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  The Spiritual Journey


  When applied to the spiritual life, the metaphor of a journey is both helpful and somewhat misleading. Helpfully it reflects the fact that the essence of spirituality is a process—specifically, a process of transformation. Unhelpfully it obscures the fact that we are already what we seek and where we long to arrive—specifically, in God. Once we realize this, the nature of the journey reveals itself to be more one of awakening than accomplishment, more one of spiritual awareness than spiritual achievement.


  There are, however, two very good reasons to describe the spiritual life in terms of a journey. First, it fits well with our experience. We are aware that the self that begins the spiritual journey is not the same as the one that ends it. The changes in identity and consciousness—how we understand what it means to be me and our inner experience of passing through life—are both sufficiently profound as to be best described as transformational. The same is true for the changes in our capacity for love and the functioning of our will and desires.


  The second reason is that the spiritual journey involves following a path. Much more than adopting a set of beliefs, a path is a practice or set of practices that will characterize our whole life. Following this path is the way we participate in our transformation. It is the way we journey into God and, as we do, discover that all along we have already been in God. It is the way our identity, consciousness and life become grounded in our self-in-God and God’s self-in-us.


  Christian spirituality is taking on the mind and heart of Christ as we recognize Christ as the deepest truth of our being. It is actualizing the Christ who is in us. It is becoming fully and deeply human. It is experiencing and responding to the world through the mind and heart of God as we align ourselves with God’s transformational agenda of making all things new in Christ. It is participating in the very life of God.


  This trilogy describes the foundational Christian practice of surrender, how this practice emerges as a response to Perfect Love, and the changes this produces in our identity, will and deepest desires. Each of the three books focuses on one of these strands while interweaving it with the others. Together they serve as a manual for walking the spiritual path as God’s heart and mind slowly but truly become our own.The Spiritual Journey trilogyincludes:


  Surrender to Love: Discovering the Heart of Christian Spirituality



  The Gift of Being Yourself: The Sacred Call to Self-Discovery



  Desiring God’s Will: Aligning Our Hearts with the Heart of God
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  There is only one problem on which all my existence,

  my peace, and my happiness depend:

  to discover myself in discovering God.

  If I find Him I will find myself.

  and if I find my true self I will find Him.


  Thomas Merton
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  I number reading Dr. David Benner’s previous volume, Surrender to Love, among the great graces of my life. Now the doctor gifts us with another slim, powerful volume. Benner’s writing is powerful here, as elsewhere, because it comes out of deep personal experience that he courageously shares with his readers. He writes credibly of God because, as he says, he knows God, and “God is the only context in which [our] being makes sense.” And again, in his eminently practical and compassionate way, Benner shows us step by step how to enter into the wisdom he shares.


  One of the retirement projects I had assigned myself (when retirement was far off!) was to take in the rich insights of some of the great theological thinkers of our times—Bernard Lonergan, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, John Dunne—and re-present them in simpler terms that would make them more readily accessible to the ordinary reader so that they could impact his or her life. Without realizing it, David Benner has done something of this, making accessible to us in a most readable but no less rich text some of the exciting insight of Teilhard de Chardin—I think here especially of The Divine Milieu. The all-pervasive immanence of God, who ever brings us forth in his creative love and is with us in all we do, is given immediate pastoral significance. Reading this volume, one’s mind cannot but jump forward to embracing the sacredness of all human life with its practical implications in regard to abortion, so-called mercy killing, the death penalty, weaponry and war, ecological care so that our planet will sustain the next generations, and the appropriate sharing of what we now have to sustain life in this generation.


  Some will also perceive that Benner is giving us a very enriching companion text for what is probably the most powerful spiritual program developed in the last century, the Twelve-Step Program, now adapted to so many of our deepest ills. Any older person with the insight that comes with years and especially retirement finds himself convicted of having in some ways lived the “lie that grew from the soil of self-ignorance.”


  The doctor assails us again and again with one-liners that hit home with painful accuracy. Startling sentences jump out to inscribe themselves in our memory and continuously call us forth into truth:


  Our challenge is to unmask the Divine in the natural and name the presence of God in our lives.


