripture, the Guru Granth Sahib, contains no 
negative views of others and therefore does not curb 
the possibilities of friendship.

The situation is different with regard to 
the scriptures of other religions. All Abrahamic 
faiths contain texts that can be marshalled against 
interreligious friendship. This means that some 
strategy for addressing these texts is required, 
if one seeks to construct a positive approach to 
friendship across religions. Here history emerges as 
an important tool. Gianotti devotes much attention 
to the historical context within which “problematic” 
passages were revealed. Containing these texts 
within their historical context is the key to their 
correct application, which is more limited than a 
global veto on interreligious friendship. In my essay, 
I point to Meiri’s approach to religions, where he 
refers to religions of old that no longer exist, thus 

solutions. This axis could apply to Hinduism’s historical 
relations with other religions. However, Rambachan 
presents obstacles to friendship in terms of the challenges 
posed by caste system and contemporary ideologies, 
rather than the burden of history. His basic presentation 
of interreligious friendship for Hinduism is that it is 
relatively problem free, therefore not requiring the same 
kinds of efforts that other religions must undertake to 
justify interreligious friendship. Strikingly, then, tensions 
between theology and history emerge in our collection as 
features of the four monotheistic faiths, or (recognizing 
the problematics of the label “monotheistic” and the 
possible debate around its applicability to Hinduism) the 
Abrahamic faiths, as well as of Sikhism that has many 
features in common with them. 

One the greatest sources of 
mistrust is missionary activity, that 
seeks to undermine the identity of 
members of one religion through 

conversion to another
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containing biblical and rabbinic injunctions within 
a historical framework that makes them no longer 
normative for present times.43 

History is used as a strategy in another way as 
well. Our traditions contain voices that have been 
suppressed or not become part of the mainstream. 
Reclaiming those is part of identifying resources 
for our contemporary theological work. All three 
Abrahamic papers do so to some degree. The 
middle ages provide Gianotti with mystical and 
philosophical resources to offset contemporary trends 
and exclusive reliance on Qur’anic foundations. 
Volf and McAnnally-Linz identify “a stream that 
does not figure prominently in the classical tradition 
but finds its sources in the Christian scriptures. 
This stream has been largely neglected in the 
centuries long reflection of Christians on friendship, 
including friendship with non-Christians.” My 
own presentation of the Meiri as a resource for 
tackling contemporary challenges is a similar move, 
intended to offset contemporary views with the 
help of an important historical resource. Here it is 
worth recalling the words of David Burrell, cited 
by Volf and McAnnally-Linz. It is not simply that 
by engagement with one tradition we make up what 
our tradition lacks. Rather, we engage in a dynamic 
of “triangulation through friendship”. “Friendships 
allow us to interact with our faith commitment to 
draw out dimensions of our faith response that the 
shadow side of our tradition may have blocked.”

Moving to the other pole of the history-
divine axis, we come across fundamental traits 
of characterizations of God that make friendship 
inevitable. Accordingly, the closer we are to the 
reality (not simply the concept) of God, the more 
universal friendship, including friendship across 
religions, becomes an inescapable outcome. In my 
own essay, I presented the thought of Rav Kook as 
leading us in this direction.44 A consideration of the 

43 Volf and McAnnally-Linz do not make this move in 
their paper. In an earlier project of the Elijah Interfaith 
Academy, Stephen Sykes did make this move, as a way 
of containing similarly problematic passages in the gospel 
and epistles of John. See http://www.elijah-interfaith.
org/uploads/media/Hostility_and_Hospitality_in_a_
Christian_Perspective.pdf, p. 57. 

44 Note also my reference to lack of concrete historical 

verses brought by Gianotti in support of friendly 
relations with members of other faiths similarly 
reveals an appeal to Gods’ nature as oft forgiving 
and most compassionate.45 Rumi’s understanding 
of friendship as a theatre of Divine disclosure or 
revelation seems to provide an additional foundation 
for friendship across religions. Volf and McAnnally-
Linz’s presentation of Jesus’ own comportment as a 
resource for interreligious friendship seems to make 
a similar argument, grounding such friendship in the 
character of God himself.46 Finally, we note how the 
divine provides the ground for all forms of friendship 
in Rambachan’s presentation of Hinduism. As he 
states: “At the heart of the ideal of an all-inclusive 
friendship is the teaching that the infinite brahman  
exists identically in all beings.”

One specific motive that comes up in several 
of our presentations may be particularly helpful to 
thinking through difficulties posed by traditions 
and to encouraging friendship across religions. 
This is the motive of “Friend of God”. The motive 
recognizes that friendship is not only a feature 
of human relations, but is also expressive of our 
relationship with God. The motive exists in some 
way in all theistic traditions. In some it is more 
prominent than in others.47  Both contributions on 
the Sikh tradition, Nesbitt and Dhillon, emphasize 
friendship with God as an index to the importance 
of friendship in Sikhism. And it figures consciously 
as part of Volf and McAnnally-Linz’s strategy for 
justifying interreligious friendship.  The theme is 
also present in Hinduism and Islam, though it is 
absent from our authors’ papers.48

friendships as a function of prevailing historical conditions, 
and therefore as something that might be cultivated, once 
historical conditions are ripe. 

45 Sura 60,7.
46 Though the authors make this argument more by way 

of example and precedent than by appeal to the divine 
example of Jesus. 

47 I would argue that it is not very prominent in Judaism, even 
though there are sources that do apply it, some of which 
are brought in my own essay. However, most references 
to God as friend occur with reference to the collectivity of 
Israel and rarely with reference to individuals. This may 
be related to the broader phenomenon, discussed in my 
paper, wherein friendship is not a central value for Jewish 
reflection. That having been stated, there are sufficient 
cases of application of this motive in hassidic literature to 
recognize commonality across religions. 

48 Gianotti does apply the term on his own initiative, in 
describing his own friends as friends of God, thereby 
indicating how the category can be harnessed towards 
interreligious friendship. In the conclusion of his paper he 
does refer to David Burrell’s work on this theme in the 
thought of al-Ghazali. 

True interreligious friendship deepens 
authenticity and commitment, rather 

than weakening it
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The argument can be pitched in several ways. 
One way is to highlight the fact that friendship does 
not require equality or full symmetry. “If friendship 
can occur across such great divides, how much more 
must we recognize its possibility among people 
of different faiths?”49 Another possible way of 
constructing the argument is to argue for common 
friendship with God as the glue for interreligious 
friendship.50  As the colloquialism has it, any friend 
of yours is a friend of mine. So it is with God as 
well. Any friend of God, my own friend, is also a 
friend of mine.51 At the very least, appeal to this 
concept allows us recognition. If someone is a friend 
of God, he or she enjoys a relationship with the One 
we love ourselves. This provides a direct means of 
recognition and of validation, that cuts through the 
more laborious reasoning of recognition provided 
by a theological consideration of another religion. 

In terms of the two foci of concern and challenge 
for interfaith friendship - security of identity and 
recognition of the other, the notion of “friend of God’ 
certainly provides us with a means of recognition of 
the other. It might also indirectly assuage concerns 
for authenticity and identity. The metaphor of a 
common friend is non threatening, suggesting that 
friendship and the relational appeal to God are the 
defining features of the relationship, rather than the 
more threatening approach to the other in terms of 
systems, paths and truths.52

49 Thus Volf and McAnnally-Linz.
50 See Burrell’s argument, brought by Gianotti, according to 

which a shared belief in the idea of friendship with God 
can transform our personal understanding and practice of 
interreligious friendship. 

51 I would have liked to include in my paper on Judaism a 
history of interpretation of Ps. 119,63, in search of where 
this verse was understood as opening up to the faithful 
of other religions. Friendship then would pass through a 
common recognition, fear (though here not friendship) of 
God. 

52 Obviously, concerns for authenticity and maintenance of 
identity cannot be dealt with exclusively through either 
appeal to history or appeal to the Divine. They must be 
addressed directly through means of ensuring the stability 
of identity and ascertaining it is not compromised. The 
present discussion therefore focuses on the theoretical 
underpinnings of interreligious friendship, rather than the 

One final note concerning God as a resource 
for overcoming difference and challenges to 
interreligious friendship. While it is clearly 
predicated on a particular theological understanding, 
Vento’s presentation of the sacramentality of 
friendship does point to an experience that can be 
shared without the specifically Christian vocabulary 
she brings to bear. If God is experienced at the heart 
of a friendship, this would obviate much discussion 
regarding the permissibility and possibility of 
friendship across religions. An experience of God 
at the heart of friendship would seem to validate 
and provide meaning to a friendship in the most 
direct way, regardless of historical challenges and 
theological complexities. 

The Benefits of Interreligious Friendship
Friendships happen. They are a function of 

encounters and opportunities provided by life. It 
is one thing to accept interreligious friendship; it 
is another to recommend it and to see in it some 
kind of ideal. For the authors of our collection, 
interreligious friendship is something they have 
experienced and that they consequently consider to 
be of great value. The efforts that we make to justify 
interreligious friendship only make sense if we 
consider its potential benefits. But before spelling 
out benefits, we ought to listen to the testimony of 
those traditions that do not feel the need to justify 
interreligious friendship and that take it for granted, 
because it is simply the correct approach to and 
expression of reality. It is striking that neither 
the Hindu nor the Sikh perspective, presented in 
our volume, see the need to justify interreligious 
friendship in terms of the benefits it brings or the 
good that it achieves. Interreligious friendship is 
simply the appropriate expression of reality in the 
most fundamental way. As Blatant Singh states: 
“The basic principles of Guru Nanak’s message 
are Unity of Godhead and brotherhood/sisterhood 
of humankind.” Interreligious friendship would, 
accordingly, not be some virtue or value to be 
practiced. It is the appropriate way of being, once 
the fundamental metaphysical unity of all is realized. 
Similar is the representation of all friendship, 
including interreligious friendship, in Rambachan’s 
presentation of Hinduism: “Friendship, in the 
highest sense, is the overcoming of alienation and 
estrangement from others through the recognition of 
one’s own Self, the infinite brahman, in the other.” 
Friendship across religions expresses the true 

concrete steps that must be taken to maintain it. 

The single greatest source of concern in 
relation to interreligious friendship is 

the need to protect religious authenticity 
and identity
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state of fundamental existential unity. If one asks 
why practice interreligious friendship, a question 
never posed directly by our Sikh or Hindu authors, 
the answer would have to be either that this is an 
expression of true reality or at the very least a path 
to attaining its realization.53 

It is also worth noting in this context the 
description of friendship offered by Emerson, with 
which Sendor resonates so deeply: “Let it be an 
alliance of two large, formidable natures, mutually 
beheld, mutually feared, before yet they recognize 
the deep identity which, beneath these disparities, 
unites them.” In Emerson’s view what friendship 
does is to ultimately reveal a deep existential unity 
between friends. For Emerson, this unity does not 
displace or minimize real differences between 
friends. But friendship’s ultimate ground would 
seem to be the recognition of deep existential 
unity, a unity recognized all the more on account 
of the diversity that it respects and does not seek to 
obliterate. 

Abrahamic traditions do not approach 
friendship metaphysically but relationally, that is 
with an eye to its consequences on our relationship 
with God. The question they pose is therefore 
what are the benefits of a given relationship and 
what are the fruits it bears.54 The Muslim answer is 
grounded in the view of friendship as a fellowship 
of those who are on a common path. Friendship 
is therefore instrumental to the spiritual process, 
and interreligious friendship is, suggests Gianotti, 
similarly helpful to the spiritual path. Gianotti 
appeals to two notions: test and competition. The 
purpose and function of inter-religious friendship 
is to “test” us in what we have been given – i.e., 
to challenge us to more deeply explore and more 
fully manifest what we believe to be the essential 
teachings and treasures of our own faith. The 

53 This religious view certainly contains within it opening 
to approaching friendship as an instrument for spiritual 
realization. I have sought in vain an articulation of such 
instrumentality by our authors. Either the point was so 
obvious that it did not require stating, or else acting in 
accordance with the higher mandate of spiritual reality is 
so immediate and obvious that it eclipses an instrumental 
approach to friendship.

54 Our ability to answer this question provides us with a means 
of justifying interreligious friendship that is different from 
the most common approach to the subject, that appeals 
to common teleology as the foundation of interreligious 
friendship. Rather than asking if we seek to achieve the 
same goals, we ask what the impact and benefits of the 
friendship are, regardless of possible discrepancies in the 
self understanding of the goals and motivations of the 
friends. 

second dimension of interreligious friendship is 
competition. The Qur’anic characterization of such 
friendships as a pious competition to do good works 
remains valid for all inter-religious friendships. 
Jewish and Christian “friends” can piously compete 
with their Muslim friends in the “race” to do good 
works and challenge their Muslim counterparts to 
be true to what God has revealed and entrusted to 
them, even as the Muslims are called upon to offer a 
similar service to them. 

Most interestingly, the answer provided 
from within the Muslim context echoes one 
answer provided by the Habitos for the Buddhist 
context. One of the main benefits of interreligious 
friendship is the deepening of practice. The sangha, 
the community, is required in order to allow the 
practitioner to sustain and to deepen her practice. By 
extending the notion of sangha to the interreligious 
community, the Habitos assume that interreligious 
friendships also serve as instruments for us to deepen 
our practice and to go deeper in our spiritual path. 

By far the most common good that our authors 
ascribe to interreligious friendship can be captured 
in terms of the key word: understanding.55  There 
are many dimensions to the understanding, to which 
our authors collectively point. Volf and McAnnally-
Linz sum up several dimensions of understanding, 
in their discussion of the goods of interreligious 
friendship. Interfaith friendships can give rise to at 
least three distinct but inter-related goods that intra-
faith friendships are less suited to produce. 

(1) Interfaith friendships can give us a 
better, fairer understanding of other faiths through 
interaction with their concrete instantiations in the 

55 It is not superfluous to recall here Rambachan’s description 
of Gandhi as a seeker, searching out fellow seekers in all 
traditions. In psychological terms, it is likely that most 
of those who practice interreligious friendship would 
describe themselves in similar terms. This quality governs 
the quest for understanding, transformation and the reality 
of God that are presented in what follows as the benefits 
of interreligious friendship. See further Rambachan’s 
discussion of the relationship of being a seeker and the 
epistemological humility that manifests as openness to 
deeper understandings of religious truth. 

The so called Abrahamic traditions 
all wrestle with some specific 

scriptural or traditional prohibition 
that has the potential of inhibiting 

interreligious friendship
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lives of our friends. Interfaith friendships, that is, 
can help us avoid prejudice. 

(2) Interfaith friendships can lead us to a 
clearer and enriched understanding of our own faith.

(3)Interfaith friendships can develop our 
ability to authentically articulate our faith to others.

Thus, interreligious friendship is considered 
as a means for gaining better understanding of self 
and other. 

Viewed thus, the interreligious friend is 
as much a teacher as a friend. It is perhaps not 
superfluous to note how throughout our essays 
friend and teacher were closely associated, at times 
even identified. Consider the Buddhist reference 
to Buddha, the teacher, as a friend. Recall the 
rabbinic juxtaposition of making a teacher and 
acquiring a friend. If so, what a friend brings us is 
above all understanding. It is therefore interesting 
to consider the examples of contemporary Buddhist 
interreligious friendships, cited by the Habitos. The 
common denominator of the various cases they cite, 
culminating with the impressive evidence of the 
Dalai Lama’s practice of interreligious friendship, 
is that all those friendships are based on mutual 
learning and deepening understanding. John 
Makransky manifests friendship through learning 
and understanding and it is through friendship, by 
his own testimony, that he has come to many of his 
deeper insights. And the Dalai Lama shares with us 
insight after insight, that he attained through one 
interreligious relationship after another. 

My own presentation of the benefits of 
interreligious friendship, shared in the first person, 
suggest a further dimension of benefit through 
learning - personal growth and transformation. 
To simply say that interreligious friendship 
increases understanding of self and other could be 
mistakenly understood in static terms: increasing 
the understanding of two self contained and static 
entities. But in fact, the understanding produced 
through friendship is dynamic, bringing about 
transformation and spiritual growth. In my own 
essay I point to specific novel understandings, 
ways of being enriched, the fruits of interreligious 
friendship.56 Accordingly, I would argue that 
interreligious friendship can be transformative in 

56 Since authoring this article, I authored another one, titled 
“The Way of Interreligious Friendship”, to be published 
in a collection edited by Darrol Bryant. That essay is 
dedicated to the memory of one particular friend, the 
Jesuit Franz Jozef Van Beeck and seeks to articulate what 
that specific friendship has brought me in terms of spiritual 
growth. 

ways that exceed what friendship with members 
of one’s own faith can bring about.57 This may be 
because the teachings to which we have become 
accustomed have become stale and require a new 
light or it may be that indeed some new insight is 
integrated through the testimony of the other.

The last dimension of what interreligious 
friendship brings us may be considered as closing 
the circle we opened in presenting the Sikh and 
Hindu view. I refer to this as “friendship as divine 
gift.” Johann Vento refers to this dimension of 
friendship as sacramental. We both share the 
understanding that in friendship more is involved 
than the encounter between two individuals and 
that ultimately, friendship is a means of entering 
into divine presence. God is present at the heart 
of friendship. Friendship is a way of being in 
God and interreligious friendship is therefore a 
means of discovering God in relationships that 
extend farther afield than our immediate circle or 
even our comfort zone. To recognize God in the 
heart of friendship is in some way similar to the 
Hindu claim concerning discovering the unity of 
all, at the ground of friendship. But rather than 
emphasizing the universal truth, recognized in the 
particular friendship, it approaches this recognition 
in relational terms. One relationship is transparent 
to another, the human friend is transparent to the 
divine friend, and friendship is therefore a gift of 
God. If friendship is a gift, we need not ask what its 
benefits are or why it is received. Gifts are in some 
way self evident, understood on their own terms. To 
say that interreligious friendship is a gift of God is 
to recognize God as the source of such friendship, to 
justify and ground it in His being, and to therefore 
make all good purposes arising from it secondary to 
the reality of the gift and its giver.

How to Practice Interreligious Friendship?
I conclude this synthesis of our project by 

moving from the what of interreligious friendship to 

57 My sense is that all parties to our project would agree with 
this statement, even if not all of them have been as explicit 
in stating it. Maria Reis Habito’s personal introduction 
comes close to saying this much. 

By far the most common good that 
our authors ascribe to interreligious 

friendship can be captured in terms of 
the key word: understanding
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the how of its practice. Having provided justifications 
from our various traditions for the practice of 
interreligious friendship, having tackled potential 
objections and challenges and having spelled out 
its benefits, we move from theory to practice: how 
should we practice interreligious friendship?

Almost all of us come to this field without 
prior guidance and with little precedent. As our study 
has shown, interreligious friendship is mostly a 
recent phenomenon.58 We therefore need to discover 
how to practice it in the course of our practice. 
Nevertheless, leaders of religious communities who 
wish to offer guidance to their constituents must be 
able to articulate some principles. It seems to me 
that any attempt to practice interreligious friendship 
must respect the following principles:

A. Full respect for the religious identity and 
autonomy of self and other.

B. Maintaining the depth of commitment and 
practice of the practitioner.

C. Continual assessment of the friendship in 
terms of the benefits it brings to participants. These 
should be viewed in light of the purposes of the 
religion (teleology) and the continuing quest for 
deepening understanding of self and other. 

Different circumstances will lead to varying 
applications of these meta principles. It seems to 
me that our project should bring readers, foremost 
among them the religious leaders for whose benefit 
this work has been undertaken, from the point at 
which friendshiop across religions has to be justified 
to the point where practical guidelines for its practice 
need to be drawn. It may be that the drafting of such 
practical guidelines is the proper work of religious 
leaders. If so, at this point we must issue an invitation 
to them to consider how the vision that our project 
offers can be translated in the circumstances of their 
community and its life. 

Scholars working as part of the Elijah Think 
Tank have, nevertheless, attempted to formulate 
what we call a manifesto of interreligious friendship. 
This manifesto does offer a series of practical 
recommendations that grow out of our common 
work. It is offered as the conclusion to our collection 
of essays. While I believe this document can be very 
useful to religious communities and leaders, it too 
amounts to an invitation to others to follow suit and to 

58 The Habitos go so far as to proclaim, as their concluding 
statement (before their epilogue): “New horizons in 
world religious history are being forged, as interreligious 
friendships bear fruit in the lives of individuals and 
communities of adherents of the different religious 
traditions of the world. 

seek to implement the core recognition concerning the 
importance and vitality of interreligious friendship 
in the various circumstances of their life. We thus 
conclude our project with an invitation, an invitation 
to join a vision, to receive its inspiration, to share 
a practice and to continue reflection concerning the 
theoretical and practical aspects of what may be one 
of this generation’s novel expressions of the spiritual 
life - friendship across religions. 

I would like to conclude with an insight that 
grows from the key text that provided the backbone 
to my presentation of friendship in Jewish sources.59 
The text I explored discusses “buying” a friend. 
This text assumes that friendship is not evident. It 
cannot be taken for granted. One must invest in it, 
an investment that is captured in terms as extreme 
as economic purchase. If this is true for everyday 
friendship, it is even more true for interreligious 
friendship. If we are willing to extend the teachings 
of our tradition beyond their original horizons, 
then the mandate to acquire a friend too must be 
extended beyond our own tradition. Interreligious 
friendship requires an enormous investment, in 
time, in communication, in thought, in sensitivity, 
in heart and even in prayer and aspiration. Unlike 
ordinary friendships that we often take for granted, 
it is a relationship that cannot be taken for granted. It 
must be maintained and cultivated. If it is important, 
as our project argues, then it must become a priority 
investment, a core growth component in our spiritual 
investment portfolio. 

Now, friendship is not a formal relationship. 
Unlike relations of kin, it is spontaneous and cuts 
across other social principles of organization. 
It might therefore be thought that interreligious 
friendship too should be left to the spontaneity of 
human circumstances that might allow for chance 
meetings, informal opportunities for cultivating 
it. Perhaps many interreligious friendships are 
indeed formed in this way. However, if we realize 
the conscious and intentional efforts that go into 
“acquiring” a friend, then we must also consider 

59 I thank Meir Sendor for the inspiration that follows. 

Successful cultivation of friendship 
among leaders of our different 

religions is the gift that makes all 
the efforts involved in the prior 

acquisition worthwhile
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how to cultivate those structures that would enhance 
friendship. It is thus no accident that this project of 
reflection on friendship across traditions is offered 
to the Elijah Board of World Religious Leaders. This 
project reveals one of the deeper purposes of this 
body, even if this purpose has come to light only 
as a consequence of its operations. This group of 
religious leaders is valued not only for their potential 
collaboration in a variety of reflective and practical 
matters. Even more importantly, it is a community 
that can collectively practice the virtues and receive 
the gifts of interreligious friendship. Setting up such 
an institution is establishing the grounds for abiding 
relationships. Laboring to keep this group active 
and to provide it with continuing opportunities for 
the practice of friendship is thus a very real way of 
inserting into the interreligious arena the rabbinic 
command to acquire a friend. Successful acquisition 
of the friend, in our case --the successful cultivation 
of friendship among leaders of our different religions 
-- is the gift that makes all the efforts involved in the 
prior acquisition worthwhile. 
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Abstract

Alon Goshen-Gottstein explores friendship in a Jewish context and how Jewish 
understandings of friendship may be expanded to an interreligious context. Goshen-
Gottstein begins by examining important Jewish sources for wisdom concerning friendship.  
Several lessons become apparent from mining such sources, which are that friendship 
occupies a fairly low position in the overall scale of rabbinic values, that friendship is 
limited in its uses because of how it is valued, and the realization that rather than being a 
value to be celebrated on some level in and of itself, friendship is instrumentalized in favor 
of governing spiritual values.  
Turning toward interreligious friendships specifically, Goshen-Gottstein is mindful that for 
most of its history, Judaism has not enjoyed friendly relations with the religious other, meaning 
that the very concept of interreligious friendship may need to be constructed, rather than 
being taken for granted or justified through the force of precedent.  The distinction between 
Torah-based friendship and God-based friendship allows for the development of a fuller 
notion of friendship, extending from the more particular community that shares the value of 
Torah to the broader community that shares the quest for God.  Nevertheless, he is mindful 
that contemporary interreligious relations go beyond adherents to the Abrahamic religions, 
providing opportunities for forming spiritual friendships with practitioners of religion who 
cannot relate to theistic notions of God, making a God-centered friendship problematic.  
Indeed, he maintains that where interreligious relations are more than collective diplomacy 
is where the heart is engaged, and believes that members of different religions can share the 
wisdom of the heart.  
Having established the countours for a Jewish theology of interreligious friendship, Goshen-
Gottstein addresses the various challenges, historical and scriptural, that could obstruct the 
practice of interreligious friendship. .  Considering the situation on the whole, Goshen-
Gottstein maintains that Judaism seems to only be ready for the kind of interreligious 
friendship that is based on practical collaboration, serving the common purposes of daily 
existence of the community and the individual.  Yet, with theoretical reflection and education, 
he believes it is possible to cultivate interreligious friendships and even the more intimate 
form of spiritual friendship.  He maintains that Jews are called to walk a path that strikes 
a balance between the needs of Jewish continuity, survival and faithfulness and universal 
love, acceptance and friendship.



Understanding Jewish 
Friendship, Extending 

Friendship Beyond Judaism
Alon Goshen-Gottstein



Ju
d
ai
sm

34

Introduction
The choice of friendship as a site for 

reflection and collaboration between scholars of 
the Elijah think tank grows out of the accumulated 
experience of work at Elijah. Our common 
experience has taught us that the foundations 
for interfaith collaboration are in friendship. 
However, the choice of topic grows no less out 
of my own personal experience. Ordained an 
Orthodox Rabbi, a scholar of rabbinic Judaism, 
and a practicing Jew who seeks to live the spiritual 
ideals of his tradition to the full, I nevertheless 
have benefitted enormously in my spiritual life 
from friendship with the faithful of other faiths. 
I put the matter precisely this way, rather than 
saying, as many Jews might, with non -Jews. Let 
me explain. Being both a people and a faith, Jews 
can think of the Other either in distinction to 
ethnic identity, hence as non-Jews, or in relation 
to the particularity of the other’s faith - Buddhist, 
Christian etc. For many Jews, especially those 
who are informed by the halacha, the topic might 
be framed as friendship between a Jew and a non-
Jew, with their specific religious identity playing a 
secondary role, if it figures at all. I, however, have 
enjoyed profound and in some cases decades-
long friendships not simply with non Jews, but 
with faithful Christians, as well as Muslims, 
Hindus and Buddhists. What has characterized 
these relationships has been precisely that the 
religious element was not ignored. Rather, faith, 
including differences in faith and in approach to 
ultimate questions, was and remains at the heart 
of these friendships. These friendships may thus 
be viewed as spiritual, religious or interreligious 
friendships. These friendships have been deep, 
intimate and transformative. They have allowed 
me to cultivate and explore aspects of myself 
that are different from what my friendships with 
Jews enable. My understanding of what it is to 
be religious, what it is to work from the heart, 
how to live faith in daily life and many other 
issues, germane to the spiritual life, have all been 
impacted through friendship with faithful of other 
traditions. I will say more on these matters below. 
I have thus benefitted from the very religiousness 
of the men and women whose friendship I have 
enjoyed for many years, and it is the very coming 
together of their humanity and their faith that has 
provided the basis for friendship and that has 
transformed me in many ways.

I find in music a close analogy to the 
religious life. Songs may differ from one another, 

in terms of musical style. While most musical 
systems resort to similar notes, scales and 
rhythms, what they produce with them is distinct. 
Some people are moved and touched only by a 
specific range of music, usually that associated 
with their tradition. I myself am a lover of 
many, if not all, forms of music. Similarly, I am 
touched by the different tone, sound and music 
- nuances of the spiritual life, produced in the 
lives of faithful of different faith traditions. I 
am moved and touched by expressions of the 
spirit in its various manifestations. While there 
is much to satisfy musical, as well as human and 
spiritual needs, within my own tradition, no one 
can detract from the beauty and inspiration that 
I have found by listening to the music produced 
in the souls of members of other faith traditions.

The present paper will contribute to two 
fronts - understanding friendship in a Jewish 
context and exploring how friendship might be 
constructed, understood and accommodated in 
an interreligious context, from such a Jewish 
perspective. Jewish notions will be explored 
as a basis for extending friendship beyond the 
bounds within which it is usually contained. A 
consideration of friendship in a Jewish context 
suggests that the notion is underdeveloped, both 
in primary sources and in secondary analysis 
of the subject. There seems to be a particular 
dearth of discussions of the notion of spiritual 
friendship. To the extent that my own experience 
is meaningful, it allows me to revisit notions of 
friendship in Judaism, in light of the experience 
gained in relation to faithful of other faiths and 
their own theoretical articulation of the value of 
spiritual friendship. 

Friendship in Jewish Sources
Let us begin by offering an overview of 

friendship and how it is configured in Jewish  
sources.1 In what follows I make two claims. The 

1 The only extensive survey of friendship in rabbinic 
literature is that of Catherine Hezser, “Rabbis and Other 
Friends : Friendship in the Talmud Yerushalmi and in 
Graeco-Roman Literature,” The Talmud Yerushalmi 
and Graeco-Roman Culture II, ed. Peter Schäfer and 
Catherine Hezser.  Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000, p. 

A consideration of friendship in a 
Jewish context suggests that the 

notion is underdeveloped
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first is that friendship occupies a fairly low position 
in the overall scale of Jewish (rabbinic) values. The 
second is that friendship is limited in its uses because 
of how it is viewed. Rather than being a value to 
be celebrated on some level in and of itself, it is 
instrumentalized in favor of the governing spiritual 
values, be they Torah study or other aspects of the 
spiritual life. 

Jewish friendship teachings are, almost 
without exception, instrumental and utilitarian. A 
friend is not an end in him or herself, but is needed 
in order to attain one or another of the tradition’s 
ideals and values. Beyond the physical, social and 
political need for human company and friendship, 
even on the religious and spiritual level, friendship 
is instrumentalized. The primary need for a friend 
is in order to learn Torah with him.2 Friends are 
also needed to remind one of one’s shortcomings, 
to help one become better, to encourage one along 
the way, to help battle the weaknesses of human 
nature, etc.  A friend is an important instrument of 
the spiritual life. But the friend does not seem to 
be an ideal in and of itself. If I have understood it 
correctly, in some traditions friendship is not only a 
means to achieving the telos; true friendship is part 
of the realization of the telos. This seems to me a 
very significant distinction and one that I would not 
want to dismiss too quickly. If fuller understandings 
exist in other traditions, or can be imagined, this 
invites reflection on why friendship plays such a 
limited role in Jewish reflection and why it is so 
instrumentalized.3 It further invites us to explore 

189-254. While Hezser’s discussion is quite extensive, it 
often fails to see the big picture on account of the many 
details and parallels Hezser finds in relation to Greco-
Roman literature. Reading Hezser, one gets the impression 
that friendship is far more important than it is, in my own 
estimation. Her conclusion, p. 254, presenting the rabbinic 
movement as consisting of small clusters of close friends 
is, in my view, an overreading the rabbis, or if you will, 
an application of looser standards of friendship than those 
that govern the present essay.      

2 Always him, never her. There is no trace of a notion of 
female friendship in rabbinic literature. Note however the 
benediction recited at a wedding, where God is praised 
for creating “love, brotherhood, peace and friendship”. In 
context, this does suggest friendship as a component of 
marriage. However, next to nothing of the sort is found 
in rabbinic reflections on marriage, let alone relationships 
with other females. 

3 Hezser, p. 190, raises one possible explanation for the 
low position of friendship in the fact that the theme 
is not of great significance for the Hebrew Bible, 
that conditions much of the rabbinic worldview. One 
alternative possibility might be that friendship focuses 
on the individual, while the classical sources focus on 

whether one can construct a more robust notion of 
spiritual friendship from Jewish sources. 

I can see several converging factors that 
would allow us to understand what I just described. 
Contrasting Jewish patterns of thinking with Greek 
and Christian patterns is telling. Christianity inherits 
Greek modes of thinking as well as the actual content 
of the Hellenistic world. Friendship is an important 
virtue already in ancient Greece.4 A medieval 
Christian tractate on friendship would thus draw on 
both the content and the form of such discussions, 
making it a meaningful subject of discussion.5 By 
contrast, there is not a single Jewish tractate devoted 
to friendship. To the best of my knowledge, in over 
two thousand years of intense literary activity, we do 
not possess a single extended discussion of friendship 
and its virtues. Most of Jewish tradition is developed 
through a commentarial tradition where earlier 
core texts are expounded and studied. Even though 
many systematic tractates were developed on key 
philosophical issues, friendship was never deemed 
a topic important enough to justify the move from 
the traditional Jewish form of expression, through 
the commentarial tradition, to the novel form of 
systematic discussion and reflection. The history of 
application of the notion of friendship is thus largely 
a history of interpretation and this history seems to 
be severely limited by the key texts that have shaped 
it and their original concerns. These concerns are 
indeed instrumental, with special emphasis on the 
instrumentality of the friend in acquiring Torah. The 
formative references to friendship seem to have thus 
limited the scope of how the tradition developed the 
notion. 

There is a further factor to bear in mind. 
Friendship is a social fact and therefore cannot be 
considered independently of the social institutions 

the community. Friendship is therefore appreciated only 
within the broader communitarian perspective and in 
the framework of the key values of the community, and 
therefore does not emerge as a central value. 

4 See the discussion by Volf and Mcannally-Linz in the 
present collection of papers, as well as the extensive 
materials cited by Hezser.

5 See, for example, the discussion of Aelred of Riveaux in 
Volf and Mcannally-Linz’s presentation. 

Rather than being a value to be 
celebrated on some level in and of itself, 
friendship  is instrumentalized in favor 

of governing spiritual values
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or reality within which it is practiced. Much 
Christian reflection on friendship developed 
within a monastic context. Does the bet midrash, 
the house of study, provide a social context that 
is more constricting or focused in terms of the 
ideals of friendship that it cultivates?6 Indeed, one 
important example of a robust spiritual notion of 
friendship to be quoted below grows precisely 
within a particular social matrix that is more 
total in its engagement and that structures social 
relations in accordance with particular spiritual 
ideals. I refer to the social structure of the hassidic 
community, structured around achievement 
of particular spiritual ideals. Thus changing 
spiritual aspirations and varying social structures 
contribute to different conceptualization of 
friendship as an ideal.

Friendship is, by definition, a category 
that has multiple meanings, that are expressed in 
different situations. We may think of friendship 
as governed by a principle of elasticity - different 
situations call forth and make possible different 
manifestations of friendship.7 This is particularly 
important for a discussion of interreligious 
friendship. The elasticity of friendship suggests 
that with shifting, or broadening, spiritual horizons 
that include members of other religions and with 
novel social opportunities new understandings of 
friendship could emerge, that include within the 
scope of a religiously based ideal of friendship 
also the friendship with the faithful of another 
religion. 

I would like to move from these general 
observations to a presentation of some texts 
that will illustrate my claims. The method of 
presentation follows the method of classical 

6 Hezser certainly does not think so. However, given 
varying uses of “friendship”, we may both be right. 
My suggestion is that a comparison of the depth of 
rabbinic and hassidic thought on friendship could 
account for deepening reflection in relation to more 
intimate social structures. 

7 From a social studies perspective, the very notion of 
friendship is characterized by elasticity and flexibility. 
See Hezser, p. 205. Our discussion is less concerned 
with identifying what types of friendship exist, 
than with understanding what kinds of friendship 
are deemed important and when, and with whom, 
friendship is considered a value. 

Jewish learning, in tracing the commentarial 
tradition of key statements.8

The text which I have chosen as the prism 
though which to study Jewish perspectives on 
friendship is a mishna in tractate Avot 1,6:

Joshua ben Perachyah said: Provide for 
yourself a teacher and get yourself a friend; 
and judge every man towards merit.

The statement, like many rabbinic dicta, is 
composed of three parts. One of the hermeneutical 
challenges is to account for the relationship 
between the three parts. Each statement can be 
read on its own, in relation to one of the three, 
or in relation to all three. Dozens of possible 
readings have been offered over the generations 
to account for the relations between the three 
components of this teaching. For our purposes 
the most important fact to note is that acquiring 
a friend follows the counsel to make or provide 
oneself with a teacher. This juxtaposition draws 
most commentators, beginning with the earliest 
commentaries within the talmudic tradition 
itself, to consider the usefulness of a friend for 
purposes of Torah study. Teacher and friend thus 
form two poles of a learning system, a fact that 
is perpetuated to this very day in how Torah 
is studied. Still today, in classical schools of 
Jewish learning, time is spent between studying 
with a friend and studying with a teacher. Both 
teacher and friend serve the higher spiritual and 
cultural goal - the study of Torah. This becomes 
the primary context for considering the religious 

8  It could be argued that for the purpose of the present 
exercise I have simply chosen the wrong text and that 
had I chosen another text, results would be different. 
This is, of course, possible. However, textual tradition 
has a way of cross referencing and compiling ideas into 
clusters. Taking as my starting point what I think is one 
of the most central statements on friendship in Jewish 
tradition has opened up dozens of other texts, through 
the history of its interpretation. Each of these texts is 
a window onto other texts and a vantage point from 
which we can examine changing patterns of thought.  
I therefore doubt that a major conceptual development 
has occurred without leaving its traces on the several 
hundred (digitized) documents I scanned or examined 
for purposes of this study. As a means of control, I also 
studied the history of interpretation of another talmudic 
dictum “either a friend or death” (Bavli Ta’anit 
23a). The results confirmed the overall low view of 
friendship on the axiological scale of rabbinic culture. 
The text enjoys only the most meager (several dozen 
references) afterlife in the commentarial tradition.

The primary need for a friend is in 
order to learn Torah with him
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significance of friendship. A friend is an instrument 
for the study of Torah. 

It is this instrumentality that actually makes the 
friend superfluous. If a friend is the other opinion, the 
means of working out the challenges of Torah study, 
then there may be other means of achieving the same 
goal. Rashi in his commentary on this mishna offers 
two interpretations. One understands the friend in 
the plain sense. The other interprets friends as books. 
Making one’s books one’s friends thus opens one up 
to the multiplicity of readings and opinions that the 
ideal learning partner might have provided. In other 
words, there may be a better instrument to learning 
Torah than a human person - a book. Other ways of 
rereading the tradition have also arisen. The word 
acquire, ukene, has been transformed into vekane, 
the stylus. Accordingly, the pen is the student’s best 
friend, as he takes notes and composes his own 
original Torah compositions.9 

A very beautiful way of instrumentalizing 
friendship is found in hassidic tradition. Rabbi 
DovBer of Lubavitch (1773-1827) is reported to 
have offered the following definition of friendship. 
According to the anthropology current in the 
Lubavitch school of thought, the human struggle is 
that of the divine soul combating the animal soul.10 
Friendship allows for two divine souls to combat 
one animal soul. Sharing the spiritual process 
with someone makes the friend a partner to your 
own battle and allows you to draw strength from 
that person. And yet, this is still an instrumental 
understanding of friendship. Contrast it with the 
maxim attributed by Diogenes Laertius to Aristotle, 
couched in related terms: “What is a friend? A single 
soul dwelling in two bodies”.11 This maxim captures 
a feeling of intimacy and union that goes beyond the 
instrumentality of friendship, even when it is applied 
to the most intimate and personal spiritual struggles.

Because friendship is instrumentalized, even 
if for spiritual purposes, it can, as we have already 

9 Rabbi Menashe Klein, Responsa Shone Halachot 6,165.
10 Compare below our discussion of the Meiri and its 

implications for interreligious friendship.
11 Lives of the Philosophers, Life of Aristotle, p. 11: He was 

once asked what a friend is; and his answer was, “One soul 
abiding in two bodies”. Contrast this with the notion of 
friend as alter ego. See Hezser, p. 210 and the discussion 
of Volf and McAnnally-Linz.

seen, be transcended. We thus find interpretations 
of our mishna that remove it from the realm of the 
human friend. R. Elimelech of Lizhensk (1717-
1787), a popular hassidic author, reads “friend” as a 
reference to the soul. Acquiring a friend is engaging 
in the hard spiritual work that would make a person 
worthy of his soul consciously dwelling with him. 
“The soul is called the friend of a person, and the 
soul does not come to one except through investment 
and struggle in the service of God”.12 We have here 
a powerful insight, clearly a reflection of his own 
spiritual experience. The dwelling of the soul is like 
the intimate fidelity, understanding and comfort of 
a friend. The soul can probably be a better friend 
than any human friend. But this insight is gained 
at the expense of the plain sense of friendship as a 
spiritual value. Similarly, the reading of Rabbi Israel 
of Kozhnitz (1737-1814)  does away with friendship 
as a human reality. “By making himself and all his 
limbs a chariot to the divine presence, he will acquire 
for himself a friend, that is attaching himself to God, 
and God draws Himself to him and dwells upon his 
limbs and his entire body”.13 This is a powerful 
spiritual vision. A person can be transformed into a 
vehicle of divine presence. This is a mystical summit 
of the spiritual life, involving the sanctification of 
the human body and the entire human person. The 
divine dwelling is conceptualized as friendship. 
This has, of course, huge potential for a theology 
of friendship: The dwelling of God upon a person 
is conceived in terms of friendship. However, 
what makes this reading possible is the wordplay, 
according to which attachment uses the same verb 
as friendship, hitchaberut. In fact, once again, 
friendship has been emptied of its content, and has 
been transcended in favor of a higher spiritual value, 
attachment to God and a form of union with Him. 

This last quote may be informed by an 
important and inspiring passage in the Zohar, the 
most fundamental work of the Jewish mystical 
tradition. This passage quotes our mishna in a novel 
context, suggesting new ways in which we might 
think of friendship. 

“Of every man whose heart prompts him” (Ex. 
25,2). What does “whose heart prompts him” 
mean? Rather that the Holy One blessed be 
He, desires him (or: takes pleasure in him), as 
it is written: “Of You my heart has said” (Ps. 
27,8), “the strength of my heart” (Ps. 73,26), 

12 Noam Elimelech, Mishpatim.
13 Avodat Israel, Avot.

There is not a single Jewish tractate 
devoted to friendship
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“of a merry heart” (Prov. 15,15), and “His 
heart was merry” (Ruth 3,7). All these 
refer to the Holy One blessed be He. Here 
too, “whose heart prompts him” (refers to 
the Holy One). From Him “shall you take 
my offering”, because that is where He is 
found and not elsewhere.
And how do we know that the Holy One, 
blessed be He, wants him and places His 
dwelling place in him? When we see that 
the desire of the person is to endeavor to 
pursue the Holy One, blessed be He, with 
his heart and soul and will, surely then we 
know that the divine presence (Shekhina) 
dwells with him. Then we should acquire 
that person, with full payment, to attach 
ourselves to him and to learn from him. 
And concerning this the ancients said “and 
acquire for yourself a friend”. One must 
buy him for a full price, in order to merit 
the divine presence. This is how far it is 
necessary to pursue the righteous man and 
to purchase him.
Similarly, the righteous one must pursue 
the wicked person and purchase him for a 
full price, in order to remove from him that 
filth and subdue the other side, and to make 
his soul (or: build him), so that it may be 
considered as though he (the righteous one) 
created him (the reborn wicked person). 
And through this praise the divine glory 
will be elevated more than through any 
other praise. (Zohar, Teruma, 128 a-b).

The passage describes someone possessed of 
God. The same divine presence we encountered 
in the previous text is encountered here. However, 
instead of reference to the limbs of the body, in 
this passage we have strong appeal to the heart. 
Various biblical verses that relate to the heart 
are read as epithets for God, and the heart is 
recognized as the dwelling place for God. God’s 
dwelling in the heart finds expression through 
the person’s ceaseless seeking after God with the 
entirety of his being. The search for God is itself a 
sign of the divine presence. Such a person, who is 
a dwelling place for God, is a gateway for others 
to encounter God. One should be associated with 
him and learn from him. Now, the Zohar applies 
the instruction of acquiring a friend to such a 
person. The friend is no longer any friend, nor 
even the friend with whom one can study Torah. 
The friend is the chosen unique individual who 

serves as an instrument for bringing God to 
others.14 Following a note made by some of the 
earlier commentators, concerning the use of the 
word acquire,15 and how it denotes willingness 
to spend money in making a friend, the Zohar 
highlights that becoming associated with such a 
holy person is worth all money. While friendship 
remains instrumental, here it is instrumental to 
God and is a direct means of associating oneself 
with God. In truth the figure is a teacher figure, 
and the Zohar speaks of learning from him. Yet 
the Zohar refers to him as a friend. This may be 
because it wants to highlight the total giving, 
associated with acquiring, literally purchasing, 
a friend. But we also have here, once again, the 
roots of a theology of friendship. This unique 
individual is either a friend of God or someone 
through whom we become friends of God. 

The passage from the Zohar informs one of 
the most beautiful (though as always, fairly brief 
and highly exegetical) discussions of friendship, 
found in all of Jewish literature. I refer to the 
discussion of Rabbi Abraham Weinberg in his 
Yesod Ha’avoda (1804-1883). Several factors 
have converged to produce this discussion. These 
include the mystical orientation, which provides 
a common spiritual goal for friendship as well as 
the actual existence of a closely knit community 
of spiritual seekers. Combined, these have led to 
new articulations of what friendship is and how it 
is experienced as part of the spiritual life. While 
the statement is still instrumental, as indeed is the 
Zohar’s, it captures through friendship a complete 
vision of the spiritual life.

How great and wondrous is the virtue of the 
love between friends, who adhere together 
and who speak from heart to heart, and each 
one loves his friend as his own soul. And this 
leads them to true repentance, to humility 
and joy, to the delights of performing the 
commandments, to soul searching and to 
overcoming temptation. And through it 

14 Compare this to the understanding of undertaking to 
fulfill Lev. 19,18 before prayer as a means of attaching 
oneself to the Zaddik. See the appendix to the present 
essay. 

15 Compare Sirach 6,7.

Friendship allows for two divine 
souls to combat one animal soul
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they attain both worlds, this world and the 
world to come, and the awakening of the heart 
with God’s love and awe, and the quality of 
truth and peace, for the divine presence only 
dwells where there is peace.16

   Basing this panegyric for friendship, inter alia, 
on the Zohar assumes that the virtue of friendship 
is not limited to the one unique individual in 
whom God dwells. The Zohar’s association of this 
spiritual person with friendship makes it a spiritual 
rationale for all forms of friendship.17 Friendship is 
understood as instrumental to the greatest virtues, 
and ultimately to the dwelling of divine presence. 

The final stage in the presentation of Jewish 
texts, though without reference to the mishna on 
acquiring a friend, shows a full blown sense of 

16  Yesod Ha’avoda Part 2, Chapter 10, section 10. The 
discussion of friendship continues for several pages. While 
most of it is commentarial, it is studded with some of the 
most beautiful gems in Jewish literature on friendship, 
that give direct expression to the life experience of this 
author and his community, Slonim hassidism. Consider 
the following: “The love of friends who care for God’s 
word and give each other advice, encouragement and 
great awakening of the soul in the worship of God” 
(section 11). “True connectedness (possibly: friendship) 
is only possible for friends who listen (echoing Song 
8,13)...for when they unite with heart, soul and spirit and 
with constructive speech between one another, then God 
descends among these heroes (echoing Judges 5,13)...
and the good unites them together and they become a 
great principle (or coming together) in the world...and 
God’s name dwells among them”. This text is explicit in 
claiming that only spiritual friendship is true friendship 
and that God dwells among friends, providing their 
common ground. The claims are conceptually as robust 
as any made in the history of religious or philosophical 
reflection on friendship. That they appear as small gems 
embedded in a commentarial discussion in a book that is 
not much studied suggests that the power of experience 
will ultimately prevail, even if it is expressed closer to 
the margins than to the center of tradition. See further his 
commentary, in section 12, on Ps. 132,1: “How good and 
how pleasant it is that brothers sit together”. “The sitting 
of brothers, referring to those who are beloved as brothers, 
even though they are not talking of the fear of God (in 
other words, of spiritual matters). For the love of the 
hearts draws them and brings them together (or purifies 
them) to one light, the candle of God which is the soul of 
man (Prov. 20,27), for the evil forces flee from the joint 
flame of the light of their souls, that are joint together”. 
The section goes on to develop the notion of friendship as 
bonding of different dimensions of the soul and person of 
the friends. 

17 As some of the quotes in the previous note suggest, this 
author has consciously taken the step from describing 
the person in whom God dwells as “friend”, to making 
all true friendship an expression of the dwelling of divine 
presence. 

friendship and love extended to all, based not only 
on the theoretical recognition of the existence of an 
individual who is himself “friend of God”, a point 
of the dwelling of the divine in humanity, but on 
the actual experience and testimony of one such 
individual. Because it draws on personal experience, 
it offers us a glimpse into how love and friendship 
can be extended to all, and how these grow from 
the power of divine love that cannot be arrested, 
grounded in a broader theological understanding 
that provides the foundation for a theology of love. 
The following is taken from the writings of Rabbi 
Abraham Isaac Kook (1865-1935), arguably one 
the greatest figures that Judaism has produced, and 
whose greatness may be expressed as the greatness 
of a soul, fully manifested through a force of love 
that is all inclusive and a power of mind that is all 
encompassing. Rav Kook allows us to point to a 
specific individual who manifests the ideals of the 
Zohar, translated into a broad range of relationships 
that are consciously conceived by him in terms 
of friendship.18 Rav Kook’s spiritual writings are 
strongly personal, expressing his own experience. 
Unlike those of Rabbi Weinberg, whose lofty ideas 
on spiritual friendship were couched in a technical 
commentarial context, Rav Kook authors a diary, or 
a collection of writings, that speak in an unmediated 
way of his experiences. In this light we should hear 
the following passage:

The Zaddik (righteous one) always stands 
between God and the world, binding the 
silent, dark world to divine light and speech. 
All the senses of the true Zaddik are given 
to the divine bonding (or: connecting) of all 
the worlds. His desires, wills, tendencies, 
thoughts, actions, talks, habits, movements, 
sadnesses, joys, sorrows, delights, all without 
exceptions are chords of the holy music, that 
the life of divinity, flowing through all the 
worlds, expresses through them their powerful 
voice. And endless souls and immeasurable 
treasures of life, that fill all being, they alone, 
as they strive to ascend from the bottom of the 
depth of the boredom of their lowliness to the 
heights of the joys of divine freedom, source 
of bliss and delight, it is they who impel all 
the activities of the Zaddik, as he regularly 
officiates as a priest in the holy service, where 
his entire life is sanctified to God. A great truth 

18 Friendship, Yedidut,  is a term that appears hundreds of 
times in his writings, especially in his many epistles. 
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lives in his heart, a living and triumphant 
power is awake in his soul, and he feels his 
greatness and the splendor of the greatness 
of his desire; and according to the measure 
of his greatness so great is his humility, less 
than a spark of a light flare compared with 
the vastness of all worlds is he truly in his 
own eyes, compared to the greatness of the 
splendor of the living God, that regularly 
throbs in his spirit. Infinite love for God is 
his joyful gladness and an internal affection 
to every creature, a faithful friendship to 
all beings, and a devoted love in all its 
levels - to family, to friends, to nation, to 
mankind, to the animal, to the vegetable, 
and to all that is and exists - is engraved 
with all the fullness of its righteousness in 
the inheritance of his heart.19

   The Zaddik lives the divine life, and his 
life is, as Rav Kook expresses it, a musical 
expression of the life of God itself. It is 
characterized by profound bonding, union, 
with all beings,20 seeking to elevate them 
and to bring to light the fundamental divine 
unity of life of which he partakes. Love is 
the bond of divine life, and therefore the 
vision of unity translates itself into love for 
all. This love has no bounds. It includes 
the lowliest beings, who form part of his 
own spiritual journey, impelling him to 
ever greater perfection, even as he elevates 
them. In concentric circles, his love extends 
farther and farther to all that exists. One of 
the ways of expressing this love is through 
the concept of friendship. Rav Kook thus 
speaks of a faithful friendship to all beings, 
along with a devoted love to all levels of 
existence. God and love are the foundation; 
friendship is the concrete expression. 
As God and love have no boundaries, so 

19 Orot Hakodesh 3,230= Shemona Kevazim 3,30.
20 Grounding friendship in the unity of being echoes 

themes found in other parts of this collection of essays. 
Significantly, this note is sounded by the authors 
who discuss the Indic or dharmic tradition. Compare 
Rambachan’s discussion of Brahman as providing 
the basis of unity of life upon which friendship 
grows. See also the Buddhist understanding of the 
interconnectedness of being as the foundations of 
friendship, as expressed in the vision of Indra’s net 
in the Habito’s presentation. Finally, Guru Gobindh 
Singh’s proclamation of the unity of humanity is the 
foundation for a Sikh theology of friendship. See 
Eleanor Nesbitt’s contribution. 

friendship is extended to all.

If we have any doubt that Rav Kook is 
speaking from his personal experience, the 
following passage will dispel such doubt:

My many imperfections will not prevent 
me from benefiting (literally: bringing 
merit) to the many (or: public). For I desire 
to do (or: bring) good, and I desire the 
well-being of creatures, and I clearly desire 
to truly desire to be good. And my heart 
is full of the holy fire of friendship,21 the 
delightful love of Israel and of the entire 
world, to raise everything to the source of 
good. And this will is a holy will, and I 
must acknowledge its sanctity. 
I love all creatures. In no way will I change 
my quality internally. For everything I 
find favor and a positive aspect, literally 
for everything, and the light of God will 
appear upon all. “And His compassion is 
upon all His creatures” (Ps. 145,9).22 

Friendship is extended from the loving 
heart that will not tolerate the boundaries that so 
many around Rav Kook would practice, leading 
them to limit their love to some, principally Israel, 
and not others. Rav Kook’s love for the world is 
an attitude of friendship and a desire for its well-
being and welfare. While it does not translate into 
relationships of specific friendship, it does inform 
all of his relationships. The preponderance of the 
term “friendship” in Rav Kook’s communications 
with others, including his much beloved only son, 
suggests that it governs his active relationships, 
extending a spirit that is inseparable from the 
divine force of love, beating in his heart, to all 
beings.23 

21 I have added this coma, in order to avoid a triple 
construct, whose subject would be ambiguous. 

22 Chadarav, p.163.
23 One might reasonably object to modelling spiritual 

friendship on Rav Kook’s testimony that his love is 
one sided, the love of the Zaddik who stands between 
God and creation. Such friendship lacks the reciprocity 
that is an important component of friendship, and 

Friendship is extended from the 
loving heart that will not tolerate the 

boundaries that so many practice
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In biographical terms, friendship and 
hospitality characterize Rav Kook’s practice in 
the most thorough way. In theoretical terms, the 
practice of friendship is envisioned by Rav Kook 
as a part of ideal relations that govern not only the 
life of the Zaddik, but relations between peoples 
and nations. Friendship is a component of ideal 
or messianic relations, governed by peace and 
respect.24 Thus, while Rav Kook practices universal 
friendship and love as the Zaddik would, he does so 
as an expression of a fundamental drive of ideal life, 
which is therefore relevant for one and all.  

Extending Teachings of Friendship Across 
Religions

We have followed the notion of friendship 
to its limits. From an instrument for Torah study it 
has become, through association with the Zaddik, 
a feature of the divine life and an inseparable 
expression of the love and unity that ties all being 
together. I would like to now attempt to apply some 
of the lessons we have learned to the situation 
of interreligious friendship. For a tradition like 
Judaism, that for most of its history has not enjoyed 
friendly relations with the religious other, the very 
concept of interreligious friendship may need to 
be constructed, rather than being taken for granted 
or justified through the force of precedent. What, 
then, are possible contours of a Jewish theology 
of friendship and particularly of interreligious 
friendship? The trajectory of texts we have studied 
suggests some possible contours. 

Our texts demonstrate how little friendship in 
the conventional sense means to rabbinic culture. 
It is transcended, transformed and substituted by a 
variety of other values and ideals, all deemed far 
more significant than friendship itself, however it is 
instrumentalized. In the context of reframing the uses 
of friendship we do, however, encounter an alternative 
telos to friendship than the reigning paradigm of 
Torah study - God and the divine presence. With 
the close association of God and friendship we have 

that characterized many of the expressions of friendship 
reviewed above, notably those by Rabbi Weinberg. I 
would counter such an objection by suggesting that the 
love and friendship are shown from within the totality of 
creation, as expressions of God’s love. Rav Kook himself 
is thus a part of the dynamics of receiving friendship and 
love, as much as any aspect of creation, by virtue of their 
being an expression of God’s love. Ultimately, all love 
and all friendship revert to God and any individual, even 
the bridge between God and creation, partakes of these 
qualities as part of the ideal totality of life. 

24 See Ein Aya to Shabbat 44a.

seeds of a future theology of friendship. If God is 
the friend, then it is only a step away to identifying 
God in the friend. Rabbi Weinberg made the move; 
Rav Kook’s entire worldview assumes that, even 
if it was not articulated in the texts we saw. Once 
social and conceptual conditions are ripe, one can 
readily conceive how a theology of friendship might 
find the Divine Friend in and through the human 
friend, even the friend belonging to another religion.  
The present essay is informed by the possibility that 
one dimension of the ripening of conditions for the 
development of a fuller notion of friendship is the 
expansion of the boundaries of friendship from the 
more particular community that shares the value of 
Torah to the broader community that shares the quest 
for God. Such broadening opens us up to examples, 
experiences and teachings that allow us to cultivate 
more robust understandings of friendship, that 
through appeal to God, redefine friendship, within 
the community and beyond it. 

Reviewing the sources we analyzed, we 
note that not a single one of them considered the 
friend as a friend belonging to another people or 
religion. Even Rav Kook, who offered us the most 
comprehensive spiritual view of universal friendship, 
did not include interreligious friendship in his list of 
differences that are overcome by the power of love 
and the extension of friendship to all. He refers to 
friendship in global terms (humanity), in qualitative 
terms (good and wicked) and in national terms 
(different nations), but never in interreligious terms. 
This lack is an expression of the era in which his 
words were written; our ability to raise the question 
is a sign of our own times. If Rav Kook provides the 
theory, model and example of the full experiential, 
mystically based, practice of universal friendship, it 
remains up to us to translate his testimony into the 
interreligious field.

