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PREFACE

What This Book Is About




This book is a primer on how to live a spiritual life. Rather than being about steps to enlightenment, this book is about the practices of the heart. Instead of progressive stages of development, it is about movements—from the things that enslave and destroy to liberation and life. This book identifies the psychospiritual dynamics, contradictions, and movements common to many who seek to live spiritually in a world of constant change and motion. This book offers spiritual wisdom on how to move from the mind to the heart and live there in the center—the place where God dwells.

“Spiritual formation presents opportunities to enter into the center of our heart and become familiar with the complexities of our own inner life,” wrote Henri Nouwen, one of the most widely read and articulate spiritual writers of the late twentieth century. Beyond his forty-plus published books on Christian spirituality, this particular book contains his integrated teachings and personal examples of the “way of the heart”—the way to descend from the mind into the heart and there be shaped by the Spirit of God within. As a pastor, psychologist, professor, and pioneer in the field of pastoral psychology, Henri Nouwen is a trustworthy guide to what is now commonly called spiritual formation.

As a Roman Catholic, Nouwen inherited a rich tradition of spiritual formation within Catholic mystical theology that was understood as following progressive stages and applying discrete disciplines leading to spiritual union. Later, as a psychologist, he integrated and developed a more psychodynamic understanding of the inner polarities of the human psyche (soul), which he located in the heart—a person’s core self or spiritual center, where one’s physical, mental, and emotional lives come together as one in relation to God. As these inner polarities are better understood and oriented toward God, transformative movement is possible. When the human heart is open and responsive to the movements of the Spirit, healthy spiritual formation inevitably occurs.1

By reflecting on his own spiritual experience and the experiences of others, Nouwen was able to articulate personal and universal qualities of the inner life in relation to spiritual formation. In his first book, Intimacy: Essays in Pastoral Psychology, he focused on the inner dynamics of fear, shame, vulnerability, identity, self-respect, anxiety, love, and hope. These psychological and spiritual polarities, he believed, prompt transformative movements within the spiritual journey. By identifying a particular quality of inner life, he was able to articulate a corresponding discipline and movement in spiritual development—from this quality to that, from something enslaving and destructive to something liberating and life giving. For example, in his book Reaching Out, the first movement Nouwen identifies is from loneliness to solitude, requiring the discipline of silence; the second is from hostility to hospitality, inviting the discipline of ministry; the third movement is from life’s illusion to the prayer of the heart, requiring both contemplative prayer and community discernment.

The movements of the Spirit—some major, some minor—may vary with the individual and with one’s season of life and community of faith; they are never static, absolute, or perfectly completed, as if we must graduate from one movement to another before continuing our journey. Rather, we remain in motion and in the process of discerning which way the wind of God’s activity is blowing in our lives.2

To live spiritually, then, we seek to breathe with the Spirit’s rhythm and move in a God-ward direction on the long walk of faith. The process involves becoming aware, naming the condition, and following the subtle movements of Spirit in our hearts and in our lives. The major movements, according to Nouwen, are from opaqueness to transparency, from illusion to prayer, from sorrow to joy, from resentment to gratitude, from fear to love, from exclusion to inclusion, and from denying to befriending death. These seven movements and many more constitute the way of the heart, the way of spiritual formation.

Spiritual Formation: Following the Movements of the Spirit is Nouwen’s consolidation of the classical disciplines, traditional stages, and spiritual movements as a dynamic journey of faith requiring daily reflection and intentional practice. As such, it is suitable for individual reflection as well as small-group process.

HOW THIS BOOK CAME TO BE WRITTEN

Following the warm reception and productive feedback from Spiritual Direction—the earlier book we developed from Henri Nouwen’s notes and manuscripts, we wondered if there might be another good book to develop from his multitude of tapes and writings. As a student of Henri’s at Yale and a reader of his books since the early 1980s, I, Michael, noticed the persistent pattern of movements in his oral presentations and writings. Upon rereading his many books in later years, I started to count the number of movements he identified, noticed how he changed the names of the movements from book to book, and wondered whether this was a rhetorical or pedagogical device for easier learning, or whether the movement language was meant to describe the way God works in our hearts, moving us from one condition to another in repetitive patterns and cycles.

