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The Sufi poet Hafiz offers this
tiny, remarkable poem, “It Felt
Love,” about spiritua! opening to
God and unfolding in that love.

It felt the encourggement of light
Against its
Being.
Otherwise,
We all remain
Too
TFrightened.!

In both tslam and Christianity,
the rose is a symbol of both
romantic and mystical love.
When evoked in relationship to
spirituality, the rose often stands
for one’s soul, one’s full opening
to God, and one’s full blossom-
ing into spiritual maturity under
the warmth of God’s uncondi-
tional and very personal love.
Although each of us longs for
this fullness of love’s embrace
from God, who is Love itself, the

human condition is such that
we pull away from it and often
remain too frightened to allow
God sufficient access to trans-
form us utterly. Indeed, “How did
the rose ever open its heart and
give to this world all its beauty?”
Hafiz compresses into these few
lines an intuition about both our
mission in the world, the result
of our discipleship, and the nec-
essary opening o intimacy with
God that infuses us with the
warmth of God's love. Unless we
experience the light of God's lov-
ing touch, we remain too fright-
ened to enter into the fuliness

of life Giod offers us. We remain
closed buds, stuck in our growth

process, closed in upon our-
selves and defended against
the coaxing rays of the sun’s
inviting us into full bloom. Not
only do we remain closed

in on ourselves, but we also
deprive the world of our beauty.
Authentic spiritual life has con-
sequences for the world, Once
we have received this enlivening
light, God's love moves through
us in concrete loving actions,
social justice, and prophetic wit-
ness in the world. In this circle
of Divine-human intimacy, every
rose that "opens its heart and
gives to this world all its beauty”
is a cause for amazement and
gratitude.
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The Need
for Spiritual
Direction

Precisely because spiritual
growth both frightens and
attracts us, we often feel the
need of a spiritual director, soul
friend, or companion to encour-
age us and urge us to respond
to the unique way God com-
municates with each of us. As
Augustine commenis in his
“Homily on Psalm 121, “In this
life we shall sometimes meet
companions who have seen the
holy city and who urge us to
hasten there” Those who have
experienced spiritual awakening
and who desire to cultivate their
personal relationship with God
beyond the ordinary communal
forms of worship, service, and
discipleship frequently experi-
ence some form of spiritual
isolation or loneliness. We look
for others or simply another who
has greater experience in con-
templative prayer and wisdom
about the life choices that fol-
low this opening to the Divine
Presence in more pervasive and
consistent ways than ourselves.
We may seek the support of
another to whom we can confi-
dently open our hearts in order
to remaln faithful to our own
inner and outer disciplines of the
spirit and to discern with another
where God is leading or what is
unfolding in the present moment.
Spiritual direction thus offers us
company and encouragement
on our journey toward God and
keeps us honest about this jour-
ney as we candidly open our
hearts to another.

Within Christian tradition,
such a person who has grown
wise in the ways of God and

who offers guidance to ancther
when asked has been called a
spiritual director. Although this
language of spiritual director
and directee (the one seeking
direction) was largely identi-
fied with the Roman Catholic
tradition, it is rapidly becom-
ing mare acceptable within
Protestant and Evangelical
communities, as well as within
other religious traditions.

Spiritual direction...

offers us company

and encouragement

on our journey
toward God and

keeps us honest

about this journey

as we candidly

open our hearts

to another.

Every major religious tradi-
tion has embodied the function
of spiritual guidance, often in
a variety of places. Frequently,
it was attached to ordained
leadership but also to spiritual
teachers recognized for their
wisdom and discernment. The
written word of God in both the
Hebrew and Christian scriptures
constitutes a form of spiritual
guidance in the wisdom teach-
ings. God continues to speak
to us and guide us when we
prayerfully contemplate these

sacred writings. For Christians,
Jesus was clearly a man led

by the Spirit who taught from
his God-inspired inner author-
ity. His followers called him
Rabbi, Teacher, and themselves
disciples, learners of this way.
Within Christian tradition, those
whom others recognize for their
God-inspired wisdom and who
make themselves available to
offer counsel have received a
charism of spiritual direction

for building up the community
through their companioning

of individuals or small groups.
The great mothers and fathers
in the fourth-century desert
exemplified this calling in these
very particular conditions.

