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On Several Matters Raised in Conversation
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For Kenneth, thank you for giving me something to think about this summer.









































[bookmark: _Int_jfOyWKJz]“If you are fortunate enough to find someone who challenges and sharpens you, do not shrink yourself. Walk alongside them fully.”
 — My interpretation of The Panditavagga (Dhammapada)


































Prologue

“We should finish our food before we talk about this,” Kenneth insisted. 
Looking back, that sentence contains many of the qualities I would come to associate with him. Kenneth rarely rushed into conversation, and he seemed to prefer giving important questions the time they deserved. 
I nodded and hurriedly scooped up whatever grains of rice I could manage with my fork. I fought the urge to speak while chewing, covering my mouth as I had watched teachers do. The habit felt unnatural, but it was filed away among the strange social rules everyone else seemed to understand.
“So,” he started, pulling a sheet of paper from his jacket, “I thought about the conversation we had last time.” We had already finished our food by then, and I suddenly understood why he did not want any distractions from this conversation.
He prepared an entire paper about my religious dilemma, and asked me several questions about its premises: “Are you sure they wouldn’t become distant?”
In hindsight, my responses probably failed to match the care he invested in the conversation. While he arrived with a carefully considered paper, I offered slow, hesitant answers that were just as confusing as they were unfinished: “I’m sure they wouldn’t do that... I think.”
I appreciated how much time he put into this, half-wondering if he’d written the whole thing the night before. Somehow, our conversation had earned a front-and-back philosophical paper, and I didn’t quite know what to do with that. My immediate instinct was to apologize, or perhaps to retract it all. I had spent years learning to compress myself, disciplining the urge to offer more of myself than was politely necessary. 
Somewhere along the way, I had accepted, without quite deciding to, that my inner life was not the kind of thing people wanted to sit with. So, when Kenneth set the paper down and asked his first question, I waited for his attention to drift. But it didn’t. He waited. He asked a second question that could have only come from actually hearing the first answer. Then a third. I kept bracing myself for the moment he would redirect the conversation toward himself, but it never came. This wasn’t merely the exchange of talking points, but two individuals actually trying to figure something out together; and he seemed to think my part of the figuring mattered. 
With that, I found myself dwelling less on the argument itself than on the fact that it existed at all; the paper felt oddly generous. Someone had listened carefully enough to organize my uncertainty into a series of questions and objections. That realization lingered with me long after the conversation ended, and for a brief moment, I felt understood. 
Back in my room, I buried the paper beneath a pile of books on my desk and went to study. Before the warmth could settle, I began to suspect that the paper was asking a question I did not want to answer. It stayed there for weeks, hidden from view and, as much as possible, from thought. This was not because I found the argument unconvincing, but rather the opposite. I was simply afraid of where his argument led, as it touched a concern I had carried for years and never quite managed to put to rest.
Kenneth’s discomfort with Mike’s attempts to evangelize him provided the occasion for the paper, but it was never really the subject. Before long, the focus shifted away from his experience and toward my own unresolved relationship with the church. The indirect question was not: “Why is Mike evangelizing me?” but rather “Why is Erikha so worried about this?” He was trying to help me navigate something, and in doing so he named things I had been carefully avoiding naming myself. Even then, I found myself returning to it constantly in thought. I would rehearse portions of it while walking to class, waiting for the laundry, or lying awake at night. Avoidance, it turned out, required an unusual amount of attention.
And so I am seated at my desk, drafting a response that is considerably longer than the paper that inspired it. In many respects, this entire project feels quite absurd. When faced with a full-page breakdown, I somehow concluded that the appropriate response was to write a book. I’ve created a self-imposed deadline of two months to draft the manuscript, print it, and learn how to bind it by hand. 
Whether this is evidence of dedication or poor judgment is something I cannot answer with certainty. This strikes me as the sort of plan that seems perfectly reasonable when it’s created but becomes increasingly questionable each time it’s explained to another person. 
With three summer courses demanding my attention, I have occasionally wondered why I choose to begin such a rigorous project. That answer, I think, is simple. Kenneth gave my questions more thought than I expected anyone to, and I found myself wanting to return that courtesy. Which brings me back to the paper itself. Were Kenneth’s arguments truly valid, or had weeks of unexamined avoidance simply made them feel that way?






































