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I didn’t need to attend the workshop on Young Adult Ministry to at the Southwest UU Summer Institute, known as SWUUSI, this past week to confirm I am irreversibly aging out of the young adult generation, of the young generation, of the young.   As the workshop leaders related true stories of one epic fail after another on the part of district congregations in dealing with young adults, I realized how connected at the level of soul, of spirit, the coming generation seeks to be and how much we have to offer.  The importance of relationship to building communities of any age was the driving message – that what makes good young adult ministry makes for good ministry in any case.   That being the case I want to share with you an observation from hanging out with the young adult workshop this week – young adult UU’s know the importance of friendship:  They create it, craft it, treasure it, uplift it and uphold it. Young adult UU’s and UU youth know that a spiritual base and connection for friendship – that sense of shared values and convictions and reverence for the mystery is the foundation for friendships that last long after you start changing demographic groups.

When I was in junior high school and high school many year books were signed with the acronym TFA, which meant True Friends Always.  Yeah, right.   I remember people signing yearbooks with a big TFA at the end of junior high school and then beating each other’s brains out in a fight or not giving each other the time of day in high school.  I remember TFA’s scrawled larger than life at the end of high school by people who didn’t or couldn’t or wouldn’t recognize each other five, ten, fifteen years later.  Interestingly enough, thanks to the Internet and Facebook,  I have reconnected with and gotten to know people online that I can’t remember ever getting the time of day or a TFA from as I grew up.  

TFA has fallen out of style, along with actually writing to friends. It’s been replaced by the BFF – meaning Best Friends Forever – usually texted to your best friend.  If history is a guide, today’s BFFs will be like yesterdays TFAs.  

True friends are hard to find.  There are exceptions, of course, but many of our friends do not share our intimacies, our wounds, our struggles, and our joys. Many of our friends are actually acquaintances.  Even friends who know us well, may know our lengths and not know our depths.  If you find a handful friends in a lifetime who know you length and depth some say, consider yourself lucky.

The workshop on young adult ministry this week brought into focus for me that a religious community should strive to be a place where deep friendships can grow and develop, a garden where soul friends can grow or find each other.

The historical roots for soul friends come from churches.  John O’Donohue explains the relationship in Anam Cara: A Book of Celtic Wisdom:
In the early Celtic Church, a person who acted as a teacher, companion, or spiritual guide was called an anam cara.  It originally referred to some one to whom you confessed, revealing the hidden intimacies of your life.  With the anam cara you could share your inner most self, your mind and your heart (p 13).

Anam and cara are the Celtic / Gaelic words for “soul friend.” The original setting for the anam cara was the confessor, but at that point in church history it is important to understand that the confessor was not the caricature it became in the twentieth century American Catholic Church of the unconcerned priest to whom frightened Catholics recited a list of wrong actions. 

The confessor of the anam cara that John O’Donohue speaks of were the abbots and abbesses of Celtic monasteries, and the mystics of the hills and wells of Ireland.  People would seek them out to discuss the full scope of their spiritual lives.  These people were people known for their integrity and wisdom and were people others felt comfortable going to and sharing the intimacies and intricacies of the spiritual journey and their life’s journey.  The original anam cara confessor is what we know today as a spiritual director.

Over the years people have always had friends who played the role of the anam cara – the person to whom we pour out our heart in authentic relationship and share deepest intimacies of the mind and spirit.

In the Celtic tradition, and this is a very important aspect of the anam cara, there is a deep connection at the level of the soul.  This connection is deeper than surface intimacies shared over coffee or a beer.  An anam cara is recognized in another person as a connection with the other and with something other, something ancient, old and deep.    John O’Donohue puts it this way: “You were joined in an ancient and eternal way with the friend of your soul” (pg 14).  

We all need an anam cara.  We all need the type of care the anam cara provides. In O’Donohue’s words: “to be loved and accepted without mask or pretention” (pg 14).  Many of us, most of us, myself included, have difficulty with this kind of love.  One of these difficulties, O’Donohue points out is that “we carry around in our hearts the corpses of past relationships and are addicted to hurt as a confirmation of our identity” (pg 12-13).
Some of us are addicted to past relationships with other people, former religions, old jobs, the family we grew up in, whatever the case may be.  “Oh NO! That’s not me,” we say! “I don’t carry my wounds around.”  How many of us claim to be this person – completely healthy in our relationships, all good, ready to go, boarding pass to life in hand, baggage checked, all our stuff is all worked out, nothing for us to do but point out what other people need to work on and where other people fail…..RIIIIIIIIIIIGHT!