A Look Back at
the History

Without retracing the entire
recent history of the rediscovery
and renewal of the practice of
spiritual direction today within
the Christian ¢churches, we are
witnessing a demogratization of
this ministry. Within the sacra~ -
mental churches, spiritual direc-
tion has became distinct from
the sacramient of recongiliation
and of confession. lts chatismat-
ic nature has been reaffirmed,
and laymen and -women, as
well as ¢lergy and vowed reli-
gious, now serve as spiritual
directors for others within and
beyond their own denomina-
tions. As a ministry within the
Christian churches since the
late 1970s, spiritual formation
and spiritual direction programs
developed to serve denomina-
tions? that were expanding the
vocabulary and theological con-
text of this ministry beyond the
Roman Catholic experiments
that retrieved this historical char-
ismatic ministry after Vatican I1.*
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For many Protesiants, the
terminology of spiritual direction
remains problematic. During the
Reformation period, the prevail-
ing model of spiritual direction
was a priest-confessor who
served as spiritual director for
his penitents-directees. This
link between spiritual direction
and penitential practice was
uncongenial to Protestant
reformers and their communi-
ties, who historically insisted
on an individual's total freedom
of relationship with God with-
out clerical intermediaries.

Metaphors
and Images
for Spiritual
Direction

A variety of metaphors and
images abound that either soften
this overly controlling image

for spiritual direction or evoke
other aspects of the relation-
ship.® Midwifery is a popular
metaphor with women direc-
tors, who see themselves more
like coaches during the birth-

ing process. Other images are
scripturally based, such as the
friend of the bridegroom, physi-
cignjind nurse. Others raflié
more directly to the processidf..—
spiritual direction, such as “holy
listening,”® “contemplative listen-
ing" or “tending the holy”® Other
images include “God’s usher,’
gardener, guide, pilot, parent,
and, of course, friend. Today

we favor images of the process
and terminology that empha-
sizes a mutuality of refationship,
such as “companion” or “friend.”
However, while some few spiritu-

al direction relationships are also
spiritual friendships with a high

level of mutuality and transpar-
ency between the two persons,
the majority maintain a distinc-
tion of roles and responsibilities
within this sacred relationship.
“Director” and “directee” offer the
least awkward terms for distin-
guishing these roles, although
some may prefer “companion”
and “seeker”

All these metaphors
and images for the

spiritual director
[are]...grounded
in the theological

assumption that
God is already
moving in the
directee’s life and
experience, inviting
acting nudging
disturbing
and calling

All these metaphors and
images for the spiritual direc-
tor capture aspects of the pro-
cess and relationship that are
subtle and delicate. They are
all grounded in the theological
assumption that God is already
moving in the directee’s life
and experience, inviting, acting,
nudging, disturbing, and calling.

Ultimately, the Holy Spirit is the
true spiritual director. The person
seeking spiritual direction brings
these intuitions, movements, and
experiences of the holy—or their
absence—to a spiritual direc-
tor, who listens contemplatively
and prayerfully to these desires,
intimations of the sacred, and
graced stories for the move-
ments of the Holy Spirit in all
areas of the directee’s life. In
this “holy listening,” the human
director has one ear attuned to
the Holy Spirit within the session
itself and the other ear attuned
to the Spirit within the directee’s
reported experience and present
exploration of it. In this process
of "contemplative listening,” tha
director heips the directee “to
pay aftention to God's personal
communication, to respond to
this personally communicating
God, to grow in intimacy with
God, self, and neighbor, and to
live out the consequences of

the relationship” Both the direc-
tor and the directee together
engage in paying attention,
naticing, naming, and discover-
ing where God is in all that is
happening in the directee's life.

Meaning Making
and Personal
Religious
Experience

Spirituality is commonly under-
stood to refer to two areas of
experience: meaning making
and personal religious experi-
ence. Within specific religious
traditions, we are provided with
a content of faith (doctrines,
theologies) and a religious story
that tutors us in this activity of
meaning making. The story of
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salvation history in both the
Hebrew and Christian scriptures
supports us with a wide variety
of personal and communal sto-
ries that help us place our own
experiences within this larger
story, especially the story of
Jesus for Christians.