Chapter 1
	The evening was filtered through a thin veil of mist as we approached the narrow passage beside Healy hall. The stone had darkened from the dampness, giving the building an older, more solemn appearance. Kenneth and I had just returned from Anchor Church’s Easter celebration, dropped off moments earlier at the front gates by Mike. Our conversation wandered between subjects before settling on the Easter service itself. 
Back at the church when we were wrapping up the service and lingering over lunch, Mike pressed a small book into his hands. Amid the clatter of paper plates and the low hum of conversation, it was the casual, mid-afternoon gift that carried an unspoken obligation. Kenneth held it at arm’s length, suspended by the spine in the way that someone accepts an item they don’t quite know how to refuse. I had seen that mixture of politeness and mild discomfort before, particularly when I had accepted a religious book in the same manner. 
During my first semester at Georgetown, I developed a habit of spending Sundays in places that did not belong to me.  Some weekends found me in the back pews of crowded Catholic masses, trying to make sense of the synchronized standing and kneeling. Other weekends were spent in quiet Protestant chapels, Mormon services, or dense gatherings associated with Dharmic traditions. I’m not sure what I was looking for, exactly. I could have been searching for a structure that could contain my alienation, or that I simply wanted to observe people who looked entirely certain of their purpose.
Of all the communities I visited that semester, the Mormon ward remains the clearest in my memory. The ward at Foggy Bottom was surprisingly unremarkable. Lacking the grandeur I associated with churches, it looked more like an office building than a place of worship. It sat modestly between an Indian restaurant and a Thai restaurant, nearly disappearing between the rest of the block. 
My introduction to this ward began with Josh. We met in class during my first semester and spoke only once before he asked for my number and offered to invite me to his congregation. I said yes, and I don’t remember why I said yes. Through Josh, I was quickly introduced to Allison, Luca, and several others whose names I’ve since lost. I remember the group more clearly than I remember any individual person within it. 
Beyond fragments of their interests, my memories blur. This realization feels somewhat unfair, because they were kind to me. I remain grateful for their friendship, but they never became deeply integrated within my life. It was Allison who eventually handed me a Book of Mormon like it was a gift, her eyes faintly glistening as her mouth stretched into a warm smile. 
I took it as a kind gesture. In truth, I still believe it was. Yet I could also feel what sat underneath it: the anticipation that I’d read it and become someone new. I never did, but I recognized that same quiet expectation when Mike passed that book to Kenneth. I wondered if he felt it too: the small ache of being someone’s spiritual project. Like the indignity of being diagnosed with a spiritual lack that you do not feel, by people who are already coming to your aid.
A raindrop struck the cover of the book Kenneth carried. Our conversation came to a brief pause, measured by the occasional tick of water dripping from the overhang onto the pavement. It felt fitting, somehow, to let it all out right there: every unresolved feeling I had about Christianity.
When I finally began speaking, the words came out in a rush. I rambled about how conflicting it was to settle myself within a congregation whose core beliefs were fundamentally mismatched with mine. I explained how I refrained from doing anything about it because I told myself I would never find the connections that I made within the church elsewhere. 
What troubled me seemed, on the surface, to be a religious problem; like a standard intellectual crisis of faith or doctrine. Yet the deeper I examine that period of my life, I suspect it was a different matter entirely. The roots of those conflicts stretched long before Anchor Church, beginning during my first months at Georgetown. 
I once carried the arrogant assumption that finding a place would be automatic, and that I would seamlessly fit into a group of friends the moment I arrived. For what it was worth, I found that connecting with people has often felt harder and stranger than I expected. 
I discovered that friendship seemed to require a set of social instincts I did not possess. Simple conversations felt like performances, where everyone else had somehow received the script in advance. 
In a way, things felt staged. Not because other people were necessarily pretending or acting in bad faith, but because I couldn’t stop the agonizing process of watching myself exist. I monitored my tone, scrutinized what I did with my hands, and calculated how long I maintained eye contact before looking away to avoid appearing intense. Conversations unfolded in two places at once: the conversation itself, and a running commentary inside my own head evaluating how well I was performing it.
I never quite felt like I belonged in those secular spaces. Which is to say, I was drawn to the safety of religious people because their faith obligates them to accept me. I had learned to use their own convictions as a protective barrier, forcing their righteousness to act as my shelter. There was a consistent and stable routine that came with their weekly services: I would be greeted almost immediately, and I could show up as myself without being questioned. For someone exhausted by the effort of fitting in, “come as you are” was inviting. Around them, the paralyzing fear of social exclusion or immediate judgment waned. Yet friendship and faith became two sides of the same coin, and my safety soon became compromised. Belonging within the church required a set of spiritual instincts I did not possess, which also turned my sanctuary into yet another community where I’d have to perform again.
The irony was not lost on me. Religious communities and their openness towards strangers seemed to offer a shortcut through many of the social difficulties I encountered elsewhere. But somewhere along the way, I realized I had cornered myself. If I remained silent about my doubts, I was withholding something important from the people I cared about. Yet if I spoke honestly, I risked losing the very relationships that made Georgetown feel less lonely in the first place. 























