Handout for Class 4
On Meeting a Spiritual Friend

By Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche, Albany KTC, Nov. 9, 1987. Transcribed by Meg Maurer. Edited by Laura Roth.

Rinpochewould liketo extend warm greetingsto everyone. Intalking about meeting with aspiritual
friend, wemight begin by asking, what isaspiritual friend?What doesit mean to meet aspiritual friend,
and having met aspiritud friend, what should one' s approach beto therel ationship?What should bethe
outcomeof having met aspiritud friend?Around these points Rinpochewould liketo share histhoughts
withyou.

Toexplainwhat ismeant by “ spiritual friend,” in Sanskrit theword iskalyanamitra, andin Tibetan
gewa chenyen. Gewaliterally means* of virtue’ or * of goodness,” something that iswholesome, and so
theword weareusing here, “ spiritual,” may not exactly expressit. And so kalyanamitra hasto dowith
wholesomeness, something that isin the correct direction, and the second word chenyenisgenerally
referred to asfriend, but really meansmorethan afriend. Of thetwo syllables, che hasthe meaning of
friendship, and nyen meanskinship, whichisafamily or blood rel ationship. Whatever proper under-
standing, whatever whol esome knowledge and experience, someonewho extendsthe generosity of
such knowledge, isexpressing friendship. And what knowledge or insight the onewho extendsthem
has, could becomeyour knowledge and your redlization. Through the sharing of theknowledgeand the
realization, you devel op amore precious and special relationship likeakinship. Throughthebloodlinein
the case of family we arerelated to each other, and through the means of theteachings, through the
possibility of common understanding anintimate rel ationship takes place.

A spiritual friend isalso ableto extend one’sunderstanding asto what isunwholesome and destructive
inon€e'slife, that one should be aware of and avoid getting caught up in. How does onemeet sucha
person? Thiscan happen intwo ways. Oneisaripening of previousgood connections, aprevious
history of havingworked and studieswith the help of such aspiritua friend. Inthiscase, because of
continuousripening of wholesomekarma, agood rel ationship that one has started in the past, in some
former lifetimefor example, isableto continue, and so it isamatter of making areconnection. Thisis
actually the best way, and the experienceisvery specid, inthat, when you meet such aspiritual friend,
thereisasense of coming home. Itislikeagood friend whom one has not seeninalong time, and when
you seethat friend again, theres asort of mutual recognition, agood, relaxed feeling free of uncertainty
or hesitation. Asfor the guidance of that spiritual friend, and theinspiration that one can receivefrom
such aspiritua friend onedoes not have any question. Thereisagenuine, effortless confidence. But
such ameetingisrare, because onewho meetsaspiritual friendinthisway must bevery fortunate, and
have agood history of connection, agood history of cultivation of what iswholesome and virtuous, as
far asmental development isconcerned.

The other way one meetsaspiritual friend isbecause of auspicious coincidence, because certain cir-
cumstances brought oneto the situation. Auspi cious coincidence, Rinpoche says, doesnot mean smply
by chance, not coincidencein that sense. Whilethe meeting with the particular spiritual friend not
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because of previous connections, anditisnot the spiritual friend who you haveworked with, but the
fact that one can havethisexperienceat al isbecause of somedegree of previous connection with
wholesomedharmic activities. When you comeinto contact with something that isgood, especialy
towardsthe experience of awakening one'smind, theripening of these experienceshappensmainly
because of two things.

Oneisthat onehas some history of conducting one'slifeor livesin wholesomeor virtuousways,
coupled with an aspiration that inal futuretimes until compl ete awakened mind isexperienced, may one
be awaysableto continueto cultivate such qualities of mind, and may onefind the necessary conditions
to do so. That isthereason on the part of the student. Then on the part of the spiritual friend, thefast
that particul ar teachers of the dharmaare ableto effect benefitinthelivesof others, isnot only because
they have cultivated somerealization and accumul ated some knowledge, but a so because of the
strength of their aspiration. That is, whatever knowledge and insight and realization they have, may they
be ableto continually extend them towardsthe benefit of others. Because of thesetwo situations
meeting together, the auspi cious circumstance ari ses.