  Created from love, of love and for love, our existence makes no sense apart from Divine love.


  If God loves and accepts you as a sinner, how can you do less?


  Self-acceptance always precedes genuine self-surrender and self-transformation.


  We believe we know how to take care of our needs better than God.


  We all tend to fashion a god who fits our falsity.


  We do not find our true self by seeking it. Rather, we find it by seeking God.


  Jesus is the True Self who shows us by his life how to find our self in relation to God.


  Our happiness is important to God.


  —just to list a few.


  This is a very challenging book. If we do listen to it fully and seek to implement it in our life, it will lead to a transformation. That will mean the death of our carefully cultivated false self. This hurts, to say the very least. If I were sinless, the perfect image of God, I could know the God of love. But knowing myself as the sinner enables me to know something more: a God of mercy—something greater, for love responds to what is good and lovable; mercy responds to what is not good and makes it good and lovable, the gift of being myself.


  David’s book has just begun to do its work within me. I shall spend many hours with it, hours that I trust will be very fruitful. And I hope that will be your experience also.
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  Identity and Authenticity
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  It is a profound irony to write a book promoting self-discovery to people who are seeking to follow a self-sacrificing Christ. It might well make you fear that I have forgotten—or worse, failed to take seriously—Jesus’ paradoxical teaching that it is in losing our self that we truly find it (Matthew 10:39). As you read on I think you will see that I have done neither.


  While concepts such as self-discovery, identity and authenticity are easily dismissed as mere psychobabble, each has an important role to play in the transformational journey of Christian spirituality. Even in the Matthew passage just referenced, Jesus talks as much about self-discovery as self-sacrifice! But there is no question that the journey of finding our truly authentic self in Christ and rooting our identity in this reality is dramatically different from the agenda of self-fulfillment promoted by pop psychology.


  The absurdity of a pop psychology approach to the self is epitomized in a cartoon I recently saw. Addressing a stranger at a party, a woman says, “I don’t know anybody here but the hostess—and, of course, in a much deeper sense, myself.” Quite obviously, there are many profoundly non-Christian and often quite ridiculous ways of pursuing self-discovery and authenticity!


  Still, Christian spirituality has a great deal to do with the self, not just with God. The goal of the spiritual journey is the transformation of self. As we shall see, this requires knowing both our self and God. Both are necessary if we are to discover our true identity as those who are “in Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:17), because the self is where we meet God. Both are also necessary if we are to live out the uniqueness of our vocation.


  In all of creation, identity is a challenge only for humans. A tulip knows exactly what it is. It is never tempted by false ways of being. Nor does it face complicated decisions in the process of becoming. So it is with dogs, rocks, trees, stars, amoebas, electrons and all other things. All give glory to God by being exactly what they are. For in being what God means them to be, they are obeying him. Humans, however, encounter a more challenging existence. We think. We consider options. We decide. We act. We doubt. Simple being is tremendously difficult to achieve and fully authentic being is extremely rare.


  Body and soul contain thousands of possibilities out of which you can build many identities. But in only one of these will you find your true self that has been hidden in Christ from all eternity. Only in one will you discover your unique vocation and deepest fulfillment. But, as Dag Hammarskjöld argues, you will never find this “until you have excluded all those superficial and fleeting possibilities of being and doing with which you toy out of curiosity or wonder or greed, and which hinder you from casting anchor in the experience of the mystery of life, and the consciousness of the talent
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    	The need for a transformational knowing of God that comes from meeting God in the depths of our beings. This is the focus of chapter two.


    	The need for a transformational knowing of ourselves that comes from discovering how we are known by God. This is the focus of chapters three, four and five. (Devoting three chapters to knowing self and only one to knowing God does not mean that I think knowing self is more important than knowing God. It reflects the fact that while there are thousands of books on knowing God, very little is written on the role of knowing self in Christian spirituality. Also, because of the interdependence of these two forms of knowing, we will repeatedly encounter ways of knowing God throughout the chapters that explore ways of knowing self.)


    	The need to find our identity, fulfillment and vocation in our hidden self in Christ—the focus of chapter six.
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