XXXI
Brief note on terminology: For the remainder of this manuscript, I will refer to Kenneth’s paper as “the letter.” This is because its value lies less in the conclusions that Kenneth himself reached than in the questions those conclusions forced me to confront.










Chapter 2: On Conditional Love
One of the difficulties in discussing friendship is that our language becomes strangely limited the moment affection enters the conversation; thus, the title of this chapter risks a misunderstanding. By “love,” I do not mean romance. I mean something far less dramatic, and, because of that, more difficult to define: the care two people develop for one another through friendship. 
We readily acknowledge that parents love their children and that spouses love one another. Yet when affection appears between friends, we often reach for weaker words: companionship, appreciation, and respect. These words are not incorrect, but they only describe parts of the experience. They struggle to explain why the loss of friendship can resemble grief, or why a friend’s suffering can be a source of genuine distress for yourself. So, if friendship contains a form of love, a more difficult question emerges: is that love conditional?
I think this distinction matters because the letter revolves around questions of conditions. The main concern was not simply whether Rachel and Tara would remain affectionate. Instead, it looked at a potentially obscured area of our friendship dynamic. Therefore, one could ask, what exactly sustains friendship? And what are we required to believe, say, or become in order to keep another person’s affection?
Rather than asking whether friendship contains conditions, I found myself questioning whether human relationships could exist without them. There is a persistent myth that for love to be real, it must be unconditional. We’ve largely accepted these beliefs from doctrinal systems and religious deities, marking them as figures to model our human relationships after.
This standard, however, strikes me as strangely inhuman. I am not God, and neither are the people around me. Human beings are finite organisms whose relationships are shaped by trust, safety, reciprocity, memory, and vulnerability. This doesn’t make a love like this less beautiful, because then love becomes: “I have limits, but I’ll still choose you.” Admittedly, to demand unconditional love from human beings may therefore be asking them to imitate something they were never designed to do. Once we acknowledge the conditionality of human love, the question of acceptance itself becomes more fragile. If affection can change or can even be withdrawn entirely, then another person’s standards suddenly matter. We must now ask what obligations, if any, we have to those standards.
Is it selfish to expect another person’s love when you do not meet their standards? My instinctive answer is yes because no one is entitled to friendship; and by extension, no one is obligated to stay. Yet the more I thought about it, the less satisfied I became with this answer, since it appeared to resolve the question too quickly. If that were the end of the discussion, then every withdrawal of love would become equally defensible. If all conditions are valid, then leaving an abusive friend and leaving a politically disagreeable friend become morally equivalent. 
Intuitively, this does not seem right. So, my answer does not tell whether the standards themselves are reasonable. In making this argument, I do not argue against conditions altogether. But I am suggesting that conditions themselves must be subject to moral evaluation. Some conditions appear to be justified, while others seem arbitrary, coercive, or unfair. 
By way of illustration, suppose Rachel and Tara become rude, thievish, and cold-hearted. I would not remain friends with them; so, this friendship is conditional. Yet few would regard this condition as unjust. The withdrawal of friendship does not stem from disagreement but from the deterioration of character itself. Here, the matter of interpersonal goodness matters tremendously. If some conditions are justified while others are not, then traits such as honesty, kindness, and trustworthiness seem like reasonable expectations to place upon a friend. 
It was a comforting theory. If friendship rested on character, then the rules were clear and the grounds were stable. Yet theory rarely survives contact with a real person. Looking back at the friendships I had lost and the ones I was still white knuckling to keep, I knew human chemistry wasn’t governed by philosophical abstractions. We claim we want character, but we choose our people based on something else entirely. 

