This is perhaps the appropriate place to 
point out what I have not been able to identify, in 
preparing this paper. In planning the present paper, 
together with the other scholars of our think tank, it 
was intended that each scholar should include a case 
of interreligious friendship from his or her tradition. 
A clear precedent would have provided strong 
support for the core argument of this project, namely 
that interreligious friendship is an appropriate 

With the close association of God and 
friendship we have seeds of a future 

theology of friendship
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contemporary virtue. However, as I prepared the 
paper, I realized that I could not identify a single 
meaningful case of interreligious friendship that 
fits the description of friendship offered in the 
introduction to this volume, and that corresponds 
to the finest experiences of friendship, practiced 
within the tradition. Good neighborly relations, 
practical collaboration, theological study and 
argumentation25 or relationships based on 
lobbying for the needs of Jews26 fall short of 
the ideals of friendship that this paper seeks to 
articulate. Constructing a romanticized version 
of some distant biblical relationship, as some 
friends suggested I might, certainly did not 
seem a serious option. In seeking a model for 
interreligious friendship I therefore preferred to 
highlight the spiritual and experiential reality of 
Rav Kook and the practice of universal friendship 
that it allows. Rav Kook’s spiritual cognitions 
flow almost naturally from some of the sources 
examined above, adding to them the power and 
authority of his testimonial voice. 

Who, then, might be considered the first 
well known and documented case of someone 
practicing interreligious friendship? I would argue 
that the first documented case of interreligious 
friendship is that of Abraham Joshua Heschel. 
It is no accident that interreligious friendship 
is one of the notes sounded by “No Religion is 
an Island”, the essay that provides a conceptual 
platform for much of contemporary Jewish 
involvement in interfaith relations.27 But Heschel 
is a modern.28 His groundbreaking actions and 

25 The same is true for coming under the sphere of 
spiritual influence. I consulted Paul Fenton as to 
whether Jewish Sufism provides us with precedents 
for interreligious friendship. In his view, it does not. 
Spiritual influence may have been major, but it did not 
redefine social relations, thereby excluding friendship. 
Similarly, neither Maimonides’ medical practice nor 
his shared philosophical universe of discourse with 
Muslim philosophers provide us with precedents for 
what we seek in this project. 

26 Such as the case of Rabbi Menashe Ben Israel. See 
Andrew Crome, “Friendship and Enmity to God and 
Nation: The Complexities of Jewish-Gentile Relations 
in the Whitehall Conference of 1655,” Friendship in 
the Middle Ages and Early Modern Age: Explorations 
of a Fundamental Ethical Discourse, ed. A. Classen 
and M.Sandidge. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2010, p. 
749-778. I thank Awet Andemicael for this reference. 

27  See my “No Religion Is An Island : Following the 
Trail Blazer,” Shofar 26,1, 2007, p. 72-111.

28 Another contemporary voice who appeals to 
friendship as formative of his theology and his views 
of Christianity is Irving Yitz Greenberg. See Irving 

relationships grow out of his embeddedness in 
tradition, but make no appeal to it, at least in terms 
of interreligious friendship. For those for whom 
Heschel is an authority, an important precedent is 
established. For those for whom Heschel is not a 
major figure, more is required. For both groups, 
constructive thinking is required in order to make 
sense of the relational possibilities pioneered by 
Heschel that are now part and parcel of common 
interfaith relations. 

Where reflection on interreligious 
friendship takes us beyond personal example is in 
the possibility of rereading our texts and finding 
in them meanings that could extend to friends of 
other religious traditions. The challenge, or hope, 
of the present project would be to read texts such 
as those authored by Rabbi Weinberg not only in 
relation to friends of one’s own religion but also 
in relation to friends of another religion. Why 
should friends who belong to another religion 
not also be capable of speaking from heart to 
heart, loving one another as one’s own soul and 
inspiring one another to true repentance, humility 
and joy, to soul searching and the overcoming 
of temptation? True, Rabbi Weinberg also 
includes in this list the common observance of 
commandments. But surely this one dimension 
of spiritual friendship, central as it is, need not 
overtake all aspects of spiritual friendship and 
the possibility of practicing it with friends of 
another tradition. The present paper suggests that 
the finest teachings on friendship are those that 
go beyond the Torah centered instrumentality 
of friendship and make God the focus and the 
locus of friendship. To make God the focus 

Greenberg, “What Would Roy and Alice Do?,” My 
Neighbor’s Faith: Stories of Interreligious Growth, 
Encounter and Transformation, ed. J. Howe Peace 
et al.. Maryknoll: Orbis, 2012, p. 11-16. This is a 
particularly important contribution, inasmuch as it 
points to one important dimension of interreligious 
friendship not highlighted in the present essay: the 
possibilities of speaking truths, and harsh truths at that, 
across religions, on the foundations of friendship. This 
concern echoes themes raised by Rambachan, Volf and 
McAnnaly-Linz, and Gianotti in the present volume, 
and therefore provides an important complement to 
my own efforts. 

I would argue that the first 
documented case of interreligious 
friendship is that of A. J. Heschel
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suggests a common idea; to make Him the locus, 
suggests a common experience, a spiritual reality 
that transcends the realm of thoughts and beliefs.29 
This expansion, so I argue, also makes it possible to 
extend friendship to friends of another religion. 

Following the norms of the Jewish tradition 
and its history of reading and rereading earlier texts, 
I would like to revisit the core text, the mishna in 
Avot, that has served as our prism for understanding 
Jewish friendship. I would like to offer a synthetic 
reading of the mishna, in light of the present 
attempt to construct a theology of friendship and of 
interreligious friendship, a reading that grows out of 
the history of interpretation, surveyed above.30 Let 
us first recall the text of this mishna:

A. Provide for yourself a teacher 
B. and get yourself a friend; 
C. and judge every man towards merit. 

The overwhelming majority of commentarial 
attention is devoted to the relations between the first 
and second part of the mishna. The various attempts 
to read all three parts of the mishna as a whole do 
little to clarify the nature of friendship. Let us revisit 
this point, in light of the history of this mishna’s 
interpretation. The first part of the mishna speaks 
of a master, clearly a term that is related to Torah 
study. The third part speaks of finding favor in every 
person. The scope is universal.31 The second quote 
by Rav Kook gave us a first person testimony of how 
such universal extension of merit or favor is applied. 
The statement on friendship is located between the 
narrow focus on relations with the teacher and the 
broad universal focus on how every person should be 
judged. The Zohar offers us one way of constructing 
a coherent reading. The spiritual master, himself a 

29 One could suggest that God is the ground of every 
relationship, whether one is conscious of it or not. The 
present discussion highlights the common conscious 
approach to God as the basis of friendship. In any event, 
the present argument is not based on sharing an idea of 
God as much as of touching or experiencing a common 
reality of God. While the point is clearly theological, it 
draws as much on the realm of consciousness, typically 
approached through mysticism. 

30 I have not found a commentary of Rav Kook on our 
mishna. What follows could accord with his views. 

31 This statement, like almost all statements in Avot, and like 
all statements attributed to the earliest known rabbinic 
sages, that is, roughly speaking, sages that antedate the 
destruction of the Temple in 70 CE,  makes no mention of 
the distinction between Jews and non Jews, the religious 
self and other. 

friend of God, also makes us friends of God.32 As 
one in whom the divine presence dwells, he has the 
power to transform all, to bring out the good in them 
and to make them too friends of God.33 

Friendship must be based on more than 
common values. True friendship must be rooted 
in God. While some readings of our mishna have 
substituted God, or the soul, for the friend, these 
different readings may be integrated. The Zohar 
offers the example of the unique individual who 
is God’s dwelling place, whom we approach as a 
friend. But once we recognize divine dwelling as the 
goal of life, we must also see in it the purpose of all 
relationships, and the true ground of friendship. A 
friendship that is based in God is part of a spiritual 
process, hence grounded in a tradition, indeed 
grounded in a relationship with a teacher within the 
tradition (part A of the mishna). But at the same time 
it must be open to all, looking out for the welfare 
and well-being of all (C in the mishna). Acquiring a 
friend (B) and finding favor in all beings (C) are part 
of one and the same movement. It is a movement that 
recognizes the divine in all, coming to fruition in the 
friend. It is friendship because it bears no animosity. 
It replaces the habitual view of others, the sinning 
others, as spiritually repugnant with the caring 
attitude that seeks transformation for all, a vision of 
friendship to all, grounded in the experience of the 
divine. 

It is easy enough to have friends in another 
tradition if those friends are, as Rashi suggests, 
books. Many Christians relate to Jews as just that, 
books, or carriers of the book they share in common. 
It is also fairly easy to have good relations in the 
ordinary sense of positive social relations between 
members of different religious communities. The 
real challenge is to recognize the other as a friend 
when one appeals to the true ground of friendship 
- God. Such recognition assumes full validation of 
the spiritual reality of the other34 and an opening up 

32 The Zohar’s reference to the holy man as the one with 
merit, or the worthy one, zaka’a, reminds us of the third 
part of our mishna, “judge every man towards merit”.  

33 The Zohar itself does not offer a complete reading of our 
mishna. It does, however, provide a conceptual framework 
through which we may revisit it. 

34 As the next section of this paper suggests, such spiritual 

Where interreligious relations are 
more than collective diplomacy is 

where the heart is engaged
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of oneself not only to the theoretical recognition 
of the other but also to an experiential sharing of 
the very heart of the other’s experience, to the 
heart of the other, where, as the Zohar teaches, 
God dwells. 

But it is at this very point that we 
reflect on the usefulness of this discussion for 
contemporary interreligious relations. In former 
days, when dealing with Abrahamic religions 
only, the suggested construct of God-centered 
friendship would have been fully adequate. 
Today’s interreligious reality provides us with 
opportunities for forming spiritual friendships 
with practitioners of religion who cannot relate to 
theistic notions of God. Are they to be excluded 
from a theology of friendship, or must they be 
reduced to anonymous theists, in order for us 
to “accommodate” them as genuine friends? At 
the very least, we must attempt to find a way 
of making spiritual sense of friendship with 
Buddhists and Jains. It may very well be that the 
quality of friendship or its depth may be different 
if one does or does not recognize God as the focal 
point that draws friends together. If by God we 
mean more than simply common purposes, and 
if God provides the experiential core and drive 
that forms relationships, then it may be that 
something fundamental is lacking in friendships 
that do not feature God as the ground of their 
relationship. This would be true, of course, for 
secular friendships as well as for non theistic 
interreligious friendships. Still, the latter would 
seem to offer more, much more, than secular 
friendships, both in terms of common purposes 
and in terms of a common experiential ground. 
I do not rule out the possibility that the common 
ground found between two spiritual friends, one 
believing in God the other not, may be equally 
deep, possibly identical to that found between 
two theistic friends. Having framed the question, 
we must leave it up to experience to determine 
whether there is a qualitative difference in spiritual 
friendships that have God as their common core. 
But let us now attempt to articulate a way of 
making sense of interreligious friendship across 
the theistic divide.35

validation need not be equated with theological 
validation or with affirming the truth of the other’s 
faith, nor the unimportance of truth. As we will learn 
from the Meiri, there are more important things in 
the religious life than theological, or even ritual, 
correctness.

35 I owe the following reflection to a recent visit to the 

The Zohar’s discourse on friendship 
opened with reflection on the heart. It was the 
centrality of the heart that led to the recognition 
that it is the divine dwelling place. While it is 
natural or fully intuitive to locate the divine seat 
in the heart, it is equally natural to recognize in 
the heart the chief instrument of the spiritual life. 
Who we are is determined by our heart. The heart, 
as used in religious traditions, is not only the 
place of good and bad qualities; it is the channel 
of life, communication and spiritual reality. The 
heart is the stuff of spiritual life, and religious 
traditions can, in the most significant way, be said 
to be in the business of working on and through 
the heart - cultivating it, purifying it, making 
it transparent, making it a vehicle for a higher 
reality. The heart is also the place of meeting, 

the seat of love. It is in the heart that people 
who love come together and this includes the 
coming together of people belonging to different 
religions. Where interreligious relations are more 
than collective diplomacy is where the heart is 
engaged. No religion has a monopoly on heart-
works. And all religions bring us into contact 
with individuals whose hearts shine with the 
power of love, compassion and the beauty of the 
most precious values of their tradition, cultivated 
through years of spiritual discipline. For heart to 
meet heart, it is not necessary to engage the full 
gamut of the religion’s teachings. Heart contact 
is immediate, spontaneous. And members of 
different religions can share the wisdom of the 
heart, processes related to its cleansing, and all the 
fullness of life power and potency, life itself, as it 

Ling Jiou monastery of Dharma Master Hsin Tao, 
in Taiwan. Listening to some of his discourses and 
noticing the depth of the impact he has had on me 
and how deeply he touches me as a person have led to 
the following insight. It is thus the fruit of a concrete 
and specific instance of interreligious friendship. 
This suggests to me that an interreligious theology of 
friendship can only be carried out successfully from 
within a relational and experiential matrix. 

All religions bring us into contact 
with individuals whose hearts shine 
with the power of love, compassion 
and the beauty of the most precious 
values of their tradition, cultivated 
through years of spiritual discipline
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is mediated through the heart. Believers may differ 
in understanding what it is that is made manifest 
through their heart. Religious superstructures, such 
as the Zohar’s teaching, point to God as the dweller 
in the heart. Some, though not all, Buddhists would 
say it is the Buddha nature that shines through 
the heart. But for the encounter of believers, the 
immediate contact with the heart, its purifying 
power and the lessons that it carries are immediate. 
They may be communicated through the religion’s 
teaching; but they can also be communicated directly, 
independently of it. If we are willing to recognize the 
centrality of the heart, we have a means for spiritual 
recognition of non-theistic traditions. With it comes 
a path for mutual enrichment and growth, the fruits 
of genuine interreligious friendship.

Having recognized the centrality of the 
heart allows us to understand why the teachings of 
friendship might be expanded and shared beyond 
the boundaries of the community, within which they 
were already framed. If the heart is universal, then 
the teachings of the heart may be communicated 
across traditions. We may take the point further. Just 
as we are touched by many hearts, in our life and in 
our religion, so we can be touched by the hearts that 
bring to light multiple aspects of the religious life. 
Hearts are one, yet they are manifold in their unique 
and individual qualities, each enriching us in unique 
ways. So it is with faiths, rather: so it is with the 
hearts of the faithful. 

I am now at a point in my presentation 
where I can try to articulate some the lessons that 
I have learned from my years of sharing interfaith 
friendship. The discussion above not only provides 
a theoretical framework for a Jewish theology of 
interreligious friendship; it also captures my own 
personal experience of such friendship and the 
benefits it has brought me. 

Let me begin with the most basic level of 
friendship, that of self knowledge. Returning to 
Aristotle, and to our mishna, I would like to echo 
a paraphrase of Aristotle, found in Maimonides’ 
commentary on our mishna. Maimonides refers to 
Aristotle as saying “The friend is an other who is 
yourself.” Obviously the term “other” has become 
much more charged in contemporary philosophical 
discourse than it was for Maimonides or for 
Aristotle. But if friendship presupposes otherness, 
or the play of self and otherness, then we are offered 
opportunities today for discovering new meanings 
in what friendship might consist of.36 As there is 

36 On the contribution of Levinas’ thought to this enterprise, 

otherness, so there is the potential for friendship, for 
self discovery and for discovery of the deeper unity 
that bonds self and other. 

A second level touches on the theme of the 

heart and its centrality. The recognition that all 
religions seek to cultivate and purify the heart may 
seem trite, until one recognizes that the heart is 
not only the instrument for forging friendship but 
also its primary beneficiary. The spiritual life is an 
ongoing quest for deepening the reality of the heart. 
I speak from my own experience, which I believe is 
universal. Perhaps the difficulty of breaking through 
in this dimension of spiritual work is also universal, 
or at least a well known or broadly recognized 
phenomenon. That certain spiritual openings are 
not attained within one’s own religion may be 
explained through the habits of the life of religious 
communities, the boredom of the familiar and the 
various ways in which our human reality encroaches 
upon and compromises our spiritual lives. Exposure 
to the religious reality of the other often has a 
liberating effect, and my own experience has been 
that it is precisely the benefits of the heart that have 
been the most immediate gifts of interreligious 
friendship. Perhaps because the individuals I have 
met were either outstanding or engaged in a similar 
quest. But the testimony remains, and I believe it 
is broadly valid - interreligious friendship opens the 
heart in ways that are unique.

This leads me to the third level - finding God 
at the heart of a friendship. This too grows out of 
my own experience with friends of another religion, 
and it is fair to say that this specific experience 
characterizes my interreligious friendships more 
than those that grew, or initially grew, on Jewish 
ground. No doubt it has to do with the difference 
in how each tradition conceptualizes friendship. For 
Jews spiritual friendship is not central, not a means 
of coming to know God. The very notion that God 
is at the heart of a relationship is one to which I 
became exposed through friendship (and study) with 
Christians.37 Needless to say, this has been a huge 

see Anna Strhan, “And Who Is My Neighbor: Levinas 
and the Commandment to Love Reexamined,” Studies in 
Interreligious Dialogue, 19,2, 2009, p. 145-166.

37 Aelred of Riveaux, presented briefly by Volf and 
McAnnally-Linz, is a champion of this “sacramental” 
view of friendship. Note also the reference to Rumi’s 

Friendship is a means of coming to 
know God, through the friend
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enrichment, both experientially and theologically. 
It has redefined my approach to friendship, and led 
me to identify those sources in the Jewish tradition 
that conform to or permit such an understanding. 
Thus, the entire thrust of the argument of the 
present paper would not have been possible were 
it not for the formative experiences and teachings 
gained through friendship with Christians, which 
were later carried to friendships with members 
of other traditions, not least among them Jewish 
friends. 

The recognition of God as the bond that 
cements a friendship, as its ultimate goal and 
purpose, means that friendship is a means of 
coming to know God, through the friend. But it 
is more than just a means, it is a reality in and 
of itself, a reality of the shared reality of God. 
True friendship is part of the realization of the 
telos, not simply a means to its realization. This 
has been my single most important lesson from 
interreligious friendship. It has given a depth to 
relationships and to my own understanding of 
friendship, leading me to suggest how similar 
understanding might be stated on Jewish ground. 
Rather than selling out or losing the authenticity 
of the Jewish tradition, I see in this the deepest 
fruits of interreligious theology and friendship, 
where the strengths of one tradition, its highest 
ideals, can lead us to discover what until now has 
remained potential in our own tradition. 

That interreligious friendship has taken 
me to a point beyond the instrumentality of 
friendships is significant both for understanding 
friendship and for a Jewish approach to non-
Jews. Friendship in Jewish sources is primarily 
instrumental, even if for purposes of attaining 
spiritual excellence. Relations to non-Jews are 
also highly instrumental. Typically, where the 
conscious distinction between Jews and non-
Jews is maintained, relations with non-Jews are 
instrumental, financially, politically or otherwise. 
They are rarely if ever self justified. Deepening 
our reflection on friendship allows us to consider 
non instrumental friendship, as an expression 
of the goals and ultimate reality of the spiritual 
life, precisely in relation to those individuals of 
whom we usually think mostly in instrumental 
terms. Thus, interreligious friendship brings 
out the highest aspects in our understanding of 

mystically oriented sense of friendship in Gianotti’s 
paper within this collection. It may indeed be the 
case that mystically minded authors tend to a more 
“sacramental” view of friendship. 

friendship as well as in our attitude to the other. 
Interreligious friendship thus helps us to realize 
the highest in ourselves. 

Historical Challenges to Cultivating 
Interreligious Friendship

On the face of it, what could be more natural 
than to cultivate friendship to all, and to befriend 
all, in the name of one’s religion? The lessons 
of history demonstrate, however,  that this is far 
from the case. The fact is that for Judaism, the 
very notion of interreligious friendship is novel, 
perhaps even radical. For most of history it was 
practiced either in superficial and rudimentary 
ways or within such parameters that did not 
leave their mark on the literary tradition, thereby 
failing to make it a model that could be emulated. 
The concept of interreligious friendship is 
anything but problem-free for Judaism, which 

comes to the task laden with a heavy burden 
of historical relations with other religions and 
serious challenges in how it views them. While 
we may point to good neighborly relations on the 
ground, in various societies in which Jews have 
lived over the centuries, we are hard pressed to 
offer either a theory or a positive example of a 
robust interreligious friendship. Relations seem 
to have been limited to the practical, day to day 
life, either of individuals or of the community 
as a whole. One cannot think of cultivating 
friendship under conditions of persecution, 
forced conversion, repeated expulsion, abuse and 
fear that characterized many, though surely not 
all, moments in Jewish life. In order to appreciate 
just how profound the challenge is, let us review 
the five components of friendship, proposed in 
the model offered in this volume’s introduction. 
Briefly summarized, they are:

1. Commonality of purpose. Friendship 
cannot exist without some commonality of 
purpose.

2. Support and practical collaboration. 
Friendship is not simply an attitude or a feeling. It 
finds expression in concrete actions of solidarity, 
support and collaboration. 

3. Love. There is no true friendship 
without love. Without love, relationships are 

True friendship is part of the 
realization of the telos, not simply a 

means to its realization
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purely utilitarian, instrumental, not expressions of 
friendship. 

4. Trust. Friendship implies trust. It is trust 
that makes friendship more than utilitarian and even 
more than simply a love given freely to all. 

5. Resonance of being.  What accounts for the 
fact that throughout life we encounter thousands of 
people, but only forge deep bonds of friendship, if 
at all, with only a few? The suggested shorthand for 
describing this elusive dimension of friendship is 
resonance of being.

In order to appreciate the obstacles and 
challenges to developing a robust Jewish theory 
of interreligious friendship, let us examine these 
five dimensions. Let us begin with the question 
of common purposes. Can Judaism recognize that 
other religions share its ultimate purpose? Yes and 
no. A bearer of a messianic vision of transformation 
of others, including other religions, will have a hard 
time recognizing that other religions, already in 
their present state, share the same higher purpose 
with Judaism. Recognizing common purposes has 
consequences for Judaism’s views on eschatology. 
One would have to view the eschaton as bringing 
about a transformation of other religions that is 
similar in kind to the transformation of Judaism itself, 
rather than as taking other religions from darkness 
and ignorance into the light of truth. The matter 
is particularly complicated if those religions are 
considered false or idolatrous. In order to recognize 
commonality of purpose one has to make various 
moves. These have been made, and do not amount 
to a revolution in Jewish thinking. But they have 
rarely been applied in full and their consequences 
for a theme like friendship have rarely if ever been 
made explicit. Theories that recognize the validity 
of other religions as appropriate for their worshipers 
and as adequate forms of religion must be preferred 
over and against theories that consider other 
religions as idolatrous.38 This requires a choice.39  
Despite the existence of multiple views on this 
subject, it remains an unresolved issue in a Jewish 
view of other religions, with a decided majority still 
upholding views that would prevent full recognition 
of commonality of purpose. If another religion 

38 See my “Towards a Jewish Theology of World Religions: 
Framing the Issues,” Jewish Theology and World 
Religions, ed. A. Goshen-Gottstein and E. Korn, The 
Littman Library, 2012. 

39 The dynamics of choice and the criteria we bring to bear 
when making such choices is a foremost issue of which we 
must be aware, within Judaism and beyond. A comparative 
discussion of this issue could be fruitful. 

does not worship the same God, a discrepancy in 
purpose arises. Commonality of purpose could then 
be recognized only by identifying other purposes, 
such as moral or personal perfection. 

Clearly, there would have to be strong 
motivation in recognizing other religions as equally 
valid, or at least sufficiently adequate to legitimate 
interreligious friendship. Motivation of formal 
authorities of Judaism, of all streams, seems at 
present limited to the needs of Jewish existence and 
collective co-existence. It will therefore only produce 
the kind of friendship that is born of common life, 
not of the higher aspirations of the spiritual life. 
Recognition of the spiritual validity and value of 
lives of practitioners of another religion should open 
us up to the testimonies of their spiritual life. But 
receiving such testimony is itself conditioned by the 
prior assumptions one holds. Only in exceptional 
cases, when the sanctity or attainment of someone 
from another religion strike one beyond all 
preconceived ideas can we expect openness to the 
spiritual life of someone of another tradition. Short 
of that, the attitude that our purposes are different 
than theirs will remain a default position for many.

Interior attitudes to other religions also do not 

lend themselves readily to cultivation of spiritual, 
or other, friendship. Friendship is based on love. 
On the whole, historically Jews have not felt the 
attitudes of other religious communities, especially 
those that have come in the name of love, to be 
expressions of love. If love generates acceptance, 
the ongoing struggle to justify one’s existence, 
either as a religion or as a people, creates the attitude 
that the Jewish people are struggling in a spiritual 
environment that is essentially hostile. Advances 
in interreligious relations have not extended far 
enough and deep enough into the broad community 
to allow one to drop the defensive posture, needed 
to protect oneself against a hostile environment. 
Advances in on the ground relations between 
members of different communities in the Western 
world are already a great achievement and they have 
led to good neighborly relations and the cultivation 
of friendship on a day to day level. However, only 

Love is not yet the reigning 
paradigm in interreligious relations, 

which are mostly still working to 
overcome fear and enmity through 

respect and tolerance
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a few individuals, mainly those who sought to 
consciously cultivate spiritual relations with 
members of other religions, have been able to go 
beyond the essentially defensive position, and 
to forge relations based on love. Love is not yet 
the reigning paradigm in interreligious relations, 
which are mostly still working to overcome 
fear and enmity, through respect and tolerance. 
Interreligious friendship has therefore been 
limited to those contexts where love has been 
allowed to flourish - personal relations within 
a communal context, and rare cases of spiritual 
friendships based on love, that go beyond the 
common communal paradigm.

The same may be said of trust. It is hard 
to trust when one is fighting for one’s legitimacy 
and survival. The Jewish community continues 
to feel itself, on some level, as fighting for its 
survival. Diaspora provides opportunities for 
feeling secure. But overall, the battle for survival 
bridges the security concerns of the nation of 
Israel, the defense against missionaries and the 
continuing sense of an endangered religious 
minority. Even within the state of Israel, where 
for all intents and purposes Jews are a majority, 
the broader conditions of Jewish history, past 
and present, uphold attitudes of indifference to 
the other, making cases of genuine friendship 
on a religious basis extremely rare. If anything, 
friendships, both in Israel and in the diaspora, 
take place where the religious element is put to 
the side, thereby highlighting from another angle 
the threat that interreligious friendship might 
pose, the threat of assimilation.

Finally, it is next to impossible to identify 
a resonance of being under the conditions just 
described. Only spiritual seekers who break 
beyond reigning attitudinal paradigms, either 
within the religious world or beyond it, are able 
to cultivate relationships that could be called 
spiritual friendship, based on such resonance. 

Considering the situation on the whole, 
then, Judaism seems to only be ready for the 
kind of interreligious friendship that is based 
on practical collaboration, serving the common 
purposes of daily existence of the community and 
the individual. However, even such friendships 
must be more widely practiced, much more 
widely. Theoretical reflection and education 
are necessary conditions for the cultivation of 
this type of friendship, not to mention the more 
intimate form of spiritual friendship. Along 
with reflecting on the value of interreligious 

friendship and its possibilities one would want 
to pay closer attention to changes in the attitude 
of other religions that lead to increased trust 
and open the way for more genuine expressions 
of love. One would want to highlight common 
purposes and work out possibilities for practical 
collaboration, so that a foundation of friendship 
in its basic form is constructed. If the many 
advances in interfaith relations are integrated into 
one’s worldview, serious possibilities open up for 
healthy communal and individual friendship.

There is, as mentioned, a higher form of 

interreligious friendship. I refer to the experience 
of those individuals who have gone beyond 
conventional relational paradigms. In important 
ways, they clear the path for others. Precisely 
because many of the preconditions for broad 
and universal friendship are lacking, there is 
great value in cultivating the higher forms of 
friendship. Even a single friend can transform 
our perspective on others. It only takes one. The 
ability to cultivate friendship with members 
of other traditions can help us offset prevailing 
attitudes. 

If we were able to make the breakthrough 
to having even a single meaningful, spiritually 
based relationship of friendship with someone of 
another tradition, our entire internal orientation 
would be transformed. Such transformation 
would be highly liberating. It would liberate 
the power of love, long locked in our hearts. 
It would liberate us to relate to individuals in 
deeper and higher ways, commensurate with 
our deep spiritual aspirations. It would allow 
us to modulate our response as appropriate to 
the situation, rather than extending the same 
suspicious attitude to all. And it would liberate 
us to grow within ourselves, based on the lessons 
learned in relation to others. 

Reviewing the journey we have taken, we 
find ourselves with the challenge of reconciling 
the possibilities of opening up the riches of Jewish 
tradition to the notion of interreligious friendship 
with what are obviously deep constraints and 
hesitations that impinge upon Jewish attitudes, if 
you will, upon the Jewish psyche. It seems to me 

Judaism seems to only be ready 
for the kind of interreligious 
friendship that is based on 

practical collaboration
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two moves open before us at this point, The first is 
that interreligious friendship is possible; the second 
is that it is recommended, ultimately unavoidable. 

The suggestion that interreligious friendship is 
possible means that it is a legitimate practice that may 
be undertaken by Jews without compromising ideals, 
guidelines or halachic rulings to which Jews would 
feel bound. There are large sections of faithful Jews 
for whom this assertion is anything but self evident. 
Thus, constructing an argument whose conclusion 
is that such friendship is possible is a meaningful 
achievement and still no easy task. As demonstrated 
above, it requires reading sources beyond their 
original horizon. Even more importantly, it requires 
adopting a series of theological, legal and attitudinal 
positions, each of which requires negotiation and 
the totality of which is by no means obvious. To 
claim that interreligious friendship is “possible” 
means it is neither mandated nor forbidden. Rather, 
it is a spiritual option that can be legitimated and 
upheld within a Jewish framework. We have already 
suggested there is inherent elasticity in the concept 
of friendship, allowing it to be applied and extended 
in multiple ways. The dynamics of friendship’s 
elasticity will be further demonstrated in an 
appendix that will examine a fundamental scriptural 
passage, indicating how love and friendship can be 
applied in either narrow or expansive ways. How 
love and friendship are applied is a function of 
changing metaphysical views, historical conditions 

and personal circumstances. Such elasticity is a 
fundamental feature of a tradition that contains within 
it complementary, if not contradictory, impulses. On 
the one hand, a great universal vision; on the other 
- an inward gaze, directed to the community and its 
survival. Within this tension, different aspects of 
tradition can be configured in ways that serve the 
one pole or the other, that bring to bear one set of 
metaphysical assumptions and emotional realities 
or another. Jewish history and the history of Jewish 
reflection are strung between these extremes, and 
they adapt to changes through an inbuilt elasticity 
that allows for the expansion of notions, in 

accordance with changing circumstances. I submit 
that the current reality of interfaith relations is one 
particular moment that calls forth the potentialities 
contained within the tradition, in other words - that 
makes possible the broader application of notions 
that were articulated in former times within a 
more limited context. If it is possible to develop a 
meaningful notion of interreligious friendship, we 
must leave the choice of whether to engage in such 
practices to individual and collective circumstances, 
to the opportunities of particular lives and to the 
deeper callings that individuals feel, to realize this 
possibility in their lives.

How we view interreligious friendship will 
depend on our starting point. If we begin with Jewish 
history, attitudes and mentality, we may be moved 
to recognize the value of interreligious friendship. 
Its merits make it a spiritual option of which some 
individuals may wish to avail. If, however, we see 
the world in the eyes of Rabbi Kook; if we identify 
those points in a theology of friendship where 
friendship is not simply an instrument, but a way 
of being, grounded in divine presence, we will be 
moved to take a stronger stance towards friendship, 
including interreligious friendship. If friendship is 
a meeting point with God, and if all of creation is 
included in the impulse of divine friendship, it will 
be next to impossible to place limitations on the 
fundamental drive for friendship. Such limitations 
will be, at most, practical, relating to concrete 
concerns of Jewish law and daily life. Beyond such 
limitations we will encounter the fundamental drive 
to universal friendship, grounded in creation itself 
and in the divine life force pulsating through it, 
beckoning us to the practice of universal friendship 
and to the cultivation of friendship with all, including 
specifically interreligious friendship. 

Legal and Practical Challenges to Interreligious 
Friendship 

Deep seated attitudes are reflected in and 
draw support from various aspects of the tradition. 
One of the constitutive aspects of Jewish tradition 
is halacha, the Jewish law. However we deal with 
attitudes and worldviews, we must also recognize 
that the legal tradition poses challenges, as well as 
potential obstacles, to the cultivation of interreligious 
friendship. For some observant Jews the practice 
may even be considered at odds with the internal 
orientation of the halacha. The following section 
seeks to engage this challenge to interreligious 
friendship. 

Let us begin this discussion with the clear-cut 

If we were able to make the 
breakthrough to having even a 

single meaningful, spiritually based 
relationship of friendship with someone 
of another tradition, our entire internal 

orientation would be transformed
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recognition that there is no legislation - biblical, 
rabbinic or otherwise - that out and out forbids 
making a friend with the member of another faith. 
The obstacles are more nuanced, and therefore 
can also be tackled more easily in various 
practical ways. Over the years I have encountered 
all kinds of objections to cultivating friendships 
with non-Jews (note: with almost no specificity 
of religion), based on appeals to different 
strands of tradition. Some conversation partners 
suggested that the biblical prohibition on making 
a covenant with the citizens of the land of Cana’an 
really amounts to a prohibition on friendship.40 
This is in and of itself a fair argument, but one 
must accept its presuppositions, which I don’t, 
namely that the present day practitioners of other 
religions belong in the same problematic, even 
despicable, category as idolaters of old. Others 
have appealed to the prohibition of finding favor 
and charm in those same inhabitants, something 
that would surely be violated if friendship were 
practiced.41 Once again, the application of this 
prohibition fails to take into account questions 
related to changed historical circumstances as 
well as to the fundamental question of whether 
there exists a religious or spiritual commonality 
between us and members of other faiths. Finally, 
there is a series of prohibitions, instated in the 
first centuries of the common era, around food 
issues. As commensality is a primary means of 
expressing and cultivating friendship,42 various 
food related restrictions go a long way in limiting 
friendship. I have therefore often come across 
the argument that cultivating friendship across 
religions goes against the internal logic and 
purpose of these prohibitions. To be sure, there 
is no specific prohibition on commensality with a 

40 Ex. 23,32 and elsewhere. 
41 The biblical foundation for this would be Deut.7,2, 

and the Hebrew code term for this prohibition is lo 
techonem, do not find favor in them. While covenant 
making is no longer a historical reality and therefore 
no longer poses a halachic challenge, the application 
of lo techonem to individual relationships remains 
an ongoing possibility. In fact, it continues to govern 
the attitudes of many halachic Jews, severely limiting 
their positive appreciation and capacity for forming 
friendships with non-Jews. Of even greater concern is 
the place that this prohibition has assumed in practical 
terms relating to Jewish-Arab relations and in public 
controversies that it engenders. See http://www.idi.org.
il/sites/english/ResearchAndPrograms/Religion%20
and%20State/Pages/TheRabbisLetterAndHalakhah.
aspx.

42 See also Hezser, p. 191.

non-Jew. In fact, various talmudic sources assume 
it as a reality and a normative one at that.43 But 
we do find prohibitions on various food products 
and on eating food cooked by non-Jews.44 To 
limit the possibility of being hosted by a non-Jew 
is an effective safeguard against intermarriage, 
but it is an equally powerful friendship-blocker.45 

At the core of Rav Kook’s view of 
friendship and consequently of its universal 
application, is a view of God, that encompasses 
all beings and all relationships. Conversely, at the 
core of biblical prohibitions that seek limitation 
of relationships as well as of the later rabbinic 
understanding of the reality of the non-Jews of 
the their time, was the basic perception that there 
was not a shared God or shared spiritual reality 
that could unite Jews and non-Jews. Therefore, 
in conceptual terms, what seems like the most 
pressing need for purposes of cultivation of 
friendship is establishing the grounds upon which 
a common spiritual ground may be recognized 
through the same God. The following discussion 
appeals to the common spiritual foundation, 
established by recognition that different religions 

43 See Bavli Beza 10b; Bechorot 32b.
44 The various talmudic prohibitions were reviewed in 

detail by Zvi A. Steinfeld, A People Apart: Studies in 
Tractate Avoda Zara, Bar Ilan University Press, 2008 
(Hebrew). Two points of note emerge from his work. 
The first, that he presents as the thesis of his work, 
is that all prohibitions show a move from stringency 
to leniency. If tradition moves that way, either as an 
inherent drive or under historical circumstances, then 
the present situation forms a latter day chapter of the 
same drive. But more important is the observation that 
almost all the prohibitions discussed by him can be, and 
have been, understood in one of two ways, either as a 
safeguard against possible contamination by forbidden 
foods or other prohibitions, that one might come into 
contact with through association with a gentile, or as 
prohibitions related directly to the encounter with non-
Jews, seeking to minimize it. One can offer different 
understandings for why one would want to avoid or 
minimize contact with non-Jews, but the important 
point for our purpose is that these prohibitions have 
been understood not necessarily in relation to the 
non-Jews themselves, thereby creating an attitude of 
personal distance, but in relation to customs of non-
Jews. If so, the concerns of these various prohibitions 
ensure proper observance and faithfulness to the 
commandments, rather than limiting contact or 
association with non-Jews.

45 It should be noted that our discussion at this point 
moves from the specificity of alternative religious 
identity to the broader categorization of Jew and 
non-Jew. We have already acknowledged that the 
challenges of interreligious friendship involve both 
ways of framing the issue. 
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turn to the same God.46 The consequences of such 
recognition are not only theoretical or philosophical. 
They affect deeply the legal tradition and its views 
of other religions, thereby tackling some of the most 
important obstacles to interreligious friendship. 

There are various strategies by means of which 
one can establish recognition of the “same God’.47 I 
shall limit the present discussion to one particular 
figure, Rabbi Menace Meiri, (1249 - c. 1310). It is no 
coincidence that Rav Kook who develops a notion of 
universal friendship also upholds the views of Meiri, 
as these apply to non-Jews and to contemporary 
religions.48 Meiri provides a principled approach to 
other religions that is grounded in an understanding 
of the spiritual workings of religion. His views allow 
us to transcend the facile dismissal of other religions 
as idolatrous, and to recognize them as performing 
the same function and ultimately pointing to the 
same God.49 Clearly this provides a foundation for 
the cultivation of friendship with members of other 
religions. Moreover, Meiri draws the conclusions 
from his views, leading him to suspend or at 
least significantly reduce the scope of a variety of 
prohibitions that talmudic literature applied to non-
Jews. Meiri presents us with a completely different 
attitudinal  approach to questions of relations 
between Jews and non-Jews. The combination of his 
halachic, theological and historical views on non-
Jews and other religions makes him an appropriate 
counterpoint to some prevailing attitudes and 
therefore the optimal halachic frame of reference for 
revisiting these attitudes. 

46 Extension of friendship to others, based on recognition of 
the same God can be traced back to Philo of Alexandria. 
See Hezser, p. 212.

47 These have been discussed by me in detail in Do Jews 
and Christians Believe in the Same God, in a forthcoming 
volume on the subject of “Same God”, edited by Miroslav 
Volf.

48 See *. See further my essay in Jewish Theology and World 
Religions, cited above, as well as that of Eugene Korn, in 
the same volume, describing different halachic attitudes to 
Christianity. 

49 Based upon the Meiri, it is possible to consider other 
common spiritual ground, or at least common moral 
ground, as the foundation for friendship with non-theistic 
traditions. The argument from Meiri might also be 
constructed through appeal to his notion of religions that 
espouse morality, even if for Meiri himself such teaching 
had to be grounded in some appropriate teaching of God, 
and the ensuing application of a “same God” strategy. 
For a contemporary application of Meiri’s principle in 
relation to Buddhism, see Adin Steinsaltz, “Peace without 
Conciliation, the Irrelevance of “Toleration” in Judaism,” 
Common Knowledge 11,1, 2005, Duke University Press, 
p. 41-47.

Meiri developed a systematic view of other 
religions and in fact constitutes one of the earliest 
attempts to formulate a broad Jewish theology of 
other religions. Meiri provides an alternative to 
many views of other religions that consider them to 
be Avoda Zara, idolatry or forbidden worship. Meiri 
adopts an approach that recognizes commonality 
in the purpose of all religions and affirms that the 
same God is worshipped in all present day religions 
(known to him). Thus, his position allows us to 
overcome the fundamental objections that could 
impede friendship, by recognizing the common 
ground between religions. Meiri is the one and only 
halachist who resolves the question of Avoda Zara 
fully and exclusively by using a same-God strategy. 
Having recognized that the God of Judaism and of 
other contemporary religions are one opens the way 
for him to declare all talmudic issues pertaining to 
Avoda Zara as no longer valid for contemporary 
religions.50 

Meiri does not overlook the diversity of 

religious practice, ritual and specific beliefs about 
God, as these distinguish different religions. Still, 
he is willing to consider them all as legitimate forms 
of religion. This assumes an ability to distinguish 
what is fundamental to a religion from what is 
secondary or instrumental. Ultimately, religion is 
about transforming the human person towards a 
higher spiritual vision, associated with God. Details 
of theology are secondary to approach to God. The 
same holds true for variations of ritual practice. Once 
it is recognized that a given religion provides access 
to God, all other details are secondary. Meiri’s core 
concern when viewing other religions is to ensure 
that one reaches God and has a relationship with 
Him. Such relationship is measured by the quality 
of moral life and by the overall impact that religion 
has upon the lives of its believers. What is important 
is that relationships mediated through a given 
religion be directed to God and therefore effective 
in bringing about personal transformation and 
appropriate moral ordering of the life of individual 

50 On Meiri see  Jacob Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance, 
Oxford University Press, 1961; Moshe Halbertal, “Ones 
Possessed of Religion: Religious Tolerance in the 
Teachings of the Me’iri”, Edah Journal 1,1, 2000.

It is impossible to describe the reality 
of interreligious relations as one 

thing. It is many things, often complex, 
conflicting and confusing
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and society. If we are able to view other religions 
and their practitioners from this perspective, the 
question of right god-wrong god is replaced by 
questions that touch upon the transformative 
effects of religion and its fruits in our lives.51 

However, when it comes to food related 
prohibitions, it is important to note that Meiri 
does not apply the relativizing mechanism that 
allows him to distinguish between religions of 
old and present day religions. Meiri explains 
the talmudic prohibition of eating food cooked 
by a non-Jew as follows: “Even though there is 
no concern that something forbidden (i.e. non 
Kosher) will be eaten, food cooked by non-Jews 
is forbidden, so as not to mingle among them too 
much, to the point where intermarriage might 
become a threat.”52 The term that governs this 
discussion is “closeness of mind”, and the various 
prohibitions on purchase and use of food products 
prepared by a non-Jew are all accounted for in 
terms of preventing such “closeness of mind”.53 
Now, friendship is just that -  closeness of mind. 
Whether we refer to the closeness produced 
through common purposes, common living or 
the resonance of being, all are aspects of such 
“closeness of mind”. It would seem then, that there 
is indeed a strong drive that limits or frustrates 
the possibility of establishing friendships. In fact, 
it would seem that the authority that more than 
any other aids us in overcoming negative and 
rejecting views of members of other religions can 
offer us little help when it comes to confronting 
certain prohibitions that were formulated for the 
express purpose of limiting the very closeness of 
mind that is the basis of friendship. This tension 
leads us to the final reflections of this paper.

Interreligious Friendship - 
Negotiating Complexities in Daily Life

The modern era has been a mixed blessing 
for the Jewish community, as perhaps for all 

51 I am not able to cite a source in which Meiri speaks 
directly of friendship, in relation to non-Jews, but 
there is at least one source in which Meiri speaks of 
brotherhood. See Bet Habechira to Bava Metzia 2a 
with reference to returning a lost object to its owner.  
Deut. 22,1’s reference to “your brother” is expanded 
by Meiri to include nations and religions that live a 
moral life. Within the community of the faithful, of all 
faiths, one must apply the notion of brotherhood. The 
move from brotherhood to friendship does not seem 
like much of a stretch.

52 Bet Habechira to Avoda Zara 38a.
53 See also his commentary to page 35b.

communities. On the one hand, it has created new 
opportunities, new openings. It ushered in an era 
of equality, participation and the possibility for 
new relations with surrounding communities. 
But with the opening up of Jewish society to 
the world at large and overcoming the social 
constraints under which Jews lived for centuries 
also came the freedom to leave the Jewish 
community and to become absorbed in broader 
society.  Today assimilation and intermarriage 
are some of the most pressing concerns for the 
Jewish community worldwide. The protective 
boundaries that talmudic legislation sought to 
erect have become undone to the point that they 
are no longer relevant for most of the Jewish 
world, while the problem they sought to avoid 
has become one of the primary concerns of 
Jewish education and policy.

Conversely, relations between religions 
have been constantly improving, creating over 
the past several decades opportunities that did 
not exist previously for collaboration, but even 
more so, for friendship, between people of 
different faiths. If maintaining Jewish identity 
and its stability are a pressing need for the Jewish 
community, establishing harmony between the 
world’s religions is a paramount global need.  
Yet, it would be utterly false to claim that 
interreligious relations globally have improved 
to the point that the new dynamics have replaced 
old paradigms. Religious extremism, as well 
as anti-Semitism and anti-Judaism, are still 
rife. While one cannot say that problems of old 
have been vanquished, one can say that reality 
has become complex, with the “good” side 
of intercommunal and interreligious relations 
providing increasing opportunities for shaping 
relations. Ultimately, one must assess every 
interreligious situation in and of itself, in political, 
geographic and religious terms. Relations with 
Muslims living in Western countries often offer 
more opportunities for harmonious relations than 
with those Muslims whose approach to Judaism 
is heavily marked by a political agenda, whether 
it be a pan-Islamic one or one that grows from the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Different Christian 
denominations offer competing models for 
relations with Jews and Judaism, and even within 
a body as centralized as the Catholic Church one 
can experience diametrically opposed attitudes 
to these questions, regardless of what formal 
teaching and Church statements would lead us 
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to believe.54 In short, it is impossible to describe 
the reality of interreligious relations as one thing. 
It is many things, often complex, conflicting and 
confusing. 

It is naive to assume that one can practice 
universal friendship without taking into account all 
these complexities. If by universal friendship we 
mean the general attitude of goodwill to all beings, 
then the kind of generalizing loving attitude of Rav 
Kook could serve us as a guide precisely because 
it grows out of the privacy of his lofty experience, 
rather than out of lived relationships. But if by 
friendship we mean more than a friendly internal 
feeling, then we must recognize that some of the 
reasons why interreligious friendship has not been 
practiced throughout the ages are still valid, while 
other factors have arisen, that make the practice 
of such friendship a need of the hour and a path 
of personal and collective growth. How can these 
complexities be negotiated and what guidelines 
might be offered?

I would like to return to a key concept 
suggested above - elasticity. Love and friendship 
are dynamic realities that are adapted to varying 
contexts, their needs and realities. Accordingly, 
friendship itself means different things in different 
contexts. So does love. Applying the appropriate 
lens to the practice of friendship expresses a view of 
reality, a certain reading and interpretation of facts, 
their meaning and the overall scheme of things. 
For those who have a single reading, normally 
negative, but theoretically also exclusively positive, 
there is no need to master the art of adapting love 
and friendship to circumstances. For those who 
recognize complexities in reality and multiple levels 
and needs that have to be negotiated, friendship 
and love have to be integrated and applied, not 
simply as primary values, but as values that must 
find their place within a broader view of reality 
that at times calls for limiting such expressions of 

54 The reception history of Nostra Aetate , its diffusion and 
application can serve as a yardstick for how deeply new 
paradigms in Jewish-Christian relations have advanced 
and how this varies from one locality to another. 

love. For the great hearted visionaries, such as Rav 
Kook, love has no boundaries. Even the evil of our 
enemies cannot serve as a barrier against love. Yet, 
in reality boundaries apply to varying situations. 
And in reality, most of us are not able to channel 
the divine love that coursed in the spiritual veins of 
a Rav Kook. We are therefore called to walk a path 
that strikes a balance between the needs of Jewish 
continuity, survival and faithfulness and universal 
love, acceptance and friendship. 

What suggestions can we make as we seek to 
apply conflicting drives in the practice of friendship?

1. Meiri’s discussion makes us aware of 
the alternative categorization by which the other 
is viewed - as member of another religion and as 
member of another people. In relation to the former, 
Meiri breaks new ground, allowing us to recognize 
commonality of purpose, vision and spiritual 
path with the other. In relation to the latter, Meiri, 
like virtually all authorities till the present day, is 
concerned with questions of survival and continuity 
and the need to place brakes on relations that could 
compromise the integrity of Jewish existence. This 
distinction has an important potential application for 
interreligious friendship. It would seem to favor a 
friendship based on spiritual grounds, with each party 
firmly planted in his or her religious tradition. Meiri 
himself had a kind of spiritual commonality with 
Christian clergy of his time, though circumstances 
could not allow us to call this friendship in the 
sense that is possible in today’s conditions. I am 
however convinced that if he lived today, he would 
be a champion of interreligious friendship, but of the 
kind that grows between the professionals, experts 
and serious practitioners of the religion. In a day and 
age when most of the community is ignorant of their 
tradition, the special kind of friendship that is based 
on sharing the highest spiritual ideals is the calling, 
and privilege, of the few.

2. Friendship is the opposite of animosity. 
In relation to the broader Jewish community, we 
recognize the need to apply friendship with a very 
broad lens -  the kindness, care and decency of 
personal relations in their most general sense, that we 
at times refer to as friendship. If some Jews seek to 
ensure the community’s long term survival through 
a strategy of isolation and if the price of isolation 
is harboring “anti-friendly” feelings, one can argue 
with certainty that such a strategy is out of place, 
given today’s world, and in particular advances 
in interreligious relations. A basic friendship to 
all, informed by the heights of the spiritual vision 
of Judaism, should be the norm, even where the 

A basic friendship to all, informed by 
the heights of the spiritual vision of 
Judaism, should be the norm, even 

where the burden of past and present 
suffering has not been forgotten
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burden of past and present suffering has not been 
forgotten. Recalling the mishna that served as our 
key text, we note that the mishna defines two kinds 
of relationships - acquiring a friend and judging 
every person with favor. If acquiring a friend in 
the present discussion is the special relationship, 
finding favor in every person and judging them 
favorably is the practice of universal friendship. 
This does not require establishing deep personal 
relations, but it does provide a clear alternative 
to prevailing attitudes. There are sections within 
Jewish society, including its religious leadership, 
for whom this recommendation is far from 
obvious, and therefore requires demonstration.

3. Interreligious friendship should be 
cultivated as a concept, distinct from general 
universal friendship. To go to college and to 
have a wide set of friends, regardless of their 
religion is not interreligious friendship. To 
marry anyone with whom one falls in love is 
similarly not interreligious marriage. I would 
like to reserve the term “interreligious” for those 
relationships that are grounded in and maintain 
awareness of religious identity and that seek to 
bring the particularity of their identity into the 
relationship, rather than allowing the relationship 
to override identity. Accordingly, “interreligious 
friendship” should be practiced while striking a 
balance between its two components. The deeper 
the “interreligious”, the deeper the “friendship”. 

With the deepening of friendship comes the 
mandate to deepen one’s self awareness, one’s 
commitment and one’s rootedness, at times in and 
through the relationship with the other of another 
religion. This guideline will apply differently to 
a synagogue seeking to establish relations with a 
nearby mosque and to a student going to college. 
But the principle remains the same - reaching out 
with one’s branches, sharing one’s fruits, while 
remaining rooted in the soil of one’s tradition.

Interreligious friendship is a very unique 
kind of friendship, quite different from the general 
friendship of all the people at school, at work, 
etc. What characterizes most relationships is that 
religion is cast aside, it is a fact of biography, but 
it is not formative of the relationship. The ancient 
legislations, that in some way seem clumsy in 

today’s world, sought not to let those differences 
become forgotten. But interreligious friendship 
is friendship that seeks to profile identity and 
use it as the foundation for the construction of 
a relationship. At its base is the mutual gaze of 
query, the curiosity of learning about the other and 
the challenge of coming to better understanding of 
the other. At its height is the recognition that true 
friendship is itself a gift of God, the one God who 
unites all in the depth of the human heart, who is 
known through all religions, and who is Himself 
both the essence and the goal of friendship. To 
quest after this kind of interreligious friendship 
is a distinct orientation, quite different from what 
commonly occurs in daily life. If we seek to offer 
an antidote to loss of identity and assimilation, 
we may do well to consider cultivating the 
practice of explicitly interreligious friendship, 
as an alternative to general friendship, that 
merely maintains awareness of one’s religious 
background. The old boundaries, consisting of 
prohibitions, that perpetuate a polar and often 
hostile view of the other, will no longer have 
meaning for broad sectors of society. If we seek 
a strategy for how to maintain relationships, 
while avoiding the pitfalls that tradition has 
sought to avoid, then we do well to consider a 
new art, a specific form of relationship - the art of 
interreligious friendship. 

Interreligious friendship should be 
cultivated as a concept, distinct from 

general universal friendship.
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Appendix: Friendship’s Elasticity - 
Love Your Friend as Yourself 

Throughout our discussion we had recourse to 
the idea that application of friendship follows a logic 
or a dynamic of elasticity, allowing for narrower and 
more expansive applications. I would like to illustrate 
how such elasticity is expressed in the history 
of interpretation of perhaps the most important 
verse that ties together love and friendship. Of all 
scriptural passages on friendship, Lev. 19:18: “love 
your re’a (literally friend, or fellow) as yourself, I 
am the Lord”, touches most closely the heart of the 
present challenge—identifying who is the friend.  

The verse figures in a classic statement by 
R. Akiva, who proclaims it the great principle, 
thereby suggesting its theoretical significance.55 
In terms of practice, for the past several hundred 
years, it is common in many circles, especially 
those that have been influenced by Jewish mystical 
literature, to consciously undertake the intention of 
fulfilling this commandment as a preparatory step 
for daily prayer.56 Its liturgical anchoring points to 
its potential centrality and the impact it could have 
in the lives of the faithful. Therefore, it offers us a 
valuable window on the question of who is the friend 
to whom love should be extended.  

The boundaries of the love command are a 
subject of ongoing discussion both within Judaism 
and by others in describing the Jewish attitude to 
love.57 The possibility that it may be narrowly 

55 Sifra Kedoshim 4. Marc Hirshman raises the question of 
whether its importance, and its being a great principle, 
actually translate into it being one of the commandments. 
See Marc Hirshman, “Love Thy Companion as Thysef: 
Musings on its Usage in Tannaitic Literature and the 
Sermon on the Mount,” Judaism and Modernity: The 
Religious Philosophy of David Hartman, ed. J. Malino, 
Ashgate, 2004, p. 228-233. Even more thought provoking 
is Jacob Neusner’s point concerning the golden rule (a 
parallel to Lev. 19, though not necessarily identical with 
it). Even though it is described as a great principle, an 
examination of rabbinic literature suggests it is inactive, 
and by no means a generative principle that defines the 
system. See Jacob Neusner, “The Golden Rule in Classical 
Judaism,” Review of Rabbinic Judaism, vol. 11, p. 292-
315.

56 The discussion of this custom and various reasons 
for it is found in Moshe Hallamish, “Transformations 
of a Kabbalistic Custom: I Undertake to Fulfill the 
Commandment of Loving my Fellow as Myself,” Kiriyat 
Sefer 53,3 1978, p. 534-556 (Hebrew). 

57 Most recently this has been the subject of a minor 
international storm, when a certain prelate suggested 
Christianity’s superiority over and against Judaism resides 
in the universal application of the love command. See 

interpreted, as applying to the Jewish people alone, 
has been a source of concern for some Jewish 
thinkers. They struggled with the universality of 
the love command by considering how it has been 
interpreted by various authorities. Accordingly, they 
seek precedent for extending the commandment to 
love beyond the bounds of the Jewish community.58 
While the narrow halachic understanding of the 
commandment assumes that the obligation to love, 
and concomitantly the definition of who is “the 
friend”, is limited to members of the community, 
we do find commentators who read the verse as 
relating to all human beings.59 Rather than opt for 
one reading or the other, thereby finding justification 
or permission within tradition to extend love to the 
non-Jew, I would like to suggest that we view the 
application and practice of love of the friend as 
governed by a dynamic of elasticity. Whether we read 
it in an expansive or contracted way will be a function 
of a variety of factors that are in the background of 
the interpretation. These include the genre in which 
one is working, metaphysical worldview espoused, 
prevailing cultural and social conditions, the status 
of contemporary relations between Jews and non-
Jews and finally the degree of spiritual attainment of 
the author, particularly the power and effects of love 
in his own soul. With these factors coming together 
in various permutations, we will encounter different 
positions that bespeak of love and its expansion as 
well as of how far friendship may be extended.

Let me illustrate how metaphysics, as 
well as spirituality, inform interpretation. The 
following commentary is brought in a commentarial 
collection titled Likutey Anshei Shem.60 The author 
affirms that the love command includes all people, 
including non-Jews. The reason is that they are 
all made in the image of God. Thus, the image of 
God provides the theoretical framework in light of 
which one considers the boundaries of both love and 
friendship.61 The author goes on to argue that the 

http://www.adl.org/PresRele/ASInt_13/6145_13.htm.
58 See Ernst Simon , “The Neighbor (Re’a) Whom We Shall 

Love,” Modern Jewish Ethics: Theory and Practice, ed. 
M. Fox, Ohio State University Press, 1975, p. 29-56. 

59 Simon brings on the one hand the halachic ruling of 
the Rambam, Hilchot De’ot, 6,3, and on the other the 
interpretation of Rabbi Yakov Mekellenburg, who in his 
commentary Ketav Vekabala takes it for granted that the 
verse has broader application. 