As Christians, each of us
becomes another “Christ”
through the indwelling of God's
Holy Spirit in the unigue circum-
stances of our lives. it is not
always self-evident to ourselves
or to others that we are such a
Christic [Christiike] presence in
our families, communities, and
work places. It is not always
entirely clear what faith requires
from us in the patticular, com-
plex, and contradictory situations
in which we find ourselves. We
may or may net have fully appro-
priated our tradition’s story when
we begin a spiritual direction
relationship. We may be more
influenced by cultural, psycho-
logical, economic, or political
values and stories than by our
received faith stories. We may
not have become creatively pro-
ficient at making the connections
and interpreting the experiences
that most create meaning in our
lives. By the very experience of
listening to ourselves tell these
stortes of our inspirited lives in
spiritual direction, we may hear
the whispers of God's Spirit
in new and surprising ways.

The spiritual director cannot
do this work for us. She or he
may inguire, suggest possibili-
ties, or invite us to entertain new
perspectives by bringing fresh
ears to our story—ears, impor-
tantly, alert to echoes frem the
faith tradition and its long history
of men and women of prayer.

A spiritual director cannot give
us the meaning of our lives.
Some people emphasize this
meaning-making aspect of spiri-
tuality more than the reiigious

experience aspect. They are by
nature more philosophical, won-
dering what it all means, and
think deeply about the human
condition and their own lives.
Often if a director stays with the
thoughts, the meanings arrived
at by a directes, the expetience

We are living in times

of unprecedented

spiritual hunger

The very complexity

and challenges of our

particular moment

in history seem 1o be

catalysts for many

more people pursuing

an explicitly spiritual

path and seeking

transformation on the
basis of personal
experience of the
Divine

of a personally communicat-

ing God may emerge from the

exploration of the experiences

that led to these meanings.
This second aspect of spiritu-

ality, experiences of God, of the

mystery of human existence for

which there may be no words,
is of even greater importance

to some than the meanings we
subsequently articulate. For
many spiritually attuned people,
their rich experience of God's
presence and love is the mean-
ing of their lives, While most
directees would never claim to
be mystics, many in fact are.

By mystics, | mean those who
experience the presence of God
in their lives personally and who
organize their lives around this
relationship. They engage in
spiritual practices or disciplines
which cultivate a contemplative
openness to these approaches
of God, seek to deepen and
stabilize in their ability to grow
in their capacity to be fillad with
God, and they are often desir-
ous, like Hafiz, to communicate
this experiential understanding io
others. These experiences may
be quite far apart and transient
or, in the more mature, more
pervasive and constant. While
all traditions do not equally value
the witness of their mystics, and
fany assume these are very
rare, this is not necessarily the
case, Spiritual directors need to
be able to support a directee’s
growth in prayer and have at
least some understanding of the
ways of the mystics from having
studied these texts and learned
from their own personal experi-
ence or from their directees.

We are living in times of
unprecedented spiriiual hunger.
The very complexity and chal-
lenges of our particular moment
in history seem to be catalysts
for many more people pursuing
an explicitly spiritual path and
seeking transformation on the
basis of personal experience of
the Divine. On the other hand,
we also witness an oppos-
ing polarization of individuals
retreating within inadeguate
and narrow forms of orthodoxy
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“We yearn for a soul
friend with whom

we can share our

desire for the Holy
One and with
whom we can try

to identify and
embrace the hints

of divine Presence

and invitation

in our lives.”