With regard to meeting aspiritual friend, how does oneknow that one has met the proper spiritual
friend, not just in name or appearance, but inreality? That isnot impossible, but itisnot very easy to
know, because whether someoneyou have met isatrue spiritual friend or not isnot immediately appar-
ent from looking at the outward appearance of the person. The depth of knowledge and redlization, the
level of commitment to hel ping others, that aspiritual friend hasare qualitiesof themind and arehidden
from beingimmediately visble. Neverthel essit isnot imposs bleto know whether onehasmet witha
proper spiritual friend, if one has some degree of intelligence and common sense, based onwhat this
person, known asaspiritual friend, issaying. Arethewords and the knowledge that are being shared
intelligible and reasonable, arethey sane and beneficia ? Then, moreimportantly, doeshisor her action
godongwithwhat heor she says? What issaid may bevery sensible, intelligent, and beneficial, but are
the actionsreasonabl e and wholesome?And so, if not immediately, at |east giventime onewould have
theability to know. With regard to this, Shakyamuni Buddhasaid that itisdifficult for ordinary peopleto
haveingght into other people sminds. Neverthelessit isimpossibleto know about them without having
exact knowledge of their minds. Where you see smoke, thereyou seethe possibility of fire, whereyou
see swans, there you seethe possibility of water, whereyou seethe actionsthat areliketheactionsof a
Bodhisaitva, thereisthepossibility of the Bodhisattvamind, wherethereissaneactionthereisthe
possibility of sanemind.

With regard to what should be some of the characteristicsor marksof atrue spiritual friend, therearea
few which Rinpochewould liketo sharewith you. Oneisinregard to helping and guiding others, that
fromtheside of the spiritual friend there s no discrimination between old and young, weak and strong,
poor and rich, man and woman, heor sheissimply and purely concerned with benefiting whoever
needs help, whoever could be reached by what he or she can do. Another isbeing ableto maintain
these qualitiesmonth after month, year after year. Anyone can beimpressive once or twice, without any
discrimination or favoritism; that should not bedifficult. But being ableto remain the sameway, having
anevenmind all of thetime, isnot so easy.
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Another mark of atrue spiritua friendisthat heor sheisconsistently responsiblefor arelationship
which hasbeen made. It isnot acase of immediate excitement and concern and then later withdrawing,
whenwhatever persond interest involvesisnolonger being fulfilled. Butif aspiritua friendidinterested
inthewell being of others, the experience of awakened mind of others, he should remaininterested until
the others have experienced the awakened state of mind.

And then again, when sharing knowledge and understanding, thetruefriend doesso with theintention to
help others, not with arrogance or pride or asuperior attitude, not bullying others' ignorance, but rather
being patient with others' ignorance, being sengitiveto others not knowing. Onemight have started that
wal too, and the understanding and reali zation one hasreceived, onedid not begin with, and obviousy
any spiritual friend might know the same. And another virtue of not becominginflated by praisesand
compliments, not being deflated and shrinking because of criticisms. So theseare some of the character-
isticsof onewho might beregarded asaproper or true spiritua friend.

Sointhisway you can actualy examine and recognize aproper spiritua friend, even though you do not
haveinsight into the mind of the person. A simpleexampleisthat if an object with aterribleodor is
wrapped insilk or brocade, itisimmediately very impressive, but Sowly theodor comesthrough and it
smellsmoreand more, and so you have anidea of what isinside the package. On the other hand if an
object whichisfull of fragrance and freshnessiswrapped inragsor any smplepieceof cloth, at imme-
diate glance, it may not even seem worth keeping. However thelonger you are around such an object,
the morethefragrance comesthrough, and the more you valueit. So, based on common senseand a
discerning mind, itisnot difficult to have asense of whether oneisaproper spiritual friend or not.

Meeting aproper spiritual friend, someone having the marksand qualities Rinpocheta ked about in our
timesisextremely rare. Giventhat redlity, if onehhasmet such atrue spiritua friend, thenitisextremely
important that one makesthe connection and maintainsthat connection. Becausefirst of al suchatrue
spiritual friendisvery raretofind, and second of al, being ableto come acrosswith another isalmost
impossible. ThereisaTibetan saying that finding atruespiritua friendislike seeing starsinthedaytime,
or seeing flowersin thewinter. Inthe cold and rugged climate of Tibet, itisalmost impossibleto see
flowersinthewinter. If it ever happens, it must be something special and auspicious. Itisknown that
onceinawhileit happens, at the passing or at therebirth of somegresat teacher, aflower growinginthe
snow or insomerugged place, sothat it isnot impossiblebut itiscertainly rare.