60  Printed in Chumash Rav Peninim.
61 It should be noted that the classical discussion of the “great 

principle” in Sifra contrasted Lev. 19,18’s love command 
with Genesis 5,1 where the image of God functions in that 
capacity: “When God created man, He made him in the 
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formulation highlighting love of the re’a, rather 
than of one’s brother, is chosen because re’a 
includes the non-Jew, as illustrated by various 
biblical passages, where the non-Jewish friends 
of great biblical friends are referred to as re’a.62 

One author who quotes this teaching63 also 
quotes a celebrated instruction of Rabbi Hayim 
Vital, the great kabbalist and disciple of Rabbi 
Isaac Luria of Safed, stating that one ought to 
love every person, even a non-Jew, as part of his 
instruction for attaining spiritual perfection.64 
Thus, the fullness of spiritual life mandates the 
totality of love. The kind of love expressed here 
is attitudinal, though it does not necessarily find 
expression through friendship and the social life 
that grounds it. 

Different explanations for why one 
recites or undertakes to love the re’a before 
prayer reveal other theoretical foundations. 
One understanding is to create a bond within 
a mystical community, of those engaged in 
mystically oriented Torah study. Thus, a group 
is created within a group, based on commonality 
of purpose and greater spiritual affinity. Love 
is extended to both circles: the broader group 
identity and the special relationships established 
through common mystical study. Even more 
specific is the incorporation of one’s prayers in 
the intentions of masters of prayer, who are able 
to pray according to mystical intentions. In this 
reading, connecting oneself to all of Israel is 
but a means of ensuring one is attached to the 
Zaddikim, the spiritual masters, who uplift our 
prayers. We note that the specific metaphysical 
understanding will lead to a narrowing of 
intention. While broader application of love 
is not excluded, what really matters is much 
more specific than the general love command. 
One of the hassidic masters, Rabbi Menachem 
of Tchernobyl emphasizes the metaphysical 

likeness of God.” Many commentators consider the 
latter to be broader, inasmuch as it includes non-Jews. 
The present author collapses the two. 

62 Verses include Gen. 35,12; Judges 14,11 and more. 
63 Eliyahu Arye Friedman, Kunteres Veahavta Lereacha 

Kamocha, Brooklyn, no date, but clearly in second 
half of 20th century. Note how this author tones 
down the previous teaching by introducing the 
qualitative distinction according to which love to 
the non-Jew involves non harm, and is essentially 
passive, corresponding to the negative formulation of 
the golden rule (do not do unto others), found in the 
Talmud. 

64 Sha’arei Kedusha, Part 1, Gate 5, a. 

foundations underlying this practice - unity of 
being.65 Since all is one, one should attach oneself 
to all in love.66 But precisely this recognition of 
unity raises the question of where unity stops. If 
one is serious about the metaphysical unity of all 
being and the ensuing love that must be practiced 
as a result, how can one place a boundary upon 
such love? If metaphysical unity leads to a 
love that is less than total, we must ascribe this 
to some block - psychological, ideological or 
sociological, that impedes the full realization of 
the internal assumptions of the religious system. 
It is precisely here that one wonders whether 
these very metaphysical understandings cannot 
find fuller expression when theological and 
social relations between religious groups have 
improved. 

The various readings and interpretations 
suggest how flexible the application of love of 
the re’a can be, and how it draws upon changing 
theological and metaphysical notions. It should be 
recognized, nevertheless, that while both aspects 
of Lev. 19,18 - love and friendship, figure in the 
ritual application of the love command, most 
of the attention is on the love and its recipients, 
rather than on the notion of who is the friend. 
Thus, while we have here an important resource 
for exploring dimensions of friendship and their 
metaphysical grounding, much of this resource 
remains potential. The implication of these 
understandings to friendship require drawing 
out, which in turn requires motivation to develop 
this category. Thus under social, theological and 
spiritual circumstances that invite construction 
of a notion of interreligious friendship, the 
resources of earlier generations can be made to 
speak in new ways, providing the theoretical 
underpinning for extension of love and friendship 
beyond how these were mostly conceived by the 
earlier sources. 

65 Such an understanding can lead to including the divine 
within the range of love practiced. See R. Hayim of 
Volozhin, Nefesh Hachayim 2,18. In this way, love of 
the friend and love of God are identified. Similarly, 
various hassidic authors interpret “the friend” of Lev. 
19 as God. See Noam Elimelech, Likutey Shoshana.

66 Me’or Einaim Chukat. 
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Abstract

Meir Sendor responds to Goshen-Gottstein’s paper by fleshing out the implications of 
the interplay of self and other through a rigorous phenomenological approach.  Sendor 
maintains that a close relationship between members of different religious traditions, each 
committed to their own faith, may facilitate the discovery of the authentic character of 
friendship itself.  Sendor notes that in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics that a high degree 
of similarity may lead to competition rather than friendship, and that Aristotle goes on to 
examine the role of similarity and dissimilarity in friendship, and explores the implications 
of Emerson’s claim that friendship requires a “rare mean betwixt likeness and unlikeness 
that piques each with the presence of power and of consent in the other party.”  It is the 
irreducible otherness of the friend, who yet freely enters into the trust of abiding friendship, 
that grants friendship its supreme meaningfulness and joy.  Further, authentic friendship 
honors the self-aware individuation of the parties, and rests upon mature differentiation 
– a technical psychological term describing an ideal of healthy relationship in which each 
person is secure in their independence and thereby able to relate freely to the other as other.  
Sendor articulates that the precious dissimilarity at the heart of all friendship confirms and 
provides theoretical grounding for the Talmudic exemplum of welcoming otherness and 
difference within friendship, very two as very one. This, in turn, raises the question of 
the possibility of extending this model to interreligious friendships.  Authentic friendship 
welcomes difference and distance, thereby enabling the discovery of the other as other and 
all the more so as friend, which lays the ground for the possibility of real interreligious 
friendship.



Very Two as Very One: 
A Response to Understanding 

Jewish Friendship
Meir Sendor
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Dr. Goshen-Gottstein struggles candidly and 
eloquently with the challenges of interreligious 
friendship from a Jewish perspective, speaking 
from broad and deep personal experience and 
masterful scholarship. In response, I would like 
offer an additional model by developing a line of 
inquiry that he suggests:

Maimonides refers to Aristotle as saying 
“The friend is an other who is yourself”. 
Obviously the term “other” has become 
much more charged in contemporary 
philosophical discourse than it was for 
Maimonides or for Aristotle. But if 
friendship presupposes otherness, or the 
play of self and otherness, then we are 
offered opportunities today for discovering 
new meanings in what friendship might 
consist of. As there is otherness, so there 
is the potential for friendship, for self 
discovery and for discovery of the deeper 
unity that bonds self and other.1

By fleshing out the implications of the 
interplay of self and other through a rigorous 
phenomenological approach, it may possible 
to turn some of the obstacles to interreligious 
friendship discussed by Dr. Goshen-Gottstein to 
some advantage.

The classic Western philosophic analyses 
of friendship generally assume that what draws 
individuals together is commonality – shared 
language, shared interests, shared attitudes, shared 
ideals. In this light, interreligious friendship 
would seem to be hopelessly disadvantaged. It’s 
not just that in such a relationship the respective 
communities, cultures, and faiths are not shared, 
but that they can be in opposition. A friendship 
across religions is often required to transcend 
not only the neutral indifference of strangers, but 
collective hostilities. Yet within the philosophic 
tradition itself is woven a contrasting thread of 

1 A. Goshen-Gottstein, p. x.

discourse that acknowledges a counter-principle 
at the heart of friendship. This principle may 
not merely enable the inclusion of interreligious 
relationships within a broadly defined range of 
friendship, but even raise the possibility that a 
close relationship between members of different 
religious traditions, each of whom is committed 
to their own faith, may facilitate the discovery of 
the authentic character of friendship itself. 

Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, 
already acknowledged conflicting views on the 
nature of friendship: “some define it as a kind 
of likeness and say like people are friends… 
others on the contrary say ‘two of a trade 
never agree.’”2 The fact that a high degree of 
similarity may lead to competition rather than 
friendship indicates that likeness in itself is no 
guarantee of amicability. Aristotle goes on to 
examine the role of similarity and dissimilarity 
in friendship, privileging similarity as essential 
and relegating differences to relations involving 
disparity of social status, or disputes that arise 
in inferior friendships based on utility.3 The 
primacy of similarity is also emphasized in the 
quote attributed to Aristotle by Diogenes Laertius 
and paraphrased by Maimonides, cited above, 
that Aristotle “was once asked what a friend is, 
and his answer was, ‘one soul abiding in two 
bodies.’”4 Here, similarity is raised rhetorically 
to the level of identity. Cicero follows in this line 
of thought, that friendship is based on sameness, 
even a narcissistic identity of self and other: “for 
the man who keeps his eye on a true friend, keeps 

2 Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics, The Basic Works of 
Aristotle, ed. R. McKeon, New York, 1970, p. 1155a-
b, 1059.

3 Ibid., p. 1156b-1159b (1061-67); 1162b-1164b (1073-
76).

4 Diogenes Laertius. Lives of Eminent Philosophers. 
Trans. R. D. Hicks vol I, Cambridge, 1925;  Aristotle, 
ch. 9. Maimondes, Perush ha-Mishnayot, Avot 1:6.

A close relationship between 
members of different religious 

traditions, each of whom is 
committed to their own faith, 
may facilitate the discovery 
of the authentic character of 

friendship itself

The classic Western philosophic 
analyses of friendship generally 

assume that what draws individuals 
together is commonality
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it, so to speak, on a model of himself.” 5 Cicero’s 
view had long-lasting influence on Christian and 
European conceptions of friendship well into the 
modern period.

It may be, however, that the structure of 
friendship requires certain similarities and certain 
dissimilarities functioning together to be meaningful 
and fruitful. The Talmud speaks of the two great 
scholars Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Shimon bar 
Lakish, close friends who argued incessantly over 
fine points of the Law. Their numerous disputes 
recorded throughout the Jerusalem and Babylonian 
Talmud stimulate some of the most incisive legal 
analysis in the Talmudic tradition. They were of 
very different backgrounds: Rabbi Yochanan was a 
member of the intellectual elite, Rabbi Shimon bar 
Lakish was originally a highwayman and occasional 
gladiator who was initiated late into Talmudic study, 
by Rabbi Yochanan himself. When the two scholars 
had a serious falling-out due to an ill-considered 
personal remark by Rabbi Yochanan, and Rabbi 
Shimon bar Lakish died from a resulting depression, 
Rabbi Yochanan himself became profoundly 
depressed. The Rabbis thought to comfort him by 
sending one of their best scholars to engage him in 
the legal study that was the passion of his life:

Rabbi Eleazar ben Padat, whose learning was 
sharp, went and sat before him. For every 
statement that Rabbi Yochanan made, he said 
to him “there is an authoritative teaching that 
supports you.” [Rabbi Yochanan] said “you’re 
trying to be like bar Lakish? With bar Lakish, 
whenever I would make a statement, he would 
challenge me with twenty four objections and 
I would reply with twenty four answers and 
from this the learning was expanded. And you 
say ‘there is an authoritative teaching that 
supports you?!’ Don’t I know that I am saying 
well?” He went and ripped his garment and 
cried and said “where are you, bar Lakish, 
where are you, bar Lakish,” and cried out until 
he lost his mind.6

The tragic outcome reveals the depth of this 
friendship that thrived on a shared passion for the 
activity of study coupled with the intellectual and 
emotional delight each took in each other’s differing 
opinions, their otherness. This friendship nurtured 

5 Cicero. Lealius de Amicitia. trans. F.O. Copley, On 
Friendship, Ann Arbor, 1971, p. 56. See Montaigne.

6 Bava Mezi’a’ 84a.

an intimate sense of unity that did not need to be 
confirmed through thematic agreement and was 
in fact intensified by vigorous disagreement. The 
possibility of such a relationship may be rooted in 
the full nature of the friendship itself.

Emerson, in his essay “Friendship,” 
emphasizes this point, in an analysis that could 
almost serve for a phenomenological reading of the 
Talmudic text. He observes:

Friendship requires that rare mean betwixt 
likeness and unlikeness that piques each with 
the presence of power and of consent in the 
other party. Let me be alone to the end of 
the world, rather than that my friend should 
overstep, by word or by a look, his real 
sympathy. I am equally balked by antagonism 
and by compliance. Let him not cease an 
instant to be himself. The only joy I have in 
his being mine, is that the not mine is mine. I 
hate, where I looked for a manly furtherance 
or at least a manly resistance, to find a mush 
of concession. Better be a nettle in the side 
of your friend than his echo. The condition 
which high friendship demands is ability to do 
without it. That high office requires great and 
sublime parts. There must be very two, before 
there can be very one. Let it be an alliance 
of two large, formidable natures, mutually 
beheld, mutually feared, before yet they 
recognize the deep identity which, beneath 
these disparities, unites them.7

While Emerson speaks prescriptively, his preference 
is rooted in a phenomenological description of the 
dynamics inherent in friendship.  His formula “that 
the not mine is mine,” italics his, is precise: it is the 
irreducible otherness of the friend, who yet freely 
enters into the trust of abiding relationship, that 
grants friendship its supreme meaningfulness, its 
“joy.” Agreements of opinion, thematic agreements, 
are not a necessary guarantee of friendship, and 
when they are insincere or sycophantic, vitiate it. The 

7 R. W. Emerson. The Complete Writings of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson. vol. 1, New York, 1929, p. 189-90.

The structure of friendship requires 
certain similarities and certain 

dissimilarities functioning together to 
be meaningful and fruitful
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honesty Emerson expects from a true friend is an 
indicator that each party can be fully themselves 
while being full friends. His second formula, 
“there must be very two, before there can be very 
one,” is also precise. Authentic friendship honors 
the self-aware individuation of the parties, and 
rests upon mature differentiation – a technical 
psychological term describing an ideal of healthy 
relationship in which each person is secure in 
their independence and thereby able to relate 
freely to the other as other.8 It is this condition 
to which Emerson refers when he says high 
friendship must be able to “do without it,” that is, 
without the friendship itself. The bond between 
high friends cannot be motivated by neediness 
and dependence. Finally, Emerson observes that 
the more mutually differentiated the parties are, 
the greater the opportunity to discover their most 
significant identity, which runs deeper than any 
thematic agreements. He speaks of “identity” 
in the singular, signaling not merely a set of 
commonalities, but what must be an existential 
unity.

 Emerson’s formulation prefigures some 
of the recent phenomenological analyses of the 
nature of friendship. Maurice Blanchot, in a 
eulogy for his friend Georges Bataille, invokes 
insights on alterity based on the thought of his 
other friend, Emmanuel Levinas, expressing a 
moving philosophic farewell:

We must give up trying to know those 
to whom we are linked by something 
essential; by this I mean we must greet 
them in the relation with the unknown 
in which they greet us as well, in our 
estrangement. Friendship, this relation 
without dependence, without episode, 
yet into which all of the simplicity of life 
enters, passes by way of the recognition 
of the common strangeness that does not 
allow us to speak of our friends but only 
to speak to them, not to make of them a 
topic of conversations (or essays), but the 
movement of understanding in which, 
speaking to us, they reserve, even on the 
most familiar terms, an infinite distance, 
the fundamental separation on the basis 
of which what separates becomes relation. 
Here discretion lies in… the pure interval 

8 M. Kerr and M. Bowen. Family Evaluation. New 
York, 1988, p. 109.

that, from me to this other who is a friend, 
measures all that is between us, the 
interruption of being that never authorizes 
me to use him, or my knowledge of 
him… and that, far from preventing all 
communication, brings us together in the 
difference and sometimes the silence of 
speech.9

Blanchot, addressing his friend across the divide 
of death, presses for the most fundamental 
feature of friendship, beyond all thematization 
and conceptual knowing, that reaches for the 
other through pure address, through embracing 
the irreducible ontological distance of their 
otherness, embracing radical difference. His 
formulation echoes Levinas’ phenomenological 
analysis of the moment of greeting another human 
being, a moment that can be overlooked as brief 
and banal, and yet by virtue of its simple brevity 
slips in before any reductive thematization , any 
attempts to know or categorize the other, can 
occur, to reveal a moment of pure encounter 
with otherness.10 Blanchot applies this feature 
of the brief moment of greeting to the abiding 
relationship with a friend, in which the same 
irreducible otherness is revealed, but as 
precipitated out over time. This is true of many 
long-term relationships. A long-married couple 
may have started their romance with a sense 
of what seemed to be their multiple points of 
similarity, but over time they come to realize that 

9 M. Blanchot, Friendship, trans. E. Rottenberg, 
Stanford, 1997, p. 291. 

10 E. Levinas, “Is Ontology Fundamental,” in Basic 
Philosophical Writings, ed. A. T. Peperzak, S. Critchley, 
R. Bernasconi. Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1996.  
7: “A human being is the sole being which I am unable 
to encounter without expressing this very encounter 
to him. It is precisely in this that the encounter 
distinguishes itself from knowledge. In every attitude 
in regard to the human there is a greeting – if only in 
the refusal of greeting… Before any participation in a 
common content by comprehension, it consists in the 
intuition of a sociality by a relation that is consequently 
irreducible to comprehension. “

It is the irreducible otherness 
of the friend, who yet freely 

enters into the trust of abiding 
relationship, that grants friendship 

its supreme meaningfulness



63

even those similarities are experienced differently by 
each of them, and they come to treasure their quirky 
differences and appreciate each other’s refreshing 
otherness.

Following Levinas, Blanchot endorses 
an essential dissymmetry in friendship, prior to 
reciprocity. Ricoeur had challenged Levinas on 
just this point: whether friendship must ultimately 
be based on some degree of mutual, intersubjective 
recognition.11 This mutuality, however, only appears 
from an objectifying vantage point, standing outside 
the relationship of both parties. When Levinas and 
Blanchot hold out for the primacy of dissymmetry 
they are holding to the rigorous viewpoint of 
consciousness. Even if the friend, at some level, 
looks for confirmation from his or her friend, the 
return of a glance, this confirmation of relationship 
does not dispel the fundamental dissymmetry: that 
each much reach and take responsibility for the 
other with a whole commitment before there can be 
reciprocity. 

Derrida wrestles with the implications of this 
position of Blanchot: how strange an other can the 
friend be and still be friend? 12 What is the ultimate 
cognitive distance of the other, so to speak, beyond 
reductive categorization as neighbor or as brother, 
but just this side of a strangeness that becomes 
totally foreign?  If such a friend is possible, such 
a friendship allows for, even welcomes, great 
difference. Such a friendship would obtain between 
two mature, fully differentiated individuals, and 
discovers a commonality that can barely be named. 
Even to call it common humanity is too reductive. 
What is shared remains mysterious, hardly nameable, 
but all the more real for that. 

On the question of the place of dissimilarity in 
the eidetic structure of friendship, Derrida develops 
a complex and nuanced approach in The Politics of 
Friendship. In his customary fashion, he chooses 
a provocative dictum to anchor his exploration, 
and through a theme-and-variations development 
exhaustively examines multiple sides of the question. 
In this case, the dictum is another attributed to 
Aristotle, by Diogenes Laertius and others: “O my 
friends, there is no friend.”13 Acknowledging other 
possible readings and translations, Derrida’s main 

11 E. Levinas and P. Ricoeur, “Entretien Levinas-Ricoeur,” 
in Emmanuel Levinas, Philosophe et Pedagogue. Paris, 
1998,  p. 9-28.

12 J. Derrida. The Politics of Friendship, trans. G. Collins, 
London and Brooklyn, 2005, p. 297-99.

13 Diogenes Laertius (V, 1, p. 21) and later quoted by 
Montaigne (“On Friendship”, I, p. 28) 

line of attack takes this perplexing saying as an 
apparent self-contradiction and unpacks it to reveal 
the inner dynamic of friendship that maintains a 
creative and necessary tension between similarity 
and dissimilarity, friend and no-friend.14   

The discovery of an inevitable, necessary, even 
precious dissimilarity at the heart of all friendship 
confirms and provides theoretical grounding for 
the Talmudic exemplum of welcoming otherness 
and difference within friendship, very two as 
very one. This, in turn, raises the question of the 
possibility of extending this model to interreligious 
friendships. Dr. Goshen-Gottstein acknowledges 
that the Halakhah, the Jewish legal system that 
describes and prescribes normative Jewish values, 
pointedly discourages interfaith relations through a 
series of decrees designed to prevent fraternization 
and intermarriage between Jews and those of 
other religions.15 All religions, as social groups, 
defend their boundaries, including determining and 
enforcing who is in and who is out. He notes that 
few if any genuine cross-religious relationships 
are recorded or memorialized in Jewish spiritual 
or legal literature. He also resists the temptation to 
create a model relationship by over-interpreting or 
airbrushing the few recorded relationships between 
Jews and those of other religions that were merely 
instrumental to some practical political purpose. 

There is one unusual and admittedly 
exceptional interreligious friendship described 
in the Talmud and midrashic literature, however, 
that is worth mentioning, even if its motivational 
purity and literal historical veracity are problematic.  
Several Jewish sources speak of a close friendship 
between the great scholar and political leader of 
second century Judea, Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi and 
a Roman Emperor named Antoninus. Who, exactly, 
this Emperor was has been a subject of scholarly 
debate. The severe power imbalance between the 
leader of the Jewish vassal state, no matter how 
distinguished he might be, and the Emperor of 
Rome, and the obvious utilitarian quality of this 
relationship, prevent us from using this relationship 
as a practical model of genuine friendship between 

14 J. Derrida. The Politics of Friendship. p. 171-93, 271-308.
15 A. Goshen Gottstein, p. 23.

Authentic friendship honors the         
self-aware individuation of the parties, 
and rests upon mature differentiation.
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a Jew and a religious other.16 Yet without 
making too much of it, we can still appreciate 
the presence of the multiple descriptions of this 
relationship found in the Talmud and Midrash, 
cited approvingly, even with pride, a sign that 
it is meant to convey a positive value. Some 
accounts stress the affection and respect each has 
for the other.17 Both leaders consult with each 
other for advice on sensitive matters, communal 
and personal.18 Other accounts note their full 
freedom of expression and intellectual honesty. 

The Emperor poses challenging questions and 
the Rabbi is not afraid to state his own positions 
or those of Jewish law that disagree with the 
Emperor’s assumptions. On several occasions, 
regarding significant points of law, the Rabbi 
defers to the Emperor’s positions and admits that 
he has learned important principles from him, 
principles that were implicit in Torah tradition 
that the Rabbi himself had not previously 
understood: “this was taught to me by Antoninus, 
and Scripture supports him.”19 In other words, 
in this interreligious friendship there is a robust 
and healthy give-and-take on a range of personal, 
communal and intellectual issues, and the Rabbi 
proudly admits that he gains insight into his own 
tradition from his discussions with his friend from 
another religious tradition. It should be noted, 
though, that this is a friendship among elites, 
an exceptional friendship. On the one hand, this 
means it cannot serve as a normative model for 
everyone. On the other hand, it leaves open the 
possibility that certain unique individuals, secure 
enough in their religious identity, of strong mind 
and open heart, could embrace such a friendship, 
in all its complexity, with the assent of the 

16 See the remarks of A. Goshen-Gottstein, p. 18.
17 Talmud Avodah Zarah 10b. Jerusalem Talmud 

Megillah 1:11, 3:2; Shevi’it 6:1. Midrash Rabbah 
Bereshit 11:4.

18 Talmud Avodah Zarah 10b.
19 Talmud Sanhedrin 91b.

tradition.20

That authentic friendship welcomes 
difference and distance, thereby enabling the 
discovery of the other as other and all the more 
so as friend, the “joy… that the “not mine is 
mine”, lays the ground for the possibility of real 
interreligious friendship. The very dissimilarities 
of theology and culture that could have been 
seen as insurmountable stumbling blocks 
become the very means to strip away the more 
superficial thematic agreements that some forms 
of friendship use as props, to reveal the most 
fundamental relationship, to discover the truly 
other as true friend. Such a friendship between 
two people, each of whom is committed to their 
differing faiths, and committed to each other, is 
not for everyone – not yet, in any case – but for 
those more pioneering souls of strong emotional, 
intellectual and spiritual constitution, it is a great 
gift that reveals what is possible for humanity.

20 Compare A. Goshen-Gottstein’s discussion of 
exceptional interfaith friendships, p. 3.

For those more pioneering souls of 
strong emotional, intellectual and 
spiritual constitution, friendship 
between committed members of 

differing faiths is a great gift that 
reveals what is possible for humanity.
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Abstract
Miroslav Volf and Ryan McAnnally-Linz address the question of interfaith friendships not 
merely theologically, but through personal, social, and spiritual dimensions.  Do interfaith 
friendships put the Christians’ faithfulness or theological orthodoxy at risk? Do they offer 
any goods that distinguish them from friendships with other Christians? Should a Christian 
try to convert her friends from other traditions to her faith? How deep can a friendship go 
if the friends do not share a vision of the ultimate end of life?  The authors summarize a 
number of prima facie cases within Christianity against supporting interfaith friendships.  
Noting that these potential objections to interfaith friendship focus on the classical tradition 
and the Christian reflection that it influenced, the authors then point out that there is another 
stream of sources in the Christian scriptures which may nourish Christian understandings of 
friendship.  The authors then speak to the goods that may come from interfaith friendship, 
specifically those goods that intra-faith friendships are less suited to produce.  The authors 
maintain that interfaith friendships can give us a better understanding of other faiths through 
interaction with their concrete instantiations in the lives of our friends, thereby helping to 
avoid the injustice of prejudice; can lead to a clearer and enriched understanding of our own 
faith; and can develop our ability to authentically articulate our faith to others.  These goods 
are made manifest by the authors through historical instances of interfaith friendships. 
Noting that their reflections on interfaith friendships have practical consequences, the 
authors name four such consequences: (1) Interfaith friendships must not ignore the friends’ 
faiths or flatten out the differences between them if they are to yield their rich goods; (2) 
Christian education should emphasize personal contact with members of other faiths and 
intentionally create spaces for the sort of informal interaction that can foster friendships; 
(3) Christian should welcome both shared projects with people of other faiths aimed at 
provisional goals and the friendships that are likely to grow out of such projects; and (4) the 
cultivation of interfaith friendships must not be a mere tactic in evangelization.  



A Christian Perspective
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We come to the question of interfaith 
friendship as Christian theologians addressing a 
significant and puzzling theological issue.1 But 
for us and for many whom we have known, this 
question is not abstract or speculative (in the way 
a detractor might pejoratively call a question 
‘merely theological’). Rather, it is pointedly 
concrete and deeply personal. It has to do with 
the stuff of everyday life, social and spiritual, 
with one of the most abiding and enriching 
relationships human beings can have. 

Both of us grew up and continue to live 
in multi-ethnic, multi-religious contexts—from 
the towns of Central Europe and the Balkans to 
the urban sprawl of Los Angeles and the post-
industrial social fractures of New Haven and 
the surrounding Connecticut shoreline. In all 
of these places, there are those whose circles 
of friends extend beyond their co-religionists 
to embrace religious others. Such interfaith 
friendships generate questions that friendships 
between members of the same faith do not 
raise. They appear, as it were, questionable. 
Among Christians, the questions posed to 
these friendships might include: Do interfaith 
friendships put the Christians’ faithfulness or 
theological orthodoxy at risk? Do they offer any 
goods that distinguish them from friendships 
with other Christians? Should a Christian try to 
convert her friends from other traditions to her 
faith? How deep can a friendship go if the friends 
do not share a vision of the ultimate end of life?

The task before us is in this paper is to offer 
a Christian account of what to make of these 
apparently questionable relationships. Ought 
Christians to shy away from interfaith friendships, 
or do they perhaps hold unique possibilities for 
Christian faith? 

1 We write as academically trained theologians working, 
we believe, within the broad stream of the historical 
Christian tradition, but given the breadth of that 
stream, a note indicating our particular locations 
within the tradition is in order. Miroslav is a member 
of the Episcopal Church but has been reared on 
deep spirituality of his saintly Pentecostal parents 
and nanny and his faith was shaped by experiences 
of marginality in the communist Yugoslavia and 
violent ethno-religious conflicts in the aftermath of its 
dissolution. Ryan comes from (and remains in) certain 
ecumenically inclined currents within North American 
evangelicalism and has been profoundly impacted 
by the questions posed by various Latin American 
instantiations of Christian faith.

What do we mean by friendship?
In everyday usage today the word ‘friend’ 

can carry a wide array of meanings. If we were 
to extend our gaze backward in history and 
outward across cultures, ‘friend’ and ‘friendship’ 
(and the myriad words that would be translated 
into English using these terms) would name 
innumerable concrete social relations. So, what 
do we mean by friendship for the purposes of this 
paper? Who counts as a friend?2

We can say right from the start that what 
we have in mind is not friendship in the Facebook 
sense of a ‘friend,’ which can include everyone 
from close family members to primary school 
acquaintances and beyond. The friendships that 
interest us presently are relationships that one 
could not feasibly have with hundreds or thousands 
of people.3 That said, we do not want to restrict 
our focus to only the most intimate of personal 
relationships. To do so would dramatically (and, 
we think, unhelpfully) reduce the number of real-
world relationships addressed in this discussion 
of interfaith friendship. The friendships we 
have in mind require the commitment of time 
and extended communication. They involve 
open communication and are not restricted to a 
certain facet of life (e.g., ‘office friends’). And, 
in concert with the roots of the English word 
‘friend’ (from the Proto-Germanic frijôjan, ‘to 
love’),4 they are marked by affection. While this 

2 The practice of distinguishing different senses of 
friendship has a long tradition that goes back, in 
Western thought, at least to Aristotle. It usually 
includes the valuation of one type of friendship over 
others, sometimes even categorizing certain types 
of friendship as only analogously or improperly 
designated as such. (Aristotle says: “Friendship in the 
primary and proper sense is between good men in virtue 
of their goodness, whereas the rest are friendships only 
by analogy.” [Nichomachean Ethics 8.4]) We are not 
particularly interested in saying what should or should 
not properly be called friendship, but it is still useful 
to define more or less what we have in mind when we 
say ‘friendship’ in this paper.

3 That is to say that as we use the term in this paper, 
friendship is a ‘special relationship’, a relationship 
that one cannot have with everybody at once. We 
might distinguish between the attitude or stance 
of ‘friendliness’ and the concrete relationship of 
‘friendship’ and say that one could be ‘friendly’ 
towards everyone, but one cannot be everyone’s 
friend. Our usage contrasts with that of Anantanand 
Rambachan’s Hindu account of interfaith friendships. 
Rambachan argues that in the Bhagavadgita, friendship 
terminology is extended to include all beings. 

4 A similar etymological relationship is found in Greek 
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For Christian faith, difference, even 
deep difference, is not necessarily an 

obstacle to friendship

rough description hardly constitutes a technical 
definition, it should be sufficient to suggest the sort 
of relationships that concern us as we consider the 
possibility and value of interfaith friendships from a 
Christian perspective.

An Overview
Much of the Christian tradition, as we will 

illustrate below, has been either explicitly or 
implicitly skeptical—or even hostile—towards 
friendships between Christians and members of other 
faiths. A great deal of this skepticism, we suggest, 
is connected with the legacy that the Christian faith 
took on from the classical philosophical tradition 
and its accounts of friendship. The combination of 
classical influences and particular interpretations of 
certain Christian sources leads easily to the rejection 
of the possibility of friendship between people of 
different faiths. There are, however, strong reasons 
drawn from within the Christian tradition to adopt 
a different attitude toward interfaith friendships—
an attitude of openness to their unique goods. 
Central among these is the recognition that for 
Christian faith, difference, even deep difference, is 
not necessarily an obstacle to friendship. Abraham, 
a human being, is called a “friend of God” (James 
2:23); and Jesus, God incarnate, calls not only loyal 
disciples (John 15:15) but also his betrayer (Matt 
26:50) “friend.”5 If friendship can occur across such 
great divides, how much more must we recognize its 
possibility among people of different faiths? Such is 
the argument that we will elaborate below. 

Friendship in the Classical Tradition 
and Christianity

It is widely recognized that Christian thought 
on friendship arose in dialogue with the classical 
philosophical tradition, especially the works of 
Aristotle and Cicero. From the New Testament 
writers to the 12th-century British Cistercian abbot 

(φίλος/φιλέω) and Latin (amicus/amare).
5 An objection might be raised at this point: might there not 

be more than a hint of irony when Jesus addresses Judas 
as ‘friend’ at the moment of his betrayal in the Garden 
of Gethsemane? We would suggest reading the passage 
instead as Jesus’ continued offer of friendship to Judas 
even in the face of the latter’s decidedly unfriendly act of 
betrayal. 

Aelred of Rievaulx and beyond, Christian thinkers 
adopted and accepted, adapted and rejected elements 
of the non-Christian Greco-Roman heritage. A brief 
overview of this tradition and patristic and medieval 
Christian interactions with it will help draw out some 
of the most salient issues for a Christian theological 
discussion of interfaith friendship.6

Aristotle devotes two books of the 
Nichomachean Ethics to the subject of friendship.7 
He considers friendship to be closely linked 
with love. He identifies three reasons for loving, 
distinguished by three objects of love, namely, the 
useful, the pleasant, and the good (8.2).  These 
three reasons for loving correspond to three kinds of 
friendship: friendships based on utility, on pleasure, 
and on goodness (8.3). Aristotle values the last of 
these more highly than the other two. It is, he says, 
“perfect,” and suggests that the first two sorts of 
relationship must be considered friendship only 
by analogy (8.4). Friendship based on goodness 
can exist only between good men,8 and it includes 
the mutual pleasure that the good receive from 
their relationship to other good men (8.3). Its goal 
is the fostering of the virtue of each of the parties 
involved. Based on love of the good as such, it seeks 
the good as such. Thus, for Aristotle, true friendship 
is teleological. It aims at the realization of the good. 
Such an understanding of friendship was highly 
influential in the development of Christian thought 
on the subject.

Cicero’s dialogue De amicitia is perhaps 
the only classical text that can rival Aristotle for 
influence on Christian thought about friendship, 
especially in the West. Presented as a dialogue in 
which Quintus Mucius Scaevola and Gaius Fannius 
urge their father-in-law, Gaius Laelius, to expound 

6 This is an opportune point at which to mention what will 
for some be a conspicuous absence in our essay, namely, 
the voices of women from the Christian tradition. A truly 
thorough Christian account of interfaith friendship would 
engage the rich recent feminist theological literature on 
friendship, as well as (social-)historical research on the 
friendships between women that have gone unnoted in 
the masculinist-inflected theological mainstream and 
contemporary instances of women’s interfaith friendships. 
We lament our inability to have done so ourselves and 
eagerly extend the invitation to others to help fill this gap 
in our work.

7 The discussion of friendship is appropriate to ethics, he 
says, because friendship “is a kind of virtue, or implies 
virtue” (8.1). Quotations from the Nichomachean Ethics 
will use the translation of J. A. K. Thomson as revised by 
Hugh Tredennick.

8 Aristotle’s masculinist account of virtue and the good life 
excludes women from this highest form of friendship. 
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on the topic of friendship with reference to the 
recent death of his friend Scipio the Younger, De 
amicitia develops an account of friendship based 
on and limited by virtue. Cicero’s discussion of 
friendship includes numerous resonances with 
Aristotle’s, including the idea that “friendship 
cannot exist except between good men” (5.18).9 

The two chief emphases of Cicero’s 
account of friendship are agreement (consensio) 
and affection (caritas). His highly influential 
summary definition of friendship is “an accord 
in all things, human and divine, conjoined with 
mutual goodwill and affection” (6.20, emphasis 
added).10 Reflecting on his friendship with Scipio, 
Laelius extols the “most complete agreement” 
they enjoyed “in policy, in pursuits, and in 
opinions,” which, he says, is “that wherein lies 
the whole essence of friendship” (4.15).11 Not 
surprisingly, given his emphasis on agreement 
and affection, the trope of the friend as a second 
self (alter ego) features in Cicero’s dialogue. “He 
who looks upon a true friend,” Laelius remarks, 
“looks, as it were, upon a sort of image of 
himself. Wherefore friends, though absent, are at 
hand; though in need, yet abound; though weak, 
are strong; and … though dead, are yet alive” 
(7.23).12

Certain themes in classical accounts of 
friendship (some present in Cicero and Aristotle 
and some not) are found in Christian scriptures 
as well. These include the ideal of friends 
holding property in common, the importance of 
frank speech in friendships and the willingness 
to sacrifice for a friend. Pythagoras is generally 
credited with originating the opinion that “the 
property of friends is common.”13 In addition to 

9 Nisi in bonis amicitiam esse non posse.
10 Est enim amicitia nihil aliud nisi omnium divinarum 

humanarumque rerum cum benevolentia et caritate 
consensio.

11 Id in quo omnis vis est amicitiae, voluntatum studiorum 
sententiarum summa consensio.

12 Verum etiam amicum qui intuetur, tamquam exemplar 
aliquod intuetur sui. Quocirca et absentes adsunt 
et egentes abundant et imbecilli valent et … mortui 
vivunt.

 Among patristic Christian thinkers, the fourth-century 
bishop and theologian John Chrysostom refers to the 
friend as “another self” in the second of his Homilies 
on First Thessalonians.

13 Diogenes Laertius (Lives and Opinions of Eminent 
Philosophers 8.8) cite the historian Timaeus of 
Tauromenium as attributing this saying to Pythagoras. 
Porphyry (Life of Pythagoras 33) agrees with the 
attribution but does not cite Timaeus.

the clear resonance of Acts 2:44 and 4:32 with 
this theme,14 John Fitzgerald argues that Paul 
adopts and alludes to the theme of commonality 
throughout his letter to the Philippians, which is 
littered with the word koinonia (‘commonality’, 
‘partnership’; compare Aristotle, Nichomachean 
Ethics 8.12) and the prefix syn (‘with’).15 
Plutarch’s How to Tell a Flatterer from a 
Friend (Moralia I.4) typifies the concern with 
frank speech. Certain New Testament scholars 
have suggested that Paul’s rhetoric bears the 
marks of an understanding of friendship that 
sharply distinguishes friends from flatterers and 
emphasizes that friends must tell hard truths.16 
Finally, Jesus’ saying that “No one has greater 
love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s 
friends” (Jn 15:13) bears a strong likeness to the 
Greco-Roman theme of a friend being willing to 
give one’s life for a friend.17

Aelred of Rievaulx
In order to illustrate the influence of 

classical discussions of friendship on Christian 
reflection on the subject, we turn now to a brief 
discussion of Aelred of Rievaulx’s dialogue On 
Spiritual Friendship (De spiritali amicitia).18 
The work is an eloquent ode to the centrality of 
friendship in the spiritual life and its importance 
for the monastic vocation. It is also a clear 

14 “All who believed were together and had all things 
in common” (Acts 2:44); “Now the whole group of 
those who believed were of one heart and soul, and 
no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, 
but everything they owned was held in common” 
(Acts 4:32). Chrysostom echoes this theme in Homily 
II on First Thessalonians: “This is friendship, that a 
man should not consider his goods his own, but his 
neighbor’s, that his possessions belong to another; that 
he should be as careful of his friend’s soul, as of his 
own; and the friend likewise.”

15 John T. Fitzgerald, “Christian Friendship: John, Paul, 
and the Philippians,” Interpretation 61, 2007,  p. 293-
94.

16 See the volume Friendship, Flattery, and Frankness of 
Speech: Studies on Friendship in the New Testament 
World, ed. John T. Fitzgerald. Leiden: Brill, 1996.

17 For instances of the theme of self-sacrifice for the 
friend, see Plato, Symposium 179B; Seneca, Ep. 
6.2, 9.10. Gail O’Day suggests that in casting Jesus’ 
death as laying down his life for his friends, John 
highlights a distinction between Jesus and Greco-
Roman philosophers. Namely, “Jesus did what the 
philosophers only talked about” (“Jesus as Friend in 
the Gospel of John,” Interpretation 58, 2004, p. 150.

18 Available in English translation: Aelred of Rievaulx, 
Spiritual Friendship, trans. Lawrence C. Braceland. 
Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2010.
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example of the impact of classical accounts of 
friendship on Christian thought.

Aelred begins by adopting Cicero’s definition: 
“Friendship is agreement in things human and divine, 
with good will and charity” (1.11, quoting Cicero, De 
amicitia 6.20). He then, like Aristotle, distinguishes 
between three types of friendship.19 His categories, 
however, are expressed in a decidedly Christian 
vocabulary. The first, ‘carnal’ friendship, is “created 
by a conspiracy in vice.” The second, ‘worldly’ 
friendship, is “enkindled by hope of gain.” And the 
third, ‘spiritual’ friendship, is “cemented among the 
righteous by a likeness of lifestyles and interests” 
(1.38). Aelred also maintains a teleological view of 
friendship. True friendship, spiritual friendship, is “a 
step toward the love and knowledge of God” (2.18). 
It leads to friendship with Christ (2.20-21). Again in 
continuity with Aristotle and Cicero, Aelred restricts 
the highest form of friendship to “the righteous” 
(1.38). Indeed, he holds that spiritual friendship can 
“be consummated only among the perfect” (2.38). 
As in Aristotle, the lower forms of friendship only 
improperly merit the name.

Aelred’s Christianization of his classical 
sources is clear in the following remark: “What 
statement about friendship can be more sublime, 
more true, more valuable than this? It has been 
proved that friendship must begin in Christ, continue 
with Christ, and be perfected by Christ” (1.10). For 
Aelred, Christ is not only the focus of true friendship 
but also the most important agent in it.

Augustine and Martianus
Much traditional Christian thought about 

friendship, including Aelred, leaves the question of 

19 Aelred would not have known Aristotle’s works directly, 
since he lived just before their reintroduction to the Latin 
West. His work, however, is marked by many features 
that we can recognize as influenced by a strain of thinking 
about friendship of which Aristotle is the exemplar. For 
the purposes of this essay, comparison with Aristotle will 
be illuminating.

interfaith friendship unaddressed.20 In the works of 
St. Augustine, however, we find a strident rejection 
of friendship not only between Christians and 
non-Christians, but also between non-Christians 
themselves.21 Perhaps the clearest encapsulation of 
Augustine’s stance on the issue is his Epistola 258 
to a man named Martianus, whom Augustine had 
known before his conversion to Christianity and 
who had recently converted and was considering 
baptism.22

Augustine organizes his letter as a reflection 
on Cicero’s definition of friendship (agreement 
in things divine and human with good will and 
charity). At first, Augustine suggests that in their 
past (pre-Christian) relationship he and Martianus 
had at least agreed on human things and related 
to one another in good will and love (1).  He then, 
however, subverts this suggestion. Since both he and 
Martianus are now Christians, Augustine suggests 
that “there is no longer any disagreement about 
things human between us since we weigh them by 
the knowledge of things divine in order that we may 
not give them more weight than, with strict justice, 
their limitations demand” (2). It is only in correct 
apprehension of divine things, he argues, that friends 
can find true agreement on human things, “for one 
who holds things divine in contempt necessarily 
evaluates things human otherwise than he should” 
(2). Thus, Martianus and Augustine had not been 

20 This is likely due in some part to the fact that the heyday 
of philosophical and theological emphasis on friendship 
took place in an era of minimal contact between European 
Christians and members of other faiths. 

21 Scholars debate the question of Augustine’s stance 
toward the relation of the classical tradition of friendship 
(amicitia) to intra-Christian relationships. Interpreters 
such as Brian McGuire. Friendship and Community: The 
Monastic Experience 350-1250. Kalamazoo: Cistercian 
Publications, 1988, p. 47-57, 87-90;  Carolinne White. 
Christian Friendship in the Fourth Century. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992, p. 218-23; and James 
McEvoy, “‘Anima Una et Cor Unum’: Friendship and 
Spiritual Unity in Augustine,” Recherches de théologie 
ancienne et médiévale 53, 1986, p. 80-91 maintain that 
Augustine advocated a Christianized version of classical 
amicitia. C. Stephen Jaeger, on the other hand, argues that 
Augustine strives to replace the (pagan) ideal of amicitia 
with the (Christian) ideal of caritas (“Friendship of Mutual 
Perfecting in Augustine’s Confessions and the Failure of 
Classical amicitia,” in Friendship in the Middle Ages and 
Early Modern Age, ed. Albrecht Classen and Marilyn 
Sandidge. New York: de Gruyter, 2010, p. 185-200.

22 Quoted from the English translation by Roland Teske, Hyde 
Park, NY: New City, 2005. Suggestions of Augustine’s 
hostility toward friendship with and among those outside 
the Christian faith can also be found in Confessions 4.3-4 
and 6.4.

Augustine is representative of a 
trajectory in Christian thought that is, 
explicitly or implicitly, either hostile 

to, suspicious of, or dismissive of 
friendships between Christians and 

non-Christians
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even partial or deficient friends before their 
mutual agreement on things divine in Christian 
faith. Indeed, Augustine had not even been his 
own friend before his conversion, for in ‘loving 
iniquity’ he had hated his own soul (3).23 After 
reaching this conclusion, Augustine returns to the 
theme of the Ciceronian definition of friendship 
and interprets it in light of the double love 
commandment of Matthew 22 (and parallels) (4). 
He concludes by urging Martianus to become a 
candidate for baptism and thus cement his entry 
into the church (5).

To summarize Augustine’s account of 
his relationship with Martianus: the two could 
not be friends when Augustine had converted 
to Christianity but Martianus had not, nor even 
when both were pagans. Their friendship only 
became possible when the two had both adopted 
the Christian faith. Generalizing from this case, 
we can suggest that Augustine excludes the 
possibility of true friendship not only between 
Christians and non-Christians, but between non-
Christians themselves.

Potential Christian Obstacles to Interfaith 
Friendship

Augustine is representative of a trajectory 
in Christian thought that is, explicitly or 
implicitly, either hostile to, suspicious of, or 
dismissive of friendships between Christians 
and non-Christians.24 Augustine’s reasoning, 

23 Augustine quotes Ps. 11:5 [10:6] as saying “But one 
who loves iniquity hates his own soul” (Qui autem 
diligit iniquitatem, odit animam suam). This translation 
disagrees with the more accurate rendering of the 
Hebrew in the Vulgate, which reads “impium autem 
et diligentem iniquitatem odit anima eius” (“But his 
[God’s] soul hates the impious one and the one who 
loves iniquity”).

24 A more recent Christian account of friendship that 
does not appear to have room for interfaith friendships 
is Paul Wadell’s Friendship and the Moral Life. 
Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1989. Waddell claims that “There is no such thing as 
friendship simply, friendship pried free of a tradition, 
because every friendship is a relationship in which 
persons with and through one another try to achieve 
that tradition’s good” (72). Wadell’s is a highly 
teleological view of friendship, and he does not seem to 
leave open the possibility of a friendship embedded in 
two traditions. His claim that “in the Christian account 
[note the definite article the], genuine friendship love 
demands a mutual preference for God” clearly implies 
that non-Christians (at least those who do not have 
a ‘preference’ for God) and Christians cannot share 
“genuine” friendship.

at least as displayed in the letter to Martianus, 
takes the Ciceronian requirement of agreement 
on things human and divine and puts a spin on 
it by clearly prioritizing the latter and making 
it the condition of the possibility of the former. 
This is not, however, the only line of reasoning 
that might lead Christians to be wary of interfaith 
friendships. Only some of these reasons are 
related to Christian engagement with classical 
thought on friendship; others have specifically 
Christian roots.

As discussed above, classical accounts 
of friendship and Christian theological 
accounts influenced by them often highlight 
the teleological character of true friendship. 
Friendship has a goal, and friends are bound 
together by sharing that goal. Indeed, many of 
these accounts emphasize that this shared goal 
is an ultimate goal, whether it be the virtuous/
happy life in Aristotle, the attainment of the 
beatific vision in Thomas Aquinas (ST I-II, qq. 
1-5), or some other end. Teleological theories of 
friendship of this sort raise a host of questions for 
Christian reflection on the possibility of interfaith 
friendship. Can friends of different faiths share 
an ultimate goal? If not, can they achieve only a 
deficient sort of friendship? Can shared proximate 
goals – perhaps arising from overlapping values 
– provide grounding for a meaningful friendship? 
Should we perhaps reject a teleological view of 
friendship based on a shared goal in order to 
make room for interfaith friendship?

Those accounts of friendship which, 
following Aristotle and Cicero, conceive of 
the friend as an alter ego raise this problem in 
an especially acute form. How could a friend 
of another faith be similar enough to me to be 
a second self? Doesn’t friendship of this sort 
require, as Cicero said, “agreement in all things 
divine and human”?

One might also suggest that the valuation of 
frank speech in friendship brings with it a problem 
for interfaith friendships of a less philosophical 
and more practical sort. If the Christian in an 
interfaith friendship held the view that her non-

Such differing but overlapping 
understandings of the ultimate 

telos of life can yield a surprising 
number of overlapping proximate, 

provisional goals
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Christian friend, by virtue of being non-Christian, 
was deeply mistaken about the deepest realities of 
the world, wouldn’t she be under the obligation to 
speak frankly to her friend in the hopes of changing 
her views? Indeed, might she not be required to do so 
relentlessly, given the gravity of her friend’s errors? 
And wouldn’t such frank speech become tiresome 
and abrasive to her friend?

In addition to these potential objections to 
interfaith friendship, which are linked to features of 
classical thinking about friendship, some specifically 
Christian concerns suggest other reasons to be 
skeptical of interfaith friendships. For example, the 
Second Epistle of John takes what appears to be a 
very hard line on social interaction with those who 
do not share the writer’s teaching on Christ: “Many 
deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do 
not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh; 
any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist! Be 
on your guard, so that you do not lose what we have 
worked for, but may receive a full reward. Everyone 
who does not abide in the teaching of Christ, but 
goes beyond it, does not have God; whoever abides 
in the teaching has both the Father and the Son. Do 
not receive into your house or welcome anyone 
who comes to you and does not bring this teaching; 
for to welcome is to participate in the evil deeds of 
such a person” (2 Jn 7-11). While commentators 
suggest that the author of the epistle is concerned 
with a particular group teaching a Christology in 
opposition to the author’s (e.g., a proto-gnosticism 
or docetism),25 the final verse in this passage would 
seem to apply to anyone who does not profess the 
Incarnation. Would that not be a scriptural injunction 
against interfaith friendships? 

The Christian commitment to mission also 
presents potential challenges to an account of 
interfaith friendship. This missional impulse has a 
grounding in the scriptural ‘Great Commission’ of 
Matthew 28. Jesus, having risen, commands his 
disciples to “go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching 

25 See, for example, Raymond Brown. The Epistles of John. 
Anchor Bible 30. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1982, p. 
55ff.

them to obey everything that I have commanded 
you” (Mt 28: 19-20). It is also rooted deeply in the 
logic of Christian faith. If Christians understand 
themselves to have received the good news (see 1 
Cor 15:1), then they will be those who proclaim the 
good news (e.g., Acts 8:12, 16:10). Love for others 
will impel them to share what they have received 
in the hope that others, too, can receive it and 
flourish.26 What bearing, then, does Christianity’s 
missional character have on interfaith friendships? 
Must Christians in such friendships aim for the 
conversion of their friends?27 It might be objected 
that such an aim undermines friendship. Does it not 
tend to make the friend an object of condescending 
charity or patronizing correction?

Yet another potential objection to interfaith 
friendship could be raised not from the specifics of 
classical or Christian views of friendship, but from 
the supposed character of religious identities. Those 
for whom Christianity is in great part definitive of 
their identity might find the possibility of friendship 
with a religious other to threaten the coherence and 
integrity of that identity.

To summarize, there would appear to be a 
rather strong prima facie case against supporting 
interfaith friendships. The objections include:

(1) The problem of teleology. If friends must 
share an ultimate aim and if different religions 
entail different ultimate aims, then interfaith 
friendship is impossible. 

(2) The problem of difference. If the friend is 
an alter ego, the difference between people 
of different faiths will rule out friendship 
between them.

(3) The problem of evangelism (and frank speech). 
The missional impulse of Christian faith and 
the requirement that friends speak frankly to 
one another will orient interfaith friendship 
partly toward conversion.

(4) The problem of 2 John 10-11. This scriptural 
passage seems clearly to rule out friendship 
with non-Christians.

(5) The problem of identity. Friendship with the 
religious other threatens the integrity of the self.

26 On the reasons why Christians must share wisdom with 
others, see Miroslav Volf. A Public Faith. Grand Rapids: 
Brazos, 2011, p. 103ff .

27 The question of witness and conversion is especially 
pronounced for Christians compared to members of certain 
other religious traditions. In her paper for this volume, 
Eleanor Nesbitt notes the contrast between Christianity 
and Sikhism in this regard. 

The bonds of affection in friendship will 
shape one’s way of witnessing — make 
it respectful, considerate, and loving
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It is our view that the various philosophical 
and theological obstacles to a positive account 
of interfaith friendship that we have outlined 
are not insurmountable. While some of them do 
identify challenges that will be more pronounced 
in interfaith friendships than in intra-religious 
ones, none of them is strong enough to rule 
out interfaith friendship. We turn now to the 
elaboration of a Christian view of interfaith 
friendships that recognizes them as not only 
acceptable but enriching. In the process, we 
will address the obstacles raised above and show 
that they do not provide sufficient reasons for 
Christians to be wary of interfaith friendships.

Friendship with the Other
In raising the potential objections to 

interfaith friendship above, we have focused on 
the classical tradition and the Christian reflection 
that it influenced. For Christians, there is another 
stream that can nourish our understanding 
of friendship—a stream that does not figure 
prominently in the classical tradition but finds its 
sources in the Christian scriptures. This stream 
has been largely neglected in the centuries-long 
reflection of Christians on friendship, including 
friendship with non-Christians. Three tributaries 
to that stream are important. First, Abraham 
is described in the Scripture as a friend of God 
(James 2:23). Thus, equality is not a necessary 
condition of friendship; those differing markedly 
in power, knowledge, and virtue can still be 
described in some significant sense as friends.28 
Second, in the gospels Jesus is called a friend of 

28 It could be argued that generalizing from the case of 
Abraham as a friend of God to inter-human friendships 
is invalid because the chasm-spanning friendship 
between Abraham and God was the miraculous work 
of a God for whom “all things are possible” (Matt 
19:26). Friendship across such a chasm is not, as such, 
possible. It is only possible because God can (and 
does) transcend that chasm. But even if we grant (1) 
that friendship between God and humans occurs only 
through the miraculous power of God and (2) that 
differences between human beings are in need of some 
bridging or transcending in the way that the difference 
between God and humans is, we can still make the 
inference from the occurrence of friendship between 
God and humans to the possibility of friendship 
between humans differing in power, knowledge, or 
virtue. All the objection has done is show that God 
must be the one who makes such friendships possible.

Our thanks to Awet Andemicael for her probing questions 
on this point.

publicans and sinners (Matt 11:19; Luke 7:24).29 
He spent time with them, he ate with them, and 
they sought him out (e.g., Mark 2:16; Luke 15:1-
2). Thus, there can be friendship among those 
who differ in virtue, and whose lives are not in 
fact oriented toward the same goal. Third, the 
greatest love, Jesus said, is to give one’s life for 
friends (John 15:13). That same love he showed 
to all people. Though his ultimate self-sacrifice 
on their behalf does not make them yet into his 
friends, it has bearing on the scope of possible 
friendships. Keeping these three points in mind, 
let us attend to the objections noted above and 
then look at the goods that may come from 
interfaith friendship.

Countering the Objections
Teleology. One objection was that to be 

a friend is to share in a common goal, often 
the ultimate goal. Assuming that adherents of 
different faiths understand their ultimate ends 
differently, they cannot, on this account, be 
friends. But to recognize that ultimate goals 
differ is not to say that they differ in all respects 
and are utterly incompatible. For instance, it 
is possible to say that Muslims and Christians 
have the same ultimate goal—that they worship 
the same God—and yet that they have different 
understandings of that God.30 As friends, they 
would then pursue partly different ultimate goals. 
Such differing but overlapping understandings of 
the ultimate telos of life can yield a surprising 
number of overlapping proximate, provisional 
goals. For example, Christian and Muslim 
friends could share the goal of resisting pressures 

29 This description of Jesus appears in Jesus’ report of 
charges leveled by “this generation” against him and 
John the Baptist, who is accused of having a demon 
(Matt 11:16-19; Luke 7:31-34). It might seem, 
therefore, that it should be rejected, just as Jesus 
presumably intends for us to reject the accusation 
that John was possessed. But Jesus’ response suggests 
otherwise. He says, in the Matthean version, “Yet 
wisdom is vindicated by her deeds” (Matt 11:19b), 
and in the Lucan account, “Nevertheless, wisdom is 
vindicated by all her children” (Luke 7:35). It is the 
behavior of John and Jesus that “vindicates” wisdom. 
In John’s case, such vindication would rule out demon 
possession. But in the case of Jesus, his very practices 
of spending time with and taking table fellowship with 
tax collectors and sinners (i.e., his friendly behavior 
toward social outsiders who were held to be his moral 
inferiors) are what vindicate wisdom.

30 See Volf, Allah: A Christian Response. San Francisco: 
HarperOne, 2011.
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in contemporary societies to orient our lives toward 
the pursuit of mere pleasure.31 Or, to use a historical 
example (see below for a fuller discussion), the 
Hindu Mohandas Gandhi and the Christian Charles 
Andrew could both come passionately to support 
non-violent resistance against racial injustice in 
South Africa and imperial power in India. They had a 
deeply affectionate friendship and shared a mission, 
but they explained the reasons for that mission 
differently (Gandhi based his thought on the Indian 
concept of ahimsa [non-violence], while Andrews 
drew on Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount) and they 
held divergent conceptions of the ultimate end of 
their lives.32 Gandhi’s and Andrew’s theologies did 
not overlap to a great extent, but their overlapping 
proximate ends supported a friendship that not 
only was deeply meaningful to the two of them but 
also bore great fruit for the world. To exclude the 
relationship between Gandhi and Andrews from 
the category of friendship simply because their 
shared aim was ‘merely’ provisional strikes us as 
excessively strict and ill-attuned to the true goodness 
of ‘provisional’ goods.