When my coeditor, Rebecca Laird, reexamined his psychological theory of spiritual development from his research days at the Menninger Institute and reread The Wounded Healer, his most important contribution to the field of pastoral psychology, it all became quite clear: Henri was reconstructing and integrating the classical stages and disciplines in light of pastoral psychology and new understandings of Christian spirituality in order to better reflect human reality in the late twentieth century. The fruit of his creative work is a new, transformative approach to spiritual formation.

This posthumous book is a product gleaned from many of Nouwen’s works. Henri wrote constantly about the inner movements on his journey of faith. In the aftermath of his death, we spent a couple of years locating and pulling together various strands of his teachings about these movements in his unpublished homilies, interviews, class lecture notes, speeches, and published journal articles and books. Then we integrated them into a coherent whole in the service of new contexts and readership. Thus, movements familiar to longtime Nouwen readers are updated, restructured, and recontextualized for new audiences.

Spiritual Formation: Following the Movements of the Spirit is the second in an anticipated three-volume set on living a spiritual life. The first volume, Spiritual Direction, on living the questions, was published in 2006. The third, Spiritual Discernment, on reading the signs of daily life, is next. Each volume stands alone and can be read without having read the others. Yet together they constitute a spiritual trilogy by Henri Nouwen.3


HOW THIS BOOK CAN BE READ

Formation takes time, a lifetime. This book is best ready slowly, and not necessarily sequentially, rather than all at once. Spiritual formation is personal and inward, but it is best done in a community of support. Therefore, it would be good to read this book with a small group over a period of seven weeks or even multiple months, allowing sacred time for each chapter to guide your inner work. Others who are committed to their own spiritual journey can offer support and a form of spiritual guidance along the way.

Each chapter is framed in a favorite “Henri story” or parable and a favorite “Henri icon” or image. Reading the parables out loud allows for the ancient practice of lectio divina, or meditative reading of sacred scripture or revelatory texts, and can lead to prayer and contemplation. The chosen images in the center section correspond to each chapter and are included because Henri often prayed with icons, taking a cue from the Orthodox Christian tradition, but also because sacred art, particularly icons, can be a source of divine revelation that the viewer is invited to receive in a meditative way in order to gain inspiration and insight. The ancient practice of meditating on visual images has recently been identified as visio divina (divine or sacred seeing).4 In our world of many words, sitting in silent reflection with an image may aid in the descent of your mind into the heart. After reading a particular chapter, just sit with the corresponding image for at least ten minutes and let your mind focus on the many details in the image. Know that looking at divine images—whether religious paintings or sacred icons—is a way of seeing and a way of letting ourselves be seen. Thus image and word, looking and reflecting, are offered to help sense and tend to the movement described in each chapter.

The reflection questions in the “Going Deeper” section at the end of each chapter are meant to help you journal and apply the material in the chapter as heart knowledge that helps you better articulate the movements of your own heart and the sculpting work God is doing in your own life. The spiritual exercises included either were used by Henri Nouwen in small groups or have been added as complementary material.

If you are studying the book in a group, each session might begin with an opening prayer and ten minutes of silent visio divina. The images for each chapter are readily available on the Internet and could be printed out, or better yet projected on a larger screen or blank wall, for group meditation and reflection. This shared way to practice your faith together would then be followed by a discussion of three or four of the chapter’s main points or quotes worth pondering. Finally, a period of sharing from the reflection questions or other exercises would follow. To honor the time commitments of the group, individuals would need to come prepared to share and willing to limit what they share to a few minutes per person to allow for all to participate. Formation in community takes discipline to let all voices be heard and not silenced or sidelined by the more extroverted members. Make sure to allow for some time to pray for each other and for the concerns of the greater world at the conclusion.

It would be a good practice, too, to end your book study with some kind of service to others beyond your group; this is a reminder that although spiritual formation has inward movements, we are always formed in the place of the heart for an encounter with God in community, expressed by love for others in ministry.

