
aelred of rievaulx spiritual friendship

aelred of rievaulx spiritual friendship stands as a seminal concept in medieval Christian thought,

emphasizing the profound and transformative nature of friendship rooted in spiritual love. Aelred of

Rievaulx, a 12th-century Cistercian monk and abbot, articulated a vision of friendship that transcends

mere companionship, framing it as a divine gift that nurtures the soul and fosters holiness. His treatise

on spiritual friendship remains influential, revealing how interpersonal bonds can mirror the love of God

and serve as a pathway to spiritual growth. This article explores the historical context, theological

foundations, and practical implications of aelred of rievaulx spiritual friendship, offering insights into its

enduring relevance. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of how Aelred’s teachings

integrate friendship with Christian spirituality, and why these ideas continue to resonate in

contemporary discussions of relational ethics and community life. The following sections will delve into

the life of Aelred, the nature of his spiritual friendship, its biblical and philosophical influences, and its

impact on monastic and modern perspectives.
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The Life and Background of Aelred of Rievaulx

Aelred of Rievaulx was born in 1110 in Hexham, Northumberland, England, and later became an

influential Cistercian abbot renowned for his theological writings and leadership. His early education

was shaped by the courtly culture and ecclesiastical scholarship, which provided a foundation for his

later spiritual and intellectual pursuits. Joining the Cistercian order at Rievaulx Abbey, Aelred dedicated

himself to a life of contemplation, community, and service. His experiences as a monk and abbot

deeply influenced his understanding of Christian fellowship and spiritual friendship, which he articulated

in his seminal work, "De spirituali amicitia" (On Spiritual Friendship). This background is essential to

appreciate the context in which Aelred developed his ideas, as it reflects the monastic values of

obedience, charity, and communal living that underpinned his theology.

Historical Context and Influence

The 12th century was a period of religious reform and intellectual flourishing within Western

Christendom, marked by the rise of monastic orders like the Cistercians, who emphasized simplicity

and spiritual rigor. Aelred’s writings emerged amid this milieu, engaging with classical philosophy and

Christian doctrine to address the nature of human relationships. His work reflects the influence of

earlier Church Fathers and classical thinkers, yet it also responds to the specific spiritual needs of

monastic communities seeking deeper bonds beyond ritual observance.

Aelred’s Major Works

Besides "De spirituali amicitia," Aelred authored several key texts, including his spiritual autobiography,

sermons, and treatises on monastic discipline. These writings collectively reveal his holistic approach

to spirituality, where friendship functions as a vital element of Christian life. His works have been

studied for their literary elegance and theological depth, making Aelred a pivotal figure in medieval



spirituality.

The Concept of Spiritual Friendship

Aelred of Rievaulx spiritual friendship is defined by its grounding in divine love and mutual

sanctification, distinguishing it from ordinary social relationships. For Aelred, true friendship involves a

shared pursuit of virtue, truth, and God, creating a bond that elevates both individuals beyond their

natural inclinations. Spiritual friendship is characterized by sincerity, humility, and mutual care,

fostering an environment where spiritual growth is encouraged through companionship. This form of

friendship is not merely emotional or intellectual but deeply rooted in the Christian understanding of

agape, or self-giving love.

Characteristics of Spiritual Friendship

Key qualities that Aelred identifies in spiritual friendship include:

Mutual affection: A genuine love that binds friends together in a sincere and selfless manner.

Shared values: Commitment to living according to Christian virtues such as charity, faith, and

humility.

Confession and counsel: Openness in sharing struggles and offering spiritual guidance.

Perseverance: A lasting bond that endures trials and supports growth in holiness.



Distinction from Secular Friendship

While secular friendships might be based on utility, pleasure, or common interests, Aelred’s spiritual

friendship transcends these by anchoring itself in the love of God. It is a transformative relationship

aimed at nurturing the soul’s union with God, making it a uniquely Christian phenomenon. This spiritual

dimension underlies the ethical responsibility friends have toward one another in Aelred’s thought.