Chapter 3: The Limits of Acceptance
The carpet had disappeared under everything she meant to keep. A jewelry box with a chipped hinge. A scarf, folded inside its plastic bag. A stuffed animal whose fur had gone that specific gray of having been loved on purpose. All of it was purple, or at least some variation of it: lilac, plum, the heavy violet that paint stores call “orchid mist.” She kept these items out of obligation, and they were slowly erasing her room.
She had never asked for any of it twice. She only said it once, years ago, and that had been enough to become a permanent fact about her. She was still crouched over the stuffed animal when the knock came: two short raps. Then the door eased open before she could answer; the way it always did with this particular friend. The second friend stood in the doorway, a box in her arms. The wrapping paper was, unmistakably, purple.
“Okay, don’t kill me,” the second friend said. She was already grinning. “I saw this, and I literally could not not get it for you.” 
She dropped the box directly in the wreckage of other gifts, entirely oblivious to the company it was joining. Neither of them said anything. The hum of traffic outside filled the silence on its own.
“Open it,” the second friend said. She nudged the box forward with her foot, the gesture of someone who was absolutely certain. The first friend looked at the floor. She looked at the scarf still in its plastic casing; the jewelry box with the broken hinge; and the bear with its thin fur. Something in her chest tightened. It wasn’t anger, but rather the specific exhaustion of having to correct a record that everyone kept copying from each other. 
She forced herself to look up, meeting her friend’s eyes instead of the box beneath her. 
“Hey,” she called out gently, her voice flat. “I haven’t liked the color purple since middle school.”
The second friend’s smile didn’t fall. It froze, caught mid-construction.
“I mean, I appreciate all of this,” she added quickly, her eyes sweeping across the purple items adorning the floor. The second clasped her hands, gazing at her toes, caught in the space between shock and humiliation. She looked around the rooms as if searching the walls for proof. “But,” she stammered, her voice dropping into a defensive confusion, “you liked purple.”
To be loved faithfully and inaccurately is its own kind of loneliness. The breakdown here has nothing to do with malicious intent, since neither friend is trying to hurt the other. Instead, it is a failure of disclosure. Make no mistake: change is the inevitable reality of growing up. But in close-knit relationships, when you don’t update the other person about who you’ve become, you are condemning yourself to a lifetime of performance. 
Even if you strip away the frameworks of religion, human relationships still boil down to this one simple mechanism: they depend entirely on our active knowledge of one another. Mutual affection means nothing if said affection is based on our old understandings of a person. Which raises the question we rarely want to face: What do we actually owe the people who love us? Do we owe them the uncomfortable, disruptive truth of our evolution? Or is it an act of mercy to remain quiet, having them serve a role they expect, and allowing them to keep loving a person who isn’t real anymore? 
The example above illustrates something I have come to think of as “identity lag.” As it sounds, it is the persistence of an outdated understanding of a person after that person has already changed. Sometimes it’s done innocently, and this is a form of passive identity lag. The second friend genuinely did not know that her friend had changed, and time created this gap between them. Another dimension of this phenomenon is called active identity lag, where someone cannot know you’ve changed because you are actively concealing it.   
It occurred to me that I had become remarkably good at maintaining the second kind of relationship. This was not because I enjoyed pretending, but rather because pretending often felt less costly than correction. Once people believe they know you, updating that picture becomes surprisingly difficult. Every correction risk disappointing someone who was never trying to misunderstand you in the first place. 




