Henri Nouwen’s introduction to this book—the key text for understanding his unique approach to spiritual formation—and the chapters that follow trace the inner movements and polarities of the heart in motion. Each chapter names a condition of the human experience—opaqueness, illusion, sorrow, resentment, fear, exclusiveness, denial—and articulates the call to prayer and spiritual formation. By following the inner movements of the Spirit, we are led, again and again, to the place of the heart where we can become formed, reformed, and transformed by God’s love.

Michael J. Christensen
 Rebecca J. Laird
 Easter Sunday
 April 4, 2010










INTRODUCTION

Spiritual Formation: The Way of the Heart




After many years of seeking to live a spiritual life, I still ask myself, “Where am I as a Christian?”—“How far have I advanced?”—“Do I love God more now than earlier in my life?”—“Have I matured in faith since I started on the spiritual path?” Honestly, I don’t know the answers to these questions. There are just as many reasons for pessimism as for optimism. Many of the real struggles of twenty or forty years ago are still very much with me. I am still searching for inner peace, for creative relationships with others, and for a deeper experience of God. And I have no way of knowing if the small psychological and spiritual changes during the past decades have made me more or less a spiritual person.

In a society that overvalues progress, development, and personal achievement, the spiritual life becomes quite easily performance oriented: “On what level am I now, and how do I move to the next one?”—“When will I reach union with God?”—“When will I experience illumination or enlightenment?” Many great saints have described their religious experiences, and many lesser saints have systematized them into different phases, levels, or stages. These distinctions may be helpful for those who write books for instruction, but it is of great importance that we leave the world of measurements behind when we speak about the life of the Spirit.

Spiritual formation, I have come to believe, is not about steps or stages on the way to perfection. It’s about the movements from the mind to the heart through prayer in its many forms that reunite us with God, each other, and our truest selves.

The Russian mystic Theophan the Recluse wrote:


I will remind you of only one thing: one must descend with the mind into the heart, and there stand before the face of the Lord, ever-present, all seeing within you. Prayer takes a firm and steadfast hold, when a small fire begins to burn in the heart. Try not to quench this fire, and it will become established in such a way that the prayer repeats itself: and then you will have within you a small murmuring stream.1



All through the centuries, this view of prayer has been central in the spiritual traditions. Prayer is standing in the presence of God with the mind in the heart—that is, in the point of our being where there are no divisions or distinctions and where we are totally one within ourselves, with God, and with others and the whole of creation. In the heart of God the Spirit dwells, and there the great encounter takes place. There, heart speaks to heart as we stand before the face of the Lord, ever present, all seeing, within us. And there, in the place of the heart, spiritual formation takes place.


FORMATION OF THE HEART

The word heart is used here in its full biblical meaning of that place where body, soul, and spirit come together as one. In our modern milieu heart has become a soft word. It might refer to just feelings or the seat of the sentimental life. We think of the heart as the warm place where our emotions are located, in contrast to the cool intellect, where our thoughts find their home. But the word heart in Jewish-Christian tradition refers to the source of all physical, emotional, intellectual, volitional, and moral energies. It is the seat of the will; it makes plans and comes to good decisions. Thus the heart is the central unifying organ of our personal life. Our heart determines our personality, and the place where God dwells, but also the place to which the Evil One directs fierce attacks, causing us to doubt, fear, despair, resent, overconsume, and so on. Thus to live the spiritual life and to let God’s presence fill us takes constant prayer, and to move from our illusions and isolation back to that place in the heart where God continues to form us in the likeness of Christ takes time and attention.

I like the following story of the sculptor, which expresses in a simple but powerful way the importance of ongoing spiritual formation:


A little boy was watching a sculptor at work. For weeks this sculptor kept chipping away at a big block of marble. After a few weeks he had created a beautiful marble lion. The little boy was amazed and said: “Mister, how did you know there was a lion in the rock?”2



Long before he forms the marble, the sculptor must know the lion. The sculptor must know the lion “by heart” to see him in the rock. The secret of the sculptor is that what he knows by heart he can recognize in the marble. A sculptor who knows an angel by heart will see an angel in the marble; when the sculptor knows God by heart he will see God in the marble. The sculptor certainly has to know the trade, because without skills and techniques the marble will not reveal the knowledge of the heart. But skills and techniques won’t suffice unless the heart is formed by the right knowledge. The great question for the sculptor is, What do you know by heart?