That’s a clue we need to look at ourselves again. Our own inability to see our self is just one area of our lives where the anam cara can be of special help. 
The Buddhist tradition expresses this as the concept of the kalyanamitra or “noble friend.”   O’Donohue says “The kalyana –mitra will not accept pretention but will gently and firmly confront you with your own blindness” (pg 28).

In an “Essay on Spiritual Friendship,” Roshi Wendy Egyoku Nakao teaches “anything which shakes us out of our ongoing slumber and creates an opening to a vista beyond our narrow image or experience of ego-self, is a spiritual friend worthy of our gratitude” (http://iamthou.wordpress.com/2008/02/04/kalyana-mitraon-spiritual-friendship/) .
The anam cara or noble friend helps us see our blind spots.  We all have them.  No one likes to see them, yet no one can see them without help from the soul friend, because they are just that - blind spots.
I used to give my high school ethics students an assignment near the beginning of the year based on the Johari Window, useful model describing the process of human interaction, developed by Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham in the 1950’s.   A four paned "window," divides personal awareness into four areas or quadrants: open, hidden, blind, and unknown. The lines dividing the four panes are like window shades or windows on a computer screen, which can move as an interaction progresses.

1. The "open" or public quadrant represents things that both I know about myself, and that you know about me. For example, I know my name, and so do you.

2. The "blind" quadrant represents things that you know about me, but that I am unaware of. So, for example, we could be eating at a restaurant, and I may have unknowingly gotten some food on my face.  More importantly, You may know that I appear angry to others, but I don’t see that.

3. The "hidden" or private quadrant represents things that I know about myself, that you do not know.  For example, I know that my father was adopted and his birth parents were alcoholics that died in car crash when he was four.

4. The "unknown" quadrant represents things that neither I know about myself, nor you know about me. Neither of us knows what I will be doing five years from now or what my dreams really mean or if they actually mean anything at all.

I had my students represent the Johari Window on a Shoebox with the open or public window being the top, the hidden window being the inside of the box, the unknown being the bottom of the box and the blind spots being the sides of the box.  The project specifics were to decorate the box any way you wished to represent these aspects of yourself.  The difficult part was the blind spots on the sides of the box.  The only way to be able to do it was to ask someone else how they saw you.  This required students seek out an anam cara.  Self-disclosure has its drawbacks, pitfalls, and dangers.  No one is more aware of this than teenagers.  


The anam cara is a necessity for a complete vision of ourselves.  When you have or meet an anam cara you know it.  There are no reservations. Nothing says “danger!” All signs point to knowing this person since ever since.  An anam cara is a true soul mate.  

We throw that term around romantically like it is the holy grail of partnering up - finding one’s soul mate, but an anam cara isn’t necessarily a romantic partner, although it’s wonderful when it is.  Soul mates can be platonic friends as well.  Don’t go away this morning wringing your hands internally or externally because you were, are, weren’t, think you should be or shouldn’t be romantically partnered to be spiritually fit.  That’s not what the anam cara is all about. It’s nice when it happens, but the reality is anam caras began as spiritual directors and these relationships come in all the areas of human friendship and the buzz is just as good in whatever guise they arrive.


You may find you have an anam cara for a period in your life and then are without one for a while. You may find that your romantic partner is your anam cara for a while and the not and then is again.

You may find that the soul friend you go looking for, such as a spiritual director or counselor or minister or coach or teacher rekindles the ancient, original nature of the anam cara for you and you find yourself blessed in such an intentional relationship even though it is not what our culture considers friendship of the usual sort and has different boundaries.   You may find you already have an anam cara or two or three in your life. Count them as blessings, for in the words of John O’Donohue:

Friendship is a creative and subversive force. It claims that intimacy is the secret law of life and the universe”(vviii).
� Johari Window information and quadrant summaries based on - http://www.noogenesis.com/game_theory/johari/johari_window.html
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