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Aelred of Rievaulx Spiritual Friendship is a profound exploration of the nature of friendship as seen
through the lens of Christian spirituality. Aelred, a 12th-century Cistercian monk, theologian, and abbot, is
best known for his writings on the spiritual life, particularly his reflections on the dynamics of friendship
within the Christian community. His work, particularly "Spiritual Friendship," offers insight into the
importance of companionship in the pursuit of a holy life. This article delves into Aelred's understanding of

spiritual friendship, its implications for personal faith, and its relevance in contemporary spiritual practice.

Background of Aelred of Rievaulx

Aelred of Rievaulx was born around 1110 in Hexham, Northumberland, England. He entered the
Cistercian monastery of Rievaulx in 1133, where he later became the abbot. Aelred's life was characterized
by a deep commitment to monastic ideals and the pursuit of a life aligned with Christ’s teachings. His
writings reflect a synthesis of mystical theology and practical spirituality, making him a significant figure

in medieval spirituality.



Life and Influences

- Aelred was influenced by various theological streams, including Augustine's writings on love and
friendship, as well as the Benedictine tradition.

- His experiences in the monastic community shaped his views on the importance of relationships in
spiritual growth.

- Aelred faced the challenges of leadership and pastoral care, which further informed his understanding of

the communal aspects of faith.

Understanding Spiritual Friendship

In his treatise "Spiritual Friendship," Aelred presents a nuanced vision of friendship that transcends mere
social interaction. He positions spiritual friendship as a vital component of the Christian life, aiming for

mutual growth in holiness and love for God.

The Definition of Spiritual Friendship

Aelred defines spiritual friendship as a deep bond between individuals that is rooted in a shared

commitment to seeking God. This form of friendship is characterized by several key elements:

1. Mutual Support: Friends encourage one another in their spiritual journeys and help each other resist
temptation.

2. Shared Values: Spiritual friends align their lives with Christian teachings, creating a foundation for their
relationship.

3. Divine Love: The bond of spiritual friendship is ultimately grounded in the love of God, which acts as
the source and sustenance of their connection.

4. Openness and Honesty: Aelred emphasizes the importance of transparency in friendships, where

individuals can share their struggles and joys without fear of judgment.

Stages of Spiritual Friendship

Aelred describes different stages of spiritual friendship, highlighting how relationships can evolve as

individuals grow in their faith:

1. Attraction: The initial phase where individuals are drawn to one another based on shared values or
experiences.

2. Affection: As the friendship deepens, affection grows, characterized by mutual care and concern.



3. Spiritual Growth: Friends motivate each other toward greater holiness and divine closeness, fostering
spiritual development.
4. Transcendence: The ultimate goal of spiritual friendship is to lead each other closer to God, transcending

personal interests for a higher purpose.

The Role of Love in Spiritual Friendship

Aelred emphasizes that love is at the heart of spiritual friendship. He distinguishes between different kinds

of love, including:

- Eros: A passionate love that can lead to friendship but may also be self-serving.
- Philia: A brotherly love that fosters companionship and mutual affection.
- Agape: A selfless, unconditional love that reflects God's love for humanity and serves as the foundation for

true spiritual friendship.

The Importance of Charity

Charity, or love in action, is essential to spiritual friendship. Aelred argues that true friends must embody

charity through:

- Acts of Kindness: Regularly demonstrating care through small gestures and support.
- Forgiveness: Understanding that imperfection is part of human nature, thus fostering reconciliation.

- Service: A commitment to serving each other selflessly, reflecting Christ’s teachings.

Challenges to Spiritual Friendship

While spiritual friendship is a source of strength and encouragement, Aelred acknowledges that it is not

without its challenges. Some potential obstacles include:

1. Jealousy: The danger of competition or envy can hinder genuine friendship.

2. Miscommunication: Lack of clarity can lead to misunderstandings and conflict.

3. Individualism: A prevalent societal focus on individual achievement can dilute the communal aspects of
friendship.

4. Distractions: The busyness of life can detract from the time and energy needed to cultivate spiritual

friendships.



Practical Applications of Aelred's Teachings

Aelred’s insights into spiritual friendship have significant implications for contemporary spiritual practice.

Here are several ways to apply his teachings:

1. Foster Community

- Engage in small groups or prayer circles that encourage open dialogue and mutual support.

- Create opportunities for shared spiritual experiences, such as retreats or service projects.

2. Cultivate Deep Relationships

- Prioritize time with friends who share your faith values, engaging in discussions about spiritual growth.

- Practice vulnerability by sharing personal struggles and seeking support from spiritual friends.

3. Emphasize Accountability

- Establish accountability partnerships where friends hold each other responsible for their spiritual
commitments.

- Encourage one another to attend church services, Bible studies, or other spiritual activities together.

4. Reflect on Love and Charity

- Regularly assess the health of your friendships, ensuring they are rooted in genuine love and charity.

- Take action to resolve conflicts through forgiveness and reconciliation, embodying Christ’s teachings.

Conclusion

Aelred of Rievaulx's exploration of spiritual friendship provides a rich framework for understanding the
significance of relationships in the Christian life. His teachings remind us that friendship is not merely a
social construct but a profound spiritual journey that shapes our faith and draws us closer to God. By
embracing the principles of mutual support, love, and charity, we can cultivate meaningful friendships that
enrich our spiritual lives and reflect the love of Christ. In a world often marked by isolation and

individualism, Aelred's insights serve as a timeless reminder of the transformative power of spiritual



companionship.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Aelred of Rievaulx and what is his significance in the context
of spiritual friendship?

Aelred of Rievaulx was a 12th-century Cistercian monk, abbot, and writer known for his works on
spirituality and monastic life. He is significant for his treatise 'Spiritual Friendship', which explores the
nature of friendship in the context of Christian faith, emphasizing the importance of love, community, and

support in the spiritual journey.

What are the key themes in Aelred of Rievaulx's 'Spiritual Friendship'?

Key themes in Aelred's 'Spiritual Friendship' include the importance of mutual love and support among
friends, the idea that true friendship leads to a deeper relationship with God, and the concept that spiritual

friendships can help individuals grow in virtue and holiness.

How does Aelred of Rievaulx differentiate between spiritual friendship
and other forms of friendship?

Aelred differentiates spiritual friendship from other forms by emphasizing that spiritual friendships are
grounded in a shared love for God and mutual pursuit of holiness, whereas other friendships may be based

on personal gain or social interaction without a spiritual dimension.

In what ways can Aelred of Rievaulx's teachings on friendship be applied
to modern spiritual practices?

Aelred's teachings can be applied to modern spiritual practices by encouraging individuals to seek out
friends who support their spiritual growth, fostering communities that emphasize love and accountability,
and prioritizing relationships that draw individuals closer to God rather than detracting from their spiritual

lives.

What impact has Aelred of Rievaulx had on contemporary
understandings of friendship within religious communities?

Aelred's impact on contemporary understandings of friendship within religious communities is significant;
his insights have influenced how spiritual friendships are viewed as vital to personal and communal faith
journeys, leading to a renewed emphasis on the importance of supportive relationships in fostering spiritual

growth and resilience.
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