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Guidelines from the Community of Aidan & Hilda on choosing an Anam Cara 

 
What is a Soulfriend? 
 Soulfriend is a literal translation of the Gaelic anamchara. There is also the 

Welsh term periglour if you prefer. There is no simple definition – but let’s try to pin 
it down. 

We will use Ray Simpson’s word ‘seeker’ to refer to the younger, or junior-in-faith, 
partner. 
First, what is a soulfriend not? …. 

  - Old-fashioned father confessor. The soulfriend is not on a different spiritual 
‘level,’ and does not offer absolution, let alone sacramental absolution. 

  - Counselor/Therapist. Not a clinical model. 
  - Spiritual Director. This is closer, but too close to counselor/client to really 
compare. The soulfriend should not have the same professional detachment. 

  - Soulmate. Soulmates are on the same plane, but there is no thought of being 
committed to spiritual growth. Examples might be drinking or gambling ‘buddies.’ It 

is closer to the German proverb about a good friend as ‘someone you can steal 
horses with!’ 
 

Now, some closer matches. Ray Simpson reels off a long list, some of which are: 
 - Mentor, prayer partner, companion on the way, guru, guide, co-discerner, 

listener. 
 
Good features of list:  

[a] it moves between an elder/junior type relationship, and one in which there is a 
give-and-take, or mutuality.   

[b] it goes beyond roping off an area and calling it ‘spiritual.’ “In the Celtic 
tradition, soulfriends helped seekers apply their wisdom to the whole of life; the 

spiritual was not divorced from the practical.” {Soulfriendship, p24}. This is 
because: “The soul in Celtic, as in biblical thinking, refers to the total self, … the 
whole personality: body, mind and spirit.” {same, p3} 

[c] it is flexible. Allows variety between different individuals, and at different stages 
of the relationship. 

 - syncellos. This is an obscure Greek term – you can’t google it. But Ray uses it to 

add an important layer of meaning: One who has found their ‘desert,’ and invites 
the seeker to share it. ‘Desert’ here means detachment from the drives and 

passions of the lower nature and the ‘world,’ leading to an inner peace.  
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In ‘A Guide for Soul Friends,’ he sets out 7 levels of soulfriendship: 
- Friends. 

- Co-Mentors in Churches, a sort of Prayer Partners-plus. 
- Companions on the Way. [Tom Cashman, our Soulfriend Adviser, says this is 

his favorite definition: 2 pilgrims, committed to travel together.] 
- Coaches and Whole-life Disciplers. 
- Co-discerners. 

- Guides through the seasons of life. 
- Great soulfriends. 

-  
These 7 levels go progressively deeper in quality of friendship, but also in openness 

and depth, permanence, commitment, openness to the Spirit. 

 
How do you find a Soulfriend? 

There are no rules, no accreditation. Clearly, you are looking for someone who is: 
- At least as mature spiritually as yourself. 
- A good intuitive listener, able to suggest ways of growth to suit you, rather than 

just “Well, this is what worked for me.” 
- Someone who knows how to respect boundaries, and keep confidences. 

- Someone who is not ‘needy’ in their relationships. 
- Unshockable. Someone who can accept you, ‘warts and all.’ 

  
Some options that look fine at first are to be avoided – but remember, since we are 
talking about a personal relationship, wise and experienced members of the 

Community represent an exception to almost every ‘rule.’ That said, here are some 
choices that are usually unwise: 

 
- Your spouse. You and your spouse probably know each other too well. It is 

usually more helpful to have input from a 3rd person, who will see things from 

a new angle, and bring fresh and enriching ways to understand yourself and 
grow in your pilgrimage. 

- A close friend. Same problem. What if the issue you need help in resolving is 
with this friend, or your spouse? One CA&H member had a problem with their 
pastor; since their soulfriend was a member of the same church, they did not 

feel they could discuss that with their soulfriend. On the other hand, many 
Explorers wisely choose as Soulfriend someone who has been a long-time 

friend with whom they can already be open. 
- A mutual soulfriend relationship. There will always be – and should be - a 

degree of mutuality, but it is usually better for your soulfriend to be someone 

who is further along the ‘Way’ than you. However, I know of some who have a 
very helpful mutual soulfriend relationship – myself included.  

      It is definitely not for two new Christians.  
It demands the partners intentionally focus for part of the time on one 
partner’s journey, then on the other’s.  

- Someone of the other gender – unless you are both very mature, and aware of 
boundary, projection and transference issues. If you don’t know and truly 

understand those terms, just don’t work with someone of another gender. 
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- Someone too far away. You need regular face-to-face meetings. Skype, and 
similar online resources, are great to keep in touch in between meetings, but 

can’t be the only way you meet.  
 

The Care and Nurture of a Soulfriendship. 
- Look for a balance between the sort of professional relationship you would 

have with a Spiritual Director; and the picture of a pair of buddies hanging out 

at Starbucks, or with a couple of cold ones on the back porch. Beyond that, 
develop a way of relating that ‘works.’   

 
  -    The first task of a new Explorer is to form their Way of Life. It should reflect 

where they are on their spiritual journey, and point the way forward, especially 

in areas they want to work on. Their soulfriend will be very important in this 
process, and in reviewing and revising their Way of Life over time. 

 
- There is not usually a formal contract, but there should be a shared 

understanding. This may develop and change over time, as each partner grows 

into the relationship, and as needs change.       
      

- Usually does not involve payment, but it may. The seeker should at least be 
respectful of the soulfriend’s time and expense: for example, with Tom, my 

first soulfriend, I drove 150 miles, he drove 30. 
       

- Meetings should be regular, twice a year at a minimum. With Tom, I would 

meet 4x per year. You can always keep in touch in between times via phone, 
e-mail, or Skype, especially if the seeker needs to check in about some 

question, but (as more and more Christian leaders are saying) there is no real 
substitute for face-to-face meeting.       
      

- Make sure there is some depth and openness. It is not just that you want to 
talk about your Christian life. As a seeker, it is with your soulfriend that you 

grow into real Accountability – and that is our CA&H version of one of the 3 
basic vows, that of Obedience. A former soulfriend of mine was really good 
about coming each time with a question for me that would make me think in a 

new way, and usually lead into serious sharing. Of course, such depth takes 
time to grow. 

     
- As with any relationship, if differences arise, be aware and be open – and fix 

them before they cause a serious falling-out.      

   
- Simpson recommends an annual review of where the relationship stands. This 

allows both to check out each other’s expectations and how they are being met 
(or not), identify areas of life that need exploring, or even decide that the 
relationship has run its course and the seeker should find another soulfriend for 

the next stage of their journey. A well-written Way of Life that really arises 
from and helps direct your journey is an essential ‘template’ for this review. 

  



 4 

 Books on Soulfriendship 
 

 Sellner, ‘Stories of the Celtic Soul-Friends; Their Meaning for Today.” 
   (Wonderful blend of the academic with Irish storytelling.) 

 
   ‘The Celtic Soul Friend: A Trusted Guide for Today.’ 

(Only the last part is really about Soulfriendship, but has some good stuff) 

  
Simpson,  ‘Soul Friendship.’ and 

   ‘A Guide for Soulfriends.’ 
(The 1st was published in 1999, and is more thorough; the 2nd in 2008; 
it’s shorter, and more of a straightforward guide to 7 levels of being a 

soulfriend.) 
 

 