Biblical and Philosophical Foundations

Aelred’s notion of spiritual friendship draws extensively from biblical teachings and classical

philosophy, synthesizing these sources to articulate a comprehensive Christian anthropology of

friendship. The Bible offers numerous examples of friendship, such as David and Jonathan, which

Aelred interprets as models of divine-like love. Additionally, the philosophical tradition, especially the

works of Plato and Cicero, influences his understanding of friendship as a moral and intellectual union.

Biblical Inspirations

The Scripture provides a foundational framework for Aelred, highlighting friendship as a reflection of

God’s covenantal love. Passages emphasizing love, loyalty, and sacrifice inform his theology of

friendship. For example, Jesus’ commandment to “love one another” serves as the ultimate standard

for spiritual friendship, implying that true friendship is a participation in the love of Christ.

Classical Philosophical Contributions

Classical philosophers like Cicero defined friendship as a relationship based on virtue and mutual

goodwill. Aelred adopts and Christianizes these ideas, arguing that while classical friendships are



admirable, spiritual friendship is superior because it is rooted in divine grace. The integration of

Platonic ideals about the soul’s ascent toward the Good enriches Aelred’s vision, framing friendship as

a ladder toward God.

The Role of Spiritual Friendship in Monastic Life

In the monastic context, aelred of rievaulx spiritual friendship serves as a vital mechanism for

communal harmony and personal sanctification. Monastic life, characterized by shared prayer, work,

and discipline, creates a natural environment for spiritual friendships to flourish. Aelred viewed these

friendships as essential for overcoming isolation, temptation, and spiritual dryness, offering monks a

source of encouragement and accountability. The communal dimension of monastic life thus

complements the intimate bonds of spiritual friendship, reinforcing the ideals of charity and mutual

support.

Friendship as a Path to Holiness

Spiritual friendship in the monastery is not merely social but a means of sanctification. Friends help

one another to grow in virtue, correct faults, and deepen their relationship with God. This mutual

edification aligns with the monastic goal of imitatio Christi, or imitation of Christ.

Community and Individuality

Aelred balanced the tension between communal obligation and personal friendship, emphasizing that

true spiritual friendship respects individual uniqueness while fostering unity. This balance contributed to

the stability and spiritual vitality of monastic communities.



Practical Applications and Legacy

The legacy of aelred of rievaulx spiritual friendship extends beyond medieval monasticism into

contemporary spiritual and ethical discourse. His insights continue to influence Christian spirituality,

pastoral counseling, and even secular understandings of deep interpersonal relationships. Practical

applications of his teachings include fostering authentic relationships in faith communities, promoting

emotional and spiritual support, and encouraging ethical behavior grounded in love.

Modern Relevance

In today’s context, Aelred’s concept encourages believers to cultivate friendships that support spiritual

growth and resilience. This approach challenges superficial or transactional relationships, emphasizing

depth, commitment, and mutual care.

Practical Steps to Cultivate Spiritual Friendship

To embody the principles of aelred of rievaulx spiritual friendship, individuals can:

Commit to honesty and vulnerability in relationships.1.

Engage in shared spiritual practices such as prayer or scripture study.2.

Offer and receive constructive spiritual counsel.3.

Maintain perseverance through challenges and conflicts.4.



Prioritize the spiritual well-being of friends alongside one’s own.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Aelred of Rievaulx?

Aelred of Rievaulx was a 12th-century English Cistercian monk, abbot, and spiritual writer known for

his influential works on Christian spirituality, particularly on the theme of spiritual friendship.

What is the concept of spiritual friendship according to Aelred of

Rievaulx?

According to Aelred of Rievaulx, spiritual friendship is a profound and holy bond between individuals

that reflects divine love, fostering mutual growth in virtue and closeness to God.

What is Aelred of Rievaulx’s most famous work on spiritual friendship?

Aelred’s most famous work on spiritual friendship is 'De spirituali amicitia' (On Spiritual Friendship),

where he explores the nature, value, and purpose of friendship in the Christian life.

How does Aelred of Rievaulx differentiate spiritual friendship from

ordinary friendship?

Aelred distinguishes spiritual friendship by its foundation in God’s love and its aim to lead both friends

towards holiness, unlike ordinary friendship which may be based on common interests or utility.

What role does love play in Aelred’s idea of spiritual friendship?