—Tilden Edwards

out of fear of growth or fear of
otherness. The interconnected
reality of our world today implies
a cross-fertilization of religious
thought and mystical experi-
ence across religious traditions
worldwide. For some, this con-
tact is threatening and causes
them to contract into ever nar-
rower worldviews. For others,
this same contact opens new
doors of understanding. The
maost fruitful interreligious dia-
logue has taken place among
contemplative practitioners who
pray or meditate together and
who can recognize similarities
in the outcomes of their reli-
pious practice although their
paths and theologies may differ
remarkably from one another.
This focus on personal reli-
gious experience and the dis-

cernment of spirits is a core
function of spiritual direction.
While many people report hav-
ing had maybe one or two key
religious experiences in their
lifetimes—true “aha” momenits,
such as a conversion, spiritual
awakening, or an unmistak-
able sense of a particular
“calling—they do not engage
in the intentional practices
that would cultivate sensitiv-
ity to the movements of God
in their lives beyond these
more dramatic moments. They
respond at the time, and life
pretty much returns to normal.

Others who have tasted
such spiritual experiences long
for more. They recognize the
potential for an ongoing personal
relationship with Jesus or the
Holy Spirit, and they engage in
the spiritual disciplines that sup-
port it. These usually include
frequent personal prayer, regu-
lar meditation on the Scripture,
spiritual reading, simplicity of
life, embracing a vocation with
a sense of a personal mission,
and participation in a faith com-
munity of formation and wor-
ship. Still others have a taste of
God but have not had access
to significant spiritual formation
that would help them respond.
These latter two groups are
the ones who most often seek
spiritual direction for assistance
with individual discernment
about what God is calling them
to within their unique circum-
stances. Living out the conse-
quences of this relationship with
God becomes paramount in
their lives, or gaining access to
ways of deepening and grow-
ing in this relationship bring
them to spiritual direction.

As Tiiden Edwards says,
“We yearn for a soul friend
with whom we can share our
desire for the Holy One and
with whom we can try to iden-

tify and embrace the hints of
divine Presence and Invitation
in our lives. Neither soul-friends
nor anyone else can fully enter
our deep soul space. However,
they can listen to cur articula-
tions of it, silently open these
to God as soon as they are
heard, and occasionally speak
when something is heard in
that openness that seems to
be meant for the directee.”°
While the responses of indi-
vidual spiritual directors will
vary, we cannot underestimate
the effect of such holy listening,
such attentiveness to the deep
soul space of a directes, this
receptivity to the hints of divine
Presence. These transactions
always remain mysterious and
resist compiete understanding.
They may be received but not
grasped, reflected upon but not
explained. The spiritual direc-
tor may be affected as much by
the Divine Presence within a
session as the directee. Within
this mysterious interchange,
two graced persons open them-
selves to God's touch and, by so
doing, often touch one another
in quite unpredictable ways.

A Safe Place for
Development

Above all, spiritualdirection
needs to bea:eife place

in which to éxplere what-

ever is going on m@u; lives.
Developmental payend

has madp:us aware: eﬁhe sig-
nificant peychological Welop—
ment that £an take placeis

our lilgicyecles. Stage heorie
such:ag Kolhberg and Gilligan,
Loevinger, Kegan, and Ericksen,
have persuasively shown that
many adults within U.S. culture
keach only the third or fourthn
stages of development at some
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time In their life cycle." The third
siage is typically one that can be
characterized as “conventional”
or “conformist” In this stage of
development, identity is derived
from a group, and one's sense of
“self” is embedded in the group
and relationship to the group.
Pevelopment to the next
stage involves movement
to a more abstract sense of
the “rules” of the institution:
in Kohiberg, a formal opera-
tion of applying the rules, and
in Loevinger, the conscien-
tious orientation that begins to
take individual consciousness,
persconal responsibility, and
internally motivated achieve-
ment into account. Aduits who
are negotiating these stages of
development need a safe place,
a holding environment in which
to explore their new experiences
of seif and other and receive
both challenge and confirma-
tion. if one’s religious home or
important representatives within
it are threatened by this develop-
ment or require their members
to remain embedded as persons
within the group, adults whose
experiences are leading them to
a more complex stage of devel-
opment may feel intense guilt
and will not feel safe disclosing
these changes within this com-
munity until they have grown
into the next stage of develop-
ment. From the vantage point
of a more complex stage of
development, they may be able
to remain within a tradition while
not being entirely limited by it.
When the context for such
stage change is spiritually initi-
ated, adults undergoing these
experiences may foal as if their
taith is being threatened when,
in fact, it may be growing. This
development is both psycho-
logical and cognitive. On the
cognitive level, meaning mak-
ing changes, and relationships