The story of the boy and the sculptor helps us to see spiritual formation as formation of the heart. What is the value of well-trained and well-informed Christians and spiritual leaders when their hearts remain ignorant? What is the value of great theological erudition or great pastoral adeptness or intense but fleeting mystical experience or social activism when there is not a well-formed heart to guide a well-formed life?

Whether the knowledge of the mind leads to God or to despair depends on the heart. When the word of God remains a subject of analysis and discussion and does not descend into the heart, it can easily become an instrument of destruction instead of a guide to love. When our heart knows only evil or selfish thoughts it will evoke evil and selfishness, but when our heart is formed by the living word of God in Christ it will discern the face of God in all it sees. Theophan the Recluse also wrote:


When remembrance of God lives in the heart and there maintains the fear of Him, then all goes well; but when this remembrance grows weak or is kept only in the head, then all goes astray.3



When only our mind “sees” and our heart remains blind, we remain spiritually ignorant. Therefore, spiritual formation calls for the ongoing discipline of descending from the mind into the heart so real knowledge and wisdom can be found.


THE INWARD JOURNEY TO THE HEART

Spiritual formation requires taking an inward journey to the heart. Although this journey takes place in community and leads to service, the first task is to look within, reflect on our daily life, and seek God and God’s activity right there. People who dare to look inward are faced with a new and often dramatic challenge: they must come to terms with the inner mysterium tremendum—the overwhelming nature of the inner life.4 Since the God “out there” or “up there” gets dissolved into the many social structures and theological constructions, the God within asks attention with a powerful force. And just as the God outside ourselves can be experienced not only as good and loving but as wrathful and demonic, the God within can be not only a creative source of a new life but also the destructive cause of chaos and confusion. That’s why the greatest complaint of the mystics, like Teresa of Ávila and John of the Cross, was that they lacked spiritual guides to lead them along the right paths and enable them to distinguish between creative and destructive spirits. We hardly need to emphasize how dangerous experimentation with the interior life can be. Drugs as well as different concentration practices and withdrawal into the self often do more harm than good. On the other hand, it is becoming obvious that those who avoid the painful encounter with the unseen are doomed to live supercilious, boring, and superficial lives.

The first and most basic task of the one who takes the inward journey of the heart is to clarify the immense confusion that can arise when people enter into this new internal world. It is painful indeed to realize how poorly prepared we may be to walk this inner terrain. Most Christian leaders are used to thinking in terms of large-scale organization: getting people together in congregations, schools, and hospitals, and running the show as a circus director. They have become unfamiliar with, and even somewhat afraid of, the deep and significant movements of the Spirit within. I am afraid that in a few decades the Church will be accused of having failed at its most basic task: to offer people creative ways to communicate with the divine source of human life.

But how can we avoid this danger? I think by no other way than to enter the heart, the center of our existence, and become familiar with the complexities of our inner lives. As soon as we feel at home in our own house—discover the dark corners as well as the light spots, the closed doors as well as the drafty rooms—our confusion will evaporate, our anxiety will diminish, and we will become capable of creative work and a spiritually informed life.

The key work here is articulation. People who can identify and articulate the movements of their inner lives, who can give names to their varied experiences, need no longer be victims of themselves but are able slowly and consistently to remove the obstacles that prevent the Spirit from entering. They can create space for the One whose heart is greater than theirs, whose eyes see more than theirs, and whose hands can heal and form more than theirs.5

OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD

What about the most central of all relationships—our relationship with God? Can that ultimate, unseen, and unproven reality be a source of guidance and formation? Is God really present and interested in the outcome of my individual life? That is the question many people are asking today, as they have through the centuries. Today many churches, seminaries, and theological schools are beginning to understand that spiritual formation is an essential part of their educational program. For many, spirituality has seemed too personal, too private, and too elusive to be considered a serious area of study and training. Yet it might well be that, like clinical pastoral education in the 1950s and ’60s, spiritual formation and spiritual direction are necessary correctives in theological education and formation in our new century.