Chapter 4: On Shared Narratives
Consider two friends, one of whom is a pathological liar and the other is an enabler. One of them constantly exaggerates stories, and the other knows these stories are exaggerated.  Neither acknowledges it, and a kind of social equilibrium forms thereafter. This friendship depends on a tacit agreement: 
I won’t challenge your version of events
You won’t force me to challenge it.
They don’t ask too many questions and they don’t scrutinize each other; so, their friendship survives because both individuals are preserving a comfortable narrative. Now imagine one day, the second friend decides that they’re going to be radically honest. Suddenly, they’ll make a few veiled criticisms: “That’s not what happened,” “You’re leaving something out.”
From the outside looking in, honesty is clearly a moral improvement. Yet inside the relationship, that honesty destabilizes everything and the friendship may not survive. The first friend might tell the other, “you’ve changed.” A complaint like this is often ambiguous. It could be an accusation of moral decline, but in the given scenario it likely means: “You’ve become unfamiliar and you no longer fit the relationship I knew how to have with you.” 
This example forced me to distinguish between two types of conditions: (1) moral character (questions such as: “Are you compassionate?” or “Are you trustworthy); and (2) relational character (questions such as: “Are you recognizable?” or “Do you remain the person I think I know?”). Some conditions are ethical, in the sense that they determine whether the friendship deserves to continue at all. If a friend becomes abusive, manipulative, or persistently dishonest, withdrawing from them will be morally justified. These are the conditions of character. 
But the pathological liars reinforce the latter, where friendship is sustained by familiarity. It endured because each person knew the role they occupied and the stories they would tell. 
Relationships often collapse for moral reasons. They can also collapse simply because the equilibrium that sustained two people has been thrown off course. Taken together, this suggests that becoming a better person means becoming a less familiar one to some people. 
To push this even further, consider a family where everybody knows the father drinks too much. Nobody acknowledges his alcoholism, but they have an invisible rule by which they operate by: We preserve the story. 
To incoming guests, they’ll just say “dad is fine.” Any attempts to call out this behavior from within, will be met with dismissal: “Let’s not ruin dinner.” But then, one person finally says: “This is a problem.” Suddenly, tension erupts and the truth-teller appears disruptive. Not because telling the truth was wrong, but rather because they were violating an established social arrangement. 
And I think that’s why I’ve had such a hard time navigating my dilemma with the church. I feared that if I revealed my beliefs, something would change because disclosure threatens the existing story. In my mind, the story was that I finally belonged. The moment deeper disagreement entered the picture, it seemed I had to renegotiate what belonging meant. And perhaps that was the real source of my anxiety. 



















I would like to believe that I evaluate people solely by their character. Yet certain belief systems still provoke an instinctive discomfort within me. For instance, if Rachel and Tara were to become Satanists tomorrow, I cannot say with certainty if I will remain friends with them. The realization is difficult to admit because it suggests I am not merely a victim of these judgments, but rather I participate in them as well. In a way, my reasoning process seems to jump from belief to values to character to friendship. I acknowledge the belief system of Satanism; I have first-hand knowledge that their worldview embraces radical self-service/selfishness; I derive meaning from that, forming assumptions about their character; and then, I determine overall friendship compatibility. This shows I cannot neatly separate beliefs from character. 






















Suppose Rachel and Tara withdrew because of your disbelief. Your instinct is: That's unjust. But imagine they sincerely believed: Erikha's beliefs reflect something dangerous or morally concerning. Now they're no longer thinking in terms of conformity. They're thinking in terms of character. The difficulty is that from the outside they can look identical.Whether they're right or wrong is another question entirely. But the distinction matters. What if Rachel and Tara learn something about me that requires them to revise their understanding of me? Even worse, what if they refuse?
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