Witness and frankness of speech. 
The closely linked objections stemming 

from the importance of frankness of speech and 
the Christian evangelical impulse can be dealt with 
together. Some Christian advocates of interfaith 
friendship will be inclined either to deny deep 
differences between faiths and thereby minimize 
the importance of evangelism or, while recognizing 
that differences between faiths are real and deep, 
to assert that evangelism is the only way they can 
relate to friends of other faiths. We are willing to 
take neither of these paths. Different faiths are just 
that—different. Their differences include divergent 
truth claims and sometimes contrasting ways of life. 
And the Christian faith is intrinsically a faith that 
seeks to be shared. Nevertheless, the combination 
of religious differences and the missional character 
of Christianity does not doom interfaith friendships 
involving Christians. It does not turn interfaith 
friendships into a sort of ‘evangelism by other 
means’.

Consider, first, the view that interfaith 
friendships ought not to include witness. This 
outlook misses fundamental dynamics of both faith 
and friendship. Religious faiths are often matters of 

31 See Volf, Allah, p. 214-18.
32 See the edited volume of much of their correspondence, 

Gandhi and Charlie, ed. David McI. Gracie. Cambridge, 
MA: Cowley, 1989.

central significance to their adherents—precisely 
the sort of matter that would incline someone to 
share about it with her friends. Christian faith, 
specifically, has strong internal dynamics (some of 
which we mentioned above) that urge believers to 
share their faith. Friendship, for its part, inherently 
includes both desiring the good for one’s friend and 
mutual sharing. Consequently, for most Christians 
at least, interfaith friendship will involve the desire 
that one’s friend share in the way of life that one 
finds so good. This desire will motivate witnessing 
in the context of that friendship.

But how, the objector might retort, is the 
other supposed to respond to one’s witness? Would 
it not feel like an unwelcome attempt at changing 
who she is? This, we think, depends in great part 
on how one witnesses to a friend. Indeed, it seems 
to us that the bonds of affection in friendship will 
shape one’s way of witnessing—make it respectful, 
considerate, and loving. The value of the friendship 
militates against any sort of witnessing that will be 
deeply disrespectful and harmful of the other. We 
would suggest that Christians ought to take how 
they would witness to a friend to be paradigmatic of 
how they should witness in general.

In addition to the shaping of witness that we 
would expect from friendships, Christian witness 
in general is normed by Jesus’ command: “In 
everything do to others as you would have them 
do to you” (Matt 7:12). Applied to witness, this 
command entails, first, that Christians witness only 
if they are prepared to be witnessed to. In the context 
of interfaith friendship, this means that Christians 
ought to respect whatever types of witness their 
friends’ faiths lead them to enact. The Golden Rule 
should also regulate Christians’ way of witnessing to 
their friends. Christians must witness in the manner 
that they would want their friends to witness to 
them.33 The same would apply to frank speech within 
interfaith friendships. It ought to be governed by 
love and the norm of reciprocity, such that interfaith 
friendships would not be at risk of devolving into an 
incessant appeal that the friend change her faith.

33 For a proposal that these norms should guide witness in 
Christian-Muslim relations, see Volf, Allah. p. 209-13.

The value of the friendship militates 
against any sort of witnessing that 

will be deeply disrespectful and 
harmful of the other
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2 John 
Yet another objection to interfaith friendship 

came from the Christian scriptures themselves (2 
John 7-11). To address this objection, we must 
begin by noting that the criterion which 2 John 
puts forward is “that Jesus Christ has come in 
the flesh” (v. 7). 2 John points the reader to the 
fleshly, human life of Jesus as the test of true 
teaching. For Christians, the canonical gospels 
are the authoritative accounts of that life. Given 
a canonical perspective, we can therefore read 2 
John 7 as an injunction to take the character of 
Jesus as portrayed in the gospels as normative. 
That character—the character of Jesus who “has 
come in the flesh”—evinces a striking openness to 
cultural, ethnic, social, and religious others. The 
Jesus to whom 2 John points its reader is the same 
one who, in the parable of the Good Samaritan 
(Luke 10:25-37), radicalizes the category of the 
neighbor by making it about one’s stance toward 
others, rather than a status that others inherently 
have or do not have. It is the Jesus who engages 
in religious conversation across gender, ethnic, 
and religious divisions with the Samaritan 
woman at the well in John 4:1-42. It is the Jesus 
who, as we have already noted above, welcomed 
tax collectors and sinners. This Jesus, it seems 
to us, warrants a strong Christian appreciation 
of interfaith friendship. We would, then, take 
2 John’s apparent suspicions as a hyperbolic 
warning to Christians of the importance of 
holding fast to the incarnation.34

Identity
The final objection to interfaith friendship 

that we considered above—namely, that 
friendship with a religious other might threaten 
identities based on Christian faith—is based on 
a misunderstanding of identity. Our identities 
are not stable, self-contained vessels based on 
sameness and protected by solid boundaries; 
nor ought they be. Rather, they are predicated 
on “connection, difference, heterogeneity.… We 
are who we are not because we are separate from 
others who are next to us, but because we are 
both separate and connected, distinct and related; 
the boundaries that mark our identities are both 
barriers and bridges.”35 Our identities are and 

34 Our thanks to Matt Croasmun and Todd Kennedy for 
their insights regarding this passage.

35 Miroslav Volf. Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological 
Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation. 
Nashville: Abingdon, 1996, p. 66.

ought to be shaped in and through interaction 
with concrete others in all their difference from 
us. To exclude the other—and this includes the 
religious other—from our selves is a distortion of 
appropriate human identity. Such distortion is, in 
Christian terms, sin.36

Thus, when one looks at the Christian 
message as a whole, the objections to interfaith 
friendship raised above are not sufficiently strong 
to warrant hostility toward interfaith friendship 
from a Christian perspective. The deep goods 
that interfaith friendships can yield, on the other 
hand, warrant a welcoming openness toward 
such friendships.

The Goods of Interfaith Friendships
Interfaith friendships can give rise to at 

least three distinct but inter-related goods that 
intra-faith friendships are less suited to produce.

 
(1) Interfaith friendships can give us a better, 

fairer understanding of other faiths 
through interaction with their concrete 
instantiations in the lives of our friends. 
Interfaith friendships, that is, can help us 
avoid prejudice, which as injustice is a form 
of un-love and therefore, from a Christian 
perspective, to be avoided.

(2) Interfaith friendships can lead us to a 
clearer and enriched understanding of our 
own faith.

(3) Interfaith friendships can develop our 
ability to authentically articulate our faith 
to others.

It is worth considering these goods in 
greater detail. 

The first value of interfaith friendships 
is that the special knowledge of another faith 
that they offer can reduce the likelihood that 
the Christian will judge that faith according to 
caricatures or stereotypes. Such judgments are 
in fact prejudices and, therefore, are unjust. We 
hold that “the best way to fight prejudice is by 
knowledge—not just knowledge of people’s 
beliefs and practices, but knowledge of their 
feelings and hopes, their injuries and triumphs 

36 See Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, p. 62ff. On sin as 
the distortion of proper human identities, see David 
H. Kelsey. Eccentric Existence: A Theological 
Anthropology. Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
2009, p. 423.
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as well.”37 While they certainly involve beliefs and 
values and rites—the kinds of things that can be 
captured, more or less, in a textbook—faiths at their 
core are intimately bound up with specific ways of 
life. Consequently, there are numerous facets of a 
faith that we can only see in that faith as lived. We 
cannot really know a faith unless we know it in the 
intricacies of its instantiation in individuals’ lives. 
Since friendships (of the sort we are considering 
in this paper) involve sustained, affectionate 
interaction over time and across a variety of life-
contexts, they are precisely the sort of relationship 
that is apt to yield knowledge of a faith as a way of 
life. Our friends concretely embody their faiths, and 
our concrete, bodily interactions with them give us 

insights into what those faiths look like in the day-
to-day world. 

The acquisition of such knowledge, of course, 
is by no means straightforward. It requires something 
like the “double vision” advocated in Exclusion and 
Embrace, i.e., endeavoring to see the world from 
the location of the other and not only one’s own.38 
Double vision as we use the term does not seek some 
hypothetical (and unobtainable) objective ‘view 
from nowhere’. It is, rather, an imaginative act that 
aims to view the other, the self, and the world as 
the other sees them. As an imaginative act, double 
vision is challenging and requires the cultivation 
of certain dispositions and skills in order for us to 
practice it properly.

The complicated dynamics of the type of 
interpersonal knowledge for which we need double 
vision—the type that minimizes the injustice of 
prejudice---include not just the parties involved 
but also their images of themselves and each other 
(not to mention God!). The outworking of these 
dynamics takes time to move from prejudices and 
misconceptions to closer approximations of the 
truth.39 All the more reason that the temporally 
extended, communicative, affectionate relations 
of friendship are particularly well-suited for the 
flourishing of knowledge that overcomes prejudice. 

37 Volf, Allah, p. 203.
38 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, p. 250-53.
39 See Volf, Allah, p. 203-7, for a fuller discussion of these 

dynamics.

The second value of interfaith friendships—a 
clearer and enriched understanding of our own 
faith—is related to the dynamics of difference 
and self-knowledge. In this regard, we can treat 
interfaith friendships as in some respects continuous 
with intra-religious friendships. The friend is other 
than the self and yet is not excluded from the self. 
Our relationship to our friends, whether of the 
same or a different faith, is one of both similarity 
and difference. The challenge and the special 
value of interfaith friendships is that by definition 
the difference involved in them reaches down to 
some of our deepest convictions, intuitions about 
the world, values, and practices. The sustained 
encounter with difference implied in a friendship 
provides an opportunity to come to a better grasp of 
these convictions, intuitions, values, and practices. 
Relationship with a friend of another faith—a friend 
who concretely instantiates and confronts us with 
these deep differences—can move us to examine 
them in ways that we would not were we to have 
friendships only with people who shared them with 
us. At its best, this examination can lead to needed 
deepening of commitment and reform. 

The first way friendships with people of 
other faiths can deepen the self-understanding of 
Christians is by providing a new vantage point from 
which Christians can view themselves. Moments 
of self-doubt and confusion aside, we tend to be 
rather familiar to ourselves. So, too, our faiths. 
Since we live with our faiths day-by-day, often over 
the course of many years, they can easily become 
somewhat taken-for-granted, indeed, rather normal. 
To non-Christian friends, however, many features 
of this faith are likely to appear strange, in need of 
explanation. By seeing our own faith through the 
eyes of our friend who does not share it (a species 
of the “double vision” we referenced above), we can 
see it in a new light, from a new angle, and we will 
often find truths about it of which we had previously 
been unaware. 

The second way friendships with people of 
other faiths can deepen the self-understanding of 
Christians is through the discovery of wisdom in the 
faith of the other. Christianity has a long history of 
adopting and adapting vocabulary and concepts from 
non-Christians. Consider, for example, Christianity’s 
appropriation of the spiritual treasures of Judaism. 
With only minor modifications, for instance, the 
Christian Old Testament is the Hebrew Bible. 
Precisely these texts made up the sacred scriptures 
of the early Christians. Even once it became clear 
that Christianity and Judaism were distinct faiths, 

We would suggest that Christians ought 
to take how they would witness to a 

friend to be paradigmatic of how they 
should witness in general
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Christians did not reject the scriptures of Israel.40 
Consider also Christianity’s early encounter 
with Greek language and culture, which entailed 
its (mostly unintentional) reception of Greek 
wisdom.41 A rich vocabulary of faith comes 
to the theology and everyday liturgical life of 
Christians from the Greek philosophical tradition 
(even if major philosophical terms have been 
partly transformed when appropriated).42 Indeed, 
every time the gospel has been translated into 
another language and taken root and flowered 
in a new cultural environment, the Christian 
faith has received, as well as given, wisdom.43 

40 Hence, the condemnation of Marcion. Of course, in 
adopting Israel’s scriptures, Christians related to them 
differently than did Jews. Moreover, many Christians 
over the course of history have evinced an unfortunate 
tendency to relegate those scriptures to secondary 
status in their canons. The fact remains, however, that 
even when they saw themselves as distinct from Jews, 
Christians accepted the Hebrew scriptures as wisdom 
given to the people of Israel.

41 See Werner W. Jaeger. Early Christianity and Greek 
Paideia. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1961); Jaroslav Pelikan. Christianity and Classical 
Culture: The Metamorphosis of Natural Theology in 
the Christian Encounter with Hellenism. New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1993.

42 On this transformation, see, for example, John D. 
Zizioulas, “The Doctrine of the Holy Trinity: The 
Significance of the Cappadocian Contribution,” 
in Trinitarian Theology Today: Essays on Divine 
Being and Act, ed. Christoph Schwöbel. Edinburgh: 
T & T Clark, 1995, p. 44-60. On the more general 
phenomenon of give and take in the process of 
inculturation, see Chibueze Udeani. Inculturation as 
Dialogue: Igbo Culture and the Message of Christ. 
New York: Rodopi, 2007, p. 130ff.

43 Such has been the practice. But how can Christians, 
who believe that all wisdom resides in and emanates 
from Jesus Christ, justify their reception of the wisdom 
of others? The answer lies in the Christian faith’s 
understanding of Jesus Christ as the incarnate Word of 
God through whom “all things came into being” and 
who is “the light of all people” (Jn 1:3–4). Echoing 
the text of John’s Gospel, early church father Justin 
Martyr described the wisdom of Greek philosophers 
as “parts of the Word” and “seeds of truth.” If Christ 
is the light, as Johannine writings emphasize, then 
all light is Christ’s light, whether it is found in the 
Christian church or outside it. 

 But don’t Christians already have the light in its 
entirety? Why should they accept anything from 
others? Even if there are ‘seeds’ of the wisdom of 
Christ outside of Christian faith, would the role of 
Christians not be merely to point those out and show 
that they are precisely seeds of the wisdom of Christ? 
There are several reasons that this does not follow.

 First, there is a depth and breadth to Christ that remain 
always unplumbed by his followers. The Christian 

Something similar can happen every time we 
have a deep friendship with a person of another 
faith. David Burrell has eloquently described this 
dynamic as “triangulation through friendship.” 
He writes: “What interfaith friendships seem to 
offer is a way of allowing the faith of others … to 
interact with our own faith commitment to draw 
out dimensions of our faith response that the 
shadow side of our tradition may have blocked. 
This is far from a simple ‘complementarity’ 
approach, wherein one tradition makes up what is 
lacking in the other. It rather represents a process 
whereby triangulating from another tradition—
not abstractly but through friendships—allows 
us to activate the critical dimensions of our 
own tradition, so clarifying what we may have 
obscured in the revelation we have received.”44 

theological traditions have held that God and, 
therefore, Christ are beyond the comprehension of 
believers, not just because humans are finite creatures 
and God is the infinite creator, but because humans 
are all driven by their own needs and proclivities 
and shaped by the particular situations in which they 
live. Second, contexts (and the challenges they pose) 
change. The wisdom that particular Christians bring 
into a context may not provide an obvious way to 
address its challenges. On occasion, they will think of 
themselves as wise, when they are in fact foolish. In 
such cases, Christians can (and often should) receive 
a prophetic challenge from non-Christians (especially 
their friends) that alters their convictions and practices 
so as to address more adequately the problems of the 
day. 

 This proposal is somewhat akin to Paul Tillich’s idea 
of “reverse prophetism”in his Systematic Theology. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951-
63,  3:214. With regard to Christians learning from 
Muslims, in Allah: A Christian Response, San 
Francisco: HarperOne, 2011, I write the following: 
“Each faith has a repertoire of beliefs and practices 
(see David Martin. Secularization. Towards a 
Revised General Theory. Hants: Ashate Publishing 
Company, 2005, p. 142-144. At a given time or 
place, a faith will foreground some themes in its 
repertoire and background others. Currently, for 
instance, ‘submission to God,’ Islam’s central theme, 
is not a favorite ‘melody’ of many Christians in the 
West; it runs counter to Western egalitarian cultural 
sensibilities. But it’s an essential and oft ‘performed’ 
part of the historic Christian repertoire. After all, 
Christians believe that God is the sovereign Lord. It 
would be fully legitimate, and maybe even desirable, 
for Christians in the West, partly nudged by Muslims, to 
re-discovered “submission to God” as a key dimension 
of spirituality” (197). We believe interfaith friendships 
are an ideal context in which such ‘nudging’ could 
take place. (For a previous version of the material in 
this note, see Volf, A Public Faith, p. 112-13.)

44 David B. Burrell, “Interfaith Perspectives on 
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Friendships, we would point out, are exceptionally 
fruitful contexts in which Christians can encounter 
wisdom in another faith for precisely the same 
reasons that friendships help fight prejudicial views 
of other faiths (see above).45 

The third value that is particular to friendships 
with people of other faiths (or no organized faith) 
is closely related to the deepening of Christian self-
understanding that these relationships can engender. 
It is the honing of the Christian’s ability to give “an 
account of the hope that is in [her]” (1 Pet 3:15). The 
fundamental Christian impetus to witness suggests 
that this ability is an important facet of Christian 
life. As in the case of a deepened self-understanding 
through encounter with the religious other, the 
context of a friendship—a sustained, affectionate 
relationship—is particularly apt to produce the fruit 
of improved ability to articulate one’s faith. If one 
has friends only from one’s own faith, one is prone 
to lapse into the use of jargon and mutually accepted 
but relatively unexamined answers to difficult 
questions. Friends of other faiths, on the other hand, 
will tend not to understand buzzwords and to ask 
questions that expose the places where our views 
need to be more rigorously thought out.46

An Exemplary Interfaith Friendship
Before concluding, we would like to reflect 

briefly on one historical instance of an interfaith 
friendship involving a Christian that illustrates both 
a number of the goods that we have identified and 
the overcoming of some of the obstacles we have 
discussed.

The decades-long friendship between 
Mohandas Gandhi and the Anglican missionary 

Reconciliation,” in The Politics of Past Evil: Religion, 
Reconciliation, and the Dilemmas of Transitional Justice, 
ed. Daniel Philpott. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2006, p. 123.

45 There are, of course, certain guidelines for how wisdom 
from a friend of another faith should reform a Christian’s 
convictions and practices. First and foremost, it must accord 
with the scriptural narratives about Christ. (See David 
Kelsey. Eccentric Existence. Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2009, p. 905-21, for a cogent account of the 
centrality of canonical narrative descriptions of Jesus 
for Christian talk about God, creation, and the relations 
between the two.) To have one’s convictions and practices 
reshaped so as not to resonate with these narratives and so 
as no longer to accept them as normative is in an important 
sense to leave the Christian faith. 

46 There is something of analogy here with the academic 
theologian or member of a religious bureaucracy who is 
challenged by interaction with lay members of her own 
faith.

Charles Freer Andrews was deeply meaningful for 
both men, as well as significant for social justice 
movements in both South Africa and India in the first 
half of the twentieth century.47 Andrews supported 
a great many of Gandhi’s campaigns in the ways 
that he could, and the two provided mutual personal 
support during the many trials they encountered. 
Their writings and the correspondence between 
them witnesses to a rich relationship that exhibits 

the great goods of interfaith friendships. 
Andrews held tight to the specificity of his 

Christian faith, but he allowed his friendship with 
Gandhi to cast new light on that faith, to deepen 
his understanding of it. In 1924, Gandhi undertook 
a twenty-one day fast in protest of Hindu-Muslim 
violence and the repressive British response to it. 
Andrews accompanied Gandhi during the fast. 
Reflecting on one evening late in the fast, he wrote: 
“My gaze turned back to the frail, wasted, tortured 
spirit on the terrace by my side [i.e., Gandhi], 
bearing the sins and sorrows of his people. With a 
rush of emotion there came to memory the passage 
from the Book of Lamentations—‘Is it nothing to 
you, all ye that pass by? Behold and see, if there is 
any sorrow like unto my sorrow.’ And in that hour of 
vision I knew more deeply, in my own personal life, 
the meaning of the cross.”48

Andrews was remarkable among Christian 
missionaries to India for his rejection of stereotyped 
and distortedly negative views of the Hindu and 
Muslim faiths of its people. While he studied 
Eastern religions before travelling to India and had 
a great appreciation for the Bhagavad Gita and other 
Hindu sacred writings, Andrews emphasized the 
understanding he gained of the faiths of South Asia 
from his friendships with practitioners of them such 
as Gandhi, Rabindranath Tagore, and Abdul Ghaffar 
Khan. For his part, Gandhi privileged his friendship 
with Andrews as a source for understanding the 

47 Anantanand Rambachan’s paper for this volume is 
structured in great part around an examination of the 
friendship between Gandhi and Andrews from a Hindu 
perspective. We encourage the reader to compare the two 
treatments of this friendship.

48  Quoted in Gandhi and Charlie, p. 125.

Our friends concretely embody their 
faiths, and our concrete, bodily 

interactions with them give us insights 
into what those faiths look like in the 

day-to-day world
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heart of Christian faith.49 Thus, they exemplified 
the way of knowing through friendship that we 
advocated above.

One of the most striking features about 
Gandhi and Andrews’s friendship is the degree 
to which it not only survived but flourished 
through frank speech. Each felt free to challenge 
the other, often using the other’s own tradition 
to do so. Gandhi characterized Andrews’ manner 
of discourse when the two disagreed as “love 
speaking to love, not arguing.”50 The durability of 
their friendship in the face of frank disagreement 
is nowhere clearer than on the question of witness 
and conversion.

Gandhi rejected the possibility of religious 
conversion, advocating that members of all faiths 
be willing to adopt the truth of others without 
changing faiths. Andrews, on the other hand, held 
(rightly, on our understanding of Christian faith) 
that conversion must be a possibility. He believed 
that authentic Christian faith must share itself, but 
that it must do so non-coercively: “Christ is to me 
the unique way whereby I have come to God and 
have found God and I cannot help telling others 
about it wherever I can do so without compulsion 
or undue influence.” He also expected his friends 
of other faiths (including Gandhi and the Muslim 
leader Abdul Ghaffar Kahn) to make known their 
faith.51

Nevertheless, precisely at this point of 
disagreement (i.e., the question of witness), 
Gandhi held out Andrews as an example for 
other Christians to follow. Speaking at the 
Calcutta YMCA in 1925, Gandhi said, “If I 
want a pattern of the ideal missionary, I should 
instance C. F. Andrews.”52 Even given his 
conviction that Andrews was deeply mistaken 
about the properness of religious conversion as 
the result of witness, Gandhi found Andrews way 
of witnessing to be unsurpassed.

49 See Gandhi and Charlie, p. 166.
50 Quoted in Gandhi and Charlie, p. 98.
51 See Gandhi and Charlie, p. 180-82.
52 Quoted in Gandhi and Charlie, p. 175.

Conclusion
If our arguments for why Christians 

ought to welcome and cherish friendships with 
adherents of other faiths are correct, several 
practical consequences follow:

1. Interfaith friendships must not ignore the 
friends’ faiths or flatten out the differences 
between them if they are to yield their rich 
goods. In certain contexts, even discussing 
religion among people of different faiths 
can seem to be in bad taste. This aversion 
to talking about faith is part of a broader 
hesitancy to bring into focus any subject 
that highlights deep differences among 
friends. The implicit worry is that such 
differences threaten friendship. They 
drive friends apart, the thinking goes, 
whereas those things that are similar 
between friends bring them together. 
The goods of interfaith friendship that 
we have identified, however, depend on 
recognizing and exploring difference as 
something that is not inimical to friendship. 
Interfaith friendships built entirely around 
commonalities—shared work, shared 
politics, shared pastimes, etc.—will not 
yield these goods. It is true that differences 
can separate friends. But they do not have 
to. Given the great goods of interfaith 
friendships—goods that depend on open 
exchange about difference—we can say 
that Christians ought to seek to be the sort 
of friends who do not fear difference and 
who do not check their faith (or ask their 
friends to check their faiths) at the door of 
friendship.

2. Christian education should emphasize 
personal contact with members of other 
faiths and intentionally create spaces for 
the sort of informal interaction that can 
foster friendships. For the reasons we have 
indicated above, doing so will promote 
not only better knowledge of other faiths, 
but also better education of Christians 
about Christianity. Educational initiatives 
of this sort include, for example, sacred 
text readings such as those that certain 
mosques, churches, and synagogues in 
the United States and United Kingdom 
are practicing, in which Muslims and 
Christians read and discuss one another’s 

The challenge and the special value 
of interfaith friendships is that by 

definition the difference involved in 
them reaches down to some of our 

deepest convictions, intuitions about 
the world, values, and practices 
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scriptures together.53 Such efforts will fall 
short of their potential, however, if they do not 
create space for the formation of friendships, 
which extend beyond the bounds of official 
church or school activities.

3. Christians should welcome both shared 
projects with people of other faiths aimed at 
provisional goals and the friendships that 
are likely to grow out of such projects. As 
the friendship between Gandhi and Andrews 
illustrates, working toward a common 
(even if non-ultimate) goal is apt to foster 
friendships that eventually go deeper than 
mere cooperation.

4. The cultivation of interfaith friendships must 
not be a mere tactic in evangelization. The 
relationship between friendship and witness is 
much more nuanced than that between a means 
and an end. Christian missions organizations 
that promote conversion-through-friendship 
tactics not only do a disservice to the rich 
goods of interfaith friendships themselves, 
but also fail to live up to Jesus’ command 
of reciprocity (Matt 7:12). Moreover, the 
instrumentalization of interfaith friendships 
by some is likely to increase the barriers to the 
formation of authentic friendships by others. 
How is a prospective friend to know whether 
she is being ‘cultivated’ as a potential convert? 
While not ruling out that some Christians’ 
friends from other faiths will come to Christian 
faith, Christians should disavow the practice 
of using friendship as an evangelical tool.

*       *       *

Reflecting on the value of friendship, John 
Chrysostom, the fourth-century archbishop of 
Constantinople, remarked:

In good truth, a friend is more to be 
longed for than the light; I speak of 
a genuine one. And wonder not: for 
it is better for us that the sun should 
be extinguished, than that we should 
be deprived for friends; better to 
live in darkness than to be without 
friends.… Many who see the sun are 
in darkness, but they can never be even 

53 These sacred text readings are in many cases a grassroots, 
non-academic counterpart to the ‘scriptural reasoning’ 
movement that originated in academic contexts and is 
advocated by scholars such as Peter Ochs and David Ford.

in tribulation, who abound in friends.54

Chrysostom goes on to explain that he is speaking 
about “spiritual friends” and “friends according to 
Christ.” Our argument has been that not only friends 
who are fellow Christians are of such great value 
to the Christian life. Indeed, given that interfaith 
friendships can help overcome Christians’ prejudiced 
views of religious others, can deepen Christians’ 
understandings of their own faith in Christ, and 
can shape Christians into better witnesses to that 
faith, we might say that in a certain sense, interfaith 
friendships at their best are “spiritual” and, from 
a Christian perspective, friendships “according to 
Christ.”

Friendships like the one between Charles 

Andrews and Mohandas Gandhi suggest the power 
of such interfaith friendships. These friendships 
deepen our understanding of other faiths and shed 
light on our own convictions. In this era of global 
migrations and increasing contact between people of 
different faiths, for Christians to rule out friendships 
with people of other faiths would be a grave mistake. 
It would be to miss out on powerful relationships 
that can promote human flourishing and produce 
abundant spiritual fruit.

54 John Chrysostom, Homily II on First Thessalonians.

The sustained encounter with 
difference implied in a friendship 

provides an opportunity to come to 
a better grasp of these convictions, 

intuitions, values, and practices
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Abstracts
Johann M. Vento offers a response to Volf’s and McAnnally-Linz’s treatment of inter-
religious friendship in Christian perspective, highlighting the concept of sacramentality as 
another resource within the Christian tradition beyond the biblical and philosophical focus 
of the previous essay.  Vento affirms that deep, intimate, spiritual inter-religious friendships 
are sacramental: experiences of God’s grace which transform, heal, and nurture those in the 
path of holiness.  After defining sacrament and sacramentality, she highlights the medieval 
theology of spiritual friendship in Aalred of Rievaulx and the contemporary sacramental 
theology of Bernard Cooke, with his use of friendship as a primary metaphor for sacrament.  
Vento sees parallels between Volf and McAnnally-Linz’s concerns that some Christians may 
discourage inter-religious friendship for fear that it might dilute or endanger Christian faith 
with Aalred’s defense of friendship against a backdrop of monastic norms that discouraged 
“particular friendships” as dangerous to the spiritual life, detracting from the love of God.  
Vento confirms that for Aalred, Christ was the third person in a spiritual friendship. The 
Roman Catholic theologian Bernard Cooke speaks of the sacramental quality of human 
friendship, which due to its deeply personal nature has a privileged status as a foundational 
and indispensible experience of God.  Cooke goes so far as to claim that friendship does 
not serve merely as a metaphor for God’s love for humanity, but that humans and their 
relationships are a “word” that is constantly being created by God by which God is made 
present to humanity, revealing divine self-hood through the sacramentality of our human 
experience with one another, revealing our humanity while revealing God.  Understanding 
that inter-religious friendship is a very specific form of friendship characterized by sharing 
of faith, which means sharing in each other’s liturgy and rituals, entering into deep 
conversations about the reality of each other’s faith and practice with openness and trust, 
Vento states that the foundation of inter-religious friendships is mutual participation in an 
intentional spiritual path, keeping the divine life ever in focus.



The Sacramentality of 
Inter-Religious Friendship
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In dialogue with Miroslav Volf’s and 
Ryan McAnnally-Linz’s extended treatment of 
interreligious friendship in Christian perspective, 
I offer this brief response highlighting the 
concept of sacramenality in Christian theology 
as yet another resource within the tradition that 
can be mined in a Christian understanding of 
interreligious friendship.  Volf and McAnnally-
Linz have given us an illuminating survey of 
biblical and philosophical material that could 
be marshaled both in arguments advocating 
interreligious friendship and those that would 
hesitate to affirm its possibility or advisability.  
Their essay culminates in a rich discussion, not 
only of the possibility, but also the potential 
goods of interreligious friendship and its benefits 
to Christians, which include better understanding 
of other faiths, better understanding of our own 
faith, and an enhanced ability to articulate our 
faith to others.  

The concept of sacramentality can add 
to a discussion of the goods of interreligious 
friendship from a Christian perspective by 
allowing us to affirm that deep, intimate, spiritual 
interreligious friendships are sacramental, that 
is, they are experiences of God’s grace and, as 
such, transform, heal, and nurture us in the path 
of holiness.  We enter ever more deeply into 
communion with God through the kind of deep 
spiritual friendship that the essays in this volume 
address.

After defining sacrament and sacramentality, 
I will highlight the medieval theology of spiritual 
friendship in Aalred of Rievaulx and the 
contemporary sacramental theology of Bernard 
Cooke, with his use of friendship as a primary 
metaphor for sacrament.   I will apply these 
insights to interreligious friendship as set out by 
papers in this volume and conclude that indeed, 
we can call such friendship sacramental.  When 
experience, vocation, and temperament bring an 

interreligious friendship into our lives, we are 
presented with the opportunity to experience 
God’s saving presence in a profound and 
transformative way.

 
Sacraments and Sacramentality

In Christian Theology, we speak both of 
sacraments, that is, specific liturgical celebrations 
which are understood by the Church as being 
means of grace,1 as well as the more general 
concept of sacramentality, which describes 
the capacity of all created material reality to 
mediate God’s grace.  Grace is understood in 
this case to be God’s gift of Self to creation, 
God’s communication of God’s Self to us in 
relationship.    The grace communicated to 
Christians in the sacraments and more broadly 
in the sacramental potential of all created reality 
has a Trinitarian character.  Christians affirm that 
God is triune, in God’s Being as Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit and in God’s action in relationship to 
the world, in creation, redemption, and ongoing 
sanctification.  When Christians speak of grace, 
they are speaking of the self-communication of 
this triune God.  The sacraments of the church 
promise Christians the real presence of Christ and 
the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit.    When 
we speak of the sacraments as liturgical ritual 
celebrations, or of other church celebrations 
or other experiences with created reality as 
sacramental, we are speaking of their capacity to 
draw us into the life of the Trinity.2

1 For Protestant churches, the sacraments are numbered 
at two:  Baptism and the Lord’s Supper or Eucharist.  
Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions consider 
these two as well as Confirmation/Chrismation, 
Reconciliation/Confession, Marriage, Ordination, and 
Annointing of the Sick/Holy Unction to be sacraments 
in this sense.  The proclamation of the Word of God in 
liturgy is considered sacramental by Roman Catholic, 
Orthodox, and many Protestant churches, but it is not 
considered one of the official sacraments of any of 
those bodies.  See  André Birmelé, ‘‘The Relationship 
between Scripture and Sacrament in Lutheran 
Theology,’’ in Sacraments:   Revelation of the Humanity 
of God – Engaging the Fundamental Theology of 
Louis-Marie Chauvet, edited by Philippe Brodeyne 
and Bruce T. Morrill. Collegeville, Minnesota:  The 
Liturgical Press, 2008, and Todd Townshend, The 
Sacramentality of Preaching:  Homiletical Uses of 
Louis-Marie Chauvet’s Theology of Sacramentality. 
New York:  Peter Lang Publishing, 2009.

2 Ellen Charry, “Sacraments for the Christian Life,” 
Christian Century, November 15, 1995, p. 1076-1079.  
Trinitarian theology would be another fruitful resource 
for a consideration of interreligious friendship, 

The concept of sacramentality can 
add to a discussion of the goods of 

inter-religious friendship by allowing 
us to affirm that deep, intimate, 

spiritual inter-religious friendships 
are experiences of God’s grace and, 
as such, transform, heal, and nurture 

us in the path of holiness
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Roman Catholic theology speaks of four 
levels of sacramentality:  1)  Creation:  all of created 
reality, by virtue of being created by God, can be 
used by God to communicate God’s Self, indeed the 
act of creation itself is an act of self-gift by God; 2)  
Incarnation:  Jesus is understood to be the sacrament 
par excellence – in the Incarnation, God enters into 
the creation; 3)  The Church is understood to be the 
sacrament of Christ, bearing Christ’s grace to the 
world; 4) the liturgical celebrations that the Church 
call “sacraments.”  At the foundation of each of these 
senses of sacramentality is the affirmation of the 
goodness of creation and the capacity of all created 
reality to communicate God to us.  Stuff matters.  
Materiality, not only the symbols of individual 
sacred rites, i.e. water, bread, wine, but all of created 
reality bears sacramental potential. 

The principle of sacramentality highlights 
the embodiedness of the spiritual life.  Seeking to 
account for the fact that sacraments, at least Baptism 
and Eucharist, have always been part of the life 
of the church, Louis-Marie Chauvet writes  “. . .  
faith cannot be lived in any other way, including 
what is most spiritual in it, than in the mediation 
of the body, the body of society, of a desire, of a 
tradition, of a history, of an institution, and so on.  
What is most spiritual always takes place in the 
most corporeal.”3  That is, the celebrations of the 
Christian ritual sacraments have always been part 
of the way in which Christians have lived out their 
faith.  The principle of sacramentality affirms that 
human beings live a spiritual life, and experience the 
presence and self-gift of God, only by means of the 

especially the diverse theologies which favor social 
models of the trinity.  For examples, see Leonardo Boff. 
Holy Trinity, Perfect Community. Maryknoll, New York:  
Orbis, 2000; Catherine Mowry LaCunga. God for Us:  
The Trinity and Christian Life. New York:  HarperOne, 
1993; Jürgen Moltmann. The Trinity and the Kingdom. 
Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1993; Miroslav Volf. After 
our Likeness:  The Church as the Image of the Trinity. 
Grand Rapids:  William B. Eerdmans, 1998; and Miroslav 
Volf and Michael Welker, eds. God’s Life in the Trinity. 
Minneapolis:  Fortress, 2006.

3 Louis-Marie Chauvet. The Sacraments: The Word of God 
at the Mercy of the Body. Collegeville, Minnesota: The 
Liturgical Press, 1997, p. xii.

mediation of material reality.
Certain strands of Christianity, nurtured in 

monastic culture over centuries, as well as in those 
spiritualities rooted in the life and practices of St. 
Francis of Assisi and St. Ignatius of Loyola, among 
others, emphasized “finding God in all things.”  It 
is exemplified in the famous line from the Jesuit 
Gerard Manley Hopkins’ (1884-1889) poem “God’s 
Grandeur,” which avers, “The world is charged with 
the Glory of God.”4  This emphasis of Christian 
spirituality is by no means universal in Christianity, 
and comes under deep suspicion from theologies 
that emphasize the limitations and tendency toward 
sinfulness of the world and human culture.5   Indeed, 
neither emphasis denies either God’s presence 
in created reality or its limitations, and Hopkins’ 
own poem alludes to the ways human culture has 
damaged nature and distanced itself from its capacity 
to reveal the divine, but it ends with the faith that 
nevertheless, amidst all the ugliness that human 
culture has produced and despite our difficulty in 
discerning it, “there lives the dearest freshness deep 
down things,” and the presence of God, imaged as 
a bird, “. . . over the bent/  World broods with warm 
breast and with ah! bright wings.”6

Sacramentality of Friendship 
in Aalred of Rievaulx

McAnnally-Linz and Volf point in their paper 
to the apparently questionable status of interreligious 
friendship. They enumerate some of the attitudes 
among Christians today that discourage the idea of 
interreligious friendship for fear that it might dilute 
or endanger in some way Christian faith.  I see a 
parallel of sorts between this contemporary debate 
about interreligious friendship and Aalred’s defense 
of friendship against a backdrop of monastic norms 

4 Gerard Manley Hopkins, S.J. Gerard Manley Hopkins: 
The Major Works, edited by Catherine Phillips. New York:  
Oxford University Press USA, 2009, p. 128.

5 Michael Barnes, “On Finding God in All Things,” in A 
Sacramental Life:  A Festschrift Honoring Bernard Cooke. 
Marquette, Wisconsin:  Marquette University Press, 2003.

6 Hopkins, p. 128.

When experience, vocation, and 
temperament bring an inter-religious 

friendship into our lives, we are 
presented with the opportunity to 

experience God’s saving presence in a 
profound and transformative way.

We enter ever more deeply into 
communion with God through the kind 

of deep spiritual friendship that the 
essays in this volume address
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that discouraged “particular friendships” as 
dangerous to the spiritual life and detracting from 
the love of God.  Aalred countered the suspicious 
attitudes about friendships in monastic life in 
his day with the firm avowal that friendship is 
essential to the spiritual life.  Friendship allows 
us to experience love of God.  For Aalred, 
friendship has a sacramental character.   Where 
true spiritual friendship occurs, Christ is present.  
In and through spiritual friendship, the friends 
experience grace. 7  

For Aalred, the experience of spiritual 
friendship is a foretaste of the complete and 
perfect experience of love and joy that awaits 
the Christian in eternal life.8  Through the love of 
spiritual friendship we experience now the love 
and presence of God.  Aalred speaks of the love 
between spiritual friends as “passing over” into 
the love of God and bringing the friends “into 
close contact with the sweetness of Christ himself 
. . . .”9  There is a circular relationship among 
love of friend and love of God whereby the 
spiritual friendship becomes a vehicle for God’s 
communication of Self to us:  from the experience 
of spiritual friendship we see that “not too steep 
or unnatural does the ascent appear from Christ, 
as the inspiration of the love by which we love 
our friend, to Christ giving himself to us as our 

7 Several commentators have named Aalred’s 
understanding of spiritual friendship as sacramental, 
see for instance, Charles Dumont, “Introduction,” 
Mirror of Charity, Aalred of Rievaulx, Elizabeth 
Connor, trans. Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 
1990, p. 33; Marsha Dutton,, “Introduction,” in 
Spiritual Friendship, Aalred of Rievaulx, trans. 
Lawrence Bracland, S. J., Cistercian Fathers Series 
5, Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2010, p. 30; and 
Mary Eugenia Laker, S.S.N.D., translator, Spiritual 
Friendship, Aalred of Rivaulx, Notre Dame, Indiana:  
Ave Maria Press, 2008, p. 21.

8  Laker, Book III, p. 134.
9 Ibid., Book III, p. 127 and 133.

Friend for us to love . . . .”10

As McAnnally-Linz and Volf note, for 
Aalred, Christ was the third person in a spiritual 
friendship.  For a friendship to qualify as a spiritual 
friendship, it had to be rooted in Christ.  This 
need not keep us from seeing Aalred’s reflections 
on spiritual friendship as a rich resource from 
Christian tradition for constructing a contemporary 
Christian theology of interreligious friendship 
as sacrament.  For the interreligious friendships 
conceived of in the papers in this volume, while 
devotion to the divine or ultimate and dedication 
to a spiritual path are shared among the friends, 
clearly explicit Christian commitment to Christ 
is not shared.  Aalred was writing in a Christian 
monastery in the 12th century.  His reflections 
on friendship focused on its possibility and 
advisability among male monks.  He was writing 
for his milieu.  As already noted in this paper, a 
Christian who calls an experience “sacramental,” 
means that by this experience the person 
receives grace, understood in Trinitarian terms.  

While the Christian participant will necessarily 
understand this friendship in this way, it is no 
less a sacramental experience (from a Christian 
viewpoint) for either of the participants if the one 
who is not a Christian understands this friendship 
and its relation to the divine differently, that is, 
if one of the many religious differences between 
them is the concept of God.  In this way, the 
Christian participant in a spiritual interreligious 
friendship may identify this experience as rooted 
in Christ, but mean by that something slightly 
different than did Aalred who was assuming 
Christian faith as shared between participants in 
a spiritual friendship.  This volume offers several 
descriptions of interreligious spiritual friendships 
between persons earnestly seeking the highest 

10 Ibid., p. 62.

Inter-religious friendship is a 
very specific form of friendship 

characterized by sharing of faith, 
sharing in each others’ liturgical 
and home-based religious rituals, 

and entering into deep conversation 
about the reality of each other’s 
religious faith and practice with 

openness and trust.

This volume offers several 
descriptions of inter-religious 
spiritual friendships between 
persons earnestly seeking the 

highest spiritual good, explicitly 
supporting and loving one another 

in this endeavor and through it 
experiencing something of the divine. 
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spiritual good, explicitly supporting and loving one 
another in this endeavor and through it experiencing 
something of the divine.  Reading Aalred against 
the backdrop of these descriptions or through the 
hermeneutic of interreligious spiritual friendship 
lived out, these friendships appear as sacramental 
in a way quite faithful to the spirit of Aalred’s 
understanding of the effects of spiritual friendship.

The Sacramentality of Friendship 
in Bernard Cooke

Contemporary Roman Catholic Theologian 
Bernard Cooke develops his sacramental theology 
using human friendship as the centerpiece of his 
reflection.  While it is more traditional to begin 
a treatment of the sacraments with Baptism and 
Eucharist, Cooke starts with marriage, and his 
extended treatment of human friendship leads up to 
his treatment of marriage.11  But beyond marriage as a 
formal sacrament in the churches, human friendship 
in general is, for Cooke, sacramental.  Not merely 
in the broadest sense of all created reality having 
the potential to mediate God, friendship holds 
for him a privileged status, because of its deeply 
personal nature, as a foundational and indispensible 
experience of God:  “Perhaps the most basic 
sacrament of God’s saving presence to human life 
is the sacrament of human love and friendship.”12  
Cooke is taking a broad view of human friendship, 
which for him includes parental love for children, 
family life, marriage, and all other forms of what 
he calls genuine friendship, i.e. relationships 
characterized by love, trust, intimacy, and fidelity.   
Human life itself, created in the image and likeness 
of God, is meant to be a word, a revelation of God 
to the world, and this is only possible “in proportion 
to [human beings’] free living in open and loving 
communion with one another.”13  Cooke privileges 
human friendship because it teaches us to trust, which 

11 Bernard Cooke. Sacramental and Sacramentality. Mystic, 
Connecticut: Twenty-Third Publications, 1994.  It is worth 
noting for the purposes of a reflection on interreligious 
friendship, that for the Roman Catholic Church, a marriage 
is only considered a sacrament, in the more narrow sense 
of a liturgically celebrated means of grace, if it occurs 
between two baptized persons.  Interfaith marriages, 
while they are understood as sacramental in the broad 
sense, are not liturgically recognized as formal signs and 
sacraments of God’s grace.  In the discussion of Cooke’s 
understanding of the sacramentality of friendship, while, 
he does claim that friendship between Christians is in a 
“particular way” sacramental, he argues that “all genuine 
human friendship . . . is sacramental.” (91)

12 Ibid. p. 80.
13 Ibid., p. 83.

is an endangered ability in our broken, violent, and 
increasingly anonymous world, and without which 
we cannot begin to learn to trust God.14  It nurtures 
our personal growth in maturity and responsibility, 
and in faith.  Genuine human friendship allows us 
to create human communities, which in turn allows 
us to come to understand more fully God’s being in 
relationship to us.  Friendship gives us insight into 
God’s love for us, and makes it credible, while at the 
same time, friendship is, in and of itself, an experience 
of God.  Cooke emphasizes that friendship does not 
merely serve as a metaphor for God’s love for us, 
but “[r]ather, humans and their relationships are a 
‘word’ that is constantly being created by God.  In 
this word, God is made present to us, revealing 
divine self-hood through the sacramentality of our 
human experience of one another;”15 and further, 
“our experience of being truly personal with and for 
one another is sacramental; it is a revelation of our 
humanity   at the same time that it is a revelation of 
God.”16

The Sacramentality of Interreligious Friendship
I would like now to gather up these insights 

from sacramental theology, and a consideration of the 
sacramentality of friendship, together with key ideas 
about the nature of interreligious friendship from 
other essays in this volume in order to approach an 
understanding of the sacramentality of interreligious 
friendship from a Christian theological perspective.  

I use as data my own experiences of 
interreligious friendship as well as the personal 
experiences so eloquently attested to in the examples 
given in the papers of this volume.  interreligious 
friendship is a very specific form of friendship 
characterized by sharing of faith, sharing in each 
others’ liturgical and home-based religious rituals, 
and entering into deep conversation about the 
reality of each other’s religious faith and practice 
with openness and trust.  It can be called spiritual 

14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid., p. 84.

Care, concern, and sharing of 
faith occur precisely across 

religious boundaries, what we 
are accustomed to thinking of as 

alienating differences become sites 
of bonding, love, and trust
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friendship, and is, as authors in this volume 
have noted, perhaps a quite rare experience, 
possible between persons deeply rooted in their 
own faith traditions who also find themselves in 
contexts which allow for the formation of such 
spiritual bonds with persons deeply rooted in 
other faith traditions.  The foundation of these 
interreligious friendships is mutual participation 
in an intentional spiritual path.  They have the 
divine life, however that is understood by the 
participants of an interreligious friendship, 
ever in focus.  These friendships, described as 
mysterious and profound, are characterized by 
challenge, work, personal growth, enlivening 
faith, sweetness, joy, and an ever-deepening 
experience of God explicitly felt and understood 
as such.   Understood from the perspective 
of Christian sacramental theology, these 
relationships are sacramental.  

We can affirm that any genuine, deep, 
spiritual friendship between members of the 
same religious community can be characterized 
this way.  What does it further the conversation to 
consider interreligious friendship as sacramental?  
Perhaps in some way even more so than spiritual 
friendships between members of the same faith 
tradition, because care, concern, and sharing of 
faith occur precisely across religious boundaries, 
what we are accustomed to thinking of as alienating 
differences become sites of bonding, love, and 
trust.  I suggest that even those in interreligious 
friendship over a long period of time, on some 
level continue to be surprised and edified by the 
experience of union with another and with God 
across such differences.  Thus interreligious 
friendships are, for the participants  themselves 
and potentially for their faith communities, 
powerful sacramental signs and transformative 
experiences of God, who transcends all of our 
boundaries and heals all forms of alienation. 

To echo Chauvet, in his reminder that all 
spiritual experience is lived “in the mediation of 
the body:” in the body of diverse culture, where 
believers/practitioners of various faith traditions 
have opportunities to become genuine friends, 
to come to know and appreciate each other’s 
religious practices, to love and respect one 
another and have genuine, abiding concern for the 
good of the other – in the body of interreligious 
friendship, a word of God is experienced in a 
unique and profound way.
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Abstract
Timothy J. Gianotti attempts to formulate a Muslim framework for building friendships 
between individuals of different faith traditions, beginning with the Qur’ānically-identified 
traditions of Judaism and Christianity and expanding beyond them to include other faith 
traditions.  Gianotti explores the understanding of friendship within the Qur’ānic and 
prophetic foundations, specifically seeing friendship as “brotherhood” or fellowship.  
In this regard, Gianotti explains that the bond of belief, containing a shared sense of 
ultimate concern or ultimate purpose, teleology, is Qur’ānically understood to be the most 
meaningful foundation of friendship.  Gianotti argues that the Qur’ān speaks positively of 
the foundational scriptures and fundamental characters of Abrahamic faiths, and yet it also 
seems to rebuke some Christians and Jews for turning away from the true teachings of their 
own faith traditions. The Qur’ānic phrase, “People of the Book,” can be seen as a compound 
term of relation rather than of contrast.  Gianotti goes further than this, arguing that the 
Qur’ān makes a case for building reverent and just relationships with people of good will 
from other faith communities.  The verb, “treating with reverence” suggests more than 
getting along; it points to a relationship of the utmost respect, conceived as an extension 
of one’s highest religious principles.  Exploring if this argument adheres as well to those 
whose religious identity is not within the Abrahamic faiths, Gianotti maintains that if we 
agree that the Qur’ānically-described purpose and function of inter-religious friendship is 
to “test” us in what we have been given,  then it seems entirely possible for this purpose to 
be fulfilled as readily within Muslim-Buddhist or Muslim-Hindu friendships as it is within 
Muslim-Jewish and Muslim-Christian friendships.  More, the Qur’ānic characterization 
of such friendships as a pious competition to do good works remains valid for all inter-
religious friendships, especially between traditions that share a transcendent teleology and 
agree upon the ethical principles of universal compassion and justice.  
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“None of you is a true believer until he loves for 
his brother what he loves for himself.”

the Prophet Muhammad, 
on the authority of Anas

Introduction
This essay marks a sincere attempt to 

formulate a faithful and intellectually honest 
Muslim framework for building friendships 
between individuals of different faith traditions, 
beginning with the Qur’anically-identified 
traditions of Judaism and Christianity and 
expanding beyond them to include other faith 
traditions, most of which are not explicitly 
identified in the Qur’an.  Of course, the wider 
question of Islam’s relation to other religious 
traditions is one of considerable complexity, and 
so it should come as no surprise that “different 
periods of Muslim history have generated different 
interpretations of the Qur’an in consonance 
with the social and political conditions that the 
community faced.”1  This may also be said of 
specific cultural and political realities within 
the same global, historical moment. It must be 
acknowledged, then, at the very outset, that the 
questions pertaining to interreligious relations 
and interfaith friendships remain controversial 
in parts of the Muslim mosaic today; some 
of the reasons for this are explored toward the 
end of the essay.  The present discussion, while 
acknowledging the real complications and 
tensions within both the foundational sources and 
the contemporary world, offers a way to work 
through and beyond these perceived obstacles by 
paying careful attention to the specific contexts 
and scopes of particular Qur’anic passages as 
well as to other passages, principles, and themes 
that loom large within the Qur’an, the Prophetic 
traditions, and the post-prophetic religious 
literature. 

While many would assume that such a 
discussion would and should be housed within 
the framework of Muslim jurisprudence, or the 
science of al-fiqh,2 the approach taken here will 

1 Abdelaziz Sachedina, “The Qur’an and other 
Religions” in The Cambridge Companion to the 
Qur’an, Jane Dammen McAuliffe, ed. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006, p. 291-292.

2 The “science” or intellectual craft of al-fiqh represents 
the human attempt to “understand” the ideal, Divinely-
inspired code for living (al-sharī‘ah) and to apply 
this understanding within the specific and imperfect 
situations of life.  As such, it is often translated as 
Islamic jurisprudence, even though the legal sense of 

be more foundational and teleological – exploring 
the theological, spiritual, and philosophical 
principles upon which legal opinions would and 
should stand.  This approach admittedly reflects 
the scholarly interests and expertise of the author, 
and so what is presented here must be understood 
as one considered Muslim perspective that stands 
among a range of possible perspectives – each 
touched, informed and shaped in some way 
by the unique forces that influence each and 
every human perspective.3  I thus approach my 
subject with an acute awareness that I do so as 
an American Muslim theologian, as one who 
believes in the cause of interfaith understanding 
and engagement, and as an academically-trained 
scholar of classical Islamic theology, philosophy, 
and spirituality.     

Of course, before we can take up the 
question of interreligious friendship, we must 
come to some clarity concerning the meaning of 
friendship itself within Islam.  If by friendship 
we mean an interpersonal state of benevolence, 
loving affection, shared experience (both joyous 
and sad, sweet and bitter), and the placing 
of another’s worth, well-being, and ultimate 
priorities on a par with one’s own, then we can say 
with some confidence that the notion of friendship 
cuts to the very core of Muslim belief.  That said, 
while the Prophetic quotation above seems at 
first glance to need little or no interpretation, a 
little probing reveals the concept of friendship, 
even as articulated here, raises many important 
and sometimes difficult questions: who exactly is 
my brother?  Must my brother be a person who 

“jurisprudence” must be understood in an expanded 
sense here.  The scope of al-fiqh thus includes all 
aspects of one’s actions and interactions in this life.

3 Farid Esack, a contemporary South African scholar of 
the Qur’an and Islamic “Liberation Theology,” writes, 
“all non-Prophetic human experience is essentially 
interpretive and mediated by culture, gender, class…
and personality – factors which cannot be transcended…
Furthermore, all interpretive activity and conclusions 
are located within a particular context.”  See his very 
readable and insightful The Qur’an: a User’s Guide. 
Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2005, p. 145.  Again, 
on page 192, he adds, “None of us who approach the 
Qur’an are gender-neutral, classless, disinterested and 
disembowelled figures who ‘just want to understand.’ 
The need for understanding is driven, at least in part, 
by who we are and what our interests are in retaining 
or shedding our gender, race, class, clan, or ethnic 
positions.  As misguided as it is to approach the text 
a-historically, so it is to pretend that we are a-historical 
human beings.”  
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shares my faith or can I have “brothers” beyond the 
boundaries of my religious confession?  Who are the 
individuals who might not be considered my brothers 
and how am I to think of them and relate to them?  
Is “brother” literal here and so gender exclusive, 
meaning only males, or does it extend to individuals 
who may be regarded as my “sister” and even to 
individuals whose gender may be more complicated 
or ambiguous?  Also, does loving or wanting for my 
brother what I love or want for myself mean that 
I define what my brother should love or seek or 
aspire to become?  Or am I to love for my brother 
the freedom to love and seek what he or she freely 
chooses to love and seek?  Rising above the human-
to-human concept of friendship, can we speak of 
friendship with God within Islam?  If so, what is 
meant by friendship in this context as contrasted with 
the context of our normal, interpersonal relations?  
These are some of the preliminary questions that 
this essay seeks to explore as it walks through the 
Qur’an, the Prophetic traditions, and selected post-
prophetic Muslim traditions with the question of 
friendship held aloft.  

Because what we might today call “Islamic 
Theology” – or, more safely said, religious meaning-
making within Islam4 – is so squarely and deeply 
anchored within Muslims’ concept of revelation, 
specifically the revelation of the Qur’an, we must 
begin with a very careful consideration of the 
Qur’anic foundations, as embellished and expanded 
by the Prophetic traditions.  

A tribute to interreligious friendship 
As we mentioned briefly above, no religious 

thinker is purely “objective” or universal, for each 
one if us is shaped and influenced by countless 
factors.  In that light, then, for the sake of honesty 
and transparency, I must disclose that I enter into 
this discussion with a bias, for I have personally 
experienced what I believe to be truly meaningful, 
truly benevolent, truly loving, even truly faithful 
friendships with remarkable individuals who 
religiously did not or do not self-identify as Muslims.  
Given the time and space and patience of the reader, 

4 I use this somewhat clumsy expression because the word 
“theology” – which is traditionally taken as the technical, 
English equivalent to the Arabic phrase, ‘ilm al-kalām, or 
the “science of [God’s] speech” – has unique and rather 
non-contemporary connotations within Islamic traditions.  
It thus is frequently taken to represent a medieval, 
scholastic, and decidedly polemical practice of defending 
“orthodox” religious positions against interpretations 
deemed heretical or inauthentic.     

I could easily fill pages documenting profound and 
privileged experiences of hospitality, generosity, 
and real friendship with Jewish, Christian, Sikh, 
Buddhist, Bahā’ī, and other friends.  For the sake 
of brevity, however, I will begin by paying tribute 
to two very dear interreligious “friends” who have 
passed on in recent years, may God’s mercy envelop 
and illumine their souls.   

Michael Elias Marmura (1929-2009)
Many years ago, as I was travelling through 

the West-Bank and discussing graduate school 
possibilities with an American scholar who also 
happened to be there at the same time, I was given 
a word of advice that changed the course of my 
destiny:  “if you wish to study Islamic Philosophy 
and Theology with someone who is both a world-
class scholar and an exemplary human being,” 
he said, “go to Michael Marmura in Toronto.”  
Following that advice led to a life-changing 
experience of interreligious friendship that will be 
with me forever.

Born the son of an Anglican priest in West 
Jerusalem, Michael Elias Marmura was eighteen 
in the spring of 1948, when he and his family fled 
the city for Salt, Jordan, after reports of the Deir 
Yassin massacre reached them.  Their expectation 
that they would be back home in a few weeks or 
months slowly evaporated as their “temporary” 
refuge in Jordan became their permanent situation.  
From Jordan, then, Professor Marmura went off to 
the University of Wisconsin for his undergraduate 
studies and remained in the U.S. to pursue graduate 
studies in Islamic Philosophy and Theology at the 
University of Michigan, where he won his Ph.D. in 
1959.  That same year, he landed his first and only 
academic position at the University of Toronto, 
where he became a full professor and world authority 
in the philosophical and theological thought of 
Avicenna (Ibn Sīnā) and al-Ghazālī.  Married to 
an ordained minister within the United Church of 
Canada and raising several children with her, he 
remained a church-going Christian his entire life, 
even as he devoted that life to studying and teaching 
classical Islamic thought with a sympathy, respect, 
and generosity that touched everyone who ever had 

Questions pertaining to inter-religious 
relations and interfaith friendships 
remain controversial in parts of the 

Muslim mosaic today
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the privilege of working with him.
By the time I made my circuitous journey 

to join him at the University of Toronto, he had 
been there for three decades.  I did not realize it 
(or appreciate it) at the time, but I was to have 
the honour of writing the last Ph.D. thesis he 
supervised prior to retirement.  As I learned and 
grew and experienced great difficulties and great 
changes in those formative graduate years, and 
even as our relationship became more obviously 
interreligious, his belief in me and support – both 
personal and professional – never waivered.  
By the time I was ready to assume my first 
professorship, a full nine years after I had first 
arrived from Jordan, he had stopped calling me 
by my name and instead had established a habit 
of calling me “son” whenever we were together.