Then, when you have comeinto contact with atrue spiritual friend and you recognizethat, thethereisa
good possihility that you will be ableto appreciate and recognize thewisdom, theinsight that flowsfrom
such ardationship, through such aperson. And so, now you are making atrue atruerel ationship, and
when you begin to receive such knowledge, thereisafriendship and akinship happening. Inarelation-
ship between parentsand children, thereisthe passing down of genesor inheritance, whichisvery
special, which we should honor and respect and acknowledge by al means. But nothingismore special
than to be ableto inherit the knowledge and wisdom of someone €l se, to havethat becomeintegratedin
on€e'slife. Sowhenyou haveaproper relationship thereisall the possibility of benefit happening be-
causethe conditionsfor thingsto happen in awholesome and proper way arethere. If, let ussay, there
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isapieceof scented wood that hasfragrance, and if another piece hasno scent at all isput withthe
scented wood, given time, that second piece of wood beginsto become asfragrant asthefirst. When
good thingsmeet, good things happen.

Onceagain, such ameeting with the proper spiritud friendisrare. But once such arelationship takes
place, that could bethe most beneficial thing and the most important occurrencein one'slife, because
whether weknow it or not, thereality isthat from beginninglesstime, for eonsand eons, onehas
experienced birthin cyclic existence. One'smind, the completeinvol untary way of one’smind hasbeen
inaccordance with the dictates of confused conditioning. When one smind isexperiencing confusion,
that causes suffering and pain, and pain and suffering causes more confusion, and thishasgoneon
choicelesdy, from birth to death, again and again. And a so the present experience of our liesisquite
temporary. We should know that our lifeisvery fragile, wewill not haveit al thetime. Whilewedo
haveit, when we have the opportunity to makethe best use of it, it should be obviousthat we must take
advantage of that.

Also, thereisavariety of very seriousignorancethat peopleliketo hold onto, avery strong wishful
thinking, and that istheideaof naturd evolution. Fromlifetimetolifetime, naturally you becomemore
refined, better and better, and then, at some point, you reach some culmination, and you arethere. If
that isreally true, should it not have happened along time ago? Thisideadenied thetruth of causeand
effect, whichisnot anindividua opinion or aposs bility, but from amaterial point of view andfroma
mental activitiespoint of view, thetruth of cause and effect isobvious. We know that whenwedo
certain thingswe experience certain results. If our actions have been wholesome, we experience some
happiness, evenif it'stemporary, and if our actions have been unwholesome and very destructivewe
experiencetheresult aspain and suffering. That isthetruth of cause and effect. But wewould liketo
have onthe other hand somewhere el se, anatural evolutiontaking place, whichisnot our doing. But if
thereissuch athing asnatural evolutionthereisno point in telling someoneto do wholesome and
beneficial things. You could be doing the most heinous of crimes but natural evolutionwill take care of
you. You could be doing the most incredible whol esome things but it does not matter becauseyou are
subject to natural evolution. So the notion that things are going to work out by themselvesand obvioudy
for thebetterisanillusonand wishful thinking.

We areresponsiblefor our actions, weareresponsiblefor our thoughts. We areresponsiblefor the
influencethat we have on others. We have the ability to have awholesomeinfluence, we havethe ability
to haveavery unwholesomeinfluence. We are responsiblefor the harm that we do to ourselves, we are
responsiblefor the harm that we do to others. And so, inthisway, itismorerealistic to take care of
one'sownwork whatever one hasto do, and given that understanding when thereisand opportunity of
having arelationship with atrue and proper spiritual friend and fostering that rel ationship, one cannot
affordtomissit.

Asfor the experience of the ultimate and absol ute happiness of one’smind, the experience of freedom
from sufferingsand confusions, absol utely nothing €l seyou doisgoing to bring that about, other than
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working with one’ smind through the hel p of theinstructionsand the guidance of the spiritua friend who
hasthe knowledge. We have the potential to becomefreeof suffering, to becomeastotally enlightened
asanyone el sewho has experienced the awakened state of mind and has become endowed with
absolutewisdom. We haveincredible potentia's, we are profoundly resourceful, but if weimprison
ourselvesand | et our potentia sremain completely obscured, our potentia sby themsel vesare not going
to evolvewithout our facilitating the unfol ding of the potential s by receiving guidance and then integrating
it. Weare doing so many thingsin our lives. Wewill try to move any obstacles, do anything, to be able
to experience somedegree of stability of mind, somefreedom from dissatisfaction. But, if our actions
arelimited to thingsthat are not directly related with the problems and potentials of our mind, they are
al wasted efforts.

Andfinally, fully avakened Buddhas and Bodhi sattvas, endowed with truewisdom and feefrom
confusion and suffering, how did they reach that state? It ishaving made aconnection with the proper
gpiritud friend, recognizing theimportance of that relationship, developing theknowledgeand the
wisdom needed to unravel the defilementsand obscurations of one smind, and unfolding the potentials
of one’'smind. That iswhat |ed to the experience of awakened mind. Our situation and potentialsand
journey arethe same.