Love is central in Aelred’s spiritual friendship; it is a selfless, Christ-like love that unites friends in

mutual support and helps them grow in grace and virtue.



How has Aelred of Rievaulx’s teaching on spiritual friendship

influenced Christian thought?

Aelred’s teachings have deeply influenced Christian spirituality by highlighting friendship as a path to

experiencing God’s love, inspiring monastic communities and modern spiritual practices alike.

Can Aelred of Rievaulx’s ideas on spiritual friendship be applied in

modern contexts?

Yes, Aelred’s ideas emphasize authentic, self-giving relationships that foster spiritual growth, which

remain relevant for building meaningful friendships and community in contemporary life.

What are the key characteristics of spiritual friendship in Aelred’s

view?

Key characteristics include mutual affection rooted in God’s love, honesty, humility, shared pursuit of

virtue, and a commitment to support each other’s spiritual journey.

How does Aelred of Rievaulx connect spiritual friendship with the

Trinity?

Aelred sees spiritual friendship as a reflection of the perfect love and unity found in the Holy Trinity,

where the bond between friends mirrors divine communion and mutual indwelling.

Additional Resources

1. Spiritual Friendship in the Writings of Aelred of Rievaulx

This book offers an in-depth analysis of Aelred of Rievaulx's seminal work on spiritual friendship,

exploring its theological and philosophical foundations. It examines how Aelred's ideas influenced

medieval monastic communities and continue to inspire modern spiritual practice. Readers gain insight



into the nature of love, companionship, and Christian virtue through Aelred’s perspective.

2. Aelred of Rievaulx: The Path of Spiritual Friendship

Focusing on the life and teachings of Aelred, this volume delves into his concept of spiritual friendship

as a path to holiness. It contextualizes his ideas within the Cistercian tradition and broader Christian

spirituality. The book includes reflections on how friendship fosters personal growth and divine

connection.

3. Friendship and Holiness: The Legacy of Aelred of Rievaulx

This work discusses the enduring legacy of Aelred’s treatise on friendship, highlighting its relevance for

contemporary spiritual seekers. It addresses themes such as mutual love, trust, and the transformative

power of friendship in the journey toward holiness. The book also compares Aelred’s thought with

other Christian mystics.

4. The Art of Spiritual Friendship: Insights from Aelred of Rievaulx

A practical guide inspired by Aelred’s teachings, this book offers readers ways to cultivate spiritual

friendships in everyday life. It explores the qualities that define true friendship and the role such

relationships play in spiritual development. The author integrates historical context with modern

applications.

5. Aelred of Rievaulx and the Theology of Friendship

This scholarly work examines the theological underpinnings of Aelred’s reflections on friendship,

situating them within medieval Christian thought. It analyzes key texts and draws connections between

friendship, love, and the nature of God. The book is ideal for readers interested in theology and

medieval studies.

6. Companions on the Journey: Spiritual Friendship According to Aelred of Rievaulx

Highlighting the communal and relational aspects of spirituality, this book explores how Aelred’s

concept of friendship serves as a model for Christian living. It emphasizes the importance of

companionship in the pursuit of virtue and divine grace. The author also discusses the challenges and

rewards of spiritual friendships.



7. Love and Friendship in the Works of Aelred of Rievaulx

This title explores the interplay between love and friendship in Aelred’s writings, showcasing how these

two elements are inseparable in his spiritual vision. It offers a detailed reading of his texts and reflects

on how love deepens friendship in a sacred context. The book appeals to those interested in Christian

ethics and spirituality.

8. Aelred of Rievaulx: Friendships of the Heart and Soul

Focusing on the intimate and affective dimensions of friendship, this book interprets Aelred’s work

through the lens of emotional and spiritual connection. It discusses how friendship nurtures the soul

and serves as a reflection of divine love. The narrative includes historical background and personal

meditation.

9. Spiritual Companionship: The Influence of Aelred of Rievaulx

This book traces the influence of Aelred’s ideas on spiritual friendship across centuries, from medieval

monasticism to contemporary spirituality. It examines how his concepts have been adapted and

revived in various Christian traditions. The work also considers the practical implications of spiritual

companionship today.
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