Janis Orenstein (1948-2010)
I remember well the first time I met Janis.  A 

graduate student in my final years of dissertation 
writing, I was getting ready to design and teach 
a course I had never taken let alone taught.  
Appearing in the doorway of my little office, 
she filled my senses: massive hair unfurled by 
the September Toronto winds, flowing shawl 
and layers of natural fiber dress, a feast of fabric 
and color all tastefully assembled, the scent 
of incense filling the room.  She spoke while I 
simply stared and took in her story – growing up 
Jewish in Toronto, being the first Jewish student 
in her exclusive, Christian, all-girls school, 
fleeing an emotionally abusive home and going 
to study voice at the Juilliard in New York, 
touring Europe as an opera soprano and then 
silencing her voice for 10 years, studying Tibetan 
Buddhism and undergoing many deep initiations 
with lamas, rimpoches, and even the young Dalai 
Lama in Katmandu,  rediscovering the human 
voice among Sufis in Istanbul...  And now me, my 
Sufism seminar...  Everything had led to this, she 
said, and it was absolutely imperative that she be 
part of the class, in spite of the fact that she had 
no affiliation with the university and that she had, 

of course, no money to pay. Overwhelmed by her 
story and her presence, I simply said, “OK,” and 
so began a friendship that forever changed my 
life.

Twenty years and three separate rounds of 
intensive cancer treatments later, Janis waited 
until I was back in Toronto to leave this world.  
At that point, she had retired to an island with her 
Turkish Dervish-musician husband, Ayden, with 
whom she had reawakened her stunning voice 
as they sang devotional songs in their garden 
near the lake.  It was there that she finally took 
her leave of this world.  As I drove through the 
darkness of the early morning rain and made my 
long and windy way through the countryside and 
to the small country chapel where her family 
and friends – mostly Jews and Christians and 
Muslims – had gathered to celebrate her life 
and spiritually send her off as one of their own, 
I vividly remember hearing the land whisper to 
me, “a friend of God passed this way; one of 
God’s beloveds was here.”

Aside from being a friend of God, Janis 
was a friend who always called forth the best 
in those blessed to know her, and so she always 
treated me as the young master in training.  As 
the earth opened up to receive her body and as 
we recited and prayed and took handfuls of earth 
and tossed them on her simple coffin, now at rest 
within the rain-soaked ground, I understood that 
she had been my teacher and master all along.

Friendship Within The Qur’anic 
and Prophetic Foundations:
Friendship As “Brotherhood” Or Fellowship

There is no question that the bond of belief, 
containing a shared sense of ultimate concern 
or ultimate purpose (teleology), is Qur’anically 
and prophetically understood to be the most 
meaningful foundation for what we understand to 
be friendship, and this is why belief (al-iman) and 
fraternal love (mawadda and hubb) are linked, 
as we saw in the prophetic tradition that opened 
these reflections.  Another example comes to us 
in the ninth chapter or sura (surat at-tawba), 
a very late Medinan chapter that deals quite 
forcefully with adversarial relations between the 
Muslims and their antagonists (especially the 
polytheists who were warring against them and 
the hypocrites who said they were Muslims but 
were false), “the believers, both men and women, 
support each other; they order what is right and 
forbid what is wrong; they keep up the prayer 
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and pay the prescribed alms; they obey God and 
His messenger.  God will grant His mercy to such 
people: God is mighty, wise.” (9:71)  

The wider context of this passage reveals that 
the contrast implicit here is between the true believers 
and the hypocrites, and so the idea of truthfulness 
or sincerity factors into this depiction of friendship 
as shared belief, shared purpose, shared resources, 
shared values, and shared loyalty.  Truthfulness (s d 
q) thus becomes one of the Arabic roots that denote 
friendship, as in the word sadiq (“friend”).  Common 
concern and mutual support are also stressed here 
and in other places, such as in the widely accepted 
and oft repeated prophetic report (hadith) that states, 
“You will know the [true] believers in the way they 
[exhibit] mutual kindness, love and sympathy; it is 
just like [being] one body, when one limb complains, 
the whole body responds to it with wakefulness 
and fever.”5  In both the Qur’anic quotation and 
the prophetic tradition immediately above, belief 
can clearly be seen as the first and most important 
bond, the tie that makes everything else possible 
and natural.  This is repeated again and again in the 
twenty-three years of oral “recitations” that make up 
the written Qur’an (“the recitation”), the “book” that 
Muslims read and recite and study today.

Many strong traditions attest to this linking 
of faith and friendship, both in this world and the 
next: for example, the Prophet (May God’s peace 
and blessings be upon him) is also reported to have 
said (in part), “You shall not enter Paradise until 
you believe; and you shall not believe until you 
love one another.”6  The fulfillment or perfection of 
friendship, then, is associated with the fulfillment or 
ultimate realization of the religious life, a station in 
which everyone is viewed as the beloved friend or 
habib.  Indeed, here loving friendship is presented 
as the key without which the gates of Paradise will 
not open.

Interestingly, the emerging Qur’anic-
Prophetic concept of brotherly or sisterly friendship 
does not always mean easy agreement; indeed, love, 
mutual concern, and truthfulness require mutual 
interrogation and challenge, at times, all in the light 
of revelation and the teleological consciousness it 
engenders.  This entails “reminding one another” of 
the Truth, “urging one another” to live rightly and 
practice patience, and even, in extreme moments, 
preventing one another from committing wrongful, 

5 Found in the Sahih collections of both al-Bukhari and 
Muslim.

6 Found in the Sahih collection of Muslim.

destructive acts.  In the sura entitled “Time” or 
sometimes “Fleeting Time” or “The Fading Day” – 
surat al-‘asr (103) – we read:

[I swear] on the fading afternoon,
the human being is in a state of loss,
except those who believe, 
perform righteous acts,
encourage one another with the Truth, 
and urge one another [to practice] patience. 

Related to this and expanding upon these ideas of 
loving correction and faithful urging comes a report  
(hadith) in which the Prophet Muhammad (May 
God’s blessings and peace be upon him) is reported 
to have said, “Help your brother, whether he is doing 
wrong or being wronged.” One of the Companions 
explained that he could understand helping his 
brother when he was being wronged, but he was 
puzzled by the second part.  He asked how he could 
help his brother when his brother was doing wrong?  
“Prevent him from doing it,” the Prophet replied.

Such a directive implies intimacy, closeness, 
constant companionship: meanings that arise from 
another Arabic root for friend: s h b (companionship, 
close association).  When the friend is sahib or 
sahiba (feminine), she is a close companion, as 
indeed all of the close companions of the Prophet 
were called.  This dimension of the friendship of 
the believers is captured in yet another prophetic 
tradition, “eat together and do not separate from one 
another...” the Prophet is reported to have counseled 
his companions and taught through his own example.  
This notion of intimate companionship is also 
reflected in still other Arabic roots employed within 
the Qur’an to illustrate and deepen this dimension 
of friendship: kh l l (as in khulla and khalil), which 
literally means friendship, and w l y (as in walaya 
and wali and mawla), which can mean intimate 
friendship but also includes notions of protection, 
guardianship, alliance, sometimes even involving 
a sense of subordination of the one favored by the 
wali.  Interestingly, like love (mawadda and hubb)7, 
both of these roots are used Qur’anically to refer 
to human relations as well as the intimate and yet 
eternally unequal relation between God and the 
human person whom God loves, befriends, protects, 
and accompanies.  Thus one of the names or 
attributes of God is “al-wadud” – Loving Kindness 
– and another is “al-wali ” – the Ally, Patron, or 
Guardian-Benefactor.  Turning to the human side of 

7 See 5:54.
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this relationship, we read about Abraham (peace 
be upon him) as God’s khalil (friend)8 and we 
read that every believer’s “true Ally (wali) is God, 
His messenger, and the believers, who uphold the 
[practice of] prayer, pay the prescribed alms, and 
bow down [before God]...” (5:55)   

Even from this very brief glimpse into 
Qur’anic and Prophetic utterances about 
friendship, we can see that belief factors very 
centrally in the traditional Islamic formulation 
of friendship.  What, then, can be said about the 
possibility of a friendship that involves sincerity, 
truthfulness, close companionship, love, and 
support but lacks a unity of belief or religious 
confession?  

The Question Of Interreligious Friendship
 Returning to the Prophetic tradition that 

commenced our exploration in this essay, it 
would seem that, while one’s “brother” might 
well include a “sister,” or even a person whose 
gender may be more ambiguous within the 
ranks of the believers, it is hard to conceive of 
“brotherhood” beyond the boundaries of belief, 
at least in the light of what we have seen thus far.  
This impression is deepened when we read the 
Qur’anic verse that precedes the aya cited above 
(5:55) by a few lines: 

“O you who believe! Do not take the 
Jews and Christians as guardians/
allies; they are guardians/allies to 
one another.  Anyone who takes 
them as a guardian/ally becomes one 
of them.  God does not guide the 
people who are oppressors.” (5:51)  

If this aya and others similar to it9 are where our 
reading begins and ends, then the prospects for 
interreligious friendship might seem quite bleak 
from a Qur’anic perspective; indeed, it seems 
that a Muslim-Christian or Muslim-Jewish 
friendships – not to mention a Muslim-Buddhist 
or Muslim-Hindu or Muslim-Sikh friendship – 
are all but forbidden by God.  

 Interestingly and significantly, however, 
this advice of the Medinan period appears within 

8 See 4:125, 
9 See, for example, the selected verses (extracted from 

context) 5:80, 3:28, 3:118, and 9:23: such verses 
are frequently cited as proof texts by those Muslims 
arguing against interreligious friendship in absolute 
terms. 

a larger section of the sura that contains more 
generous and even complimentary references to 
Jews and Christians, to their sacred books and 
traditions.  Consider, for example, the Qur’anic 
admission in 5:48 attesting to the fact that, just as 
Muhammad was sent a scripture or “book in truth” 
that confirms and guards the earlier books sent to 
humankind, so too did God give a religious code 
and way of life to each community before.  The 
religious diversity of the human family is thus 
something divinely ordained in order that God 
might “test” each community in the light of what 
God has given each community.  “So vie with one 
another in good works,” the Qur’an concludes; 
“God is the point to which all of you are returning, 
and God will reveal to you [the truth concerning] 
that in which you have differed.”10  We must 
also consider important verses in the immediate 
vicinity, passages that affirm the “guidance and 
light” within the Torah and Gospels (5:44, 46) 
and call upon the “People of the Book” to be true 
to what God has revealed to them (5:68).  More, 
the Qur’an asserts here (and elsewhere) that 
those faithful Jews and Christians and Sabeans – 
indeed all those who believe in God and the last 
day and live righteously – are among the blessed, 
i.e., those who are not “overshadowed by fear” 
and who “do not grieve.” (5:69, 2:62)11 

The Qur’ān thus, on the whole, speaks 
positively of the foundational scriptures and 
fundamental characters of its sister, Abrahamic 
faiths, even to the point of arguing for their salvific 
validity.12 However, it also clearly and harshly 

10 A thought provoking and sympathetic, Christian 
exegesis of these verses can be found in Pim 
Valkenburg’s remarkable book, Sharing lights On the 
Way to God: Muslim-Christian Dialogue and Theology 
in the Context of Abrahamic Partnership. Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2006, p. 152 and following.

11 See also 2:112, which reads, “Whosoever surrenders 
himself to God and is [also] a doer of good, he has 
his reward with his Lord.  [On such people] no fear 
overshadows them, nor do they come to grief.” 

12 See Fazlur Rahman’s Major Themes of the Qur’an, 
second edition. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2009, p. 166; Echoing Rahman, Sachedina 
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rebukes some Christians and Jews for turning away 
from the true teachings of their own faith traditions, 
for “selling the signs of God” for a miserable gain 
in the world, against which the Qur’an warns. (5:44) 
These unfaithful, “sold-out” Christians and Jews 
seem to be the ones targeted for harsh rebuke here 
and elsewhere in the Qur’an; they are the ones who 
are said to treat Muhammad’s message with mockery, 
“insolence and defiance” (5:68).  When one takes the 
entire context into account, then, such persons seem 
to be the ones who are to be avoided as guardians/
allies.  As for the faithful Jews and Christians, who 
are grouped with the believers above, there exists no 
Qur’anic prohibition preventing the Muslims from 
befriending them and collaborating with them.  This 
is because, according to the Qur’an, 

They are not all alike: 
of the People of the Book there exists 
a community [of true believers] who 
stand (upright). They rehearse the 
signs of God all night long, and they 
prostrate themselves in adoration. 
They believe in God and the last day; 
they command what is good, and 
forbid what is wrong; and they hasten 
to perform good works. They are 
among the righteous. (3:113-114)

A bit further in the same sura we read, 

And there are, certainly, among 
the People of the Book, those who 
believe in God, in the revelation to 
you, and in the revelation to them, 
bowing in humility to God. They 
will not sell the signs of God for a 
miserable gain! For them is a reward 
with their Lord, and God is swift in 
account. (3:199)

The question, then, of 5:55 – the aya 
prohibiting interreligious alliances – seems to clear 
a little more when we read these verses (ayat), 
together with 5:57, which has the same structure but 
focuses more specifically on those who ridicule and 
mock the faith:  

calls this the “qur’anic acceptance of the notion that other 
Abrahamic religions are capable of offering salvation to 
their adherents,” a position that he contrasts with “post-
qur’anic exclusivist theology expounded by Muslim 
theologians…” See “The Qur’an and Other Religions,” p. 
298. 

O you who believe!  Do not take as 
guardians/allies those who ridicule 
your religion and make fun of it – be 
they of those to whom the book was 
given aforetime [Jews & Christians] 
or those [polytheists] who actively 
reject [God’s signs].  Be ever mindful 
of God if indeed you are believers. 

In summary, then, the prohibition of building 
interreligious alliances with Jews and Christians 
cannot be taken as a sweeping or general prohibition 
in the Qur’an; rather, it clearly pertains to those 
Jews and Christians who are unfaithful to their 
own traditions and who, in addition (possibly as a 
result), ridicule, mock, and oppose the religion of 
Islam.13  Such are the ones who receive rebuke here 
and elsewhere:14 not for their religious uniqueness 
but rather for their infidelity to the unique way of 
life and religious law they were given.  Thus we 
find the Qur’an repeatedly warning, “do not sell My 
signs for a miserable price,” (5:44) and lamenting, 
“why don’t their rabbis and learned ones forbid 
them from saying sinful [things] and from eating 
forbidden [food]?” (5:63)  The more fully we 
read, the more clearly we see that the Jewish and 
Christian traditions, in essence, are celebrated in the 
Qur’an, as are their faithful remnants.  The Qur’anic 
phrase, “People of the Book,” can therefore be seen 
primarily as a compound term of relation rather than 
of contrast.15  More, in the words of the late scholar, 
Fazlur Rahman, the difference or uniqueness of the 
various religions and communities is portrayed as a 
Divinely-ordained gift that has “positive value,” in 
that they compete with the Muslims and “with one 
another in goodness (cf. 2:148; 2:177; where, after 
announcing the change in qibla from Jerusalem to 
Mecca, it is emphasized that the qibla per se is of 
no importance, the real worth being in virtue and 
competing in goodness).”16  In another passage, this 
pious competition comes as a command to “race 
[with one another] to do good deeds wherever you 
are; God will [in the end] bring you all together.  
Verily, God is Powerful over all.” (2:148)

In the some of the latest, Medinan revelations, 
we find the Qur’an moving the discussion of 
interreligious relations forward a little bit by 
explicitly allowing for the possibility that, even 

13 This point is nicely echoed by Valkenberg, p. 190.
14 See, for example, 5:52.
15 A point made by Valkenberg, p. 184. 
16 See his Major Themes of the Qur’an, p. 167.
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when interreligious animosity exists, today’s 
enemy may well be tomorrow’s beloved friend.  
So the Qur’an calls unequivocally for good, just, 
and even reverent relations with those who are not 
actively engaged in the persecution of believers.  

It may be that God will place love 
between you and those whom you 
[currently] regard as enemies; God 
is the One who has overwhelming 
power [over all things], and 
God is Oft-Forgiving, Most 
Compassionate. 
God does not forbid you from 
being reverent and just with those 
who neither fight against you on 
account of [your] faith nor expel 
you from your homes.  Indeed, 
God loves those who are just and 
act equitably.

However, God forbids you 
from turning [in friendship or 
for alliance and protection] to 
those who fight you on account 
of religion, drive you out of 
your homes, and assist [others] 
in driving you out.  Those who 
turn to such people [in such 
circumstances] are wrongdoers. 
(60:7-9)  

This passage is pertinent to our discussion 
for many reasons.  While this is not exactly a 
Divine call to go out and aggressively befriend 
the peoples of the religions of the world, it does 
clearly make a case for building reverent and 
just relationships with people of good will from 
other faith communities.  The verb, to “relate 
reverently” or “treat with reverence” suggests 
more than getting along; it points to a relationship 
of the utmost respect, a relationship conceived as 
an extension of one’s highest religious principles.

 While admitting that the Qur’anic view 
of interreligious friendships is a little cautious 
in places, we are well served to become better 
acquainted with the historical reasons underlying 
this caution, reasons referred to in the Qur’anic 
citation above: forced expulsions of the believers 
from their homes, war waged against the believers 
because of their monotheistic faith, etc.  Barring 
these tragic and morally offensive circumstances, 
the Qur’an can in no way be said to prohibit such 

friendships, especially among those “People of 
the Book” who are Godly, observant, humble, 
and respectful of their own book and tradition 
as well as the Qur’an and the Islamic tradition.  
While their beliefs and practices may be different 
in detail, the Qur’an seems to see them as people 
of shared purpose (teleology), shared values, 
shared loyalty, shared ethical imperative.  This 
is clearly what is intended in the aforementioned 
verse that emphasizes God as “the point to which 
all of you are returning, and God will reveal to 
you [the truth concerning] that in which you have 
differed.”  In short, such Jewish and Christian 
“friends” can piously compete with their Muslim 
friends in the “race” to do good works and 
challenge their Muslim counterparts to be true 
to what God has revealed and entrusted to them, 
even as the Muslims are called upon to offer a 
similar service to them. 

Might, then, the interreligious “friend” be 
my “brother” or “sister”?  If so, then loving for 
my brother or sister what I love for myself would 
mean wanting my interreligious friend to dig 
deeply into her (or his) own faith and revelation 
so that she may have the joyous opportunity to 
discover the treasures God’s mercy and wisdom 
and generosity have hidden there, even as I 
accept her challenge for me to do the same.  The 
interreligious friendship then comes as a call to 
be more authentically religious rather than less.  
This seems to be the whole point.

Can these same teachings be applied to 
sincere people of faith outside of the monotheistic 
or “Abrahamic” traditions?  For example, can we 
speak of a shared teleology between a Muslim 
and a Buddhist?  Certainly, when approaching 
this question in conventional terms, it may 
seem difficult to conceive of a shared “end” or 
ultimate purpose when one faith explicitly posits 
God – the Creator and Lord of the Worlds – as 
the ultimate end and the other refuses to speak 
of the “end” in positive terms but rather sees the 
end as a state of absence: the absence of self, the 
absence of suffering, etc.  Such a state can also 
be spun positively as “bliss” or “liberation” but 
it certainly does not entail a specific doctrine 
of personal immortality in the presence of a 
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positively-defined, singular, personal deity. 
This apparent impasse pushes us to ponder 

more deeply the question of teleology and the 
question of the purpose and function of the inter-
Abrahamic friendships considered just above.  
Teleologically, while Muslims do share a belief in 
a supreme and explicitly identified Divine Being, 
who is understood to be Truth itself and both the 
origin and end of our being, it must be remembered 
that the Qur’anic conception of God is also eternally 
akbar –  “greater than” or “beyond” anything we 
can conceive or theologically formulate.  Thus, 
practically speaking, the “end” of a Muslim life 
remains ineffable, ever beyond our conceptualization 
and understanding, even as God is believed to be 
intimately close to the human being, closer to us 
than our own jugular vein.  Truth is thus inarguably 
transcendent and ultimately beyond any words or 
“signs” (ayat) that point to it.  Here, in the heart of 
Muslim spirituality and mystical awareness rather 
than Muslim dogmatic theology (kalām), we come 
to an understanding of teleology that resonates much 
more with the explicit teachings of the Buddha, who 
refused to give a positive or personal articulation of 
truth other than to say that it is “deep, difficult to see, 
difficult to understand...comprehensible only by the 
wise...lofty, deep, subtle, and hard to comprehend.”17  
When both practitioners are turned toward the 
ineffable, which both understand to be the supreme 
reality or Truth, then the conversation comes back to 
practice and ethics, religious realms where Muslims 
and Buddhists have much in common and where 
they can, in a spirit of piety and mutual reverence, 
compete with one another in the performing of good 
deeds. 

If we agree that the Qur’anically-described 
purpose and function of interreligious friendship 
is to “test” us in what we have been given – i.e., 
to challenge us to more deeply explore and more 
fully manifest what we believe to be the essential 
teachings and treasures of our own faith –  then 
it seems entirely possible for this purpose to be 
fulfilled as readily within Muslim-Buddhist or 
Muslim-Hindu friendships as it is within Muslim-
Jewish and Muslim-Christian friendships.  More, 
the Qur’anic characterization of such friendships as 

17 I borrow this quotation from Walpola Rahula’s What the 
Buddha Taught, second edition. New York: Grove Press, 
1974, p. 52.  Acknowledging that I am extending beyond 
my own scholarly range at this point, I will not venture 
further into Buddhist Dharma teachings.  Instead I defer 
to my Buddhist colleagues and humbly encourage my 
Muslim reader to do the same.  

a pious competition to do good works remains valid 
for all interreligious friendships, especially between 
traditions that share a transcendent teleology and 
agree upon the ethical principles of universal 
compassion and justice.  While political and cultural 
obstacles may remain, this theoretical or theological 
exploration of the Qur’an and Prophetic traditions 
sees such friendships as Divine gifts, as opportunities 
for each “friend” to find a deeper religiosity and to 
flourish as a moral and ethical being.

Medieval Muslim Reflections On Friendship 
We find significant attention given to 

the theme of friendship in the post-prophetic 
spiritual and philosophical traditions, and here 
we pause a moment to consider two thirteenth-
century masters, both of whom wrote in Persian: 
Jalaluddin Rumi (1207-1273), a great scholar 
and mystic from Konya (modern day Turkey), 
and Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (1201-1274), Muslim 
philosopher, scientist, theologian, polymath, 
and author of more than 150 books in Arabic 
and Persian.

Spiritual Friendship in Jalaluddin Rumi (1207-
1273)

Those familiar with Rumi’s biography know 
that his mystical awakening came through an 
unexpected friendship with a wandering mystic: 
Shams al-Tabriz, whose first question to Rumi in 
the fall of 1244 reportedly caused Rumi to swoon.  
As their friendship unfolded, so did Rumi’s 
spiritual awakening.  Friendship, then, became 
for him nothing less than the theatre of Divine 
disclosure or “revelation” in a non-technical 
sense.  In a poem he later wrote about two friends 
– a mouse and a frog – he echoed the gospel of 
Matthew (18:20) when he wrote, 

To watch and listen to these two
Is to understand how, as it’s written,
Sometimes when two beings come together, 
Christ becomes visible.

The Qur’anic characterization of 
friendships as a pious competition to do 
good works remains valid for all inter-

religious friendships
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A bit further into the poem, he added,

Friend sits by Friend, and the tablets appear.
They read the mysteries 
Off each other’s foreheads.18 

For Rumi and for many other mystics 
within the Arabic, Persian, Urdu, Punjabi, and 
other Islamic poetic traditions, the lines between 
human friendship and Divine friendship blur as 
the teleological force of spiritual friendship takes 
hold and becomes manifest.  The friend then 
becomes an external key unlocking something 
within, something that had always been present 
although unrecognized:

The moment I heard my first love story 
I started looking for you, not knowing 
how blind that was.
Lovers do not finally meet somewhere.
They’re in each other all along.19

Interestingly, however, for Rumi and many 
others, the turning of that key is a stroke of 
personal devastation, a stroke from which the 
seeker never recovers and is never meant to, for 
it is only in the ruins of the ego that God becomes 
fully manifest.  Loving friendship thus becomes 
the tool of Divine manifestation:

The way of love is not
a subtle argument.
The door there 
is devastation.20 

Interestingly, this devastation, which takes 
us from a mental framework of conventional 
duality and into a realization or perception of 
underlying unity, does not require that both 
friends share the same religion.  It can happen 
anywhere, with even the most unlikely person.  
In Rumi’s poetry, for example, we find Moses 
devastated and vaulted into a state of mystical 
understanding through a passing exchange with 
a shepherd of ambiguous religious affiliation,21 
and in Farid al-Din ‘Attar (d. circa 1220), a 
slightly older contemporary of Rumi, we see a 
similarly transformative relationship unfolding 

18 From The essential Rumi, Coleman Barks, trans. 
Edison, NJ: Castle Books, 1977, p. 79-80.

19 Ibid., p. 
20 Ibid., p. 243.
21 Ibid., p. 165-168.

between a great spiritual master (shaykh) and a 
young Christian woman in Greece.22  However 
and whenever this loving friendship arises, the 
spiritual sensibilities of both are quickened and 
their constructions of self are swept away, leaving 
only the naked truth of existence:

What was in that candle’s light
that opened and consumed me so quickly?

Come back, my friend! The form of our 
love is not a created form.

Nothing can help me but that beauty.
There was a dawn I remember

when my soul heard something
from your soul. I drank water

from your spring and felt
the current take me.

The Lord of Beauty enters the soul
as a man walks into an orchard
in Spring.

Come into me
that way again!
  
Light the lamp
in the eye of Joseph.  Cure Jacob’s
sadness.  Though you never left,
come and sit down here and ask,
“Why are you so confused?”

Like a fresh idea in an artist’s mind, 
you fashion things before they come into 
being.

You sweep the floor like the man
who keeps the doorway.
   
When you brush
a form clean, it becomes
what it truly is...23

Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (1201-1274) on The 
Indispensability of Virtuous Friendship

22 This comes from the parable of Shaykh San‘ān, 
narrated in the first half of ‘Attar’s famous mystical 
tale, the Conference of the Birds.

23 Ibid., p. 101-102.
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 Even though there has been much mutual 
derision throughout Islamic history between 
philosophers and theologians and mystics, especially 
over their respective methods and pathways to 
certain knowledge, it is remarkable to find many of 
these same teachings concerning friendship apparent 
in the writings of one of Rumi’s philosophical and 
scientific contemporaries: Nasir al-Din al-Tusi.

Building upon the Neoplatonic and visionary 
political philosophy of Abu Nasr al-Farabi (d. 
950), Tusi in many ways perfected al-Farabi’s 
utopian vision by giving voice to the most crucial 
ingredient that was somehow overlooked by “the 
Second Master”24: virtuous friendship.  Tusi writes, 
“The virtue of love and friendship is the greatest of 
virtues, and its preservation is the most important of 
tasks.  This is why we have spoken at such length on 
this matter, for this is the noblest topic in the present 
discourse [on politics]...”25

For Tusi, friendship is, by definition, 
teleological, and so the best friendship is the love 
between good and virtuous men, who share a hunger 
for perfection and for the Divine.  “Inasmuch as their 
goal is the Pure Good and the quest for virtue,” he 
writes, their union is free of discord and altercation.  
More, their friendship will give rise to good counsel, 
justice, and the eventual perfection of one another in 
or with God. “This is what the Philosophers mean,” 
he writes, “when they say of the friend, ‘Your friend 
is the individual who is yourself in reality, but 
someone other than you as individual.’”26   Mutual 
emulation and challenge thus characterize their 
bond, which becomes the driving force that guides 
them to perfection:

Now, since the true nature of Love 
is the quest for union with that thing 
with which the seeker conceives its 
perfection to be united to, and as 
we have said that the perfection and 
nobility of each existent thing is in 

24 Meaning the “second master” or authority after Aristotle.  
This was al-Farabi’s epithet among the medieval Muslim 
philosophers who came after him.  

25 The Nasirean Ethics, G.M. Wickens, trans. London: 
George Allen & Unwin, 1974, p. 252.

26 Ibid., p. 202.

accordance with the unity that has 
been effused upon it, therefore Love 
is the quest for nobility and virtue 
and perfection, and the more one is 
moved by this quest the greater one’s 
yearning for perfection, and the easier 
it is to attain thereto.27

Love and friendship are thus indispensable for the 
philosophical/religious journey to God, the Truth; 
indeed, for Tusi, one cannot make the journey 
without friends.

Obstacles To Interreligious Friendship In History 
And Within The Contemporary World

In spite of all that we have considered here, 
there should be no naïveté concerning the fact 
that suspicion of and opposition to interreligious 
friendship exist within the contemporary Muslim 
mosaic of communities.  While specific Qur’anic 
and prophetic dicta can be called into the service 
of this suspicion and opposition, we argue that this 
xenophobia springs from historical and cultural 
factors, which sometimes outweigh or at least 
overshadow theological considerations. Certainly, 
within parts of the world that have suffered centuries 
of colonization, occupation, and domination 
(political, economic, cultural) by western, nominally 
Christian nations, one can find a tangible fear of 
cultural and religious “pollution” arising from 
contact with foreign, non-Muslim entities.  This fear 
has been greatly exacerbated by the US-led invasion 
and occupation of both Iraq and Afghanistan, and 
it has also been worsened by the perception of a 
western/UN double standard when dealing with 
the still unresolved and festering Palestinian-
Israeli conflict.  Within western societies, where 
Islamophobia is on the rise and where legislation is 
either in place or being enacted that targets Muslim 
traditions or Muslims themselves, it becomes 
difficult to cultivate the trust and good faith required 
for meaningful interfaith friendships. 

Because of such factors, many Muslims have 
sought guidance from religious leaders and activists 
within the more traditionalist realm of Islamic 
political thought, leaders such as Ayatullah Khomeini 
among the 12er Shī‘ah community and Sayyid 
Qutb among the ranks of Sunni Salafists and other 
traditionalists.  Their rejection of western hegemony 
and reassertion of a somewhat puritanical Muslim 
identity has tremendous appeal in many parts of the 

27 Ibid., p. 196.

For Rumi and for many other mystics, 
the lines between human friendship and 

Divine friendship blur
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traditionally Muslim world, where the West, with 
its inescapable modernizing, secularizing, and 
globalizing influences, is viewed with anger and 
tremendous suspicion.  This, of course, affects 
Muslim relations with Christians and Jews and 
Hindus and other religious communities in 
their midst, communities that are suspected of 
harboring sympathies with the west or, worse, to 
have “sold out” to western, secularist ideals.  Even 
within the west, where many countries, including 
my country of residence (Canada), have legally 
banned the face-veil (niqāb) either completely 
or in certain circumstances, where the legal 
system has suspended habeas corpus in cases 
perceived or portrayed to be terror-related, where 
the traditional Islamic rules of meat preparation 
have been criminalized, and where rather severe 
and provocative Islamophobic propaganda 
continues to fly under the radar of “free speech,” 
such puritanical and xenophobic preaching 
has won a following among the disaffected 
sectors of the Muslim minority populations that 
reside in the west.  These cultural and political 
factors thus make the question of interreligious 
friendship a complex and controversial one in 
the contemporary world, regardless of what the 
Qur’an seems to say.

Examples Of Interreligious Friendship, Past 
And Present

Whether or not one wants to admit the 
religious permissibility or advisability of 
interreligious friendships within Islam, there is no 
question that such friendships have existed since 
prophetic times.  Indeed, a bounty of courageous 
and inspiring examples of interreligious friendship 
(including interreligious marriage) exist, both in 
history and in the contemporary world.  We can 
speak of the long-distance friendship between the 
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and the 
“Negus” or “Najāshī” (the Christian emperor) 
of Axum, who sheltered a group of Muslim 
refugees in Ethiopia circa 615; we can explore 
the intimate and trusting relationship between 
the Muslim hero, Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi and the 
great Jewish theologian, Talmudic scholar, and 
philosopher, Musa bn Maimun (Maimonides), 

who served Salah al-Din (and his family) as a 
personal physician for an extended period; we 
can speak of the friendship between Pashtun 
activist Ghaffār Khān and Mahatma Ghandi, and 
their shared philosophy of nonviolent resistance 
to British oppression and rule;28 we can look to 
the many sincere and life-long friendships that 
the French Catholic, Louis Massignon, enjoyed 
with Arab-Muslim contemporaries as well as the 
life-changing mystical friendship he experienced 
with the 10th century mystic-martyr Husayn 
bn Mansur al-Hallaj; and we can speak of the 
mutually-enriching correspondence-friendship 
that grew between Abdul Aziz in Karachi and 
the famous Trappist mystic, Thomas Merton, 
in Kentucky.29  For the sake of brevity and 
simplicity, I will refrain here from delving deeply 
into any one of these; let it suffice for us to see 
and acknowledge that there exists a long and 
rich tradition of Muslims making friends with, 
and being befriended by, persons of other faith 
traditions.  

I would like to close this section with a 
few words of wisdom from Father David Burrell, 
CSC, Catholic priest, scholar of medieval Catholic 
theology as well as Arabic and medieval Islamic 
Philosophy and Theology, and friend to many 
Muslims, including the author. In his conclusion 
to a chapter discussing the concept of friendship 
with God in the thought of both al-Ghazālī and 
Aquinas, he writes that our shared belief in the 
idea of friendship with God, “the Creator of 
all,” can transform our personal understanding 
and interpersonal practice of interreligious 
friendship – i.e., the “friendship among this same 
One’s servants and friends.” In this revelatory 

28 See Robert Johansen’s “Radical Islam and Non-
Violence: A case Study of religious Empowerment and 
Restraint among Pashtuns” in the Journal of Peace 
Research, vol. 34, no. 1, February 1997, p. 53-71.

29 See Rasoul Sorkhabi’s “Thomas Merton’s Encounter 
with Sufism” in Interreligious Insight, vol. 6, no. 4, 
October 2008, p. 22-32; see also the edited volume, 
Merton and Sufism: the Untold Story, A Complete 
Compendium, Rob Baker and Henry Gray, eds. Fons 
Vitae, 1999.

Our shared belief in the idea of 
friendship with God, “the Creator 

of all,” can transform our personal 
understanding and interpersonal 

practice of inter-religious friendshipThere exists a long and rich tradition 
of Muslims making friends with, and 
being befriended by, persons of other 

faith traditions
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light, he says, the Aristotelean ideal of friendship 
in “the good” can help us move from adversarial 
relationships of mutual exploitation to relationships 
of “genuine mutuality.”30  He closes the book with a 
similar sentiment, 

Friends on an intellectual journey can 
transform a debate into a discussion, 
because their care for one another 
is shaped by their attentiveness 
to the search they share for truth.  
Once again, friendship requires 
not agreement but devotion to an 
ideal – the good – which lures us on 
together...31

Final Remarks In Support Of A Muslim Theology 
Of Interreligious Friendship 

And so we end this essay very close to where 
we began, with the importance of a sense of shared 
teleology, even if that supreme telos is understood 
to be an ineffable, transcendent truth or good, 
something eternally beyond (akbar) all of us and 
yet intimately and subtly woven into the very fabric 
of our being and identity as religious women and 
men.  More than any other factor, it is that shared 
sense of transcendence which enables interreligious 
friendship to exist and makes such friendships 
vital for spurring us on to seek the next horizon of 
awakening.  As Rumi writes at the very end of his 
poem, “Moses and the Shepherd,”

When you eventually see
through the veils to how things really are,
you will keep saying again
and again,
“This is certainly not like
we thought it was!”32

30 David B. Burrell, CSC. Friendship and Ways to Truth. 
Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2000, 
p. 84.

31 Ibid., p. 87.
32 The Essential Rumi, p. 168.
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Abstract
Anantanand Rambachan writes that one encounters another tradition most 

meaningfully through its embodiment in persons who express that faith in their way of 
life and the impact is inevitably profound.  In the vision of the Bhagavadgita, one who has 
attained the ideal of friendship transcends the dualism of friend and enemy and sees all 
beings with the vision of friendship. At the heart of the ideal of an all-inclusive friendship 
is the teaching that the infinite brahman exists identically in all beings.  Friendship, in the 
highest sense, is the overcoming of alienation and estrangement from others through the 
recognition of one’s own Self, the infinite brahman, in the other.  Attaining this ideal of 
friendship is undoubtedly challenging.  The principal obstacle, from the perspective of the 
Hindu tradition, is Hindus’ non-recognition of the culturally and socially constructed nature 
of the many identities that they profess and their tendency to regard these as absolute and 
unchanging.

Friendship describes the character of the relationship that we establish with others 
when our understanding is centered on life’s unity and the indivisibility of the infinite.   
Rambachan turns to the 16th century poet-saint, Tulasidasa in order to identify four primary 
features of friendship - compassion, ethical obligations, trust and generosity. In light of these 
four features, Rambachan studies the relationship of Gandhi and C.F. Andrews, exemplifying 
the promises and challenges of interfaith friendships.  There are several lessons that 
Rambachan mines from this particular interreligious friendship which may be generalized.  
In the case of friendship across religious traditions, common doctrine and ritual may not be 
sources for a shared identity that enable the flourishing of identification with others. Gandhi 
and Andrews discovered their common humanity and shared identity by recognizing in one 
another the earnest seeker and the servant of the poor. Second, interreligious friendships 
do not require that we dispose of our deepest values and the theological commitments that 
serve as our norms for decision-making.  The growth and maturity of an interreligious 
friendship into one in which each enjoys the liberty to critically question and disagree with 
the other is powerfully exemplified in the Gandhi-Andrews relationship.  Third, mutual trust 
is essential.  The face of our friend is always before us and we learn to speak the same in 
absence as in presence.  When trust is not established, public criticism of another tradition 
will be heard as demonization.  Fourth, within the dimension of generosity, interreligious 
friendships cannot grow and flourish if one thinks of oneself as having everything to give 
and nothing to receive.



“Love Speaking to Love”: 
Friendship Across 

Religious Traditions
Anantanand Rambachan
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Prelude
Thou hast made me known to friends 

whom I knew not.
Thou hast given me seats in homes not my own. 
Thou hast brought the distant near and made 

a brother of the stranger. 
I am uneasy at heart when I have 
to leave my accustomed shelter; 

I forget that there abides the old in the new, 
and that there also thou abidest. 

Through birth and death, in this world 
or in others, 

wherever thou leadest me it is thou, the same, 
the one companion of my endless life 
who ever linkest my heart with bonds 

of joy to the unfamiliar. 
When one knows thee, then alien there is none, 

then no door is shut. 
Oh, grant me my prayer that I may never lose 

the bliss of the touch of the one 
in the play of many. 

Rabindranath Tagore (Gitanjali)

If I were asked what had been the best of 
all human gifts in a long lifetime, I should 
answer without a moment’s hesitation, “ 

The gift of noble friends who have trusted 
me with their love.” 

C.F. Andrews

Growing up in Trinidad and Tobago, a 
small Caribbean island of ethnic, cultural and 
religious diversity, people of other traditions 
were constantly present in my life.  While this 
presence took a formal expression somewhat 
later in the mode of interreligious dialogue, it 
was there in childhood friendships, in the Sunday 
school classes that we occasionally visited, in 
high schools that I attended which were founded 
by Christian and Muslim denominations, in 
public festivals at Easter, Christmas and Eid 
and now in work at a Christian institution of 
higher education.  Their influence is subtle and 
overt, elusive and unmistakable and aspects of 
it will always remain unknown.  It is especially 
difficult to identify the impact and significance 
of human relationships, some of which have 
endured for more that a quarter of a century. One 
encounters another tradition most meaningfully 
through its embodiment in persons who express 
that faith in their way of life and the impact is 
inevitably profound. But how does one discern 
and speak of the influence of friendships deep 

in care, trust and love? How does the love of 
a friend of another religious tradition, sharing 
sorrow and joy, transform one’s thinking about 
the meaning of one’s own tradition and its core 
values?  Although these are some of the most 
important influences of interreligious friendship, 
they remain as unspoken, though not unmanifest, 
treasures of the heart. My religious journey as a 
Hindu is deeply enriched and challenged by my 
friendships across traditions and the impact of 
these must await a more proper consideration.

The Ideal of Friendship
Friendship (maîtri) is a relationship that is 

highly valued and commended in the traditions 
of Hinduism.  In fact, friendship is the ideal 
towards which we are invited to aspire in all our 
relationships. In the Bhagavadgita (12:13-20), 
Krishna offers a detailed description of the human 
being who is dear (priyah) to him.  He describes 
this person as one who is free from hatred, 
who is a friend to all beings, compassionate 
(advesta sarvabhutanam maitrah karuna), non-
possessive, free from self- centeredness, and 
forgiving. As is clear in this description from 
the Bhagavadgita, friendship has both a negative 
and positive character.  Negatively, it signifies 
freedom from hate. Positively, friendship implies 
a value for the other, along with compassion 
and a forgiving disposition. In the vision of the 
Bhagavadgita, one who has attained the ideal 
of friendship transcends the dualism of friend 
and enemy and sees all beings with the vision 
of friendship. Such a person is free from hostile 
attitudes towards others and is described as “the 
same with reference to an enemy and friend, 
and in honor and disgrace.” (Bhagavadgita 
12:18). The fulfillment of friendship in the Hindu 
tradition is the overcoming of the division of 
the world into friends and enemies, those who 
are loved and those who are hated and despised.  
The terminology of  “friend” and “friendship” is 
retained, but is given new meaning by including 
all beings (sarvabutanam).

Friendship and the Unity of Life
At the heart of the ideal of an all-inclusive 

friendship is the teaching that the infinite brahman 
exists identically in all beings.  Since the infinite 
is present in each being as the warp and woof of 
selfhood, to see the infinite in another is to see 
oneself in another.  To be hostile to and alienated 
from another is to deny and reject oneself.  As the 
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Isa Upanishad (6) puts it, “One who sees all beings 
in the Self and the Self in all being does not hate.” 
Hate arises from the condition of ignorance (avidya), 
which is a blindness to the unity and identity of the 
infinite in all beings. The unliberated divides the 
world into friends and enemies, but the liberated 
sees only with the eyes of friendship. Appreciating 
the nature of ignorance, and its potency to distort 
our view of reality, the liberated sees only with 
compassion (karuna).  This does not idealistically 
and unrealistically deny the possibility of differing 
viewpoints or even the necessity to oppose and 
struggle against another. Wisdom, however, enables 
us to see ourselves in the other, the one with whom 
we disagree and with who we may be locked in 
struggle. We cannot dehumanize the one in whom 
we see ourselves or rejoice in his humiliation. We 
see this method in action in the case of Gandhi.  
Even in the midst of the strongest disagreements, 
Gandhi never sought to win support for his case by 
demonizing his opponent. He understood clearly 
that when a conflict is constructed sharply in terms 
of we and they, friend and enemy, victory and 
defeat, the doors to reconciliation and a transformed 
community are shut. One is left with an enemy, a 
defeated enemy perhaps, and the next round of the 
conflict is only postponed. Gandhi included the 
opponent in the circle of his friendship and identity, 
his we. Friendship, in the highest sense, is the 
overcoming of alienation and estrangement from 
others through the recognition of one’s own Self, the 
infinite brahman, in the other. 

Attaining this ideal of friendship is 
undoubtedly challenging.  The principal obstacle, 
from the perspective of the Hindu tradition, is 
our non-recognition of the culturally and socially 
constructed nature of the many identities that we 
profess and our tendency to regard these as absolute 
and unchanging. Such identities may be constructed 
on the basis of race, ethnicity, culture, and in the 
case of many Hindus, caste. Such identities are 
then opposed to other similarly constructed but 
different identities that are regarded as inferior. 
Such ways of seeing obscure the fundamental and 

unconstructed identity that all human beings share – 
the unity of self in the infinite.  In the case of caste 
identity, for example, one professes an identity that 
is hierarchically related to other identities and that 
limits one’s ability to form friendships with others 
who are regarded as impure.  The liberated vision 
in the Hindu tradition is incompatible with such 
caste-based identities and requires their overcoming 
thorough self- understanding. 1

It must be emphasized, however, that this 
understanding of the unity of self is not opposed 
to the multiplicity of particular identities, provided 
these do not dehumanize and demean those who do 
not share these and do not limit our ability to enter 
into relationships of friendship. The problem is non-
recognition of the more fundamental identity that is 
shared and that is the ground and possibility of all 
particular identities. Particular constructed identities 
must not obscure the universal identity that the 
Hindu tradition sees at the heart of the universe. I 
am reminded here of the words in Galatians (3:28), 
“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer 
slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for 
all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” Without ignoring 
the specific context of these words, they speak 
powerfully also to the Hindu if the word brahman is 
substituted for Christ Jesus. There is and is not a Jew 
or Greek, male and female.  

Tulasidasa’s Understanding of Friendship: 
Compassion, Ethics, Trust, and Generosity

Friendship describes the character of the 
relationship that we establish with others when 
our understanding is centered on life’s unity 
and the indivisibility of the infinite.   What are 
the features of such a relationship? What are its 
defining characteristics? To answer this question, 
I turn to the 16th century poet-saint, Tulasidasa 
and his version of the Ramayana. In the fourth 
chapter (Kishkindhakanda) of his text, Tulasidasa 
characterizes friendship as having a fourfold 
character and I will note each one in turn.

The first, according to Tulasidasa is a shared 
identity expressing in compassion or concern for the 
other. Tulasidasa describes a friend as experiencing 
sorrow when his friend is in sorrow. In fact, he goes 
on to add that, in the eyes of a friend, the other’s 
sorrow, even though like a grain of sand, is always 
mountain-like in dimensions.  Tulasidasa seems to be 

1 I concur with Nesbitt who, in her discussion of the Sikh, 
tradition identifies caste, rather than religion, as more 
problematic to friendship. The same is true of Hinduism.

The fulfillment of friendship in the 
Hindu tradition is the overcoming of the 

division of the world into friends and 
enemies, those who are loved and those 

who are hated and despised
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suggesting here that the ground of friendship is a 
form of identification with another. One includes 
the other in one’s understanding of oneself in a 
manner that makes the suffering of the other a 
matter of concern and urgency.  One cannot be a 
friend and be indifferent to the other’s suffering.

Second, according to Tulasidasa, friendship 
implies mutual ethical responsibilities. Friends 
feel morally responsible for each other and are 
committed to each other’s moral wellbeing.  
Friends care about each other’s ethical health.  

Third, friendship is a relationship of mutual 
trust; it excludes suspicion about the other’s 
motivation. He illustrates his understanding of the 
meaning of trust in friendship by explaining that 
a friend only speaks publicly about the virtues of 
the other. Trust means freedom from the desire to 
humiliate or demean. 

Fourth, friendship is generosity. Friends 
give and receive without anxiety.   The anxiety 
mentioned here is the fear that one will not receive 
equal value for what is given. In friendship, there 
are times when one may give more and receive 
less, or when one may receive more and give 
less, but friends do not keep records of what is 
given and received.  Record keeping signifies 
a different kind of relationship. For Tulasidasa, 
therefore, friendship signifies a relationship 
infused with compassion, ethical obligations, 
trust and generosity. 

The Promises and Challenges 
of Interreligious Friendships: 
Gandhi and C.F. Andrews

If we employ this fourfold characterization 
of friendship by Tulasidasa, how does it illumine 
our understanding of the promises and challenges 
of friendships across religious traditions? Let us 
again consider each one in turn.  We will also 
examine Tulasidasa’s four characteristics in the 
light of the friendship between Mahatma Gandhi 
(1869-1948), and his closest Christian friend, 
Charles Freer Andrews (1871-1940). 

Andrews was the son of a Christian 
minister belonging to the Catholic Apostolic 

Church, but later joined the Church of England. 
He was ordained as a priest in 1897 and moved 
to Delhi, India in 1904 to teach at St. Stephen’s 
College. In 1914, Andrews responded to a call 
from the Indian nationalist leader, Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale for volunteers to help Gandhi in his 
struggle on behalf of Indian indentured laborers 
in South Africa. From 1914, until his death in 
1940 Andrews worked closely with Gandhi in 
the Indian independence movement and in the 
service of India. He was perhaps Gandhi’s closest 
friend and certainly the only person to call the 
Mahatma by his first name “Mohan.”  Gandhi, 
in turn, addressed him as “Charlie.”  Their 
friendship blossomed quickly and remains an 
illuminating example of a relationship across 
religious traditions. Andrews spent one month 
with Gandhi in South Africa. His note to Gandhi 
after his departure speaks for itself about the 
depth of their relationship.

It was so like you to be occupied in dear 
acts of service for my voyage. I didn’t 
quite know how much you had learnt to 
love me till that morning when you put 
your hand on my shoulder and spoke of 
the loneliness that there would be to you 
when I was gone. When I saw you on 
the wharf, standing with hands raised in 
benediction, I knew, as I had not known, 
even in Pretoria, how very, very dear you 
have become to me. 2

Shared Identity
Compassion as a quality of a human 

relationship is grounded in a discernment of a 
shared identity or the ability to see oneself in 
another. This opens up the possibility of sharing 
the suffering and joy of the other.  In the case of 
religious traditions, this shared identity consists 
often in the sense of belonging to a community 
that is defined by allegiance to a person, specific 
doctrines or rituals. Boundaries are forged from 
shared doctrines or loyalty to founder/teacher. 
We identify strongly with those sharing this 
identity, speak out when we feel that their rights 
are infringed and empathize with their suffering 
and successes. We are not always as attentive 
and responsive to the condition of those who we 

2 Cited in  David McI. Gracie ed. Gandhi and Charlie: 
The Story of a Friendship. Massachusetts: Cowley 
Publications, 1989, p. 41.

Friendship is the overcoming of 
alienation and estrangement from 

others through the recognition 
of one’s own Self, the infinite 

brahman, in the other
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define, theologically or otherwise, as being outside 
the boundaries of our community of identity.  

 In the case of friendship across religious 
traditions, common doctrine and ritual may not 
be sources for a shared identity that enable the 
flourishing of identification with others. If caring for 
the other is a vital feature of interreligious friendships, 
the elements of our shared identity that enable its 
flourishing will have to be identified and affirmed.  
In interreligious relationships, identity with others 
cannot be contingent on common doctrine or shared 
rituals or on a change in the other’s identity or self-
understanding. The shared identity that we affirm 
must allow the other the freedom to be different. 

In the case of the Hindu tradition, the ground 
of identity with a person of another religious 
tradition is the equal and identical existence of the 
Infinite one in all. One recognizes oneself in the 
other. Shared doctrines and rituals foster community 
and friendship, but there is an inclusive identity that 
disposes us positively to the other, overcomes the 
idea of the other as a stranger and inspires us to form 
relationships of friendship. The important question 
that must engage us all is the following: Why is the 
person of another religious tradition important and 
valuable to me?  Why should I extend to him or 
her, the embrace of friendship?  What is the shared 
identity that includes him?

Gandhi and Andrews differed considerably 
in background and training.  Andrews was British 
and belonged to the nation that exercised imperial 
rule over India. Gandhi was Indian and led a 
struggle against British rule in India. Andrews was 
Christian; Gandhi was Hindu. Andrews was trained 
for the Christian ministry; Gandhi was educated as 
a lawyer.  Gandhi’s opening words in an article that 
he wrote after Andrew’s death provide insight about 
their attraction to each other.

Nobody, probably, knew Charlie Andrews as 
well as I did. When we met in South Africa 
we simply met as brothers and remained 
as such to the end.  It was not a friendship 
between an Englishman and an Indian. It was 

an unbreakable bond between two seekers 
and servants.”3

Gandhi and Andrews were both deeply 
committed to their respective religious traditions 
and their primary motivation in life was religious. 
They saw in each other, however, an earnest fellow 
seeker after God. For Gandhi, God or Truth is 
always beyond full human comprehension and our 
understanding is ever evolving.

If we had attained the full vision of Truth, we 
would no longer be mere seekers, but have 
become one with God, for Truth is God. But 
being only seekers, we prosecute our quest, 
and are conscious of our imperfection. And 
if we are imperfect ourselves, religion as 
conceived by us must also be imperfect.  We 
have not realized religion in its perfection, 
even as we have not realized God. Religion 
of our conception, being thus imperfect, is 
always subject to a process of evolution. 4

Gandhi thought of himself as an earnest 
seeker, searching out fellow seekers in all traditions, 
learning from them and seeing with greater clarity 
his own errors. This is what drove him to seek 
friends across religious boundaries. 

Andrews’ journey to India helped him to see 
the limits of his theology, to discern God in the 
teachings and practices of Hindus and to be open to 
the wisdom of the Hinduism. 

The world’s great religious literature has 
now been opened to our gaze, and we find 
that this inner vision and these supreme 
moments of exaltation are not confined 
within the boundaries of Christendom. It 
is impossible, for instance, to read the vital 
spiritual experiences told by men and women 
in India, especially the religious folk-songs 
of the peasant mystics, without coming to 
that conclusion.5

 The shared quality of openness to deeper 
understandings of religious truth was complimented 
by a deep concern on the part of both men to live 
their lives as servants of the poor and the oppressed. 

3 Cited in K.L. Seshagiri Rao. Mahatma Gandhi and C.F. 
Andrews. Patiala: Punjabi University, 1969, p. 11.

4 Mahatma Gandhi. All Men Are Brothers. New York: 
Continuum, 2001, p. 61.

5 Mahatma Gandhi and C.F. Andrews, p. 64.
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This is what first attracted him to Gandhi when 
he learned of Gandhi’s work in South Africa.  
Andrews had the experience of serving industrial 
workers in the slums of London.  He saw Christ 
in the suffering Indians in South Africa and in 
the untouchables of India.  For Gandhi, whose 
ultimate aim in life was to know God, a life of 
service was indispensable.  One finds God by 
seeing God in creation and becoming one with 
it. This is possible only through service. “I am 
endeavouring to see God through service of 
humanity,” wrote Gandhi, for I know that God is 
neither in heaven, nor down below, but in every 
one.”6

Gandhi and Andrews remained rooted 
in their respective religious traditions, but the 
quality of religious seeking inspired them to cross 
boundaries. They recognized that the Truth they 
sought was always greater than the traditions to 
which they belonged and they sought to learn 
from each other. They were united also in the 
conviction that the God they served lived in all 
beings and in creation and that love for God 
must find expression in life as a servant. Gandhi 
gave his friend the affectionate title, dinabandhu 
(friend of the poor). A deep yearning for God and a 
commitment to the poor and oppressed drew them 
to each other and provided the common ground 
for their friendship.   Gandhi and Andrews shared 
a deep value for the common humanity of the poor 
and this was inseparable from the discernment of 
their own shared humanity as seekers after God. 
Gandhi and Andrews discovered their common 
humanity and shared identity by recognizing in 
one another the earnest seeker and the servant 
of the poor. This found expression in a profound 
care for each other.

Ethical Obligations 
The ethical dimension of interreligious 

friendship is perhaps its most difficult and 
challenging, but it is also the one that saves such 
a relationship from superficiality and relativism. 
It reminds us that interreligious friendships do 
not require that we dispose of our deepest values 
and the theological commitments that serve as 
our norms for decision-making. The nature and 
sources of our ethical criteria must be explicitly 
articulated and we cannot entirely avoid 
conversations about justice/injustice, oppression/
liberation, and caste/racism. Interreligious 

6 All Men Are Brothers, p. 34.

friendships allow us to be questioned and to 
question our practice and understanding of ethical 
obligations.  Identity with the other is deepened 
when it permits such mutual questioning and 
opens up the possibility for ethical growth and 
transformation.

The growth and maturity of an interreligious 
friendship into one in which each enjoys the 
liberty to critically question and disagree with the 
other is powerfully exemplified in the Gandhi-
Andrews relationship.  Gandhi expected his 
Christian friends to be critical of him. In a letter 
to Horace Alexander, a friend and colleague with 
Gandhi and Andrews, Gandhi implored him to 
“criticize me as frankly and fearlessly as Charlie 
used to do.”7 He concluded a letter to Andrew, 
one in which he disagreed with Andrews, with 
the following words.

Instead of a letter, I have inflicted upon 
you what may almost read like an essay. 
But it was necessary that you should know 
what is passing in my mind at the present 
moment. You may now pronounce your 
judgment and mercilessly tear my ideas to 
pieces where you find them to be wrong.8

Andrews and Gandhi disagreed publicly 
on several significant issues.  Andrews was 
opposed to Gandhi’s vow of celibacy. He did 
not think it should be prescribed for everyone 
joining the ashram community. For Gandhi, it 
was essential to his life of religious seeking and 
his commitment to the service of India. Andrews 
felt that Gandhi’s efforts to enlist Indians to fight 
on behalf of the Allied cause in the First World 
War betrayed his emphasis on non-violence as 
a moral force. Gandhi, in his turn, argued that 
one who lacked the ability to use force, cannot 
claim to be non-violent.  Andrews argued with 
Gandhi about his tactic of setting fire to imported 
clothing, claiming that it created the conditions 

7 Gandhi and Charlie, p. 3.
8 Ibid., p. 61. Italics mine. 
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for violence.  Gandhi saw it as a necessary part 
of his emphasis on using locally made cloth and 
developing economic self-sufficiency.  Gandhi’s 
response to Andrew’s stinging criticism speaks 
to the trust established between them both.  “It is 
so like him,” wrote Gandhi. “Whenever he feels 
hurt over anything I have done-and this is by no 
means the first of such occasions – he deluges me 
with letters without waiting for an answer. For 
it is love speaking to love, not arguing.  And so it 
has been over the burning of foreign clothes.”9 
Their profound loving friendship enabled them to 
be critical of each other’s choices and saved their 
relationship from dogmatism and superficiality.   A 
secure interreligious friendship that allows such 
critical interrogation is rare, and such rarity certainly 
points to one of the challenges. It certainly requires 
humility and, in the case of Gandhi and Andrews, a 
sense that the journey to God is an ongoing process. 
They were influential leaders, but deeply conscious 
of their limits as human beings. 