change on the psychological
level. Some theolegians have
noted that these times of normal
growth and development, crises
of growth initiated by interna! or
external events, are opportuni-
ties for spiritual growth as well.
They may be experienced either
as conversion points in our
lives or chalienges inviting us to
deepen our faith, hope, and love.
The implications for spiri-
tual direction and for spiritual
growth are clear. Such times of
psychological growth, often pre-
cipitated by life events, require
attention at the spiritual leval
as well. If we are engaged in a
real relatiocnship with Jesus or
with God, then every change
in ourselves will necessitate a
change in our reiationship with
God. Our image of Ged and our
relationship with God need to
develop and grow alongside the
changes in all our other relation-
ships. While it is true that God
is always present in the core
of ourselves, how we relate to
God and how we experience this
indwelling change over time.
Likewise, people involved in
such stage transitions will think
new thoughts and interpret their
faith tradition differently than
before, Scmetimes the weight

of the tradition may appear to
be a barrier forbidding them to
grow and develop. These may
be tempted to abandon their
traditions because their theologi-
cal resources are too meager to
enable them to fashion a more
adequate interpretation of the
Jesus story or Christian doc-
trines in the light of their new
experience. If spiritual directors
ara experienced with these spiri-
tual and psychological dynamics
of development, they can pro-
vide a safe place for their direct-
ees to work through the spiritual
dimensions of their development.
These developmental crises
may also require psychological
assistance from a competent
therapist. Spiritual directors need
to have sufficient psychologi-
cal understanding of this reality
as well as know therapists to
whom they might refer directees
who need more psychological
help than spiritual direction can
offer. Spiritual direction is always
focused on what God is doing
in the directee’s life rather than
on pervasive or transient intra-
psychic or interpersonal issues
that could best be assisted by
therapy. Typically, directees meet
monthly with their directors,
while a counselee usually meets

Spiritual direction recognizes that God

can do new things (Isaiah 42.9), that

spiritual life admits of originality and

creativity. Directees often gain the freedom

10 make breathtaking choices about their lives

through paying attention to their religious

experience and their responses to God.
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at least weekly with a therapist.
Focused attention on relational
issues or reopened issues from
the past is not the purpose of
spiritual direction, and diractors
are not necessarily competent
to work in this area. However,
it is increasingly common for
therapists and directors to work
in tandem with one another, so
that the spiritual implications
of the therapeutic work can
receive adequate attention.
While spiritual direction func-
tions within religious traditions
and supports the integration of
personal religious experience
with corporate worship. and par-
ticipation in a faith community, it
can be distinguished from other
ministries of accompaniment
within those traditions. Spiritual
direction remains radically
open toc whatever God’s Spirit
might be doing in & directeg’s
life, whether or not it threatens
something in the community, the
tradition, or relationships in the
directee’s life. Spiritual direction
recognizes that God can do new
things (Isaiah 42:9), that spiritual
life admits of originality and cre-
ativity. Directees often gain the
freedom to make breathtaking
choices about their lives through
paying attention to their religious
experience and their responses
to God. They may leave some
relationships, some jobs, and
some communities. But they
may also embrace new voca-
tions, become prophetic within
their current minisiries or work-
places, and grow into deeper
intimacy with God through fidel-
ity to committed relationships.

“How did the rose ever open its
heart and give to this world all its
beauty?” Feeling the love, feeling
the encouragement of the light
overcame its fear. Essentially, in
this image of the rose as a met-
aphor for the soul, the rose is a

symbol for the core of the self.
All it has to do is blossom into
its fullness. In Christian terms,
this would mean becoming the
image of Christ we already are,
becoming the beloved of God
just as Jesus is God's beloved.
in many ways, a spiritual direc-
tion relationship becomes part
of the love and part of the light
that helps. difectees overcome
not only their fears about how
their lives might change, but also
their fears about letting God in
so completely they can become
who they are meant to be from
the inside out and give this world
all their beauty,
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