Mutual Trust
Tulasidasa’s explication of mutual trust as 

implying that one speaks in public only about the 
virtues of the other is significant for interreligious 
friendship.  It makes us aware of our proclivity to 
speak of our own traditions in the ideal, to ignore 
the gulf between ideal and reality, but to speak 
loudly about the “realities” of other traditions. The 
historical expressions of all our traditions, however, 
leave much to be desired.  In his concluding 
address to the World’s Parliament of Religions (27 
September, 1893), Swami Vivekananda reminded his 
listeners that the interreligious gathering proved that 
“holiness, purity, and charity are not the exclusive 
possessions of any church in the world, and that 
every system has produced men and women of the 
most exalted character.” In interreligious friendships, 
we grow in appreciation of the complexity of other 
traditions and understand their deepest aspirations. 
We are careful in our public utterances about persons 

9  Ibid, p. 97-98. Italics mine.

of other traditions, extending to them the same 
charitable considerations that we wish extended to 
us. The face of our friend is always before us and we 
learn to speak the same in absence as in presence.  
When trust is not established, public criticism of 
another tradition will be heard as demonization.

Gandhi seems to interpret the meaning of 
mutual trust in interreligious relationships in a 
manner different from Tulasidas. Gandhi does not 
rule out public criticism of other traditions and of his 
own tradition, but believed that the right to criticize 
another tradition had to be earned. One had to first 
befriend the other, and to show reverence for all that 
is good in the other tradition.  In one of his well-
known statements, Gandhi spoke of the “duty of every 
cultured man or woman to read sympathetically the 
scriptures of the world. If we are to respect others’ 
religions, as we would have them respect our own, 
a friendly study of the world’s religions is a sacred 
duty.”10 One should seek understanding of other 
traditions by pondering the writings of those who 
are practitioners of those traditions.

There is one rule….which should always 
be kept in mind while studying all great 
religions, and that is that one should study 
them only through the writings of votaries of 
the respective religions. For instance, if one 
wants to study the Bhagavat, one should do 
so not through a translation of it made by a 
hostile critic, but one prepared by a lover of 
the Bhagavat.11 

Gandhi was writing these words at a time when, 
other than Hindu practitioners, missionaries with a 
proselytizing agenda produced most of the studies 
on the tradition. Today, we have a vast body of work 
from scholars who do not share this agenda and that 
are very useful for our understanding of the tradition. 
But Gandhi’s point is valid. The voices of those 
who live the tradition must inform significantly our 
understanding.

Andrews earned the trust and friendship 
of Gandhi and Hindus by his earnest efforts to 
understand the tradition and to enter into its spirit.  
He felt that it was his Christian obligation to search 
out the wisdom of Hinduism and he sought to 
share with fellow Christians its spiritual richness.  
At the same time, Andrews was well aware of the 

10 Shriman Narayan, The Voice of Truth. Ahmedabad: The 
Navajivan Trust, 1969, p. 267.

11 M.K Gandhi. All Religions are True. ed. A. T. Hingorani 
(Mumbai: Bharatiya  Vidya Bhavan, 1962, p. 231.
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oppressive practices and structures that were 
present in Hindu society and he was outspoken 
about these. He cooperated closely with Gandhi 
for the removal of untouchability. He commended 
the work of reform movements within Hinduism 
such as the Arya Samaj and Brahmo Samaj.  

Andrews spoke strongly against Christian 
missionaries who emphasized only the historical 
flaws of the tradition and not its spiritual riches. 
He repudiated a British author who wrote of 
Hinduism as a disease. 

Those of us who have lived among the 
Hindus and have witnessed the deep 
sincerity of their religious life, especially 
that of the women in the household, can 
do nothing but writhe at the insults which 
she pours upon the Hindu faith as though 
it were one of the most obscene things 
on earth. Her object seems to be to exalt 
the special virtues of the British. She tries 
to do this in such a way as to afford to 
a certain type of Englishman or women 
a secret satisfaction at the contrast with 
his own ideals and make him say within 
himself, like the Pharisee of old: ‘God I 
thank Thee that I am not as the other men 
are, or even as this Hindu.”12

 
Andrews and Gandhi crossed what Diana 

Eck refers to as the “terra incognita on the map 
of interreligious dialogue.”13 Their friendship 
and trust created a safe space for mutual 
questioning and criticism. In fact, Andrews is a 
truly remarkable example of a Christian who was 
embraced as a friend by the Hindu tradition and 
whose criticism was understood as springing from 
an unambiguous love for Hindu and Hinduism.  
His friendship was transparent.  Gandhi and 
Hindus did not suspect a hidden agenda. 

Generosity
Generosity is the mutuality of giving and 

receiving. Interreligious friendships cannot grow 
and flourish if one thinks of oneself as having 
everything to give and nothing to receive. The 
generosity of giving must be complemented 
by the humility and openness of receiving.  It 
seems difficult to enter into deep friendship 

12 Cited in Mahatma Gandhi and C.F. Andrews, p.44.
13 Diana Eck. Encountering God. Boston: Beacon Press, 

1993, p. 223.

with someone of another tradition whose 
theological conclusions permitted only a one-
way conversation and whose relationship is 
determined a priori by theological positions and 
not by encounters with practitioners. Andrews 
saw clearly that Christian missionaries went out 
to India only to give and without any thought of 
receiving. They sought the worst in the tradition 
and not the best.  On his part, Andrews entered 
the world of Hinduism not blindly, but as a 
reverential seeker and he imbibed deeply from its 
nourishing spirituality.

His religious life was deepened and enriched 
by his study of Hinduism and his friendship 
with Gandhi.  His understanding of God, prior 
to this encounter, emphasized the nature of God 
as Creator and Ruler, existing outside of creation 
and inviting awe. “But when I went deep into 
the heart of India,” wrote Andrews, “I found the 
whole emphasis to be laid on the realization of 
God inwardly and spiritually within the soul. 
There was no less awe than in the West, but it was 
more of an inward character…..This, when fully 
grasped brought me nearer to Saint John’s gospel 
than the ordinary Western teaching. It meant 
that not only Christ could say, “I and my Father 
are one,” but that we, as God’s children, in all 
reverence, could say this also.”14 His friendship 
with the Hindu tradition opened new windows of 
understanding into his own.

Gandhi’s own deep learning from 
Christianity is well known. The Sermon on the 
Mount moved him and he described Jesus as the 
“Prince of satyagrahis.” It was the Sermon on the 
Mount, he claimed, that truly awoke him to the 
value of non-violent resistance. He acknowledged 
the influence of Jesus on him and commended 
him, in remarkable words, to other Hindus. 

Jesus occupies in my heart the place of 
one of the greatest teachers who have 
made a considerable influence on my life.  
Leave the Christians alone for the present. 
I shall say to the Hindus that your lives 
will be incomplete unless you reverently 
study the teachings of Jesus. 15

Gandhi’s openness to entering into friendships 
with persons of other faiths was the expression 

14 Gandhi and Charlie, p. 19-20.
15 M. K. Gandhi. The Message of Jesus Chris. Bombay: 

Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1963, p. 42.



113

of his desire, as he famously put it, not to live in a 
house “walled in on all sides and my windows and 
doors to be stuffed. I want the cultures of all lands to 
be blown about my house as freely as possible. Mine 
is not a religion of the prison-house.“ 

There is no doubt that Gandhi’s friendship with 
Andrews deepened his appreciation for Christianity. 
He spoke of Andrews as a rishi (holy sage), one of 
the highest Hindu titles conferred upon a human 
being. He used the example of his friend to implore 
Indians not to hate the British. “As long as there is 
even one Andrews among the British people,” wrote 
Gandhi, “we must, for the sake of such as one, bear 
no hatred to them.”

The Risks of Friendship
Interreligious friendships, as the relationship 

between Gandhi and Andrews demonstrates, are 
not without risks. In the case of Gandhi, he had to 
deal with the accusation that his friend’s influence 
on him was too strong, especially in the matter of 
advocating on behalf of the untouchables.  Gandhi’s 
sensitivity to this criticism could be discerned 
easily in a letter he wrote to Andrews in response 
to Andrew’s prodding that he make this work his 
central purpose in life. 

You are thinking as an Englishman. I must 
not keep one thing from you. The Gujarati 
is endeavouring to weaken my proposition 
on the question by saying that I have been 
influenced by you in this matter, meaning 
thereby that I am not speaking as a Hindu 
but as one having been spoiled by being 
under your Christian influence. This is all 
rotten, I know. I began this work in South 
Africa before I ever heard of you and I was 
conscious of the sin of untouchability before 
I came under other Christian influences in 
South Africa. 16

On Andrew’s side, he had to deal with the 
condemnation of the white South Africans for his 
friendship with Gandhi and, on one occasion, bending 

16 Gandhi and Charlie, p. 138.

to touch Gandhi’s feet.  He faced opposition because 
of his association with the Arya Samaj, a reformist 
Hindu movement that was opposed to Christian 
proselytization.  Fellow Christians questioned his 
commitment and loyalty to Christianity. 

Underlying the accusations directed at Gandhi 
and Andrews is the fear that such deep friendships 
across traditions will diminish one’s commitment 
and faithfulness to one’s own. Gandhi was very well 
aware of this fear and spoke to it.

Let no one, even for a moment, entertain the 
fear that a reverent study of other religions is 
likely to weaken or shake one’s faith in one’s 
own.17

It is not that Gandhi held the Hindu tradition to be 
perfect. Far from such a view, he professed that his 
religion bore all the marks of human imperfection. 
He likened his relationship with Hinduism to his 
relationship with his wife, who moves him, despite 
her faults, like no other woman does.  With her, he 
shares an indissoluble bond.

Division on Conversion
On the matter of conversion, one of the 

most contentious issues between Hindus and 
Christians in India, these two friends remained 
divided. Andrews was certainly not a missionary 
in the traditional sense.  He repudiated conversion 
programs and material rewards to induce 
conversion. He shared with Gandhi a belief that 
one’s life speaks for one’s tradition more than 
words or preaching. Gandhi appreciated that 
attempts to convert him to Christianity never 
intruded on their friendship. He made special 
mention of this quality of their relationship in an 
address to Christian missionaries.

If I want a pattern of the ideal missionary, 
I should instance C.F. Andrews.  If he were 
here, he would blush for what I want to say. 
I believe that he is today truer, broader, and 
better for his toleration of the other principal 
religions of the world. He never speaks with 
me about conversion to Christianity though 
we are closest friends. I have many friends, 
but the friendship between Charlie Andrews 
and myself is especially deep. 18

17 M.K. Gandhi. All Religions Are True, p. 22.
18 Ibid., p. 175. Italics mine. 
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Yet, unlike Gandhi, Andrews believed that 
conversion from one tradition to another should 
be possible. It meant for him the seeking of 
baptism in the Christian Church following an 
inner spiritual experience. 

“….if conversion meant the denial of any 
living truth in one’s own religion, then we 
must have nothing to do with it. But it is 
rather the discovery of a new and glorious 
truth for which one would sacrifice one’s 
life. It does mean also, very often, passing 
from one fellowship to another and this 
should never be done lightly. 19

Gandhi has commented extensively on 
the matter of conversion and his view must be 
seen in the context of colonial India where the 
Christian tradition was an ally of the exploitative 
British Empire.  In general, he was opposed to all 
conversion. A person, in Gandhi’s view, should 
adhere to his religion, not because he considers it  
to be the best among all religions, but because he 
can transform it by learning from other traditions 
and help it to grow towards a fuller understanding 
of truth by the enrichment of other traditions.  
This is the substance of his famous lines.

So, we can pray, if we are Hindus, not that 
a Christian should become a Hindu; or if 
we are Mussalmans, not that a Hindu or 
Christian should become a Mussalman; 
nor should we even secretly pray that 
anyone should be converted; but our 
inmost prayer should be that a Hindu 
should be a better Hindu, a Muslim a 
better Muslim and a Christian a better 
Christian.”20

It is clear that any obsessive and persistent 
efforts to convert the other in a relationship of 
interreligious friendship would not have Gandhi’s 
approval.  At the same time, he welcomed the 
influence that friends of different traditions 
have on each other through the power of their 
traditions in their lives. He compared this often 
to the fragrance of a rose.

The rose irresistibly draws people to itself 
and the scent remains with them. Even so, 

19 Mahatma Gandhi and C. F. Andrews, p. 54.
20 The Message of Jesus Christ, p. 52.

the aroma of Christianity is subtler even 
than that of the rose and should, therefore, 
be imparted in an even quieter, and more 
imperceptible manner, if possible. 21

Faith is not imparted like secular subjects. 
It is given through the language of the 
heart. If a man has a living faith in him, 
it spreads its aroma like a rose its scent. 
Because of its invisibility, the extent of 
its influence is far wider than that of the 
visible beauty of the colour of the petals.22

The issue of interreligious friendship and 
conversion continues to be within the Hindu 
community. In 2009, Hinduism Today, an 
international Hindu newspaper, published an 
article by a correspondent from Malaysia on the 
practice of what is characterized as “friendship 
evangelism.”23  Maruthu Dharmalingam 
described his experiences as a medical student in 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, after he lost his mother 
and was befriended by a Christian upperclassman. 
After his trust was gained through various acts of 
kindness, Dharmalingam was invited 

to various Christian gatherings, and to a 
family celebration of Christmas.

After Christmas day, I received a gift from 
the family. “This is a special gift. Do not 
open it until you are back home in Kuala 
Lumpur.” It was a Christian Bible. It had 
a cover letter that I remember to this day. 
It read, “You are saved only by accepting 
Jesus Christ as your personal savior. They 
say your sins are washed away by taking 
a dip in the Ganges. No. There is no truth 
in Hindu religion. Jesus Christ died for 
our sins, you must accept him personally, 
too!”

Hinduism Today went on to highlight the 
employment of interreligious friendship as part 
of a strategic drive to convert. None of these 
recommended activities, from a document 
produced by the International Student Ministry, 
would be problematic if they were not strategically 
conceived as part of a mission program.

21 Ibid., p.63.
22 Ibid., p.61.
23 http://www.hinduismtoday.com/modules/

smartsection/item.php?itemid=5031. 
Accessed 15 December 2012.



115

As a student group, we encourage our 
members to be a part of the Hindu student 
club on campus. Together we go to their 
festivals and parties. We also attend 
important community functions like dance 
recitals and Diwali. In these ways, we 
connect to the culture and have a natural 
meeting place to develop friendships with 
Hindus.... Once the friendships are formed, 
it is important to train students to go deeper 
in friendships and really get to know one 
another through giving to and receiving from 
our Hindu friends.

Such instrumentalization of friendship in the 
interest of conversion undermines trust and leads 
to cynicism and suspicion.  Trust, as we noted in 
the relationship between Gandhi and Andrews, 
is a vital component of interreligious friendship. 
Interreligious friendships will not germinate and 
flourish in soil saturated with mistrust about mutual 
intentions. 

Problematizing Friendship in the Hindu 
Tradition

 Gandhi’s attitude to friendship, while 
personal in many respects, also reflects some of the 
broader features of the tradition. The Hindu tradition 
is a very diverse family of traditions, reflecting the 
cultural, historical and geographical diversity of 
the Indian sub-continent and, in more recent times, 
the experiences of Hindu communities across our 
world. These traditions are decentralized and do not 
have the central authoritative institutions of other 
religions.  Although there are shared beliefs and 
similar religious practices, these are not required. 
Formal membership in a religious community is 
not a criterion for Hindu identity and notions of 
heresy or excommunication are inappropriate. 
Religious boundaries are porous and fluid. There is 
no persistent and widespread negativization of the 
fact of religious diversity and no systematic effort 
at homogenization. Hindus tend, on the whole, to 
see religious diversity as naturally reflecting the 
diversity of human nature and experience. 

The decentralization of the tradition and 
the significant intra-religious diversity mean that 
there are fewer doctrinal obstacles to interreligious 
friendships. Doctrines evolved, such as the teaching 
about the ishtadeva (the chosen God), and the 
manyness of the names and forms of God, that 
disposed Hindus to see the God worshipped in 

another community in a positive light and as a 
different understanding of the One God. Such 
attitudes to other religious communities facilitate 
friendships and lower theological barriers.

Although theological considerations are not 
significant obstacles to friendships across traditions, 
caste identity certainly acts as a barrier and caste 
practices are often legitimized by interpretations 
of religious teaching.  Caste attitudes and practices 
are changing in contemporary India under the 
circumstances of urbanization, economic growth 
and legislation to abolish discrimination. Yet, 
long established customs persist and several of 
the traditional features of caste militate against 
friendships across traditions. Caste identity 
informed one’s social groups, the community with 
which one shared meals, marriage partners and 
one’s choice of work. It prohibited contact with 
those who were seen as outside of the fourfold caste 
structure and regarded such physical association as 
polluting. This resulted in the stigmatization and the 
shunning of those considered to be untouchables. 

This matter is still relevant because of the fact 
that a significant number of those who convert to 
Christianity, Buddhism and Islam come from the so-
called untouchable communities.  It is a well-know 
fact also that conversion does not guarantee freedom 
from caste labels and stigmatization continues 
with membership in a new religious community. 
The impact of caste identity on relationships 
between Hindus and members of these religions in 
contemporary India needs to be studied. The role of 
caste in the formation of interreligious friendships 
in contemporary India needs to be studied. In Hindu 
communities outside of India, caste considerations 
are less significant and less likely to deter 
interreligious friendships.

Along with caste considerations, contemporary 
India has witnessed the rise of the Hindu nationalist 
ideology of Hindutva. This ideology was articulated 
most succinctly by Vinayak Damodar Savarkar 
(1833-1966) in his influential book, Hindutva. He 
contended that Hindus were the original people 
of India and constituted a single nation and race 
with a common origin and blood. Savarkar defined 
a Hindu as one who considers India his holy land 

There is a real fear that deep 
friendships across traditions will 
diminish one’s commitment and 

faithfulness to one’s own
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and ancestral homeland.  Hindutva (Hinduness) 
includes religion (Hinduism), but also the wider 
historical, racial, and cultural factors constituting 
the Hindu nation. Savarkar’s definition of 
Hindu and Hinduness includes Jains, Sikhs 
and South Asian Buddhists, but excludes East 
Asian Buddhists, Western converts to Hinduism, 
and, most importantly, Indian Muslims and 
Christians. For him, the latter are essentially 
alien communities in India. Hindutva emphasizes 
the differences between Hindus and members 
of these traditions and has contributed to an 
atmosphere of mistrust and suspicion.  Its effect 
on interreligious relations needs further study. It 
is a powerful example of the impact of politics 
on relationships between religious communities.

Concluding Thoughts
Gandhi embodied the best possibilities for 

interreligious friendships offered in the Hindu 
tradition, but he had to struggle against some 
of its constraints. It is well known that his caste 
community denied him permission to journey to 
London to study law, for fear that it is not possible 
to observe caste rules in a foreign country.  He 
persisted against their wishes and was expelled.  
In India, he formed an ashram community 
that that included so-called untouchables and 
members of India’s religious minorities.  

  Gandhi and Andrews shared a rare 
and remarkable friendship. They recognized 
in each other a deep yearning for God and a 
commitment to the service of the suffering.  The 
love, trust, sharing, and critical questioning 
that their relationship exemplified are vital 
for understanding meaningful relations across 
religious frontiers and instructive as we ponder 
the challenges of such relationships. 

I started this essay by noting that friendship, 
in the Hindu worldview, is the ideal towards 
which we must aspire in all relationships. A 
person who realizes the ideal of friendship 
overcomes the dualism of friend and enemy and 
sees all beings with the vision of friendship. 
Gandhi reached for this ideal in his relationships 
even with those against whom he struggled.  It 
is well known that he made a pair of sandals for 
General Jan Smuts who imprisoned him in South 
Africa.  He wrote polite letters to his adversaries, 
including Lord Irwin, the Viceroy of India and 
signed such letters with the words. “Your friend, 
M.K. Gandhi.”

Interreligious friendship is a particular 

expression of this universal ideal of friendship 
between human beings. It is made possible by 
the universal ideal of friendship that enables 
us, in the first instance, to reach out to human 
beings across constructed boundaries.  As a 
particular relationship, it has its own potential 
and challenges arising, in part, from differences 
in doctrine and ritual. Gandhi and Andrews help 
us to see, powerfully, that religious difference is 
not, in and of itself, a barrier to such relationships. 

They remind us that such friendships do not occur 
between traditions, but between human beings 
with different visions of truth. The challenge 
of interreligious friendship is no small one, 
but is made possible when such relationships 
are nourished in the fertile soil of mutual trust, 
identity with the other, generosity, and freedom to 
question and be questioned. There are, as we have 
seen, risks in such friendships, but the Gandhi-
Andrews relationship is a resounding “yes” to 
interreligious friendship and an invitation to 
share its rich possibilities.  I conclude with the 
words of Charles Andrews summing up what his 
friend meant to him.

Our hearts met from the first moment we 
saw one another and they have remained 
united by the strongest ties of love ever 
since. To be with him was an inspiration 
which awakened all that was best in me 
and gave me a high courage, enkindled 
and enlightened by his own.24

24 C.F. Andrews. What I Owe to Christ. New York: 
Abingdon Press, 1932, p. 222-23.

Friendship is the relationship that 
allows us to breathe in the fragrance 

of each other’s religious lives
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Practical Suggestions
1. Interreligious friendships are not possible 

without the existence of religious 
differences.  An attitude to other religions 
that problematizes the fact of religious 
difference and devotes itself to the ideal 
of homogenization is not conducive to the 
formation of interreligious friendships. 
We need to promote a culture that values 
commitment to faith traditions while 
promoting the sharing of wisdom across 
traditions and a value and respect for 
religious diversity. Diversity is not a problem 
to be overcome and our discourse about 
religious diversity should never be framed in 
these terms. 

2. The deep meaning and value of human 
friendship is exploited and trivialized 
when it is employed as a part of a strategic 
plan to proselytize and win converts. Such 
instrumentalization of friendship causes 
mistrust and suspicion and leads to the 
construction of defensive barriers. Friendship 
should not be used as a ploy in a program of 
conversion. 

3. Friendship is meaningful when the 
relationship is informed by a willingness 
to receive and to give, to teach and to be 
taught. The mutuality of giving and receiving 
in friendship is possible only when friends 
are willing to profess their distinctive 
understandings of truth, but to admit also that 
truth exceeds all finite human formulations 
and expressions. We need, like Mahatma 
Gandhi and Charles Andrews, to recognize 
that truth is not limited by the boundaries 
of our traditions and may be discovered in 
deeper ways through friendships with persons 
of other religions. 

4. The understanding of our neighbors of 
other faiths is an important need in our 
contemporary context of life in religiously 
diverse communities.  The religious traditions 
of our neighbors are embodied in their lives 
and entering into friendships with them 
deepens our understanding of their tradition 
and its meaning for them. Opportunities and 
spaces for such friendships must be welcome 
and encouraged.

5. Interreligious friendships must not mean 
that we conceal our core theological 
commitments and values. Mature friendships 
allow us to question and to be questioned, 
avoiding superficiality and dogmatism. 
This is the ideal that we recommend, but 
recognize that such a relationship requires 
profound trust that is not always immediate.  
Like all other meaningful relationships, 
interreligious friendships require effort and 
commitment and their demands must not 
be underestimated. The models that we 
recommend should reflect the honesty of 
mutual questioning and criticism.

6. Theological learning and sharing nourish 
interreligious friendships. These relationships 
also grower stronger and more meaningful 
through shared commitments to justice 
and the service of the oppressed and 
disadvantaged. Such commitments give 
meaning to friendship and are especially 
important in the context of our shared 
communities. 

7. Although the theological barriers to 
interreligious friendships are lower in the 
Hindu tradition, there are other barriers. 
Caste and Hindu nationalist ideology are 
examples of such problems. Our discussion 
of theological issues cannot be separate from 
the social and political realities that also 
affect human relationships across traditions. 
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Abstract
Maria Reis Habito and Ruben L.F. Habito argue that while spiritual friendship 
within one’s own religious community is of the utmost importance in deepening 
one’s understanding of the ultimate purpose of life and putting that understanding 
into practice, friendship outside of one’s tradition may serve more powerfully in this 
regard by shedding light on the understanding of oneself and one’s own religious 
tradition, as it does on one’s understanding of the Religious Other.  Habito posits that 
friendship across traditions, in order to be deeply transformative, requires a grasp 
of or feeling, to some extent, for the liturgical language of the other.  Attempting to 
become more familiar with the language of the Religious Other is a sign of the depth 
of engagement one is willing to undertake for the sake of friendship across traditions.  
The paper focuses on the Sanskrit expression for good friendship, translated as 
“spiritual friendship” which she distinguishes from all other sorts of friendships by 
highlighting the basis and essence of this friendship as a shared spiritual aspiration, 
path and experience.  Further, the Buddha explains that he, the Buddha himself is 
the Good Friend.  Habito affirms that relying on the Buddha as a spiritual friend and 
teacher per se is the whole of the spiritual life, but advances this concept further 
by highlighting the importance of spiritual friendship among equals.  Spiritual 
friendship is not a first stage that is left behind when the next stage is arrived at, but 
the continuous condition which makes progression on the path possible.  Habito and 
Habito argue that a spiritual friend from outside of the tradition can help and inspire 
us to lead a more authentic and ethical life, to deepen our understanding on spiritual 
matters, to bring energy and determination to our practice, and to develop wisdom. 



Friendship Across Traditions: 
Buddhist Perspectives
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Introductory:  An Experience of Interreligious 
Friendship1

In a crucial scriptural passage to be taken 
up later in this paper, the Buddha told his chief 
attendant, Ananda that spiritual friendship is not 
half, but the whole of the spiritual life. In my own 
case, nothing could serve as a better argument for 
the validity of the Buddha’s affirmation of the 
importance of religious friendship than my own 
life-experience of it. In this paper, I make the 
case that spiritual friendship within one’s own 
religious community is certainly of the utmost 
importance in deepening one’s understanding 
of the ultimate purpose of life and putting that 
understanding into practice. That being said, I 
also would like to argue that  friendship outside 
of one’s tradition serves in an even more powerful 
way in this regard, because it sheds clearer light 
on the understanding of oneself and one’s own 
religious tradition, as it does the same on one’s 
understanding of the Religious Other.  

Friendship with the Religious Other starts 
from an encounter, and as introduction to my 
paper I would like to share some vignettes of my 
own encounter with religious others, which were 
transformative in ways that were different from 
encounters and friendships with persons from the 
Catholic tradition in which I was raised. 

My self-understanding and outlook on life 
derive both from my upbringing in the Catholic 
religious tradition that I continue to embrace, 
as well as from my encounter with a Buddhist 
Master at age twenty, with whom I took refuge 
in 1983. My subsequent immersion in the study 
of Buddhist scriptures on the one hand and the 
practice of Zen meditation on the other, including 
my becoming appointed assistant Zen teacher in 
the Sanbokyodan lineage in 2009, have confirmed 
me on the Buddhist path through the years. This 
is so even as I continued to value and uphold 
my Christian practice and regular attendance at 
Catholic liturgy.  

My first encounter with Buddhism 
happened in 1978, when I was fresh out of High 
school on a 3 week trip through Taiwan, guided 
by Father Joseph Wang, a Catholic priest and 
family friend, and in the company of my mother 
and aunt.  One of the abiding impressions of my 

1 The initial draft of this paper was written by Maria, 
and subsequently revised and supplemented by Ruben, 
with Maria’s concurrence. The singular first person 
is Maria’s voice, and the “we” statements reflect our 
voice together in unison. 

first trip to Taiwan was a meeting with a Buddhist 
nun, a friend of Father Joseph.  She had made a 
vow to stay in her room for 12 years to meditate, 
and to only eat what people would bring her 
during that time.  Her retreat had recently 
ended, and as we walked up the hill towards her 
small house, my mother and I talked about the 
strangeness of that kind of vow and life, and of 
the religion behind it that we knew very little 
about. We also wondered how a Buddhist nun 
would receive us as Christians.  We were greeted 
with a most radiant smile and with the question 
“Are you Christians?” When we nodded with a 
bit of apprehension, her smile grew even larger, 
and she said: “Christians – or Buddhists – it does 
not make the slightest difference.  We are all 
human beings.”  I was so deeply impressed by 
the nun’s completely free, open and welcoming 
attitude – as compared with our own hesitation 
and apprehensiveness,  that I decided right there 
that I wanted to study Buddhism in Taiwan in 
order to develop some of this open-mindedness 
myself.  In other words, this first encounter with 
a person from a different religious tradition 
taught me a clear and enduring lesson about my 
own ignorance and judgmental attitude that none 
of the encounters with the Chinese Christians 
throughout those three weeks had ever produced.  
Also, it was the encounter with the Buddhist nun, 
not with my fellow Catholics, that motivated 
me to embark on a two-year study of Chinese 
language and religions in a far-away land.

This first encounter did not yet constitute 
friendship, but I see it as the initial karmic 
condition that subsequently allowed me to form 
deep personal friendships with Buddhists, with 
Master Hsin Tao as the foremost example, and 
to become a practitioner and eventually teacher 
in the Zen Buddhist tradition.  These encounters 
subsequently also led me to a deeper questioning 
and renewed appreciation of the Catholic faith 
of my upbringing. In this vein, I took up studies 
in philosophy and theology at the University of 
Munich after my return from Taiwan in 1981, and 
came to better appreciate and learn more about 
my own Western and Christian cultural heritage, 
while also gaining a comparative perspective with 
my studies of Chinese and Japanese Buddhism, 

Spiritual friendship is not half, but 
the whole of the spiritual life
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earning a doctorate at the same university in 1990.
As I continue to deepen my understanding and 

practice of the Buddhist tradition, I have also been 
especially blessed and challenged by my friendships 
with persons from the Jewish tradition, which, with 
the theological significance it attaches to covenant, 
peoplehood and the land of Israel, seems radically 
different from the Buddhist emphasis on the 
realization of Emptiness and absolute Non-duality 
as the essence of the Buddha’s teaching. 

My first Welcoming of the Shabbat meal at 
the house of Alon Goshen-Gottstein in Jerusalem, 
during which I could follow the songs, psalms and 
prayers in English, but not in Hebrew, impressed 
me so deeply that I took up the study of Hebrew to 
get a better sense and understanding of the Jewish 
tradition. During my stay in Israel, I recognized 
in new and experiential ways how this tradition is 
foundational to the Christian Faith.  I would like to 
argue here that friendship across traditions, in order 
to be deeply transformative, requires a grasp of or 
feeling, to some extent, for the liturgical language of 
the other. Many things get lost in translation, which 
can never convey the sense of spiritual intimacy and 
beauty as the original language does. So attempting 
to become more familiar with the language of the 
Religious Other is for me a sign of the depth of 
engagement one is willing to undertake for the sake 
of friendship across traditions. This is obviously 
different from friendship within one’s own tradition, 
where one normally shares the same liturgical 
language.

With these initial personal reflections, we will 
now address the question of the role of spiritual 
friendship in Buddhist scriptures, first as presented 
in Pāli texts, and then in a well-known Mahāyāna 
text. We will then examine the question of Buddhist 
attitudes to the religious Other, and in the final 
section, offer some Buddhist perspectives on 
interreligious friendship.

1. Spiritual friendship in Pāli Buddhist 
scriptures

To say that spiritual friendship is of utmost 
importance in Buddhism may come as a surprise 
to some. Buddhism is associated with a monastic 

tradition that involves an individual follower’s 
renunciation of family and friends. The spiritual 
heroes of this tradition are those who practice 
their solitary meditation hidden in far-away caves 
in the Himalayas, monks and nuns who strive to 
overcome all attachments to worldly belongings and 
particularized human relationships. In the Western 
hemisphere, Buddhism is generally regarded as 
an individual pursuit, whether it be meditative or 
devotional practice. 

Given all of this, a question arises: does 
spiritual friendship have a role in the pursuit of 
the Buddhist spiritual path? And if so, what kind 
of role? What does “spiritual friendship” entail in 
the first place? If we are to take “spiritual friend” as 
referring to someone who can be a guide to another 
on the Buddhist path, is this only applicable to the 
relationship between teacher and student, or does 
it encompass more than that?  Can a teacher be 
considered as friend – since the relationship usually 
involves a hierarchy and vertical authority, which 
would normally be seen as a barrier to a mutually 
enriching two-way kind of personal intimacy?  Is 
it thereby used in a metaphorical sense? And if the 
notion includes more than the friendship between 
teacher and student, what else is part of it? And if 
we were to grant that friendship is important in the 
context of Buddhist practice, should it be sought 
intentionally, or should we allow it to develop 
naturally? These are some of the questions that one 
might want to ask for further clarification.

As a starting point in addressing these 
questions, let us turn to the scriptural passage about 
the exchange between Ananda and the Buddha, 
which is found in the Upaddha Sutta2: 

“Thus I have heard. On one occasion 
the Blessed One was dwelling among 
the Sakyans where there was a town of 
the Sakyans named Sakkara. There Ven. 
Ānanda approached the Blessed One. Having 
approached, he paid homage to the Blessed 
One, sat down to one side and said to him: 
“Venerable sir, this is half of the holy life: 
good friendship, good companionship, good 
comradeship.”Not so, Ānanda! Not so, 
Ānanda! This is the entire holy life, that is 
good friendship, good companionship, good 
comradeship.”

2 Samyutta Nikāya 45.2, translation by Bhikkhu Bodhi in The 
Connected Discourses of the Buddha: a new translation 
of the Samyutta Nikāya. Boston: Wisdom Publications, 
2000, p.1524.

Friendship outside of one’s 
tradition sheds clearer light on the 
understanding of oneself and one’s 

own religious tradition
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The Sanskrit expression for good friendship, 
translated as “spiritual friendship” by Subhuti,3 
on whose work I rely as one important source 
in this paper, is kalyāņa mitratā (Pāli: kalyāņa 
mittatā).  Mitratā is an abstract noun derived 
from the word mitra meaning “friend” or “kin,” 
and thus is rendered as friendship or kinship. 
From mitra is derived the noun maitrī (metta in 
Pāli), usually translated as loving-kindness. A 
mitra is an embodiment of this attitude of loving-
kindness. In the Metta Sutta, this is exemplified 
in the attitude of a mother who would risk her 
life to protect her only child.  This is the attitude 
that a friend is to cultivate towards her friend 
and towards all sentient beings.  Metta or loving-
kindness is one of the “Four Sublime Attitudes,” 
the states of mind or attitudes taught by the 
Buddha as conducive to as well as issuing from 
enlightenment. The other three are compassion 
(karunā), equanimity (uppekhā) and joy (muditā) 
at the fortune of others.  A true spiritual friend 
is one who manifests these spiritual states or 
attitudes.  Kalyāņa has various translations, such 
as “beautiful, charming, auspicious, helpful, 
good.” It can also be rendered as “noble” or 
“lovely” in Buddhist scriptures.  The dharma or 
Buddhist teaching itself is described in several 
passages as kalyāņa in the beginning, kalyāņa in 
its middle and kalyāņa in its end.”4

As Subhuti writes, “a friendship that is 
kalyāņa therefore is lovely, not just because 
it is pleasant or warm, but because it is based 
on a shared orientation to what is ultimately 
beautiful: the transcendental reality known to the 
enlightened mind.”5 The expression “spiritual 
friendship” distinguishes it from all other sorts of 
friendships by highlighting the basis and essence 
of this friendship as a shared spiritual aspiration, 
path and experience.

3 Subuthi, Buddhism and Friendship. Birmingham: 
Windhorse Publications, 2004.

4 For example, see Maurice Walsh, (transl.) The long 
discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Dīgha 
Nikāya. Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995, p. 99.

5 Subhuti, 2004, p. 12.

Turning to the Pāli Text Society`s Pāli-
English dictionary, two definitions of the kalyāņa 
mitta can be found.  The first one is “a good 
companion, a virtuous friend, a honest, pure 
friend,” said to “have faith, be virtuous, learned, 
liberal and wise.”  The second definition, however, 
describes the kalyāņa mitta as “a spiritual guide, a 
spiritual advisor.”  There is no inequality implied 
in the first part of the definition, while the second 
one involves a hierarchy between the guide 
and the one who is guided, the advisor and the 
advisee, in short, between teacher and student.  

With this as the background, we may now 
want to ask what the Buddha understood by 
the spiritual life if the whole of it depends on 
spiritual friendship. This question is answered in 
the same text, in which the Buddha continues to 
tell Ānanda: 

“When a bhikkhu (monk) as a good friend, 
a good companion, a good comrade, it is 
to be expected that he will develop and 
cultivate the Noble Eightfold Path.”  

This means that a monk or nun, with the 
help of a spiritual friend, will develop all of 
the aspects of the Path to Enlightenment which 
were taught in great detail by the Buddha.  The 
eight aspects or disciplines of the path are right 
view, right intention, right speech, right action, 
right livelihood, right effort, right meditation, 
and right awareness.   As to the question of how 
the monk will develop and cultivate the noble 
Eightfold Path, the Buddha explains that the 
monk “develops right view, which is based 
upon seclusion, dispassion and cessation, 
maturing in release” and so on for each of the 
eight disciplines, concluding that “it is in this 
way, Ānanda, that a bhikkhu who has a good 
friend, a good companion, a good comrade, 
develops and cultivates the Noble Eightfold 
Path.”

We note here that “seclusion,” not 
companionship, and “dispassion and cessation,” 
not passion and clinging, are regarded as the 
attitudes that lead to “maturing in release,” 
namely to abandoning all forms of suffering and 
achieving liberation. Explaining “seclusion” as 
the first condition for maturing on the spiritual 
path seems to contradict the emphasis on the 
importance of a spiritual friend and companion. 
But as will become apparent from the tale of the 
Buddha’s disciple Meghiya described below, 

Friendship across traditions, in 
order to be deeply transformative, 

requires a grasp of or feeling, 
to some extent, for the liturgical 

language of the other
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seclusion in this context is not understood as cutting 
oneself off from others, but precisely as practicing 
together with a spiritual friend.  Solitary meditation 
is only encouraged periodically if the practitioner is 
mature enough to engage in it, but it is not a goal of 
the practice.6

In the second half of the text, the Buddha 
gives a second explanation of the dictum that 
spiritual friendship is the whole of the spiritual life, 
explaining that he, the Buddha himself is the Good 
Friend: 

“By the following method too, Ānanda, it 
may be understood how the entire holy life is 
good friendship, good companionship, good 
comradeship: by relying upon me as a good 
friend, Ānanda, beings subject to birth and 
death are freed from death; beings subject to 
sorrow, lamentation, pain, displeasure, and 
despair are freed from sorrow, lamentation, 
pain, displeasure, and despair.  By this 
method, Ānanda, it may be understood how 
the entire holy life is good friendship, good 
companionship, good comradeship.”7

This notion of the Buddha himself as a good 
friend, the Good Friend par excellence if you will, 
in the sense of a Teacher who guides one on the path 
to liberation, is basic to Buddhist understanding. 
The Buddha is a Benefactor who showers one with 
blessings on the path of awakening, as well as Refuge 
upon which beings can rely for liberation from the 
cycle of birth, death and rebirth. The Buddha is 
also known as “the Teacher of gods and men” or as 
“Supreme Teacher.”  Therefore, it is not surprising 
to affirm that relying on the Buddha as a spiritual 
friend and teacher per se is the whole of the spiritual 
life. Ānanda would have known that much. What 
he underestimated was the importance of spiritual 
friendship among equals.  
The conversation with Ānanda on the topic of spiritual 
friendship was followed up by conversations with 
other disciples.  When Śāriputra, the leading disciple, 
told the Buddha about his own insight, namely that 
spiritual friendship is the whole of the spiritual life, 
the Buddha approved of him by saying: “Good, 
good, Śāriputra” and gave the same explanation as to 
Ānanda.  Later commentaries on the passage note that 
Śāriputra had correctly understood the importance 
of spiritual friendship, whereas Ānanda had not.  On 

6 Subhuti, 2004, p. 39-43.
7 Bhikkhu Bodhi, 2000 (trans.), p. 1524-55.

still another occasion, the Buddha also gave a full 
account of his conversation with Ānanda to King 
Pasenadi of Kosala who was his lay disciple, adding:  
“Therefore, great king, you should train yourself 
thus: “I will be one who has good friends, good 
companions, good comrades.”  Having spiritual 
companions on the path is foundational teaching 
that   transcends the monastic-lay divide. While 
the teaching is certainly important in a monastic 
context in which practitioners are expected to live 
together harmoniously and be examples for others 
to follow, the Buddha makes it clear in his teaching 
to the King of Kosala that the importance of spiritual 
companionship equally applies to lay life.  

The Meghiya Sutta further elucidates that the 
company of a spiritual friend is especially crucial 

for those who have not yet reached maturity on the 
spiritual path. The occasion of the teaching is the 
following incident: Meghiya, a young attendant of 
the Buddha, insists on meditating alone in a Mango 
grove, not heeding the Buddha’s advice that he should 
wait for another monk to join him in this endeavor. 
After an afternoon spent alone meditating in the 
grove, Meghiya returns to the Buddha, chastened, 
and admits that instead of achieving spiritual insight, 
he was overcome by negative thoughts – greed, lust, 
jealousy, false thoughts, daydreaming. The Buddha 
does not rebuke Meghiya, but uses the experience as 
occasion for another teaching:

When liberation of the heart is not fully 
mature, Meghiya, five things conduce to 
full maturity. What five? In this connection, 
Meghiya, a monk is one with a good friend, 
one with a good companion, one with a good 
comrade.  When liberation of the heart is not 
fully mature, Meghiya, this is the first thing 
that conduces to full maturity.” 8

Rather than saying that it is important to seek 
out a teacher when we realize that our practice 

8 Peter Masefield (trans.), The Udāna, Oxford: Pāli Text 
Society, 1994, p. 63.

Friendship is lovely, not just because it 
is pleasant or warm, but because it is 

based on a shared orientation to what is 
ultimately beautiful: the transcendental 
reality known to the enlightened mind
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is rather immature, the Buddha here again 
highlights the importance of the spiritual friend. 
Spiritual friendship, according to this text, is 
the first condition that leads to the liberation of 
the heart. The second condition is virtuous or 
ethical living and action in accordance with the 
precepts; and the third is easy access to Dharma 
talk and discussions which are conducive to 
the spiritual life in all of its aspects. The fourth 
condition is the constant rousing of energy for 
the spiritual life; namely eliminating negative 
mental states and developing positive ones. The 
fifth condition is wisdom or insight, in the sense 
of a deep understanding of impermanence. These 
progressive stages on the spiritual path, setting 
out from moral discipline, maturing through 
spiritual effort and arriving at liberating wisdom, 
correspond to the stages of the Eightfold Path.  
Spiritual friendship is not a first stage that is left 
behind when the next stage is arrived at, but the 
continuous condition which makes progression on 
the path possible. Another text declares spiritual 
friendship as “the forerunner and precursor” of 
the arising of the Noble Eightfold Path, just as 
the dawn is the forerunner for the rising of the 
sun.9

The above considerations highlight the 
significance and mutual interrelatedness of 
the Three Jewels in Buddhism: the Buddha, 
the Dharma, and the Sangha. The Buddha, the 
Awakened One, is the Good Friend who leads 
us to awakening by his teaching and example. 
The Dharma is what the Buddha teaches us that 
will lead us to this awakening. And bringing 
these two together is the Sangha, the company of 
good friends that walk in the path of awakening, 
inspiring, encouraging, and supporting one 
another on the path.10 

There are many other Suttas in the Pāli 
canon that praise the value of spiritual friendship.  
Let us turn to one, the Sigālaka Sutta, in which 
the Buddha advises the young Brahmin Sigālaka 
on the social duties of ordinary life. This text is 
important in that it offers concrete guidance on 
the practice of friendship.  In the central part of 
the discourse,  the Buddha explains to Sigālaka 
the obligation and duties involved in the six 

9 Bhikkhu Bodhi, 2000, (trans.), p. 1543. 
10 With this intimate interconnection between the Three 

Jewels on the horizon, belonging to a Sangha, a 
community of practitioners who support one another 
in their practice and who are thereby “good friends” to 
one another, is considered of vital importance.

fundamental human relationships, namely those 
between husband and wife, parent and child, 
friend and friend, employer and employee, teacher 
and student as well as between the spiritual guide 
and student. Of these six the Buddha devotes 
much detail on the relationship between friends, 
introducing the topic by carefully pointing out to 
Sigālaka which four kinds of false or bad friends 
are to be avoided, and which four kinds of good 
friends are to be chosen and cultivated.  The four 
kinds of good friends are: 1) ‘the friend who is a 
helper’, 2) ‘the friend who is the same in happy 
and unhappy times,’ 3) the friend who points out 
what is good for you”, and 4) the friend who is 
sympathetic.’  The Buddha then describes the 
qualities associated with each of the four types 
of friends.  The friend ‘who points out what 
is good for you’ is clearly seen as a moral and 
spiritual guide, since he is described as someone 
who “keeps you from wrong-doing, supports 
you in doing good, informs you of what you did 
not know (i.e. his understanding of moral and 
spiritual matters)…and points out the way to 
heaven.”11  Other qualities described in the four 
types of good friend are loyalty, trustworthiness, 

intimacy (keeping and sharing each other’s 
secrets), love, selfless service, and willingness 
to sacrifice one’s life for the otheIn contrast to 
this, the four kinds of bad or false friends to 
be avoided are 1) ‘One who takes (instead of 
gives),’ 2) ‘One who is a great talker,’ 3) ‘One 
who flatters (or only says pleasant things),’ and 
4) ‘One who is a fellow-spendthrift or debauched 
companion.’ Again, four detailed characteristics 
are given of each type.  The Buddha’s advice to 
Sigālaka to avoid contacts with those who are 
not devoted to practicing good is common-sense, 
and underscores the teaching of the importance 
of true spiritual friends on the path.12  

While one task of this paper is to examine 
the notion of friendship in Buddhism, the question 
of course is whether the lessons learned about 
friendship between practitioners of the same 

11 Maurice Walsh (trans.) 1995, p.461-9, verse 24, 
Subhuti, 2004, p. 44.

12 Ibid.

This notion of the Buddha himself 
as a good friend is basic to 

Buddhist understanding
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tradition can be applied to friendship with adherents 
of others traditions.  In our view, the Buddhist 
teachings about friendship contained in these 
basic Pāli texts on the topic discussed above lend 
themselves very well to the task. The characteristics 
of the good friend, one whose friendship is conducive 
to and beneficial for one’s own deepening in the 
path of awakening, could as well refer to those who 
may not necessarily be Buddhist, but who manifest 
a character of uprightness and conscientiousness, 
as well as openness to others from a heart of 
compassion.13 Conversely, the description of the 
characteristics of those to be avoided as “false 
friends” gives no indication that such persons are not 
Buddhist, at least in the nominal sense. In short, the 
kind of friendship advocated by this sutta has little 
to do with institutional affiliation, and everything to 
do with the spiritual qualities of the friend.14

Further, we would like to argue that a 
spiritual friend who exhibits the qualities outlined 
by the Buddha in the passage from the Sigālaka 
Sutta cited above but who may happen to be from 
outside of the tradition can help and inspire us to 
lead a more authentic and ethical life, to deepen our 
understanding on spiritual matters, to bring energy 
and determination to our practice, and to develop 
wisdom ---the five conditions to reach spiritual 
maturity mentioned in the Meghiya Sutta. This is 
just as much and perhaps more so than a friend from 
within the same (Buddhist) tradition. We venture 
to say this for the following reason: mutual rapport 
and spiritual friendship with non-Buddhists who are 
of admirable character and who exhibit exemplary 
spiritual qualities may inspire and challenge a 
Buddhist all the more to live in an authentic way 
as befitting one’s own (Buddhist) tradition that 
professes to be a path of awakening grounded in 
wisdom and compassion.

Such admirable persons, with whom 
a Buddhist may be privileged to enter into 
bonds of friendship, may in an extended sense 
be considered as members of that person’s 
Sangha, though they themselves may not 
identify as Buddhist in the formal sense, 
as they belong to the wider community of 
support that enables a practitioner to deepen 

13 This is the kind of character that His Holiness the Dalai 
Lama refers to as “the Good Heart,” applicable to 
Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike.

14 Here we are indebted to our good friend Vanessa Sasson, 
who read an earlier version of this paper, for her insightful 
suggestion on this point.

in the Buddhist path.15

2.  Spiritual Friendship in Two Mahāyāna Texts
Let us now turn to two Mahāyāna scriptural 

texts wherein spiritual friendship is upheld and 
celebrated as a central feature of the Buddhist path.

In the eighth chapter of the Lotus 
(Saddharmapundarīka) Sutra, we find the following 
parable.

Suppose there were a man who came to the 
house of a close friend and went to sleep 
after becoming intoxicated with wine. The 
intimate friend, having to go out on official 
business, sews a priceless jewel into the 
inside of his friend’s garment and, giving it 
to him, leaves. But the man who was drunk 
and asleep is totally unaware of this. After 
getting up he leaves and roams around until 
he arrives in another country. Although he 
diligently seeks for food and clothing they 
are very difficult to obtain. He is satisfied if 
he just obtains a very meager amount. Later 
on the intimate friend happens to meet this 
man. Seeing him, he says:
“O poor fellow! How have you come to this 
state through lack of food
and clothing? Once, on such-and-such a day 
in such-and-such a month and year, I sewed 
a priceless jewel into the inside of your 
garment, wanting to make things easier for 
you and to let you enjoy the desires of the 
five senses as much as you wished. It is still 
there, although you aren’t aware of it, and 
you seek your
livelihood with great effort and hardship! You 
have been very foolish.
Sell this jewel and use it to buy what you 
need. From now on you will
know neither poverty nor want and can live 
as you wish.”
     The Buddha is exactly like this…16

This is one of the seven noted parables in 
this sutra depicting the role of the Buddha vis-à-
vis all sentient beings. The Awakened One, full of 
wisdom and compassion, manifests all manner of 
skillful means to liberate sentient beings from their 

15 See note 10 on the role of Sangha in the Buddhist path of 
awakening.

16 The Lotus Sutra, Chapter 8, translated from the Chinese 
of Kumarajiva, by Tsugunari Kubo and Akira Yuyama, 
Numata Center for Translation and Research, 2007.
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situations of suffering in this cycle of birth and 
death. This particular parable is significant for 
us in that the Buddha is depicted as “an intimate 
friend” who gives us a marvelous treasure that 
can tide us through the ups and downs of life, 
and guide us on the path to true awakening. It 
can be read also as conveying how intimate 
friends are like the Buddha, liberating us from 
our greed, illwill and ignorance, and offering to 
us innumerable priceless treasures in this path of 
life and ultimately leading us to awakening. 

Another significant Mahāyāna text is the 

Gandavyūha Sutra (World Array Sutra), which 
was incorporated as the culminating chapter 
into the vast corpus of the Avatamsaka Sutra 
(Flower Garland Sutra), the foundational text 
of the Chinese Hua-yan school, and one of the 
most influential Mahāyāna texts in East Asian 
Buddhism.  This (Gandavyūha ) sutra, which is 
widely circulated and read as an independent text, 
describes the pilgrimage of the young Sudhana, 
son of a merchant who aspires to become a 
Bodhisattva in order to achieve enlightenment 
for the benefit of all beings. Encouraged by 
his teacher, the Bodhisattva Manjuśri (who 
symbolizes wisdom), to seek out “good friends” 
who could help him realize his aspiration, 
Sudhana sets out on his pilgrimage that will lead 
him to fifty-three such good friends, spiritual 
teachers who help him along the path. The text 
describes his departure in a moving scene:

“Then Sudhana, pleased, enraptured, 
transported with joy, delighted, happy, 
and cheerful, laid his head at the feet of 
Manjuśri in respect, circled Manjuśri 
hundreds of times, and looked at him 
hundreds and thousands of times, with a 
mind full of love for the spiritual friend, 
unable to bear not seeing the spiritual 
friend, with tears streaming down his face 

as he wept, and left Manjusri.”17

Starting from the first friend, the monk 
Meghaśri, each of the good friends that Sudhana 
visits demonstrates one aspect of enlightened 
practice and then sends him to visit the next 
good friend to further help him deepen his 
insight.  Along the way, the pilgrim Sudhana 
receives many teachings on the value of spiritual 
friendship, such as the following:

O son of a Noble family, you must be 
unwearied in your search for friends in the 
good life, you must never feel contented 
with (merely) seeing friends in the good 
life; you must never feel satisfied with 
(merely) conversing with friends in 
the good life; you must never abandon 
your  intention of being in the company 
of friends in the good life……O son of 
a noble family, kept back by friends in 
the good life the Bodhisattvas do not 
fall into the pits of woeful existences; 
surrounded by friends in the good life 
the Bodhisattvas do not turn away from 
the great career (Mahāyāna); exhorted by 
friends in the good life the Bodhisattvas 
do not forsake the teachings of the 
Bodhsiattva, guarded by friends in the 
good life the Bodhisattvas do not come 
under the power of bad friends.18 

The ensuing eulogy in praise of friendship 
in this text in many ways is reminiscent of the 
Buddha’s saying about spiritual friendship as the 
whole of the spiritual life: 

Furthermore, O son of a noble family, 
friends in the good life are a mother, 
because they give birth (to Bodhisattvas 
in the Buddha families), friends in the 
good life are a father, because they bring 
immense good;…friends in the good life 
are a physician, because they free (the 
Bodhisattvas) from the disease of self-
centered passion; friends in the good life 
are the Himalaya mountains, because they 

17 Thomas Cleary (trans.), The Flower Ornament 
Scripture: A Translation of the Avatamsaka Sutra, 
Boston: Shambala Publications, 1993, p. 1174.

18 H.V. Guenther (trans.), Excerpts from the Gandavyūha  
Sutra, in Tibetan Buddhism in Western Perspective, 
California: Dharma Publishing, 1977, p. 11; 13-14.
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make the herb of knowledge grow; friends in 
the good life are heroes, because they protect 
the Bodhisattvas against all dangers.”19

In the Gandavyūha, the expression “good 
friend” is used both in a vertical sense, as a spiritual 
teacher, implying a teacher-student relationship, as 
well as in the horizontal sense of equals who rely on 
mutual support and help in a community of spiritual 
seekers.   

Sudhana finally reaches the abode of the 
Bodhisattva Maitreya (whose name, derived from 
maîtrī, means the “friendly one”), from where he 
is given a penetrating vision of the universe from 
the point of view of enlightenment.  The text 
powerfully describes an interconnected, infinite 
universe through the image of Indra’s net – a net in 
which each of the countless jewels that adorns its 
knots reflects the totality of all the other jewels. To 
his amazement, the pilgrim Sudhana “saw the whole 
supernal manifestation, was perfectly aware of it, 
understood it, contemplated it, used it as a means, 
beheld it, and saw himself there.”20  With this vision, 
Sudhana returns to the Bodhisattva Manjusri, who 
had sent him out on his journey, and makes a final 
visit to the Bodhisattva Samanthabhadra (who 
symbolizes enlightened practice), who enjoins him 
to take on the ten Bodhisattva vows to embody his 
wisdom in compassion that benefits all sentient 
beings.

The importance of this text in East Asian 
Buddhism cannot be overestimated. For example, the 
bas reliefs of the Borobodur temple (8-9th century) 
complex in Java depict the scenes of Sudhana`s 
pilgrimage to the fifty-three good friends, and the 
number of the fifty-three stations of the old Tokaido 
road from Tokyo to Kyoto is also based on this text. 
The symbolism would have come home to anyone 

19 Guenther, p. 15.
20 Thomas Cleary (trans.), The Flower Ornament Scripture 

3, Entry into the Realm of Reality.  Shambhala, 1987, p. 
369.

who may have traversed this old Tokaido road on 
bullock carts or on foot in the olden days before 
motor vehicles. A journey through this road would 
have taken days, weeks, or months, and finding 
good companions along the way, sharing stories, as 
well as meals and lodging with them not only would 
make the trip itself more pleasant and enjoyable, but 
would also enable one to establish friendships that 
can also enrich the traveler’s entire life. 

A more recent example of the influence of 
the story of Sudhana is embodied in the Museum of 
World Religions founded by Dharma Master Hsin 
Tao. This Museum, which opened in Taipei in the 
year 2000, is inspired by the vision of the universe 
of mutual interconnectedness and interpenetration 
symbolized by Indra`s net as depicted in the 
Avatamsaka Sutra.  In Master Hsin Tao’s view, the 
various religions and their adherents relate to each 
other as the shining jewels in Indra’s net.21  Here 
we see one concrete example in which the teaching 
on friendship contained in the Gandavyūha Sūtra is 
taken beyond its strictly Buddhist context to include 
the religious other as a “good friend.” We will refer 
to this again in the concluding section detailing 
Dharma Master’s experience of interreligious 
friendship.

 
3. Buddhists and Religious Others

At this point, we ask: are there specific 
passages in Buddhist texts that address how to relate 
with non-Buddhists?  What attitudes have Buddhists 
taken vis-à-vis Religious Others over the course of 
history?22

One example is the puthujjana, which has 
been noted by Richard Hayes in his paper for the 
Elijah Conference on Hostility and Hospitality and 
the Hope of Human Flourishing.23  Hayes points 
out that in some of the post-canonical Pāli texts, the 
expression puthujjana refers to either 1) the masses, 
majority of people or 2) outsiders-- those who have 
not chosen to become Buddhists for various reasons.  
Hayes further notes that the expression puthujjana 

21 Maria Reis Habito, “Master Hsin Tao`s Vision: The 
Museum of World Religions” in Arvind Sharma, ed. The 
World Religions after Sep.11, Praeger Perspectives, 2009, 
vol. 3, pp. 3-13.

22 For more comprehensive treatments of Buddhist attitudes 
toward the Religious Other, cf. John Makransky, 
“Buddhist Perspectives on Truth in Other Religions, Past 
and Present,” Theological Studies 64 (No.2), 2003, pp. 
334-361, and Perry Schmidt-Leukel, Buddhist Attitudes 
to Other Religions, St. Ottilien, Germany: EOS Editions, 
2008.

23 Forthcoming, Fordham University Press.
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is most often found in connection with the 
adjective bala, which means childish, adolescent, 
immature or not fully developed.  The Buddha’s 
advice is to avoid too much contact with such 
people because, as noted above, association with 
like-minded people on the path is more helpful 
than the association of those whose life-style is 
not directed towards the Eightfold Noble Path.  

In Hayes’ explanation, the “outsider” here 
is not to be regarded as other “in the sense of 
belonging to an alien species or perhaps another 
race or social group, but rather as other in the 
sense that an adult is other than a child of the 
same species. The Other, then just a being much 
like oneself in an earlier stage of development, 
therefore is someone to be nourished and 
protected and helped along until maturity sets 
in.”24  

A problem with viewing the Other as 
someone in a still less mature stage of development 
is that it manifests a condescending attitude vis-
à-vis the religious Other, rather than regarding 
the latter as someone from whom one can learn 
and whose friendship can be a help on one’s own 
path of awakening. This condescending attitude 
is certainly to be found within the tradition in 
many forms – not only with regard to the outsider, 
but even with regard to people belonging to 
different schools within Buddhism or adherents 
other Buddhist teachers. For example, as Victor 
Hori has pointed out,25 and as it has been my 
own experience too, some Zen Teachers in the 
West claim and tell their students that they alone 
have preserved the true tradition and heart of 
the teaching, whereas Zen in Japan, or even in 
China, has lost its essence, or the “clear eye.” 
This kind of attitude, needless to say, creates the 
unwarranted illusion of spiritual superiority, one 
that would preclude spiritual friendship with the 
other as a mutual learning process.  No wine can 
be poured into a cup that is already full to the 
brim.  

There are scriptural and commentarial 
texts throughout the history of the tradition that 
deal with disputations between Buddhists and 
non-Buddhists, “those outside the Way,” meant 
to show how Buddhist teaching is superior to 
that of others. Due to space limitations we will 
not go into detail here, beyond mentioning that 

24  Richard Hayes, Chapter 6, p. 12- 13 (in manuscript) 
check.

25  Victor Hori, “Sweet-and-sour Buddhism,” in Tricycle, 
Fall 1994, p. 48-52.

such condescending attitudes can be found in the 
tradition in its various stages throughout history.

The Buddhist attitude towards the Other, 
specifically the religious Other, is generally said 
to have been more benign and less hostile and 
confrontational as compared with attitudes found 
in fundamentalist-leaning forms of Judaism, 
Christianity, Islam, or Hinduism, wherein 
the religious Other is regarded not only with 
condescension, but also in many cases with 
contempt, and even hostility. Hostility vis-a-vis 
the religious Other, needless to say, is the factor 
behind much of the conflict and religiously 
motivated violence, including organized warfare, 
that we find in so many instances in our human 
history.26 Before extolling Buddhism in a one-
sided way, however, there are noted historical 
instances that call our attention, and caution 
us from regarding the Buddhist tradition as 
exceptional and laudable in comparison with 
others. 27 

Even against the background of an 
attitude of condescension, there is nevertheless 
in Buddhism some kind of recognition that the 
Other, following the law of cause and effect, is 
eventually going to change and find his or her 
way on the path to awakening at some point 
in the cycle of numerous rebirths. Buddhists 
acknowledge that religious belonging, like 
everything else, is based on karmic causes. 
Through auspicious karma, such as an encounter 
with someone already awakened or well on the 
path to awakening, a person of another religious 
tradition may come to realize the Way. 

An example of an encounter with a non-
Buddhist is given in the Wumen-kuan (Mumonkan 
in Japanese) or “Gateless Gate,” a collection of 

26  See for example Karen Armstrong. Holy War: The 
Crusades and their impact on Today’s World. New 
York: Anchor Books, 2001.

27  See Tessa J. Bartolomeuz. In Defense of Dharma: Just 
War Ideology in Buddhist Sri Lanka. New York and 
London: Routledge/Curzon, 2002, and Brian Victoria, 
Zen at War, Second Edition, Lanham, Maryland: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2006.   
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Zen koans compiled in the thirteenth century.

A non-Buddhist in all earnestness asked the 
World Honoured One. “I do not ask about 
words, I do not ask about no-words.” The 
World Honoured One sat still. The non-
Buddhist praised him, saying, “The World 
Honoured One in his great benevolence 
and great mercy has opened the clouds of 
my delusion and has enabled me to enter 
the Way. Then bowing, he took his leave. 
Ānanda asked Buddha, “What did the non-
Buddhist realize that made him praise you so 
much?” The World Honoured One replied, 
“He is just like a fine horse that runs even at 
the shadow of the whip.
Wumen’s Commentary: Ānanda is Buddha’s 
disciple, but his realization is less than the 
non-Buddhist. Now tell me, how far is the 
distance between the non-Buddhist and 
Buddha’s disciple?28

Here the non-Buddhist who, upon encountering 
the Buddha and thereby realized the True Way, is 
extolled and highly regarded, even more than the 
Buddhist follower Ānanda. This reveals somewhat 
of a different attitude toward the Religious Other 
than those texts meant to prove the superiority of 
Buddhists above those in rival traditions, though 
admittedly even in this case it is a given that the 
Buddha, the World Honoured One, is the Teacher 
who reveals the True Way to all, Buddhists and non-
Buddhists alike. 

While there is no denying that a condescending 
attitude exists among Buddhists in no way different 
from among adherents of other traditions convinced 
of the superiority of their own vis-à-vis others, we 
fortunately also have examples to the contrary. 
We will examine more of these in our next, and 
concluding section, coming back to the question 
of the significance of interreligious friendships for 
leading an authentic religious life within one’s own 
tradition.

4. Stepping Forward: Spiritual Friendship in 
Interreligious Context

Spiritual friendship is upheld as a vital aspect 
on the path of awakening, as we have demonstrated 
in our examination of and reflection on Buddhist 

28  Koun Yamada, The Gateless Gate. No. 32, Boston: 
Wisdom Publications, 2004, p. 157. 

scriptural texts. However, we will be at a loss to 
find specific and explicit passages dealing with 
interreligious friendship in traditional Buddhist 
scriptural or commentarial texts that come down to 
us in history. For this we will have to turn to the living 
testimony of contemporary Buddhist practitioners 
and teachers.  

The example of Dharma Master Hsin Tao 
and the Museum of World Religions in Taiwan 
has been mentioned above, as deeply influenced 
by the Buddhist vision of ultimate reality as 
expounded in the Avatamsaka Sutra. In the course of 
actualizing this vision through the lengthy, intricate 
and multidimensional process of establishing, 
maintaining, and sustaining the Museum of World 
Religions, the Dharma Master and his associates 
have come to new levels of awareness of the 
significance of this Jewel Net of Indra, in and through 
their repeated encounters and visits with adherents, 
scholars and leaders of various religious traditions 
from different parts of the world. 29 In short, as the 
manifold jewels of this Net of Indra came to be seen 
not just as referring to “all peoples of the world” in 
a generic way, but also concretely as representing 
the adherents of the variety of religious traditions 
throughout the world, the task of engaging adherents 
of other religions in cooperative ventures precisely 
as a way of embodying the Buddhist dharma in this 
multifaith world came to be manifest. 

The interreligious gatherings, symposia, 
dialogue events and other forms of encounters 
sponsored and promoted by the Dharma Master 
and the Museum through its International Programs 
office have all been inspired by the interreligious 
friendships forged in the process, and in turn 
have become the occasion for new and renewed 
interreligious friendships that enrich all the 

29  This Jewel Net of Indra, which represents this multifaceted 
universe, is comprised of an infinite number of eyes of 
the net, with each eye containing a marvelous and unique 
jewel. As one looks closely, lo and behold, each single 
jewel shines and reflects every other jewel contained in 
the entire net, and conversely, each jewel is contained and 
reflected in all the others. This no less than a breathtaking 
and stunning image of the world of interconnectedness.

It would be difficult to find a 
more prominent representative 

and spokesperson on behalf of the 
virtue of interreligious friendship 
from the Buddhist tradition than                  

H. H. the Dalai Lama
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participants concerned. This enrichment refers 
both to the enhanced appreciation of one’s own 
religious heritage, as well as to the deepened 
and broadened way of understanding Religious 
Others that one comes to meet and befriend in 
the process.30

Another example of how interreligious 
friendship enhances and deepens appreciation 
of  Buddhist praxis as well as understanding of 
reality is conveyed by the person and work of 
John Makransky, an American-born Lama and 
respected Teacher in the Nying-ma tradition of 
Tibetan Buddhism. In the process of practicing 
and teaching the Dharma, Lama Makransky has 
become a living embodiment of how interreligious 
friendship enriches and fulfills this very Dharma. 
He recounts his friendships with Christians and 
Jews, among whom are his academic colleagues, 
as well as students in the practice of Dharma.31 
From these interreligious friendships, he describes 
an enriched and enhanced understanding and 
appreciation of his own Buddhist tradition.  
Concretely, he delineates how new light is shed 
a) on Buddhist praxis by the Christian notion of 
atonement, b) on the Buddhist understanding of 
refuge, through the notion of absolute surrender 
and faith to God, c) the notion of the unity 
of wisdom and love on the bodhisattva path 
through a reflective consideration of the Two 
Great Commandments (to love God, and love 
one’s neighbor as oneself), d) the intrinsically 
communal nature of the bodhisattva path and 
its fruition, through comparative reflections 
with Christian notions of the ecclesial body as 
knit together in Christ by the Spirit, and e) the 

30 During the time of this writing, the Museum celebrated 
the tenth anniversary of its opening, with international 
symposia with speakers and guests from different 
countries representing many religious traditions, 
special exhibits, and celebratory events at the Museum 
site in Taipei, Taiwan as well as in Lingjoushan 
Monastery, the home monastery of Dharma Master 
Hsin Tao.

31 In particular, he cites his own longterm friendship 
with S. Mark Heim, a noted Christian theologian and 
theological educator.

bodhisattva practice of compassion, through the 
Christian notion of justice. 32 

In reflecting on these facets of Buddhist 
doctrine and praxis set in relief vis-à-vis Christian 
themes, Makransky is exploring new avenues 
for Buddhists in understanding and appreciating 
their own tradition, and forging new paths in the 
organic development of Buddhism in the context 
of a globalized society. 

We may cite other well-known Buddhist 
leaders like Thich Nhat Hanh, Buddhadhasa 
Bhikku, and other prominent Buddhists in Asia 
as well as the Western hemisphere who arguably 
may well have been influenced in their dharmic 
teaching and praxis by notions from other 
religions, notably by the emphasis on social 
engagement and social justice found in the Judeo-
Christian tradition.33

It would be difficult to find a more prominent 
representative and spokesperson on behalf of 
the virtue of interreligious friendship from the 
Buddhist tradition than H. H. the Dalai Lama, 
who is renowned all over the world as a spiritual 
leader and revered by his followers as the 14th 
incarnation of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara 
the Bodhisattva of Great Compassion.  H.H. 
the Dalai Lama has written about his personal 
friendships with adherents of other traditions. In 
his book Toward A True Kinship of Faiths: How 
the World`s Religions Can Come Together34  he 
recounts his encounters with representatives of 
the major world religions during his journey, 
and describes his resulting insights into these 
religions.  

32 John Makransky, “Thoughts on Why, How, and What 
Buddhists can learn from Christian Theologians,” in 
Buddhist Christian Studies 31, 2011, , p. 119-133.

33 Western Buddhists who identify with Socially (and 
Ecologically) Engaged forms of Buddhist praxis turn 
to the very wellsprings of the Buddhist tradition and 
its emphasis on compassion and compassionate action, 
and may or may not explicitly connect their socio-
ecological engagement with extraneous influences. 
However, the fact that the Jewish notion of Tikkun 
Olam (repairing the world), and the Christian notion 
of social justice are part of the intellectual and cultural 
landscape in Western societies influenced by the 
Judaeo-Christian heritage, and the fact that Buddhists 
in these societies inevitably are drawn to cooperative 
ventures, and conceivably, friendships with other 
socio-ecologically engaged persons from the Jewish 
and Christian traditions, provides us with an area 
for further study and reflection on various ways 
interreligious friendship impact our contemporary 
multifaith society.  

34 Published by Doubleday, NY, 2010.
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The book also presents his carefully developed 
theory that all religions are grounded on the principle 
of compassion. The book is an appeal to the urgency 
of wholesome relations between the religions of the 
world, since: “The line between exclusivism – which 
takes one’s own religion to be the only legitimate 
faith – and fundamentalism is a dangerously 
narrow one; the line between fundamentalism and 
extremism is even narrower.  The time has come for 
every individual adherent of a major world religion 
to ask: ‘What, in my heart of hearts, is my attitude 
to the followers of other faiths?’”35  As a response to 
this question the Dalai Lama then proceeds to give 
the example of his own encounter with and followers 
of other faiths, which is based on the premise that 
there can indeed be a true kinship of faiths, which 
reveals itself to him in the experience of meeting the 
religious other and subsequent reflections.

As Alon Goshen-Gottstein writes in his review 
of the book, “The first lesson that can be learned from 
a close reading of how the Dalai Lama describes his 
various encounters with other religious leaders is 
that the Dalai Lama does not meet ideas, institutions 
or even leaders. He meets people, with whom he 
forms friendships, who impress and inspire him, and 
who provide him with the living testimonies of the 
power of faith in their lives, the power in light of 
which his recognitions and theories are formulated. 
Interreligious friendship is the foundation of the 
Dalai Lama’s journey. The Dalai Lama is always 
appreciative of his various meetings and prepared to 
learn something meaningful from the representative 
of another religion. However, some people touch his 
heart, and those seem to provide the true foundation 
for his reflections. Not surprisingly, the people that 
touch him most are the practitioners whose lives and 
teachings offer testimony to the depth of the power 
of spirit in their lives. Again, not surprisingly, the 
figures that seem to touch him in the deepest way are 
those that have an openness to the spirit that extends 

35 H.H. The Dalai Lama, 2010, p, IX.

beyond the boundaries of their own religion.”36

One such person was the Cistercian monk, 
Thomas Merton, whom the Dalai Lama calls “a 
friend, an important ally in the promotion of inter-
religious dialogue and a mentor,”37  with whom he was 
able “to explore deeply, in a series of conversations, 
some personal spiritual experiences on my part.” The 
Dalai Lama writes that he found “deep resonances 
with the Christian symbol of the cross and the person 
of Jesus,” as he sees in Jesus’ taking on himself the 
suffering of all beings and sacrificing his life out 
of love the perfect embodiment of the Bodhisattva 
ideal.  While the cross is the symbol of compassion, 
the image of Mary holding the child Jesus is for 
him a powerful symbol of love, creating deep 
resonances with his own Buddhist tradition, “which 
compares loving-kindness and compassion with the 
unconditional affection of a mother for her children 
and then extends that affection until it encompasses 
all beings.38 What the Dalai Lama found deeply 
inspiring in Merton was “his engagement with 
Buddhism, in that it reflected great courage on his 
part to explore traditions beyond his own.”  39 In this 
remark we find something that is not yet present in 
the Buddhist scriptures that I have cited so far: the 
encouragement to explore a tradition beyond one’s 
own, and the praise for the courage of doing so.  On 
the other hand, the basic injunction of the Buddha’s 
teaching that the student should not rely on his 
words “because of hearsay or tradition, but to test 
them out for himself”40 would lend itself precisely to 
this more daring attitude to apply the teachings in a 
new context, such as a spiritual friendship that goes 
beyond the tradition.  The Dalai Lama’s comment 
also highlights the transformative effect that a deep 
and personal engagement with the tradition of the 
religious other has on oneself, in that it opens the 
door to mutual trust, friendship and reciprocity. 
The key insight and deeply shared conviction that 
the Dalai Lama received from Merton was the clear 
recognition that it is possible for someone to remain 
perfectly faithful to one’s own tradition and practice 
while learning in depth from the discipline and 
experience of another tradition.  The Dalai Lama 
has come to see this conviction as the foundation of 

36 Wisdom Newsletter of the Elijah Interfaith Institute, June 
2010.

37 H.H. Dalai Lama 2010, p.59.
38 Ibid, p.58.
39 Ibid, p. 9, 10.
40 From the Kālama Sutta, in the Anguttara Nikāya 3.65 (Pali 

Text Society Ai.188). This translation is by Thanissaro 
Bhikkhu.
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genuine interreligious dialogue, and accordingly 
encourages his listeners not to abandon their own 
religious traditions in favor of Buddhism.

In his friendship and conversations with 
Thomas Merton and other Catholic contemplatives 
named in the book, the shared background and 
ideal of a monastic and celibate life provided the 
basis for more intimate explorations into practice 
and spirituality, based on shared experience. 
Thus Merton familiarized H. H. with the writings 
of John Cassian, who introduced monasticism 
from Egypt to the West in the 5th century, with 
the rules of St. Benedict, and explained the vows 
that are taken up by a Cistercian monk. Being 
introduced to the writings of St. John of the 
Cross in a conference on contemplative prayer, in 
which the Dalai Lama listened to Father Eugene 
McCaffrey’s presentation “almost in a manner 
of guided meditation,” the Dalai Lama came to 
feel “a deep connection between St. John of the 
Cross’s (1542-1591) vision of the journey of the 
soul in its search for the Divine within and the 
Buddhism meditation on the dissolution of the 
Self. In both these cases, the individual is led 
through stages of increasing loss of self identity 
beyond the utterly radical vision of existence 
beyond the bounds of individual selfhood.  Even 
John of the Cross’s description of the terror, the 
sense of loss, in what he calls “the dark night” 
echoes the phenomenological descriptions of the 
no-self experience in the Buddhist contemplative 
tradition, where the meditator who dissolves a 
sense of the solidity of self comes to confront 
what is called “terror in the face of emptiness.”41  

Through his friendship and discussion with 
Father Bede Griffiths, the Benedictine Monk 
who spent most of his life in India and was an 
expert in Hindu and Buddhist thought, the Dalai 
Lama came to a deeper appreciation of the reason 
why Christians emphasize the particularity of 
one’s life as created by God, and do not accept 
the Buddhist theory of rebirth: “I realize how 
meaningful it must be to understand that one’s 
life is created directly by God. This naturally 
affords a powerful sense of connection with God 
– in fact a sense of intimacy almost in the fashion 
of a child’s love toward its mother.”42  However, 
after devoting much thought and conversation 
to the notion of Divinity, as expressed in the 
Trinity in the Christian tradition and comparing 

41 Ibid, p.73, 74.
42 Ibid, p. 67.

it to a structurally parallel notion of the Trikāya 
or three bodies of the Buddha in Buddhism, the 
Dalai Lama comes to the very honest and frank 
conclusion that, while “the full nature of Divinity 
must remain beyond the boundaries of language 
and thought,”43 nevertheless, “in the final analysis, 
despite the striking parallels between Buddhist 
and Christian doctrines, the two traditions have 
to part company when it comes to the notion of 
an absolute Transcendent Being. For Buddhism, 
given the centrality of an understanding of 
the universality of the law of causality and 
interdependence, from the philosophical point of 
view, any notion of the absolute is problematic.”44

In my focus on the Dalai Lama’s part in 
the book that is devoted to his encounter with 
“good friends” from within the Roman Catholic 
Tradition, I am selective, which I need to be, 
given the limitations of space.  One of the reasons 
for this focus is the fact that, as the Dalai Lama 
tells us, among all of his contacts with religions 
outside of Buddhism, the one with Christianity, 
in particular, with Roman Catholicism, has been 
the closest. This has to do, as he says, with his 
friendship with Thomas Merton, and subsequent 
friendships with other Catholic teachers like 
John Main, Bede Griffiths, Thomas Keating 
and Laurence Freeman, who were all actively 
involved in interreligious dialogue.  In other 
words, the openness to interreligious dialogue in 
the Catholic Tradition since the Second Vatican 
Council and the eagerness of Catholics such 
as Thomas Merton and other pioneers to reach 
out and open themselves to other religions in 
dialogue, their eagerness to learn from Buddhist 
teachings and practices, as well as the shared 
tradition of monasticism, prepared the ground for 
the seeds of interreligious friendship to grow and 
blossom.

Another point may be said here as well. 
Perhaps the fact that friendship also has to be 
reciprocal to really have the power to shape 
and transform us, needs to be restated here. 
The openness the Dalai Lama experienced in 

43 Ibid, p.69.
44 Ibid, p.71.
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interreligious dialogue with Catholics provided more 
room for him to be shaped by those relationships, to 
feel connected to Catholicism in ways that he may 
not have experienced with other traditions. We can 
only go so far from our own side in a friendship, 
and eventually we have to be met by the other or the 
friendship dies.45

In spite of the deep commonalities of and 
resonances between the teachings of the two 
traditions described above, the Dalai Lama holds 
his Buddhist ground when he says that the notion 
of a loving and compassionate God – the basis for 
understanding between Buddhist and Christians, is 
at the same time what ultimately divides them.   At 
least, this is how I read his statement about “parting 
ways” quoted above.  But is this Christian notion 
of God, of the Trinity, a hindrance to spiritual 
friendship with Buddhists? We venture to say – not 
at all! While commonalities and shared experiences 
are the stuff that spiritual friendship is made of, it is 
in truth that which is different in the other, and that 
which we respect, or more importantly, love as being 
different, which makes a true spiritual friendship 
possible.  This is a paradox, but an important one.  
Ultimate truth, the wisdom arrived at in Buddhism 
by practicing the Noble Eightfold Path, is no other 
than a paradox.  How could the realization of 
absolute Non-duality, also called Emptiness, one 
that recognizes each and every thing in itself as 
full expression of the very fact of Non-duality, be 
anything other than a paradox?

It is clear that the Dalai Lama, through his 
friendships with Catholics, came to understand and 
appreciate Christianity, specifically Catholicism, the 
religious tradition of his friends, in a much deeper 
and enhanced way. But the question to be asked is 
this: did he become a “better” Buddhist in the process 
of cultivating these friendships, or as an outcome of 
these? If being Buddhist means to walk the path of 
awakening, we are well grounded in affirming that 
the Dalai Lama arrived at a more deeply enhanced 
and enriched way of being awakened, precisely in 
being able to better understand and appreciate the 
perspectives and religious practices of his friends. 
In short, in coming to understand and appreciate 
the religious Other and find spiritual resonances 
with them, his own way of “being Buddhist” has 
definitely been broadened and deepened. 

The Dalai Lama, as the most visible 

45 Again, we are grateful to our good and dear friend 
Vanessa Sasson, for articulating this and noting this in her 
comments on an earlier draft of this paper.

representative of the Buddhist community and 
tradition in our contemporary world, is embodying 
a way of “being Buddhist” that now irreversibly 
includes the feature of “being in interreligious 
friendships” with persons from other traditions: he 
has incorporated this feature into his very being as 
a Buddhist. And in being so, he is taking his own 
tradition forward to a new stage of its development 
in history. 46

Buddhism developed in the past through 
its encounter with new cultures, as it was 
transplanted from India to other Asian countries, 
and more recently, to the Western hemisphere, in 
manifold ways that led to the immense enrichment 
of  its doctrinal content, ritual form as well as 
modes of spiritual praxis.47 In our globalized and 
multireligious society, where interaction between 
people of different religious traditions on many 
levels is a daily reality, spiritual friendships 
between Buddhists (as embodied and exemplified 
in the person of the Dalai Lama, and increasing 
numbers of Buddhists like himself) and adherents 
of other religious traditions are no longer rare 
occurrences. Such interreligious friendships 
naturally come to bear fruit in the personal and 
communal lives of those so involved, and will 
inspire new “ways of being Buddhist,” not to 
mention new “ways of being religious” in those 
from the different traditions engaged in such 
friendships. New horizons in world religious 
history are being forged, as interreligious 
friendships bear fruit in the lives of individuals 
and communities of adherents of the different 
religious traditions of the world. 

46 John Makransky gives clear articulation of how one 
becomes a “better Buddhist,” having deepened and 
broadened his own understanding of Buddhist themes as 
he saw these in comparative light vis-a-vis themes from 
Christian doctrine, ritual and praxis. See note 30, above. 

47 See Ruben L.F. Habito, Experiencing Buddhism: Ways of 
Wisdom and Compassion, Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005, 
for an account of the organic development of the Buddhist 
tradition the major forms of Buddhist religious life and 
praxis in our contemporary world.
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A Buddhist Christian Epilogue
We close with a self-disclosure. The co-

authors of this paper, both nourished in the 
Catholic Christian tradition since childhood, 
through auspicious encounters with certain 
Good Friends, entered the Buddhist 
path (specifically in the practice of Zen 
meditation) in our twenties. We are grateful 
to have been supported and sustained in this 
path by our Zen ancestors, our sangha, our 
fellow practitioners and teachers through the 
years, as we also continue to belong to and 
find spiritual nourishment in our Christian 
faith tradition.48 

At the heart of the Christian religious 
tradition is that ubiquitous figure on the 
Cross. Christian churches throughout 
the world exhibit this religious icon as a 
centerpiece, attesting to its centrality in the 
Christian vision of ultimate reality. Without 
going in detail into the theology of the Cross 
so central to Christian self-understanding, 
we only call attention to a New Testament 
passage that gives us a clue to its vital import 
for our theme: “There is no greater love than 
to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” 
(John 15:3)

This willingness to give one’s life and 
die for one’s friends, the message conveyed by 
that Figure on the Cross, sums up the life and 
teaching, the Spirit, the Good News of Jesus 
the Christ.  This confronts and challenges 
anyone of us considering the meaning of 
friendship, interreligious or otherwise. The 
Figure on the Cross, incidentally, coincides 
perfectly with the heart of the Bodhisattva, 
one who is no less willing to give oneself 
and one’s entire life, and even die so that 

48 Please refer to the autobiographical accounts of 
our respective journeys in Harold Kasimov, John P. 
Keenan and Linda Keenan, eds., Beside Still Waters: 
Christians and Jews Encounter the Buddha. Boston: 
Wisdom Publications, 2003.

others may live, and have the fullness of 
wellbeing.49 

As we enter into the realm wherein 
reigns the Spirit of Christ, which is also the 
Heart of the Bodhisattva, we open our eyes, 
and lo and behold, we find ourselves in a 
sacred space where “there is neither Jew nor 
Greek, slave nor free, no male or female…” 
(Galatians 3:28), and for that matter, no 
Buddhist nor Christian, no Muslim nor Jew, 
no Hindu nor Sikh…There is only a Friend 
among Friends, in a timeless convivial 
feast, sharing and partaking of one another’s 
treasures, exclaiming, “Hine ma tov (O 
how good it is…when friends dwell among 
friends!”)50 

49 See Steven Rockefeller and Donald Lopez, 
eds., The Christ and The Bodhisattva. Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1987.

50 Adapted from Psalm 133:1 and ff.
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Practical Suggestions:
1. True friendship entails acceptance of one 

another in and through differences, and 
respect for those differences. However, 
this does not mean that one simply glosses 
over, or overlooks or refuses to consider 
such difference. Candid discussions 
among friends on how and why they differ, 
especially in matters of ultimate concern 
and religious practice, can lead to mutual 
learning and broadening of perspectives.

2. Deep listening is made possible only 
through opening one’s heart to another and 
accepting and affirming the other for what 
he or she is, instead clinging to an idea 
of what one wishes the other to be. Here 
we may be able to experience what Pascal 
referred to, when he said that “the heart has 
its reasons which reason does not know.”

3. It is through deep listening that we are 
able to overcome differences in religious 
terminology or conceptual frameworks, and 
possibly enter into a new understanding 
and appreciation of the other, into a 
common ground, a realm beyond words 
and concepts. 

4. As we discover a common ground beyond 
language and conceptual frameworks in 
our encounters with religious others, we 
may also find ourselves seeking new ways 
of articulating our own understanding 
and appreciation of our own religious 
standpoint. This will lead to organic growth 
and development of our own religious 
tradition and community. 

5. Where differences in religious terminology 
and conceptual frameworks present 
insurmountable barriers to mutual 
understanding, celebrating one another’s 
presence and friendship can be enhanced 
through intentional and shared periods of 
silence. Here we may be able to appreciate 
what Wittgenstein noted: “Whereof one 
cannot speak, must one remain silent.”
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Abstract
For the purposes of Eleanor Nesbitt’s paper, ‘friendship’ encompasses a spectrum of 
relationship that includes deep, long-standing companionship as well as encounters and 
exchanges in which the participants sense a resonance in their insights and outlook.  Nesbitt 
elucidates the Sikh understanding of friendship and its purpose, suggesting that “friendship” 
is sometimes subsumed by the category of kinship.  Nesbitt argues that the Gurus’ insights 
unquestionably support friendships between humans of whatever community, although in 
practice in the Punjabi cultural matrix of Sikh tradition, social divides such as castes are 
more problematic to friendship than religious faith or identification.  For friendship to be 
spiritually supportive the orientation of all concerned must be Guru-ward and so God-ward. 
Such persons will live lives of selfless service and compassion.  In exploring the Sikh context 
for inter-religious friendship, it is noteworthy too that Sikh history affords examples of 
categorising some people as inappropriate for the social interactions that enable friendship.  
On the basis of Guru Nanak’s famous pronouncement, the unimportance of religious labels 
and divisions to forging friendship appears unquestionable.  Nesbitt provides several 
historical cases of Sikh friendship with non-Sikhs, but also explores the main obstacles to 
friendship: inter-communal bloodshed and trust issues due to history and politics.  Nesbitt 
argues that within the Sikh community the issue of inter-religious friendship highlights the 
dynamic tension between, on the one hand, the theological universality expressed in the 
Guru Granth Sahib together with its emphasis on a loving relationship between the Divine 
and the devotee and, on the other hand, Sikh responses to social and political developments, 
from the Gurus’ times to the present.  



Interfaith Friendship: Insights 
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 ‘There is no Hindu or Muslim.’ 
Guru Nanak

Living with Sikhs: A Personal Testimony
In the interests of transparency this paper 

starts by sharing my own relationship to the Sikh 
tradition and the insights it offers to informed 
interreligious friendship.  An Anglican by 
upbringing and a Quaker by ‘convincement’, I 
first encountered Sikhs in the mid 1970s, through 
visiting gurdwaras (Sikhs’ public places of 
worship) in India, while employed in a boarding 
school in Uttar Pradesh.  Of my (mainly) Punjabi 
pupils half were Sikh.  On my return to the UK (to 
Coventry in the Midlands) once again many of my 
students were Sikhs.  Then in 1979 I was invited 
to another Midlands city, Nottingham, to carry out 
post-graduate study of its Sikh population. What I 
encountered was in fact three Sikh communities, 
each with its own gurdwaras, and with no inter-
marriage between them.1 Subsequent periods of 
fieldwork have engaged me with many Hindu, 
Sikh and Christian communities.2  

So, for over 35 years I have been caught 
up in both intellectual and social engagement 
with people of Sikh (and other) heritage and 
commitment. My inner dialogue between Quaker 
and Sikh insights was certainly underway in 
1980: errors in an early article3 remind me of 
the beginnings of this ongoing conversation.  
The conversation was not only within me but 
with Sikh friends, among them (now Professor) 
Dharam Singh, and when I came upon his 
article4 I realised that the ripple effect of such 
conversation was continuing.  In India I had 
become part of one Hindu Punjabi family many 
years before marrying into another one, and so 
my experience was not only, at a deep level, of 

1 For a detailed report see Nesbitt, E.  Aspects of Sikh 
Tradition in Nottingham, unpublished M Phil thesis, 
University of Nottingham, 1980.

2 For the study of Sikh religious socialization see 
Nesbitt, E. The Religious Lives of Sikh Children; A 
Coventry Based Study. Leeds: Community Religions 
Project, University of Leeds, 2003.  Aspects of the 
Sikh, Hindu and Christian studies are discussed in 
Nesbitt, E. Intercultural Education: Ethnographic and 
Religious Approaches. Brighton: Sussex Academic 
Press, 2004.

3 Nesbitt, E. “Out of a Single Fire: Sikhs and Quakers,” 
Quaker Monthly, April 1980, 59, 4 p. 75-8.

4 Singh, D. “Sikhism and Quakerism: An Interfaith 
Enquiry,” The Friendly Way Friends Rural Centre, 
Rasulia, Madhya Pradesh, India, 1986, p. 51-53.  
Reprinted in The Sikh Review,  Dec 1994, p. 5-8.

the connections and contradictions between my 
culturally European Protestant experience and 
my discovery of Sikh tradition, but also of the 
complex Sikh/Hindu experience.5   On a daily 
basis I live with the resonances and dissonances 
between, on the one hand, my Christian nurturing 
and Quaker principles (testimonies) and, on the 
other hand, the cultural priorities of panjabiat 
(Punjabiness, see below) whether expressed by 
those who identify as Sikh, Hindu, or for that 
matter as Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, Valmiki 
or Ravidassia.6 

Friendship has characterised my three 
and a half decades of interaction with Sikhs. 
Indeed, it was the generous hospitality of Sikh 
families that made my extensive empirical 
research possible.  My presence in gurdwaras 
and at religious occasions elsewhere was always 
accepted, and sometimes publicly welcomed (on 
occasion even with the gift of a siropa, a piece of 
orange cloth bestowed as a sign of respect), and 
I have repeatedly felt privileged and honoured 
to be invited by Sikhs to speak alongside Sikh 
speakers, and that too sometimes in the sangat 
(religious congregation). 

My work as a writer has been integral to 
my friendships with Sikhs (and vice versa).  
It has included co-authorship with Darshan 
Singh Tatla of two editions of an annotated 

5 Nesbitt, E. “Hinduism and Sikhism,” in K. A. Jacobsen 
(ed.) Brill’s Encyclopaedia of Hinduism, Leiden: Brill, 
forthcoming 2012.

6 Nesbitt, E. “Building Interfaith Understanding: 
Quaker Testimonies in an Age of Diversity,” Friends 
Quarterly, 37, 1, 2009,  p. 15-27. Valmikis and 
Ravidassias, who identify variously as Sikh, Hindu 
and neither, exemplify how problematic it can be to 
define ‘Hindu’ and ‘Sikh’. See Nesbitt, E. “Pitfalls 
in Religious Taxonomy: Hindus and Sikhs, Valmikis 
and Ravidasis”, Religion Today, 6, 1, , 1990, p. 9-12, 
reprinted in J. Wolffe ed. The Growth of Religious 
Diversity: Britain fronm 1945: A Reader, London: 
Hodder for Open University, 1994, and Takhar, O. K. 
and Jacobs, S. “Confusing the Issue: Field Visits as 
a Strategy for Deconstructing Religious Boundaries,” 
Discourse: Learning and Teaching in Philosophical 
and Religious Studies, 10, 2, 2011, p. 31-44.  

Friendship is often subsumed by, 
transformed into (and needs to be 
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bibliography of work on Sikhs in the UK7 and 
writing on Guru Nanak8, Sikhism’s most revered 
figure, with Gopinder Kaur.9 I treasure the joy of 
continuing discovery, as Gopinder and I focused 
on interpreting for young people the relevance of 
Guru Nanak’s questions and insights for the twenty-
first century.  At an earlier stage in my Sikh studies, 
another writer, Piara Singh Sambhi, had unstintingly 
offered me his advice.10  Kailash Puri (a fiction 
writer and agony aunt11) had also shared her life 
story with me in detail as we prepared her (as yet 
unpublished) autobiography together.  Successive 
expressions of appreciation by Sikhs (‘lay’ and 
academic) of my publications are also part of this 
experience of solidarity and goodwill – here I would 
mention especially Sewa Singh Kalsi (a Sikh Studies 
specialist),12 and a schoolboy who emailed me after 
reading my introduction to Sikhism13 which, he 
explained to me, had been prescribed as a class text 
in his Sikh college in Malaysia.

Transformation by integration,14 not simply 
through encounter (see Habito), is indeed vital to 
one’s spiritual life.  Thus, I have learned from the 
‘fine balance’ that for me summarises Sikhism: 

7 Tatla, D. S. and Nesbitt, E. M. Sikhs in Britain: An Annotated 
Bibliography. 2nd revised edition.  Bibliographies in 
Ethnic Relations no 8, Coventry: Centre for Research in 
Ethnic Relations, University of Warwick, 1994.  Available 
at: http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/crer/publications/

8 In keeping with scholarly convention this book, and the 
present paper, refer to the Gurus without using honorifics 
such as ‘Ji’ which would be expected in devotional 
contexts.  

9 Nesbitt, E. and Kaur, G. Guru Nanak, Calgary: Bayeux 
Arts and Norwich: Religious and Moral Education Press, 
1999.

10 Piara Singh Sambhi made a notable contribution, 
especially for religious educationists, to literature on the 
Sikh tradition.  With his long-time co-author, Owen Cole, 
he explored Sikhism and Christianity in Cole, W. O. and 
Sambhi, P. S. Sikhism and Christianity: A Comparative 
Study, London: Macmillan, 1993.

11 An agony aunt is a woman whose column in a newspaper 
or magazine answers the questions that readers send in, 
usually about their relationships.  Kailash Puri also wrote 
novels and articles in Punjabi. 

12 Sewa Singh Kalsi’s publications on Sikhs include The 
Evolution of a Sikh Community in Britain: Religious and 
Social Change among the Sikhs of Leeds and Bradford. 
Leeds: Community Religions Project, Department of 
Theology and Religious Studies, University of Leeds, 
1992. 

13 Nesbitt, E. Sikhism A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005.

14 Schmidt-Leukel, P. Transformation by Integration: How 
Inter-Faith Encounter Changes Christianity, London: 
SCM Press, 2009. 

balance encapsulated in the concept of sahaj 
(spiritual poise) and in such expressions as sant-
sipahi (saint-soldier/ warrior-saint), miri-piri (the 
temporal and the spiritual), and the emphasis on 
embracing simultaneously a spiritual path and 
family responsibilities (grihasthi).  I have been 
more critically aware of the Quaker peace testimony, 
through considering Sikhs’ commitment to fight 
oppression and Guru Gobind Singh’s admission (in 
Zafarnamah) that as a last resort it is right to draw 
the sword.  I have been helped to see through other 
‘lenses’:15 for example by the Sikh visitor who asked 
me ‘Who is your Guru?’ This set me thinking about 
the ways in which Jesus of Nazareth is or is not my 
Guru.  My Protestant insistence on the word and its 
meaning has given way to appreciation of a Sikh 
emphasis on non-cognitive immersion in Gurbani, 
the Guru’s word as incorporated in the Guru Granth 
Sahib and sung in the congregation. Above all, I 
have been moved and humbled by Sikhs’ hospitality 
and graciousness.

My experience has included the opportunity 
to learn in inter-faith groups – for example the Sikhs 
and Christians group, organised in the 1980s under 
the auspices of the United Reformed Church in the 
UK. I witness Sikhs’ commitment to working with 
civic, faith and inter-faith bodies, as conspicuously 
exemplified by (for example) the Guru Nanak 
Nishkam Sevak Jatha with the leadership of Bhai 
Mohinder Singh.16

Based on these experiences, and for the 
purposes of this paper, ‘friendship’ encompasses a 
spectrum of relationship that includes deep, long-
standing companionship as well as encounters 
and exchanges in which the participants sense 
a resonance in their insights and outlook.  My 
illustrations of ‘friendship’ include two examples 
of compassion and humanity towards previously 
unknown individuals in their hour of crisis.     

15 Nesbitt, E. The Religious Lives of Sikh Children; A 
Coventry Based Study. Leeds: Community Religions 
Project, University of Leeds, 2003.

16 Takhar, O. K. Sikh Identity: An Exploration of Groups 
among Sikhs, Aldershot; Ashgate, 2005. See http://www.
sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Guru_Nanak_Nishkam_Sewak_
Jatha

God is repeatedly invoked as friend
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Sikh context
My present consideration of Sikhism and 

interreligious friendship needs to consider some 
distinctive features of the Sikh experience. In 
contrast to the ethnic diversity of other faith 
communities represented in the current project, 
the vast majority of Sikhs have a single ethnicity: 
Punjabi, with family roots in Punjab, a region 
bisected in 1947 by the Partition of India into two 
states.  It is the Indian state of Punjab (rather than 
Pakistan’s state of Punjab, where Guru Nanak’s 
birthplace is situated) with which Sikhs identify 
more strongly.  Not only do some 16 million of 
the world’s estimated 22 million Sikhs live here, 
but this is where most of their revered historical 
shrines are located.17  Another key fact (and this 
is relevant to Sikhs’ sense of themselves and so 
to interreligious understanding and friendship) 
is the fact that in no country in the world are 
Sikhs a majority.  In India, where most Sikhs 
live, their percentage of the total population (1.9 
per cent, according to the 2001 census) is lower 
than that for the Christian minority (2.3 percent).   
Although ethnically fairly homogeneous and so 
firmly rooted in Punjab, Sikhs are nevertheless 
geographically far-flung as a result of migration 
that has been underway from the late 19th century 
to the present.  Also noteworthy is the fact that 
Sikh history is shorter (the first Guru, Nanak, 
was born in 1469 C. E.) and its literature is much 
less extensive than is the case for Buddhists, 
Christians, Hindus, Jews and Muslims.  

The next step is to seek out Sikh 
understanding of friendship and its purpose, and 
Sikh vocabulary for friendship.  I suggest that 
‘friendship’ is often subsumed by, transformed 
into (and needs to be understood within) the 
category of family – of kinship.  This social reality 
accords too with some of the scriptural imagery 
for the relationship between the individual and 
the Divine (as, inter alia, father and mother).  
Among other analogies for the devotee in 
relation to the Divine are the lover longing for 

17 Some historic shrines are in other parts of India and in 
Pakistan, 

the beloved, and the devotee as disciple (sikh) 
to the Guru.  Importantly, too, God is repeatedly 
invoked as friend. After briefly considering the 
‘non-friend’, and the opposite of friendship, and 
the apparently socially restrictive character of 
the rahit (discipline) associated with the tenth 
Guru, Guru Gobind Singh, and the rahit of one 
contemporary minority Sikh group, I will address 
the wider matter of Sikh friendship with members 
of other traditions.  

Guru Granth Sahib
At the heart of Sikh life is the Guru Granth 

Sahib, the Sikh scripture.  The word ‘Guru’ serves 
as constant reminder that the lovingly enthroned 
and swathed 1430-page volume is understood 
to be the ‘Living Guru’ in continuation of the 
line of ten human Gurus.  Passages of this text 
provide the basis of congregational worship, 
the content of a religiously observant Sikh’s 
three periods of daily prayer, and the words of 
the marriage ceremony and the basis of funeral 
rites.  Importantly, it is the presence of the duly 
enthroned volume that makes a room a gurdwara, 
and in the solemnisation of marriage it is the Guru 
Granth Sahib that is witness to the union.  

In terms of literary genre, the sacred text 
can best be described as mystical poetry.  For 
narrative one has to turn to the janam sakhis, 
hagiographical accounts of episodes in Guru 
Nanak’s life.18  Although some episodes are 
frequently related by preachers and teachers, 
the janam sakhis do not have the canonical and 
liturgical standing of the Guru Granth Sahib 
(or of the anecdotes of Jesus’ life as reported in 
the four canonical gospels).  Formulations of a 
code of discipline are to be found in successive 
rahits (codes).19 These too lack the authority of 
the Guru Granth Sahib, although the Sikh Rahit 
Maryada (Sikh Code of Discipline), approved in 

18 The most popular of these stories flourish in preachers’ 
homilies and in compilations for children. For an 
authoritative rendering of one manuscript see McLeod, 
W. H. The B40 Janam-Sakhi: An English Translation 
with introduction and annotations of the India Office 
Library Gurmukhi manuscript Panj. B40, a janam-
sakhi of Guru Nanak compiled in A.D. 1733 by Daya 
Ram Abrol. Amritsar: Guru Nanak Dev University, 
1980. For textual criticism of the janam sakhi corpus 
see McLeod, W. H. Early Sikh Tradition: A Study of 
the Janam-Sakhis. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980.   

19 On the rahit literature see McLeod, W. H. Sikhs of the 
Khalsa: A History of the Khalsa Rahit. New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2003.

It is other social divides (notably 
between castes) that are more 
problematic to friendship than 
religious faith or identification.
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1950, is widely acknowledged as a guide.20  Its 
concern is with such topics as behaviour in the 
gurdwara, and with life cycle rites, notably the 
procedure for initiation into the Khalsa (nucleus of 
Sikhs committed to a strict discipline), rather than 
with more universal ethical issues.21    

A potential pitfall has to be negotiated at this 
point, however: this is a widespread assumption 
that there are uncontested boundaries between 
‘traditions’, combined with the risk of essentialising 
‘tradition’ in much the same way that ‘religion’ too 
has been widely reified.  Moreover, in practice, the 
paper suggests, in the Punjabi cultural matrix of Sikh 
tradition, it is other social divides (notably between 
castes) that are more problematic to friendship than 
religious faith or identification.  Theologically, the 
Gurus’ insights unquestionably support friendships 
between humans of whatever community. With 
regard to ‘inter-faith’ friendship attention does 
however need to be paid to the history, colonial 
and otherwise, of inter-community relationships in 
Punjab, as arguably this continues to have a bearing 
for those of all faith communities in India.  

Importantly, however, both Punjab’s turbulent 
history and formulations of a religious taxonomy 
are irrelevant to the theological basis for friendship.  
For this one needs instead to focus on ik oankar, 
as articulated in Guru Nanak’s mul mantar.  It is 
with mul mantar (literally ‘root formula’ or creedal 
statement), the formulation that is most familiar to 
Sikhs, that the Guru Granth Sahib opens,22 and it is 

20 For an online English translation see http://www.sikhs.
org/rehit.htm  Much of the Sikh Rahit Maryada is also 
available in McLeod, W. H. Textual Sources for the Study 
of Sikhism. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1984, p. 79-86, re-issued 1990 by the University of 
Chicago Press.

21 Co-existing with this is Sikhs’ oral tradition, providing a 
wider ethical context.  (My thanks to Pal Singh Ahluwalia 
for this point.)

22 AG1. In accordance with prevailing scholarly convention, 
most references to passages in the Guru Granth Sahib 
are designated ‘AG’, followed by the page in the 1430-
page printed volume on which the passage occurs.  AG 
stands for Adi Granth (primal volume), an alternative title 
for ‘Guru Granth Sahib’.  In devotional contexts not only 
is the volume referred to as ‘Guru’ but also by further 
honorifics – often as ‘Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji’.   

the core of the whole scripture.  This one being or 
one reality (often translated in English versions as 
‘God’) whose nam (name and essence) is truth, is 
nirbhau (without fear), and nirvair (without enmity).  
Since fear and enmity have no ultimate reality, the 
stage is set for unity and friendship among humans, 
and the human aspiration is to be attuned to nam 
(God’s reality within one).  This is the theological 
basis for the Sikh emphasis on respecting other 
faiths and holding their faithful in high regard.  In 
consequence, the conversion of others from their 
own religious paths is not a Sikh goal. Instead Sikhs 
assume that religions guide their adherents to the 
same point - i.e. union with the divine, via moral 
life and divine grace. ‘He is my friend, my dear 
friend, who imparts to me the knowledge of God’.23  
Sikhs have no concept for or strategy of forging 
friendships instrumentally with the intention of 
winning converts. 

The human goal of union with the supreme 
reality allows of no hostility between members of 
religious communities. As the tenth Guru, Gobind 
Singh, stated:
 

Hindus and Muslims are one.
The same Reality is the Creator 
and preserver of all;
Know no distinction between them.
The monastery and the mosque are the same;
So are the Hindu worship 
and the Muslim  prayer.
Humans are all one!24   

Underlying the exposition in the present paper 
is the outworking of a tension between the Gurus’ 
theological insight and the social and political 
situations through which Sikhs have lived.  These 
include notably periods of invasion and domination 
by Muslims (from Guru Nanak’s time through to the 
eighteenth century, the impact of the British Raj, the 
devastating consequences in 1947 of the Partition of 
India at its Independence (when violence erupted in 
Punjab between Muslims on the one hand and Sikhs 
and Hindus on the other), and more recently the 
tensions between Sikhs and Hindus in the 1980s and 

23  The primary organizational principle of the scripture is 
the musical one of raga. These words by the fifth Guru, 
Arjan Dev, are in the section of the scripture that is sung 
in Gauri Rag. (Rag is Punjabi for raga.)  

24 Akal Ustat translated by Singh, N-G. K. The Name of 
My Beloved: Verses of the Sikh Gurus. San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1996, p. 8.

Theologically, the Gurus’ 
insights unquestionably support 
friendships between humans of                    

whatever community.
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1990s associated with a movement for greater 
Sikh autonomy.    

panjabiat
Unsurprisingly, given Sikhs’ strong 

identification with Punjab, discussion of 
friendship in a Sikh context also requires 
acknowledgement of panjabiat (Punjabiness), 
the norms and priorities of Punjabi society 
more broadly.  Izzat (honour) calls for special 
mention, as concern with family status and 
reputation motivates decisions and behaviour.  
Family honour is enhanced by professional and 
financial success and finds expression in lavish 
hospitality.  Conversely, izzat is jeopardised by 
misconduct, especially by (even unsubstantiated 
rumour of) a daughter’s inappropriate association 
with a member of the opposite sex.  Friendships 
(both how one conducts oneself and with whom) 
can affect izzat both positively and negatively.  
Alliances and factionalism constantly play out in 
intra-community relations, as illustrated by Sikh 
politics and the history of many gurdwaras.25 

Sikh understanding of friendship 
It would be misleading to overestimate 

the Sikh-specificity of Sikh understandings 
of friendship.  In part this is because ‘friend’ 
carries a meaning that transcends scriptural 
formulations and cultural assumptions, insofar 
as friendship’s characteristic features – across 
religious and cultural divides - include loyalty, 
mutual supportiveness and the experience of 
pleasure in each other’s company.   Necessarily, 
Sikh approaches to friendship need (in a social 
rather than in a theological context) to be seen 
as part and parcel of South Asian society more 
generally, and of Punjabi life specifically.  Thus it 
is true of Sikhs (as also of Punjabis who identify 
with other religions) that the family provides one 
framework for friendship.26  Whereas it might be 

25 Nesbitt, E. “Sikh Spectrum: Emotion and Identity in the 
Panth” in D. Davies (ed.) (provisional title) Religion 
and Emotion, Aldershot: Ashgate, forthcoming.

26 Nesbitt, E.  “Sikhism” in P. Morgan and C. Lawton, 
eds. Ethical Issues in Six Religious Traditions. 2nd 
revised edition.  Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2007, p. 118-167.

a compliment in contemporary western society 
to describe one’s spouse, parent, sibling or 
offspring as one’s friends, the South Asian norm 
has long been to show one’s affection and esteem 
by regarding and addressing acquaintances, with 
whom there is no tie of blood or marriage, as 
fictive kin.  So, a friend of one’s own generation 
will be introduced to others as a brother (bhai, 
bhra) or sister (bahin), a valued acquaintance of 
one’s parent’s age is more likely to be addressed 
and referred to as aunt or uncle, and a younger 
person will be called ‘beta’/ ‘beti’ or ‘put’ i.e. 
son or daughter.   Thus, in his autobiography, 
the philosopher of religion John Hick describes 
his bemusement during a visit to India at being 
introduced by a Sikh acquaintance, Kushdeva 
Singh, ‘as his brother John’ to a succession of 
‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’.27 The respectful forms for 
‘brother’ i.e. ‘bhai sahib’ or ‘bhraji’ and ‘sister’ 
i.e. ‘bahinji’ are frequently used.  In this context it 
is also worth noting that fellow villagers are also 
regarded as one’s siblings – and so, traditionally, 
marriage with someone whose family was from 
the same village would be taboo. 

One effect of living in modern western 
societies, however, is that Sikhs (and others of 
South Asian background) increasingly adopt 
the mainstream usage.  Thus (often to parents’ 
disappointment) a younger relative may speak of 
‘your friend’ rather than saying ‘auntie’ or ‘uncle’.  
‘Your’ implies that the relationship is specific and 
individual rather than with the family as a whole. 
‘Friend’, it needs to be realised, can imply not so 
much closeness and intimacy as a distance that is 
absent from relationship words, which are felt to 
convey both affection and respect.    

Nonetheless, words which translate as 
‘friend’ abound in the scripture.28 Given that 

27 Hick 2002, p. 10.
28 In the Guru Granth Sahib one word for friend or lover 

is mitu (cognate with mitra and maitri in Rambachan’s 
and Habito’s papers.  Whether it is also related to ‘amity’ 
I have been unable to discover).  The words sakha (m), 
sakhi (f), too, denote a companion or friend.  Sakhi 
equates to the current word saheli (a female’s female 
friend, and is used in e.g. Guru Granth Sahib p 802-3 
by Guru Arjan Dev for a ‘fellow-seeker’ (Talib 1990: 
1667).  The word sajanu (friend, beloved) recurs too.  
Sikhs also use the word dosti for ‘friendship, affection, 
love’ and prem (love).  Another relevant concept is that 
of the sadhsangat – company or congregation (sangat) 
of the righteous (sadh is cognate with the word sadhu).  
It is also of interest to note (see Gianotti) that the 
Arabic meaning of the honorific word ‘sahib’ with 

Since fear and enmity have no 
ultimate reality, the stage is set for 

unity and friendship among humans.
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the Guru Granth Sahib is a succession of poetic 
compositions it is unsurprising that (prosaic) 
definitions do not feature.  In context the scriptural 
vocabulary of friendship variously evokes 
companionship and affection.

The ultimate reality, ‘God’29 is repeatedly described 
as a friend.  For example, Guru Nanak addresses the 
Divine as ‘sajan’ when he exclaims ‘Friend, may I 
always remain as the dust of your feet’.30  The third 
Guru, Amar Das declared: ‘O devotees, God alone 
is my friend, and companion, wealth, beauty, son, 
father and mother’.31 The fifth Guru, Arjan Dev 
declared: tun mera sakha tunhi mera mitu’ (You 
are my companion, you alone are my friend),32 and 
in the line ‘mitu karai soi ham mana’ he addresses 
God as ‘Friend’: ‘What our Friend wills we obey…
he who does all is our true friend’,33 but Guru 
Arjan Dev soon shifts to the metaphor of ‘slave’ 
and ‘Master’.  The poet Kabir declared: ‘Kabir, to 
make many friends in this world is not a source of 
happiness, only those are happy who attach their 
affections to the One’.34 In the same vein, a twenty-
first century Sikh is quoted as saying, ‘God is the 
best companion, closer than family’,35 a particularly 
poignant affirmation in view of Punjabi emphasis on 
the family. 

which Sikhs dignify their Gurus, including their scripture, 
and most honoured sites, is ‘companion’ or ‘friend’.  

29 The reason for using speech marks around the word ‘God’ 
is that some fifty words are used in Sikh scripture for the 
creative power and single reality that the Gurus proclaim.  
‘God’, and sometimes ‘Lord’, are the usual English 
translations for these words, but these English words are 
loaded by associations with Europe’s Christian history.  
While thirty of the words used in the Guru Granth Sahib 
are unmistakably Hindu (Ram and Hari, for example) 
and ten (including Allah) are Islamic, some are more 
characteristically Sikh.  One of these is Satguru (the true 
Guru).  Vahiguru (originally a cry of praise for the Guru) is 
the most widely used equivalent of ‘God’ in modern Sikh 
usage.  But teacher-student is only one of the analogies 
used for the ineffable Being, the one reality. 

30 Maru Rag AG 989.
31 Ramkali Rag AG 916.
32 Gauri Rag AG 181.
33 Gauri Rag AG 187.
34 AG Kabir slok, quoted on http://www.allaboutsikhs.

com/quotations/quotations-from-adi-granth-friends-amp-
friendship

35 Barnett, J. R. To What Extent Can Mysticism be Regarded as 
a Source of Good Inter-Religious Relations? unpublished 
MA dissertation, De Montfort University, 2011.

Friendship in reciprocal and unequal 
relationships, and in relating to the ‘other’

In terms of the Gurus’ teaching, humans 
are either gurmukh (facing towards the Guru) or 
manmukh (egoists, preoccupied with their own 
whims).  What is crucial is the direction in which, 
metaphorically, one is looking.  For friendship to be 
spiritually supportive the orientation of all concerned 
must be Guru-ward and so God-ward. Such persons 
will live lives of seva (selfless service) and daya 
(compassion). One example is Bhagat Puran Singh36 
(1904-1992) who dedicated his life to caring for 
destitute and disabled people. Moreover, the Sikh 
is called to be ever ready to protect the oppressed 
and vulnerable.  As military ideology became 
more prominent (from the time of the sixth Guru, 
Hargobind), so too did the call to be a sant sipahi 
(saint-soldier).  One example (of many) is Kushdeva 
Singh’s courageous protection of Muslims fleeing 
the violence in post-Partition India in 1947.37 

Another relationship that is central to Sikh 
tradition is that of disciple (sikh) and teacher 
(guru), with the etymology of guru frequently being 
explained in devotional literature as ‘remover of 
darkness’, even though its root meaning in Sanskrit 
is ‘weighty’ (so cognate with English ‘grave’ and 
‘gravity’). 

Relationship with ‘God’
In addition to the many references to God as 

one’s friend (see above), human relationship with 
God is also evoked repeatedly in the Guru Granth 
Sahib by images of lover and beloved.38 Bhakti 
(devotion) is at the heart of the Guru Granth Sahib 
and of the observant Sikh’s existence. As moving 
expressions of this devotion, biraha and vairag 
(both meaning the yearning of separation from one’s 
beloved) pervade the scripture.

 

36 Singh, P. and Sekhon, H. K. Garland Round My Neck: 
The Story of Puran Singh of Pingalwara, New Delhi: UBS 
Publications, 2001. 

37 Hick, J. John Hick: An Autobiography, Oxford: Oneworld 
Publications, 2002, p. 212. NB Similar stories of non-
partisan heroism are related about courageous Muslims 
and Hindus.

38 G-N K Singh 1996.

Conversion of others from their own 
religious paths is not a Sikh goal.
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My mind and body yearn
but my Lover is far away in foreign lands.
The Beloved does not come home, 
I am sighing to death
and the lightning strikes fear in me.
I lie alone on my bed, tormented;
mother, the pain is like death to me.
Without the Divine One, how can there 
be  sleep or hunger?
What clothing can soothe the skin?
Nanak says, the bride is truly wed
When she is embraced by her Beloved.39 

 
Another, of many examples, is Guru Arjan 

Dev’s hymn mohan nīnd na āwai hāwai hār kajar 
bastra abharan kīne (i.e. attractive Lord, sleep 
eludes me, sighing deeply, adorned, bejewelled 
and decked out as I am…).40   

Furthermore, God is evoked as father and 
mother in, for example, the fifth Guru, Guru 
Arjan Dev’s often-repeated words: ‘the one Lord 
is brother, the one is the real friend and the one 
is my mother and father’..41.  Elsewhere, Guru 
Arjan Dev said, ‘Thy child has made mistakes 
and untoward overtures. Thou O Lord art my 
father and mother’42 and ‘As mother, father, 
offspring, relatives and brothers, says Nanak, the 
transcendent Lord is our helper’.43 Elsewhere, 
Guru Arjan Dev describes the Divine as ‘gracious 
father’.44 Gurus Amar Das and Ram Das had 
employed the same image of God as parent.45

Possible relationship to the non-friend, and 
the opposite of friendship.

In exploring the Sikh context for 
interreligious friendship it is noteworthy too that 
Sikh history affords examples of categorising 
some people as inappropriate for the social 
interactions that enable friendship.  Famously, 
the rahit attributed to Guru Gobind Singh appears 
aimed at minimising contact between his Khalsa 
and Muslims. One rationale for the rahit’s ban 
on using tobacco and eating halal meat, as well 
as its prohibition of sexual relations with Muslim 

39  Guru Nanak, Tukhari Chhant, AG as on p 3-4 and 156 
of N-G. K. Singh 1996.

40 AG 830.
41 AG 45.
42 AG 51.
43 AG 805.
44 AG 828.
45 See Rahi 1999: 40 for quotations from AG 7, 45, 51, 

73, 381, 881, 884, 916, 917, 921, 957.

women, was the Guru’s intention of socially 
separating Sikhs and Muslims.46  While the 
currently endorsed Sikh Rahit Maryada includes 
proscription of adultery, rather than specifying 
sexual relations with Muslim women in particular, 
it retains the ban on halal meat (as opposed to all 
meat).  Moreover, Sikh Rahit Maryada outlaws 
contact with members of heterodox groups.  

 One can detect a continuity between 
these codes of discipline and the rahit of one 
currently active Sikh minority group, the Akhand 
Kirtani Jatha (literally a band of people who 
sung hymns continuously).  Their rahit requires 
initiated members of the Jatha to eat only food 
that has been prepared by other initiates and to 
eat only what has been prepared in and served 
on iron utensils.47  Such a principle of social 
segregation also invites comparison with the 
varna-based purity concepts in the older Hindu 
tradition.48  The discipline of staunch members of 
the Jatha in fact appears to run counter to the far 
more widespread Sikh institution of the langar.  
Dating from the time of the first Gurus, langar 
denotes the free vegetarian meal that is cooked 
in the gurdwara premises and shared by all who 
come, sitting together regardless of caste, rank or 
religious affiliation.49  

46 See McLeod 1997: 127. This parallels the restriction 
of commensality between Jew and non-Jew through 
Talmudic prohibition on eating food cooked by non-
Jew (Goshen-Gottstein).  However, the detail of the 
rahit that is attrinuted to the tenth Guru may in fact 
post-date him.  It needs to be borne in mind that (as Pal 
Ahluwalia points out [personal communication Dec 
2011]) the Guru’s entourage also included Muslim 
companions.

47 McLeod 1999, p. 197.
48 Varna (Sanskrit) denotes a class in the four-class, 

purity-based hierarchy of traditional Hindu society. 
Paradoxically, this Sikh jatha, which would claim 
to deny and transcend caste, arguably expresses its 
integrity in the behavioural idiom of non-commensality 
that for centuries characterised Hindu castes.

49 Pal Ahluwalia outlines the significance of langar 
at http://www.elijah-interfaith.org/uploads/media/
BP_Sikh.doc  Like the anthropologist, Kathryn Lum 
- in Nesbitt, E. “Interrogating the Experience of 
Quaker Scholars in Hindu and Sikh Studies: Spiritual 
Journeying and Academic Engagement,” Quaker 

For friendship to be spiritually 
supportive the orientation of all 
concerned must be Guru-ward 

and so God-ward.
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Inclusiveness of members of other traditions
Regarding langar, one cherished episode 

is the visit of the Moghul emperor Akbar to Guru 
Amar Das who issued the instruction ‘pahile pangat 
pichhe sangat’ i.e. first sit in line and only then come 
into the congregation. In other words, the Guru 
prioritised the requirement that all those who came 
for an audience with him must sit down for a shared 
meal, with no preferential seating or treatment for 
those of high rank or caste.  In order to appreciate 
what a radical phenomenon the langar was one has 
to realise that in Indian society members of different 
varnas (brahmin, kshatriya, vaishya and shudra) 
observed caste protocols which ruled out dining 
together or eating food prepared and/or served out 
by a lower caste person.   The langar is a practical 
expression of the unequivocal thrust of the Gurus’ 
insights: ‘The Lord lives in the heart of those who 
consider friend and foe alike’.50 

While Akbar and the Guru’s followers were 
from different faith communities (Akbar, eclectic 
though he was, was Muslim), present-day expressions 
such as ‘other traditions’ and ‘different faith 
communities’ all too easily perpetuate anachronistic 
or empirically unsafe assumptions that are open to 
challenge.  Accordingly, it is misleading to answer the 
question that heads this section without first asking 
what is meant by ‘members of other traditions’? 
What is a tradition? Sikhs are part and parcel of fluid 
Punjabi tradition in an ambiguous, ever-evolving 
relationship with ‘Hinduism’.51  In many ways, 
thinking in terms of ‘Punjabi religion’ with a number 
of dimensions (moral, political etc) coheres more 
readily with the social and devotional dynamics 
of Punjab.52 Indic society, and its expressions of 
religious devotion, are intrinsically fluid, whether 
one attempts to distinguish ‘religion’ from ‘culture’ 
or attempts to define ‘Hindu’ and ‘Sikh’ in mutually 
exclusive ways.  Focus on ‘interreligious’ must 
not be allowed to obscure just how problematic it 
is to impose uncritically on South Asian society 
the western concept of religion, for which there 
is no one-to-one equivalent in Indic languages.53  

Studies, 14, 2, 2010, p. 134-58. - Ahluwalia mentions (p. 
14) the impact on non-Sikhs of a langar in Barcelona in 
2004.

50 Guru Arjan Dev, Gauri Rag, AG 236.
51 See Nesbitt 2005 and forthcoming 2012.
52 See Ballard, R. ”Panth, Kismet, Dharm te Qaum: Continuity 

and Change in Four Dimensions of Punjabi Religion” in P. 
Singh and S. S. Thandi, eds. Punjabi Identity in a Global 
Context, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 
7-37.

53 See Takhar and Jacobs 2011. 

Indeed, contemporary critical scholarship discloses 
the part played by colonial administration and 
Western discourse in hardening boundaries in Indian 
society and applying to its various communities the 
designation ‘religion’ replete with understandings that 
developed in the context of European Christendom 
and Enlightenment.54  The historian Harjot Oberoi 
identified the processes whereby a sanatan Sikhism, 
which was continuous with surrounding ‘Hindu’ and 
‘Muslim’ practice, was disowned and discredited 
by reformist Sikhs i.e. the articulate tat khalsa 
movement with its much more clearly delineated 
religion of Sikhism.55  Apprehensive of Christian 
encroachment by proselytisation of Sikhs, these 
reformers were themselves deeply influenced by 
Protestant European discourse and ethics.

One’s approach to debates on the evolution 
and definition of ‘religions’ in Punjab clearly shapes 
one’s understanding of what ‘interreligious’ means, 
and so what constitutes ‘interreligious friendship’, as 
this concept presupposes firm boundary drawing of 
the sort associated with the tat khalsa and its twenty-
first century heirs.  In this regard words attributed 
to Guru Nanak can bear divergent interpretations.  
Particularly well-known is his dictum  na koi hindu 
na musalman (there is no Hindu, no Muslim), a 
statement attributed to Guru Nanak as he returned 
a three-day-long mystical experience of being 
in God’s presence56 at the outset of his ministry.   
Whether these words are interpreted as meaning that 
in Nanak’s view no-one was a sincere follower of 
his/her faith, or whether he was dismissing religious 
labels and identities as unimportant, or indeed 
suggesting the ultimate indistinguishability of these 
two man-made categories, he certainly proclaimed 
repeatedly the insight that integrity (rather than 
conspicuous religious observance)  was the nub 
of spirituality.  He emphasised the irrelevance 

54 Mandair, A-P. S. Religion and the Specter of the West: 
Sikhism, India, Postcoloniality and the Politics of 
Translation. New York: Columbia University Press, 2009..

55 Oberoi, H. The Construction of Religious Boundaries: 
Culture, identity and Diversity in the Sikh Tradition. New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1994..

56 According to the janam sakhi accounts, one day when 
he went to bathe in the River Bein he was swept up into 
God’s court.

The history of sikhi has been the 
ongoing formulation and reformulation 

of distinctiveness.
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of religiosity and religious labels to attaining 
mukti (moksha, liberation from the cycle of 
rebirth).  On the basis of Guru Nanak’s famous 
pronouncement, the unimportance of religious 
labels and divisions to forging friendship appears 
unquestionable.  

At the same time, the history of sikhi has 
been the ongoing formulation and reformulation 
of distinctiveness.57  Two elements in this process 
have already been noted, namely the early 
eighteenth-century rahit’s apparent intention of 
social separation of Sikhs from Muslims and 
the early twentieth-century tat khalsa’s dismay 
at Christian conversion of Sikhs to Christianity, 
and at many Sikhs’ indistinguishability from 
Hindus.  A history of conflict has characterised 
Sikh-Muslim relations: fighting with Mughals 
and Afghans58 and the death of three Gurus at 
Muslim hands, were followed by (in 1947) the 
inter-communal slaughter, rape and displacement 
that ensued the Partition of India and Pakistan. 

Yet, in Guru Nanak’s spirit, the fifth Guru, 
Arjan Dev, when compiling the Sikh scripture, had 
included compositions by the saint-poets, Farid 
(a 12th century Muslim) and Kabir (of Muslim 
parentage) as well as verses by other pre-Nanak 
saints (bhagats) who could be termed ‘Hindu’.  
Hence Sikhs’ frequent claim that their scripture 
is unique in including writings by those who 
were not Sikh (forgetting that the Christian Bible 
largely consists of Jewish scripture).   Moreover, 
while the spiritual basis of the Sikh community 
is the Guru Granth Sahib, its geographical and 
architectural heart is the Harmandir Sahib 
(Golden Temple, Amritsar), and this likewise 
affirms interreligious friendship.  Significantly, 
its ground plan is described in terms of its 
openness on all sides to all peoples, and Sikhs 
relay the tradition that it was the Sufi, Mian Mir, 
a friend of Guru Arjan Dev (see below), who laid 
the foundation stone.

Historical cases of Sikh friendship with non-
Sikhs

The iconic image of friendship spanning 
supposed religious divides is that of Guru Nanak 
accompanied by Mardana, the Muslim who would 
accompany Guru Nanak’s hymns on his rabab, 
and Bhai Bala, his Hindu companion.  Artists have 
painted this picture into the Sikh consciousness 

57 This evolving relationship is central to Nesbitt 2005.
58 McLeod 1997, p. 53.

as a popular calendar print.59 Sikh affirmation of 
this interreligious friendship is what is relevant 
to our discussion, rather than questioning Bhai 
Bala’s historicity on the grounds that neither the 
theologian Bhai Gurdas nor any janam sakhis 
apart from the Bala Janam Sakhi mention him,60 
or on the grounds that, in any case, Bhai Bala 
was not of a different ‘religion’ (in the modern 
sense) from Guru Nanak.61  Mardana’s historicity 
is attested by the claims of a continuing line of 
Muslim musicians to be of his musical lineage.62  
Although Guru Nanak’s compositions in the 
Guru Granth Sahib do not describe friendships 
with followers of different spiritual paths, they 
convey acute, ironic observation of both Islamic 
and brahminical practice, and while sharply 
drawing attention to hypocrisy, his tone is wry 
and compassionate.

Later Gurus too had Muslim friends.  Guru 
Arjan Dev held the Sufi saint Mian Mir in high 
esteem, and his great grandson, Guru Har Rai, 
was friendly with the emperor Shah Jahan’s eldest 
son, Prince Dara Shikoh, a distinguished disciple 
of Mian Mir.  Dara Shikoh was committed to 
finding common ground between the Upanishads 
(ancient Sanskrit texts of the Hindus) and Islam.  
What is evident in these friendships is the mutual 
sympathy of fellow questers for a reality beyond 
externals and communal divides.  One also needs 
to reflect that these friends are individuals of 
some standing, whether as spiritual master or as 
royal prince. 

It is with Bhai Ghanaiya, the battlefield 
water-carrier, that we encounter the dynamic of 
human solidarity between less prominent figures 

59 McLeod. W. H. Popular Sikh Art. Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1991, p. 91 is an example of one 
such picture.

60 McLeod, W. H. Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion. 
Oxford: Clarendon, 1968,  p. 23-4.

61 Both were hindu in the word’s early sense of Indic 
(and non-Muslim,)

62 For example, Bhai Ghulam Mohammed Chand who 
visited the UK from Pakistan  in 2011 to perform 
kirtan.

The iconic image of friendship 
spanning supposed religious divides 
is that of Guru Nanak accompanied 
by Mardana, the Muslim who would 

accompany Guru Nanak’s hymns.
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in the very different context of the battlefield.  During 
conflict between the army of Guru Gobind Singh 
and Mughal soldiers his follower, Bhai Ghanaiya, 
was rebuked and then highly commended by the 
Guru for giving water to assuage the thirst of the 
fallen of both sides. 

For many, the supreme instance of interfaith 
friendship was the readiness of the ninth Guru, Tegh 
Bahadar, in 1675, to be executed, thus sparing the 
Kashmiri pandits (i.e. Hindus of Brahmin caste) 
from forcible conversion to Islam.  This act of 
ultimate self-sacrifice was acclaimed in the exchange 
(18 October 2011) between Kiran Kaur Rana and 
Archbishop Rowan Williams.63  The question of 
the extent to which, in 1675, those concerned saw 
Guru Tegh Bahadar and the Kashmiri pandits as 
being of ‘different faiths’ in no way diminishes 
the Guru’s heroic self-giving in defence of the 
religious freedom of others.  Moreover, as history 
has repeatedly illustrated, friendship between 
religiously and culturally related communities can 
be as problematic as friendships spanning more 
obvious religious and cultural distances.    

In the early twenty-first century two scholars 
of Christian background have paid tributes in 
their autobiographies to Sikhs whose friendship 
spanned religious boundaries.  Of his friend and co-
author, Piara Singh Sambhi, the religious educator 
Owen Cole reports that ‘he had, he said, many 
cousin brothers but I was his true brother’.64  For 
the philosopher of religion, John Hick, it was the 
compassionate Sikh doctor, Kushdeva Singh, whose 
friendship he celebrated 65 and John Hick related his 
friend’s courageous protection of Muslims during 
the violent chaos ensuing Partition in 1947.   

  
Obstacles to friendship

Certainly the inter-communal bloodshed, as 
thousands of Muslims (on the one hand) and Hindus 
and Sikhs (on the other) inflicted and suffered painful, 
humiliating and often deadly acts of violence, was 
in the mid-twentieth century a frightening challenge 
to any friendship between them.  We have already 
noted the earlier conflict between the Gurus’ Sikhs 
and Mughal forces and the formalising of social 
distance between Sikh and Muslim.  However, in 
the Guru Granth Sahib, there is no suggestion that 
devotees should distance themselves from others on 

63 Gobind Marg 2011, p. 5.
64 Cole, W. O. Cole Sahib: The Story of a Multifaith Journey. 

Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2009, p. 72.
65 Hick, J. John Hick: An Autobiography, Oxford: Oneworld 

Publications, 2002, p. 209-15.

the basis of communal demarcations.  Rather, the 
Gurus caution against friendship with those who 
are preoccupied with ego (haumai), lost in māyā 
(deluded priorities, materialism), and who are not 
devoted to God.

In the twenty-first century, Sikhs’ trust of 
other faith communities is tempered by history and 
politics. Sikh-Hindu relations are tinged by Sikh 
apprehensiveness about the perceived expansionism 
of Hinduism via ‘reabsorption’ and as a result of 
intensifying hindutva or Hindu consciousness.66  
Sikh voices are heard rejecting the unwanted 
embrace of their Hindu ‘parent’.  With regard to 
Sikh-Muslim friendship, memories of conflict and 
historical conquest (see above) are compounded 
by current anxieties and the irony (since 9/11) of 
persistent violence towards turbaned Sikhs who have 
been mistaken for Taliban.  There is a widespread 
suspicion (e.g. among Sikhs in the UK) of the motives 
of Muslims in allegedly establishing relationships 
with Hindus and Sikhs (via sexual relations and 
marriage) with the motive of conversion.  Similarly, 
perceived Christian preoccupation with conversion 
may on occasion affect Sikh views of friendly 
gestures from Christian organisations.  Christianity 
was the religion of European colonialism and of 
the British empire, and Sikh attitudes of distaste 
for conversion are infused too with admiration and 
emulation e.g. of educational institutions.

Clearly, ‘[f]riendship is a social fact and 
therefore cannot be considered independently of 
the social institutions or reality within which it is 
practiced’ (Goshen-Gottstein), and the historical 
dimension of this social reality must be borne in 
mind.  As Rambachan has indicated with regard 
to Hindus, it is the caste-basis of Sikhs’ social 
structure that tends to cement and divide individuals 
and families – at least as much as ‘religion’.   The 
majority of Sikh marriages continue to be between 
members of the same zat (caste) despite often-
voiced insistence that Sikhism has jettisoned caste.  
Regardless of their current economic standing 
or employment, and notwithstanding the Gurus’ 

66 Nesbitt forthcoming 2012.

The issue of inter-religious 
friendship highlights the dynamic 

tension between theological 
universality and  Sikh responses to 
social and political developments.
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emphasis on the spiritual equality of all, whatever 
their birth status, families still tend to stereotype 
others in terms of their zat’s ancestral status 
and occupation, and whether or not they owned 
land.  Recent research shows some friendships, 
especially between males, crossing caste divides, 
while inter-caste marriages are only very seldom 
risked and often result in one or both spouses 
being cut off by their parents.  

In conclusion
My engagement with Sikhs and sikhi (a 

Sikh word for their tradition) is on many levels, 
and leads me to concur with the view that 
‘friendship outside of one’s tradition…shines a 
clear light on everything that is still partial in one’s 
understanding of the other, and, by implication, of 
oneself’ (Habito).  My scholarship has taken me 
into historical, textual and theological domains 
but, being primarily ethnographic (social 
anthropological), has alerted me to the gaps 
and mismatches between ‘normative’ religion 
and ‘operative’ religion, often referred to more 
colloquially as preaching and practice or rhetoric 
and reality.  In line with an increasing emphasis 
in the social sciences on reflexivity, I have also 
pondered the ways in which my research changes 
me and also impacts on those whose community 
I happen to be exploring.  This led me to seek 
out the experiences of fellow Quaker scholars 
in Sikh and Hindu studies and to report their 
narratives, including friendships with Sikhs.67 
These include (as cited above) the testimonies 
of Cole and Hick to their friendships with their 
Sikh ‘brothers’ and Kathryn Lum’s experience 
of welcome into the langar in Barcelona. But I 
cannot offer a high-profile example of religiously 
grounded Christian-Sikh friendship to parallel 
the example of Mohandas Gandhi and Charlie 
Andrews offered by Rambachan. 

Within the Sikh community the issue of 
interreligious friendship highlights the dynamic 
tension between, on the one hand, the theological 
universality expressed in the Guru Granth Sahib 
together with its emphasis on a loving relationship 
between the Divine and 68the devotee and, on the 
other hand, Sikh responses to social and political 
developments, from the Gurus’ times to the present.  

67 Nesbitt, E. “Interrogating the Experience of Quaker 
Scholars in Hindu and Sikh Studies: Spiritual 
Journeying and Academic Engagement,” Quaker 
Studies, 14, 2, 2010, p. 134-58.

68 Mata Sahib Kaur and Mai Bhago, for example.

One concern is the gender imbalance 
in what I have reported and discussed: all the 
human Gurus and all the other poets whose work 
is included in the Guru Granth Sahib were men.  
While some women played significant historical 
roles, Sikh women authors only began to emerge 
in the twentieth century.  All of the instances, 
cited above, of friendship between Sikh and non-
Sikh were friendships between men.  In future 
efforts need to be made to seek out evidence of 
friendship between women of different faiths.  I 
have alluded to my friendship and collaboration 
with two of them, Kailash Puri and Gopinder Kaur, 
and Owen Cole acknowledges his appreciation of 
a friend’s (the Sikh educationist, Charanjit Ajit 
Singh’s) insights.69 

This paper’s references to Sikh scripture 
are an indication of the wealth of textual material 
for continuing exegesis in light of interfaith 
imperatives. Moreover, ethnographic research 
could well focus on the reasons for Sikhs 
(of a range of backgrounds and groupings) 
participating (or not) in the local interfaith and 
multifaith groups that have formed in the UK and 
elsewhere.
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Abstract
Balwant Singh Dhillon argues that Sikh concepts of inter-religious friendships are deeply 
rooted in the religious and historical experiences of Sikh Gurus, noting that Sikh relations 
with others have been marked by amity, goodwill, and friendship.  Although Punjab 
historically has been a meeting ground for different cultures, the dominant religions of its 
society, Hindus and Muslims, have practiced a religiously exclusivist outlook toward one 
another, leading to segregation both inter-religiously and due to the caste system.  The social 
and religious climate of Punjab has not been accommodating to inter-religious friendships.  
Guru Nanak articulated the perennial spring of spirituality that is at the core of every 
religion, promoting mutual trust and harmony as the essential, concrete steps necessary for 
forging bonds of friendship.  The unity of the Godhead and the brotherhood and sisterhood 
of humankind are the two principles which form the bedrock of Sikh perspective on 
friendship.  The Sikh concept of God does not belong to any particular race, community, 
or gender, but is the common parent of all human beings, and thus no one religion can lay 
exclusive claim over the revelation of God.  All paths lead to the same supreme being, and 
any attempt to claim God’s revelation leads to discord.  This Sikh idea of unity of divine 
being accepts the revelation of God in other religious traditions as well.  Sikhism accepts 
the plurality of religions, which is an important ingredient in their approach to others.  
Examination of important teachings among Sikh gurus shows the high value placed 
on friendship.  Relationships based on friendship are no less significant than kinship.  
The ethical mandate of Sikhism regarding friendship is that it is universal in spirit and 
humanitarian in its outlook, transcending communal boundaries on the religious level 
and aiming at promotion of brotherhood, equality, and solidarity on the social level.  
True universalism is the prerequisite for entering into friendship with others. 
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Sikh Perspective on Friendship: Inside View
Balwant Singh Dhillon

  Among the world religions, Sikhism is a 
relatively young religion. Its view of friendship 
with the religious other is rooted deeply in the 
religious as well as historical experience of 
the Sikh Gurus. Historically, the Sikhs as a 
community have experienced a varied kind of 
relationship with the religious other. Irrespective 
of tension and conflict with the religious other, 
Sikhs have played a significant role to further 
the cause of amity, goodwill and friendship. 
The Sikh ideals and institutions, especially the 
Sikh way of life, has contributed significantly in 
determining the Sikh cultural pattern including 
friendship with those of other faiths.  Friendship 
is a much sought after and cherished value of the 
Sikhs. How much Sikhism had inherited and in 
what manner it has contributed to the composite 
culture of Punjab is a fascinating study, but 
beyond the scope of this essay.

Geographically speaking, Punjab, the land 
of five rivers where Sikhism was born and has 
flourished, was situated on the highway that 
connected India with the Central and West Asian 
countries. From time immemorial, countless 
soldiers, traders, adventurers, travelers, and 
mendicants of various hues have traversed it. 
Many of these travellers made it their home. The 
Punjab was the region where people belonging 
to ethnicities and cultures including Indians, 
Greeks, Huns, Arabs, Mongols, Turks, Afghans 
and Iranians across time have intermingled and 
come into direct contact with one another.  Here, 
interaction between the Indian and Islamic culture 
has been intense and enduring. Since ancient 
times till the end of the eighteenth century, 
hordes of invaders traversed the Punjab in search 
of fortune. Without entering into debate about 
the ethnic stock of the people of Punjab, we can 
say with certainty that the majority of them lived 
in villages and thrived on agriculture. All these 
factors put together played a major role in the 

making of Punjabiat, a regional cultural identity. 
Even though Punjab was historically 

a meeting ground for different cultures, due 
to certain factors it had failed to produce a 
conducive environment for friendship. The two 
dominant sections of society, the Hindus and 
the Muslims, were poles apart. Their attitude, 
especially their religiously exclusivist outlook, 
was not conducive for friendship with followers 
of other faiths. They harbored ill-will and hatred 
towards each other. The segregation between the 
two was so sharp that out of hatred or by their 
social rules, the Hindus had come to despise the 
Muslims as the Malecchas (unclean), whereas the 
Muslims looked upon the Hindus as the Kafirs 
(infidels). Besides the sectarian and communal 
divide, the caste system had segregated Indian 
society into different sections. Upper castes 
enjoyed the privileges, whereas discrimination 
against the lower castes had legal sanction. Each 
caste was governed by its own social laws and 
pursued a pre-determined profession. Social 
taboos including untouchability were so strong 
that people belonging to all castes could not sit 
together, eat together and worship together. All 
these factors did not favor to further the cause of 
friendship with the religious other. 

Guru Nanak observed that true spirit and 
ennobling aspect of religion had been obliterated 
due to the veils of the man-made boundaries of 
caste, creed, race and meaningless rituals. He 
responded to the above challenges in a unique 
and practicable manner. He began his mission on 
a very revolutionary note, which also underlines 
the Sikh viewpoint on the issue of friendship. He 
remarked:

There is no Hindu and there is no 
Musalman

It underscores the point that irrespective of 
religious affiliations, all are equals.   Guru Nanak 
took his message to the people of different lands. 
He visited the most important religious centres of 
the Indian sub-continent and West-Asia as well, 
and entered into a dialogue with a wide variety of 
religious leaders with the objective to wean them 
away from the divisive dimensions of religion. He 
enlightened them regarding the perennial spring 
of spirituality that is at the core of every religion. 
Similarly, Guru Nanak took concrete steps to 
promote mutual trust and harmony among the 
people that were essential for forging any bond 

Guru Nanak began his mission on 
a very  revolutionary note which 

also underlines the Sikh viewpoint 
on the issue of friendship. He 

remarked: There is no Hindu and 
there is no Musalman
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of friendship.
The basic principles of Guru Nanak’s message 

are the Unity of Godhead and the brotherhood/
sisterhood of humankind. In fact, these two 
principles form the bedrock of the Sikh perspective 
on friendship. Guru Nanak and the Sikh Gurus who 
succeeded after him firmly believed in the Oneness 
of God, who is Transcendental as well as Immanent, 
Creator as well as Prevalent in the creation. The 
God of Sikhism is free from sectarian affiliations. 
The following remarks of Guru Arjan, the fifth Sikh 
Guru and editor of the Sikh Scripture, are revealing 
in this context:

Some people call Him Ram, some remember 
Him as Khuda and some others are devoted 
to Gusain, and yet others invoke Him as 
Allah. He is the same Gracious Lord of all. 
Some go on pilgrimage to the Hindu centers, 
others go to Mecca; Some do Puja, others 
offer Namaz, some recite Vedas; others 
Quran; some wear white, other blue; some 
wish to go to Sawarg, others Bahisht, some 
call themselves Hindus, others Muslims. But 
says Nanak, only the ones, who recognize the 
Will of the Lord, can know the secret of God.

Obviously, the Sikh God is both Allah and Ram at the 
same time. He is not the God of any particular race, 
community or gender.  He is the common Father of 
all human beings. These injunctions point to the fact 
that no one religion can lay exclusive claim over the 
revelation of God. Sikhism believes that all paths 
lead to the same Supreme Being, the Gracious Lord. 
Guru Amar Das, the third Sikh Guru has expressed 
the above idea in the following words:

O God! The world is aflame, 
save it by Thy grace.

Save it, by whatever portal it may he saved.

The idea of the Unity of Divine Being implicitly 
accepts the revelation of God in other religions as 
well. Sikhism accepts that God had revealed itself 
in history from time to time in order to vindicate the 
cause of righteousness. According to Sikhism, no 
one nation, race, ethnicity, or community can claim 
that God belongs to it exclusively. Discord arises 
when the followers of a faith claim themselves 
to be the only custodians of God’s revelation and 
treat others as non-believers. Sikhism does not 
subscribe to the above view. In other words, 

Sikhism accepts the plurality of religions, which is 
an important ingredient to approach the religious 
other in a friendly and respectful manner.

Among the various names attributed to 
God in Sikhism, Nirbhau (Fearless) and Nirvair 
(without enmity) are of great significance for our 
present theme. Obviously, the God of Sikhism is 
free from fear and enmity. The Sikh God is the God 
of justice and righteousness. He is the Lord of the 
lowly, the support of the support less, honour of the 
dishonoured, destroyer of earthly tyrants and savior 
of the downtrodden. In the Sikh scripture there are 
certain Names such as Sakha, Mit, Mittar, Sajanu, 
Sajan, Yaar, Dost, Beli, wherein God has been 
invoked in the form of a friend. For example:

•	 The Lord God is my friend and companion 
who shall be my helper and support at the end 
(SGGS, p.32).

•	 O brother! God is my friend and companion 
(p.41).

•	 O brother! Make God your friend (p.46).

•	 O Lord my friend! Blessed is the land where 
you dwell (p.46).

•	 The True Lord has been my best friend since 
my childhood (p.41).

•	 O Lord! If you are my friend then don’t 
separate yourself from me even for a moment 
(p.1094). 

•	 O Lord my intimate friend! I have just one 
prayer to make (p.729).

•	 Lord my friend! If you desire I can cut off my 
head and offer it to you (p.1094).

•	 O God Guru! You are my Father, you are my 
Mother, you are my Brother and you are my 
Friend (p.167).

Besides the above there are other injunctions in the 
Sikh Scripture which has a bearing on the theme of 
friendship. For example:

•	 When someone who attaches himself to the 
God then everyone is his friend (p.238).

•	  I have grown weary of making many friends 
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hoping that someone might be able to end 
my sufferings (p.37).

•	 For an enlightened person friend and foe 
are the same (p.272). 

•	 Those are false friends who do not go with 
you for even one step (p.238).

•	 Persons whose sight banishes my evil 
mindedness, they are my true friends 
(p.520).

•	 Saintly persons are tolerant and good 
natured; friends and foe are the same to 
them (p.1356).

•	 Only those persons are my friends who can 
walk along with me (p.729).

•	 I long for such a friend who can unite me 
with the God (p.749).

•	 O Farid! There are dozens who say they 
are friends; but I cannot find a true one 
(p.1382).

•	 Friendship with a fool never works out 
right (p.474).

•	 O sinner! No one will be your friend at the 
end (p.474).

•	  Thieves, adulterous, prostitutes and pimps 
make friendship with the unrighteous and 
eat with the unrighteous (p.790). 

Injunctions such as these depict both the 
significance and the value that the Sikh Gurus 
had attached to the idea of friendship. Sikhism 
also defines the experience of friendship and 
underlines some of the norms on which it is build. 
Accordingly, relationships based on friendship in 
no way are less significant than those of kinship; 
friendship is an inseparable, long lasting and 
affectionate bond which involves sacrifice of 
one’s own interests. True friendship is a selfless 
pursuit which can be carried only by truthful 
living. Thus, true friends are very difficult to find. 
The company of a true friend results in happiness 
and bliss. On the other hand, friendship with an 
ignorant can not last long. Consequently, there is 
no need to enter into a debate with an ignorant.  

Evildoers also operate in a circle of friendship, 
but it is not the ideal model of friendship as its 
intentions always tend toward ill. However, 
for an enlightened person, friends and foes 
are the same. On the ethical plane, this idea of 
friendship is universal in spirit and humanitarian 
in its outlook. At the religious level, it transcends 
communal boundaries and at social level it aims at 
promotion of brotherhood, equality and solidarity.  
It lays the contour of true universalism, which is 
a pre-requisite for entering into a friendship with 
the others. 

The institutional set up of Sikhism, 
namely the Sangat (congregation), the Gurdwara 
(religious center) and the Langar (community 
kitchen) are where Sikh values find practical 
manifestation. The Sikh principles of equality, 
brotherhood,  selfless service and welfare of the 
others are not only a dogma, but they are the  
supreme values to be practiced in  daily life. Any 
person belonging to any faith can join the Sikh 
congregation without any inhibition. Similarly, 
entry into the Sikh places of worship, such as 
the Gurdwaras, is open to all human beings.  All 
the people can partake food in the community 
kitchen without any distinction of class, creed, 
caste, gender and race. No distinction is ever 
made at the time of distributing Karah Parsad in 
the congregation. 

Loving devotion for God so that one may 
earn His grace is the creedal essence of Sikhism. 
Sikhs believe that salvation is the ultimate aim 
of human life, which is attained only through 
earning God’s grace. It is further believed that a 
life based on honest labour, service of humankind, 
and morality in the public square is as essential as 
praying to God. For a Sikh, love of human beings 
is equal to love of God. Compassion, justice and 
forgiveness are the other higher values, which 
the Sikhs are asked to practice in their daily life. 
Enmity to none, friendship with all; fear not and 
frighten not, and goodwill to all have been the 
ideals of Sikh Gurus and their Sikhs. All these 
values are essential for cultivating friendship 
with the religious other.

The basic principles of Guru 
Nanak’s message are Unity of 

Godhead and brotherhood/
sisterhood of humankind
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Sikhism does not repudiate any religious 
tradition outrightly. The Sikh Gurus were of the 
opinion that “Does not call that the Hindu Vedas and 
the Semitic scriptures are false, in fact those who 
do not contemplate upon them are false.” In that 
way, Sikh Gurus were accommodating to others 
traditions, which again is an essential requirement 
of friendship. There is no doubt that the Sikh Gurus 
severely criticized the religious leaders of other 
traditions for their hypocrisy, moral degeneration, 
and their failure to lead their people on the path 
of righteousness. But it does not mean that Sikhs 
harbored ill-will and were intolerant to the people 
of other faiths. They often exhorted the Hindus to 
be true Hindus and the Muslims to be true Muslims. 
The Sikh Gurus advised the people of various creeds that 
all of humankind were the offspring of the same singular 
Supreme Being, the Creator of all. Hence, all are equal, 
and no one is superior or inferior. When a Qazi enquired 
from Guru Nanak during his visit to Mecca, the premier 
Muslim shrine, whether Muslims or Hindus were better, 
he replied sagely that devoid of goodness, both would 
be equally bad. Obviously, Sikhism believes in truthful 
living.  The natural corollary is that righteous people are 
favored by Sikhs in the pursuit of friendship.

The Sikh scripture offers a living model of 
interfaith understanding and co-existence. Besides 
the hymns of the Sikh Gurus, the writings of the 
Hindu Bhagtas and Muslim Sufis form an integral 
part of the Sikh Scripture. These Bhagats and Sufis 
belong to different denominations, regions, castes, 
cultures, languages and periods of history. Every 
word therein is our Guru. Thus, Sri Guru Granth 
Sahib is the epitome of catholicity, tolerance and 
peaceful co-existence. It exhibits how in the face of 
differences we can accommodate each other and live 
together in a peaceful manner. It beacons the Sikhs 
that for the sake of friendship with religious others, 
they can transcend the social, cultural, religious and 
geographical boundaries. 

The Sikh Gurus were highly critical of 
discrimination against people on religious grounds. 
The Sikh history is a witness to the fact that Sikh 
Gurus and their Sikhs wanted to preserve the multi-
religious and multi-cultural character of Indian 
society. The main reason for the martyrdoms of Guru 
Arjan in 1606 and Guru Tegh Bahadur in 1675 was 
that they came in the way of the Mughal State, which 
wanted to destroy the multi-religious character of 

Indian society through its repressive policy. Sikhs 
have proven to be a strong votary for freedom of 
worship. All these ideals are key to further the cause 
of friendship with the others.

In medieval India, society was sharply divided 
on caste and sectarian lines. Consequently, social 
equality and justice were distant dreams. The Sikh 
Gurus denounced the divine legitimacy provided to 
the caste system. They pronounced that at the Divine 
court, one’s status is measured only in terms of good 
deeds. They stood for casteless and classless society 
wherein everyone enjoys equal rights. According to 
Sikhism, all human beings are the off springs of the 
same Creator; hence no one is inferior or superior. 
“The Lords light gave life to all human beings; how can 
then one say who is good, who is bad.” Guru Nanak 
always identified himself with the lowest of the 
lowly. The message of equality and brotherhood 
paved the way for corporate life in society. Guru 
Gobind Singh, the Tenth Master, said emphatically 
that let us not forget that we are after all the offspring 
of the same singular Supreme Being, the Creator of 
all, whose will, wish and law has to be the same 
for all humankind, however differently it may have 
been explained in different scriptures. Bhai Nand 
Lal, a contemporary and poet at the court of Guru 
Gobind Singh eulogizes him:

                         
Bekasaan ra yaar Guru Gobind Singh 

Nasiro mansur  Guru Gobind Singh

It is evident that Guru Gobind Singh was a 
friend of the poor and a savior of the downtrodden. 
At the social level, the Sikh Gurus revolutionized 
the whole perspective of human relationship. They 
took a clear stand on the issue of family and societal 
life. The Sikh Gurus related family life to the active 
social life, where one is to lead a detached life 
while living in the society. Selfless service of the 
people was elevated to the status of worship of God. 
Voluntary service is a cherished value of the Sikh 
way of life, which has earned admiration from the 
practitioners of other faiths. 

History is a witness to the fact that Sikhs 
happily associated with the people of other faiths. 
Guru Nanak had no inhibition to visit the centers 
of the others. He interacted with the Nath Sidhas 
and the Sufis over spiritual matters. Bhai Mardana, 
the rebeck player and lifelong companion of Guru 
Nanak, was a Muslim. According to the Sikh 
tradition, the foundation stone of the Harmandir 
Sahib (Golden Temple) was laid down by Mian Mir 

O brother! Make God your friend
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(1550-1635), a renowned Qadri Sufi Sheikh of 
Lahore. Mian Mir enjoyed cordial relationship 
with Guru Arjun Dev and Guru Hargoind. 
Pir Buddhu Shah of Sadhaura was an ardent 
supporter of Guru Gobind Singh. The Muslim 
bards have regularly performed Kirtan in the 
Gurus’ Court. During the Sikh rule, non-Sikhs 
belonging to different faiths (Islam, Hinduism 
and Christianity), were appointed to the high 
ranking posts. Begum Sumroo, wife of Walter 
Reinhard Somers, an European adventurer who 
had carved out a small principality of Sardana, 
near Delhi, enjoyed very warm and cordial 
relationship with S. Baghel Singh, a leading 
Sikh chief of late 18th century. Even the British 
approached her to mediate with the Sikhs in order 
to sort out some diplomatic issues. During the 
partition of India in 1947, the life and property 
of the Muslims and the Hindus of Calcutta had 
come under serious threat, but it was the Sikhs 
who played the role of peace makers at that time. 
The Sikh community exhibited its fellowship 
and vitality to the world community by serving 
free food to the participants of the Parliament 
of World’s Religions in Barcelona in 2004. 
Recently, in the wake of natural calamities such 
as the tsunami in the Asian peninsula and the 
earthquake in Columbia where no Sikhs lived, 
the Sikh NGOs have organized relief camps to 
help people.

There are certain historical and theological 
factors which really matter to Sikhs on their 
path to building bridges of friendship. The Sikh 
mission desires eradication of evil from all walks 
of life. Sikhs are not supposed to enter into 
compromise with the evil. Naturally, they cannot 
befriend evil forces. On the other hand. they 
can take up arms in self defense, to protect the 
honor of women and to save the defenseless. An 
ideal man, an enlightened, integrated personality 
cannot remain silent over the degeneration of 
social order, for this may result in conflict with 
evil forces.

From the very beginning, the orthodox 
elements within the Hindu and Muslim societies 
were not well disposed towards the development 
of Sikhism. In the 18th century, due to political and 
religious factors, the Sikhs suffer considerably 
at the hands of the Muslim rulers of India. The 
Sikh reformists of late 19th century desired to 
get rid of the socio-religious evils that had crept 
into Sikhism. These reforms have also not gone 
well with the Hindutava lobby. Some scholars 

feel that Sikh reformists worked at the behest 
of British Colonial government. This sentiment 
resulted in the hardening of religious boundaries, 
coupled with division of people on communal 
lines. The partition of India also witnessed large-
scale bloodshed, accompanied by  communal 
riots. The Arya Samajists were totally against 
the reorganization of Punjab on linguistic basis. 
Later on, the Sikh demand advocacy for greater 
autonomy for Punjab and inclusion of Punjabi 
speaking areas into it was labeled as secessionist 
and resulted in an army attack on Darbar Sahib 
Amritsar in June 1984.  Similarly, the massacre 
of Sikhs in Delhi and other cities of India after 
the murder of Indira Gandhi in October 1984 
was a tragic and horrible experience for the 
Sikh community. The Hindutava elements do 
not acknowledge the separate religious entity 
of Sikhism. The Sikh identity has remained 
misunderstood at international level. In western 
countries, Sikhs are mistaken as Muslim 
terrorists, and often are subjected to hate crimes. 
All of these factors have put serious constraints 
on the interreligious friendship.

Like any other religious community, the 
Sikh religious life is also governed by a prescribed 
code of conduct. Sikhs have been asked to desist 
from social and religious association with some 
of the schismatic/heterodox Sikh groups. These 
injunctions are neither anti-Muslim, nor are they 
exclusive in approach. One must realize that 
certain historical, ethical and theological factors 
are involved in such proclamations.  Like the 
social-religious laws of any other community, 
the Sikh rahit aims to preserve the doctrinal 
originality of Sikhism, coupled with furthering 
the cause of social unity among the Sikhs. 
Heterodox/schismatic elements within the Panth 
were working at cross-purposes.  The Muslim 
rulers permitted sale and Consumption of Halal 
meat only. These dietary restrictions were not 
to the liking of the Sikhs. Smoking is injurious 
to health, thus prohibition of tobacco has 
nothing to do with the Muslims. The Sikh code 
specifically asks the Sikhs not to enter into sexual 
relationships with Muslim women.  Generally, 
during war, the chastity and honor of women was 
always in danger. Because the Sikhs had suffered 

The True Lord has been my best 
friend since my childhood
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at the hands of the Muslim ruling class, the Sikhs 
could have easily targeted Muslim women out of a 
sense of revenge. In order to prevent this, the Sikhs 
were directed not to dishonor any women,. While the 
Sikh code does specifically mention Muslim women 
as among those whom Sikhs are not to enter into 
sexual relationships, this does not imply that sexual 
intercourse with the women of any other community 
is allowed. In fact, extramarital relationships on the 
part of men and women is unlawful in Sikhism. Bhai 
Gurdas, the first Sikh theologian and contemporary 
of the early Sikh Gurus exhorts the Sikhs not to 
covet the women of others. He says “Deal with the 
women according to their age and considers them as 
of your mother, sister and daughter.” During warfare 
in the eighteenth century, the Sikh soldiers never 
indulged in rape and rapine of enemy’s women. 
They freed thousands of hapless Maratha women 
who were taken captive in the battle of Panipat in 
1765 and were being taken away to Afghanistan 
as war booty by the Afghans.  Injunctions against 
the use of tobacco, consumption of Halal meat, and 
ban on sexual relations with Muslim women should 
not be interpreted that Sikh Gurus and their Sikhs 
desired segregation from the Muslims.

During their brief history of 500 years, the Sikhs 
have emerged as the defenders of the downtrodden 
and deprived. They always have fought for the rights 
of the have-nots. Religiously, the Sikh are open 
minded, tolerant and liberal in their outlook. In their 
worship, they are far less formal and superstitious 
than many other traditions. Socially, they are the 
champions of equality, righteousness, justice and 
human values. They are committed to the welfare of 
humanity. Selfless service is a unique value for which 
the Sikhs are known world-over. Economically, 
they are far more enterprising, forward-looking and 
hard working. Instead of depending on others, they 
believe in empowerment. Sikhs are famous for their 
hospitality, generosity, hard work, adventurous, 
enterprising and care free life style. At a personal 
level, they cherish the values of liberty, dignity and 
self-respect, but at a corporate level, they believe in 
brotherhood and companionship. They keep high 
morale even in adversity. Wherever they have gone, 
Sikhs’ contribution in all spheres of life has been far 
greater than their numerical strength. Prof. Puran 
Singh, a great Sikh poet, has beautifully summed up 
the influence of Sikhism on the culture of Punjab. 
He says that the whole of Punjab live by the grace 
of the Sikh Gurus. The youth of Punjab do not carry 
the habits of a subservient. They even make fun of 
death. You can win over their loyalty only by love. 

In that way, mutual respect and love hold keys to 
friendship.  Even a small gesture of goodwill and 
sympathy on the part of Sher Muhammad Khan of 
Malerkotla, who opposed the cold-blooded murder 
of the two younger sons of Guru Gobind Singh, has 
remained deeply imprinted on the collective Sikh 
psyche. In spite of bloodshed and turmoil at various 
stages of Punjab history, the Muslims of Malerkotla 
did not attract any vengeance from the Sikhs. Among 
the non-Sikh academia, M.A. Macauliffe, Prof Noel 
Q. King, Dr. Owen Cole and others who respected 
the Sikh sensitivity, commanded great respect as 
compared to the scholars who discriminated against 
the Sikhs. Similarly, the Christian missionary C.F. 
Andrews, the Muslim doctor Saifuddin Kitchlew, 
and the Hindu reformist/educationist Pandit Madan 
Mohan Malaviya enjoyed immense goodwill 
because they had expressed their solidarity with the 
Sikhs who were agitating against the British to get 
control of their shrines.

The Sikh ideals and institutions form the 
bedrock of Sikh way of life by which friendship with 
the Divine and fellow human beings is a cherished 
value. The Sikh Gurus and the Sikh leaders following 
them have left a rich legacy of friendship with others 
outside the Sikh tradition. The Sikh idea of friendship 
knew no bounds,  and fought against segregation of 
society on communal lines. Sikhism is humanitarian 
and universal in its approach and thus can transcend 
religious, social, linguistic and regional boundaries. 
It is not self-seeking, but self-sacrificing in nature. 
Good will for all and service to humankind is 
its motive. Even a small gesture of goodwill and 
solidarity on the part of others has received warm 
and affectionate responses from the Sikhs. The Sikhs 
have inherited a rich legacy regarding how one can 
accommodate the others outside the faith tradition 
irrespective of differences, no matter whether 
those differences are social, religious, or political. 
In order to enter into a long lasting friendship, one 
has to respect the sensitivity of others, or otherwise 
mutual trust and goodwill remain a distant dream. 
Interfaith friendship can play a very useful role in 
overcoming age-old religious prejudices against one 
another. Interfaith friendships can pave the way for 
mutual trust whereby religious communities can join 
together to get rid of the evils that have engulfed 
humanity the world over. 

For an enlightened person friend and 
foe are the same
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The following recognitions represent a summary of 
our work and the conclusions and lessons we would 
like to bring to the attention of religious leaders and 
communities. They grow out of the various insights 
and presentations offered from the perspectives of 
participating religions. They suggest a significant 
common ground upon which we, as scholars of 
different religions, can agree, despite our different 
faiths. We present these recognitions as a conclusion 
to our collaborative work and as an opening for 
dialogue and further reflection by leaders and 
communities, who may wish to articulate their own 
statements on the theme of interreligious friendship. 

1. Background - Our Theological Work
Our project has sought to articulate what might 
be called “theologies of interreligious friendship,” 
that is: justifications for interreligious friendship 
that grow from the depth of religious thought and 
practice of our different traditions. Each of us feels 
his or her tradition provides adequate grounding for 
the following recognitions, which may be found in 
our papers. Here we shall only spell out the lessons 
learned and the recommendations that are to be 
made.

2. Understanding Friendship
2.1 Friendship is a term that is characterized 
by great elasticity and flexibility. It addresses 
various situations and describes different levels of 
relationship. Collectively, our work covers a broad 
range of friendships. However, we seek to highlight 
primarily those relationships that place the religious 
and spiritual dimensions of friendship, practiced 
across religions, at their forefront. 
2.2 For purposes of convenience, we might 
distinguish between the neighbor and the friend. The 
neighbor is the person next to us, with whom we 
share some aspect of common life, and in relation 

to whom we seek to cultivate some basic aspects of 
interreligious friendship. The friend is the person 
with whom we cultivate a deeper, more intentional, 
more focused, more intimate and ultimately more 
spiritual relationship. 
2.3. Another way of distinguishing between these 
two types or poles of interreligious friendship is 
by referring to them as “general friendship” and as 
specialized or “spiritual friendship.” The former is 
the general friendship and benevolence that, as an 
ideal, should govern all our relationships, as different 
expressions of a life of goodness. The latter is a 
specific form of spiritual practice and sharing that is 
an intentional part of our spiritual life. Consequently, 
general friendship, towards the neighbor, is a 
universal ideal that should be practiced by all. 
Special spiritual friendship is more appropriate 
for those with deep religious commitment, and 
particularly for the specialist, the scholar, the leader, 
the person with deep roots in her tradition, who can 
share her knowledge and experience as part of the 
riches of interreligious friendship. 
2.4 While the depth of the relationships differ, and 
while they bring us different fruits, basic guidelines 
and concerns that should govern interreligious 
friendship apply to both the neighbor and the friend. 
These include the following:
2.5 Interreligious friendship recognizes fundamental 
similarities that serve as its foundations. These 
similarities suggest that different religions share 
common purposes, despite the many differences we 
observe in the religions. These common purposes 
include the search for living in goodness and 
harmony, living an ethical life, and transcending 
ordinary life through aspiration and orientation 
of life toward a higher spiritual understanding of 
reality, or a supreme reality that lies “beyond,” 
called by most believers, “God.” 
2.6 Friendship is a means of attaining and propagating 

Conclusion
Friendship Across Religions
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these higher goods, commonly recognized by our 
different religions. 
2.7 While friendship is indeed an instrument - for 
the good and for spiritual growth, we recognize in 
interreligious friendship more than the instrumental 
relationship, by means of which economic, social, 
political, diplomatic or other ends are achieved. 
Friendship is recognized as an important goal and 
value, rather than simply as a means to attaining 
“non-spiritual” goals. Friendship thus lies beyond 
self-interest, and is characterized by a higher 
common interest.
2.8 Friendship is characterized by reciprocity and 
engages both sides to a relationship. Friendship is 
thus based on a mutual give and take.

3. Approaching Difference
3.1 Friendship, in some views, is also founded upon 
difference and is driven by the creative tension 
between similarity and difference. 
3.2 It is our recognition that difference, and in 
particular difference in religious belief, is not a 
reason to avoid friendship. On the contrary, the 
challenge of constructing friendship across religious 
difference can lead to deep friendship and is the 
source of great mutual benefits. 
3.3 Interreligious friendship is not friendship that 
casts aside religious difference, overlooking it in 
the interest of perceived commonality. Rather, it 
is friendship that keeps us mindful of religious 
difference, and approaches this difference as a means 
of learning, growth and transformation that occur 
within the friendship. Thus, religious difference can 
be approached as a source of blessing. 
3.4 Recognition of difference is an invitation to 
learning and understanding. Mutual learning and the 
quest for mutual understanding are the hallmark of 
interreligious friendship. 
3.5. Learning in the framework of interreligious 
friendship has the double benefit of better 
understanding of the other, as well as a much deeper 
self-understanding. We consider interreligious 
friendship a primary means for deepening self 
understanding of individuals and religious 
communities, as they seek to articulate their 
particular identity and vision in today’s world. 
3.6 One important aspect of such mutual learning is 
the study of the Scriptures of the other, the friend. 
We recommend such reading take part in a spirit of 
friendship, benevolence and generosity, seeking to 
appreciate the beauty and the riches of the other’s 
Scripture, rather than finding fault in it. Open-
minded engagement of the other’s Scripture may be 

as transformative as interreligious friendship itself.
3.7 Each one of us affirms deeply the Truth taught 
in his or her religion and approaches it as an 
expression of Truth. This does not, however, prevent 
us from cultivating friends from other traditions, or 
engaging in a friendly approach to their Scriptures 
and wisdom. The spiritual commonality we 
recognize between our religions is ultimately of 
greater significance than differences in teaching, 
that believers affirm as Truth. Ultimately, the Truth 
that our traditions teaches us concerning the higher 
reality transcends our understanding. We approach 
our friends informed by a humility that allows 
us to be open to their testimony to the spiritual 
life and to the benefits this may bring us, without 
compromising or minimizing the Truth we affirm in 
our own traditions.
3.8 As we approach our friend from another religion, 
we do so with a heart that is open to what lies beyond 
our differences. 

4. Upholding Identity
4.1 Our religious traditions have long-standing 
concern with issues of integrity, authenticity and 
identity. Maintaining the identity of our religious 
community is a primary concern of the teachings of 
our religions, as taught today. 
4.2 The practice of interreligious friendship should 
not be a means of weakening or diluting identity. 
Rather, it should be a means of strengthening and 
deepening it. 
4.3 For this reason the kind of deep interreligious 
friendship, referred to above (2.3) as the friend, is 
best practiced by individuals firmly rooted in their 
traditions. The practice is particularly appropriate 
for those who have deep religious commitment to 
their tradition, and in particular for religious leaders, 
teachers and specialists. For these, the dangers to 
identity are almost nonexistent, while the benefits of 
understanding, enrichment and self transformation 
are enormous. 
4.4 Practice of interreligious friendship requires 
trust. The trust is conditioned upon the degree of 
security that a particular community under specific 
circumstances feels. It is also related to the way 
in which members of the other religion offer and 
practice friendship. Trust in friendship must be 
mutual.
4.5 We consequently condemn unequivocally any 
attempt to practice interreligious friendship as a 
means of proselytizing and gaining members to one’s 
religion from among “friends” falsely acquired. 
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5. Practicing Speech
5.1 We have come to recognize that in many ways 
practicing interreligious friendship is closely related 
to how we speak. Given the centrality of speech, we 
wish to offer the following recommendations:
5.2 Communication is central to the practice of 
interreligious friendship. We recommend open 
and honest communication. Such communication 
neither avoids nor covers up topics of potential 
complexity, while at the same time respecting the 
Other, and recognizing that not everything can be  
spoken about at any time. 
5.3 Questioning is an important part of interreligious 
friendship and the processes of learning that are 
fundamental to it. Friends must be willing to question 
and to be questioned. 
5.4 Given the trust that is the foundation of advanced 
interreligious friendship, friends must also be open 
to the possibility of hard questions, regarding 
their faith or the history associated with their faith 
tradition. Hard questions are part of honest speech, 
but must be clearly distinguished from attack or 
criticism. Based on circumstances and the depth 
of relationships, such hard questions may be posed 
privately or in the setting of a public sharing. 
5.5 Willingness to ask penetrating questions is 
tempered by charitable speech, that seeks to find 
the good and that searches for understanding, with a 
spirit of benevolence. 
5.6 In interreligious friendships, the face of our 
friend is always before us. We learn to speak the 
same in the absence as in the presence of the friend, 
thereby ensuring genuine communication, that has 
integrated the lessons and the reality of friendship. 

6 Friendship in Action
6.1 Action is a primary arena for the manifestation 
of friendship. We expect from our friends support, 
collaboration and solidarity when issues pertaining 
to the well-being of one of the friends arise. This 
is as true of interreligious friendship as it is of any 
form of friendship.
6.2 Interreligious friendship can be born from 
common dedication to ideals and social causes that 
express those ideals, such as social justice, fighting 
hatred, poverty and illness. While such collaboration 
provides an entryway into friendship, it only 
becomes genuine interreligious friendship when the 
distinct religious identity of the two friends becomes 
an operative and defining feature of the relationship.
6.3 Common action for the good is also a means 
of expressing friendship. The deeper commonality 
shared by friends finds expression through shared 

commitment and collaboration for the well-being of 
society and the world. 

7 Friendship as Spiritual Gift
7.1 As we move from ignoring differences to 
recognizing, understanding and respecting our 
differences, we are also called to discover a deeper 
unity that transcends our differences. This unity is 
discovered where friendship goes beyond a human 
or even religious relationship, and is recognized as a 
spiritual event involving the Divine, or the depths of 
being, that manifest through friendship. 
7.2 There is a point where both friends look beyond 
to a higher reality that unifies them, and that is made 
manifest through their very friendship. 
7.3 The attitude of friendship is here recognized 
as open receptivity to a gift, to something that is 
beyond their ability to produce.
7.4 The depth of the heart and the fullness of love 
are unleashed where friendship is recognized as 
something more than human. Love is expressed 
in different degrees through varying levels of 
friendship. It finds its fullest expression in a 
friendship that is consciously grounded in God, or in 
the ultimate reality, deeply grounded in the human 
heart, the being of the person. The fullness of love 
is grounded in the depth of the heart, beyond the 
differences of particular religious identities. 

8 A Final Recommendation
As a means of adopting the practice of interreligious 
friendship, we recommend that every person seek 
at least one friend from another religion. How that 
friendship is practiced and the depth of its engagement 
will vary according to individual circumstances. But 
it only takes one friend to change our orientation, to 
broaden our horizons, to open our heart and to make 
us ready for the transformation that interreligious 
friendship produces. 