Anyone who takes the spiritual life seriously and wants to enter more deeply into the encounter with God realizes immediately the need for formation and direction. Taking this inward journey demands looking at the movements of the heart with all its polarities, but taken in a time-and tradition-honored way. Just as we wouldn’t set out on a long physical journey without planning for periods of rest and refreshment and checking our maps and directions, we can’t expect to be formed in faith without committing to living a spiritual life with regular spiritual disciplines or practices.

Prayer and meditation—the central ways to develop the spiritual life—cannot be left to free-floating experimentation. The many new movements of our days are ample proof of how dangerous undirected experimentation with spiritual powers can be. When there is no one to help distinguish between the Spirit of God and the many ungodly spirits that haunt our souls, entering this precarious area might do more harm than good.

Although many people will agree with the need for spiritual formation, the question of its actual application remains for most people very difficult to answer. It is clear from the numerous “schools” in the history of Western Christian spirituality—schools represented by figures such as Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, Benedict of Nursia, Francis of Assisi, Meister Eckhart, Teresa of Ávila, Ignatius of Loyola, John Wesley, George Fox, Thomas Merton, and Brother Roger and the Brothers of Taizé—that there are many methods of spiritual formation. But it is possible to discover, underneath this great variety, a few practices that can be isolated as guides for all those who are concerned with their own and other people’s spiritual growth. I will focus here on five practices that seem of special importance: reflection on the living documents of our own hearts and times, lectio divina, silence, community, and service. Practiced together, especially with a spiritual director and community of faith, these areas of discipline help fashion our hearts for God.

REFLECTION ON OUR OWN HEARTS AND TIMES

The authentic spiritual life finds its basis in the human condition. The spiritual life is not lived outside, before, after, or beyond our everyday existence. No, the spiritual life can be real only as it is lived in the midst of the pains and joys of the here and now. Therefore, we need to begin with a careful look at the way we think, speak, feel, and act from hour to hour, day to day, week to week, and year to year, in order to become more fully aware of our hunger for the Spirit. As long as we have only a vague inner feeling of discontent with our present way of living, and only an indefinite desire for “things spiritual,” our lives will continue to stagnate in a generalized melancholy. We often say, “I am not very happy. I am not content with the way my life is going. I am not really joyful or peaceful. But I don’t know how things can be different, and I guess I have to be realistic and accept my life as it is.” It is this mood of resignation that prevents us from actively naming our reality, articulating our experience, and moving more deeply into the life of the Spirit.

In my own training at the Menninger Clinic in the late 1960s, I studied and wrote about the life and thought of Anton T. Boisen, one of the pioneers in the psychology of religion and the modern pastoral-care movement. Boisen’s work is intensely autobiographical. His own call to the ministry was followed by “years of wandering” that became intensified during a period of mental disturbance in which he began to “read” the document of his own life. Boisen felt that studying the spiritual life with God “must not begin with tradition or systems formulated in books, but with open minded exploration of living human experience.”6 Actively reflecting on what Boisen called “the living document” of your life and times clarifies the inner polarities of our human condition and points toward a greater wholeness. In gaining knowledge of the heart, we find that “what is most personal is most universal.”7

LECTIO DIVINA

The term lectio divina comes from the Benedictine tradition and refers primarily to the sacred or devotional reading of the Bible.8 My growing suspicion is that our competitive, productive, skeptical, and sophisticated society inhibits our reading and being read by the Word of God. Lectio divina means to read the Bible with reverence and openness to what the Spirit is saying to us in the present moment. When we approach the Word of God as a word spoken to me, God’s presence and will can be made known. The regular practice of lectio divina presents occasions when my story and God’s story meet, and in that moment something surprising can happen. To read the Bible in this way means therefore to read “on my knees”—reverently, attentively, and with the deep faith that God has a word for me in my own unique situation.

The Bible is primarily a book not of information but of formation, not merely a book to be analyzed, scrutinized, and discussed but a sacred book to nurture us, to unify our hearts and minds, and to serve as a constant source of contemplation. It is important to guard against the temptation to read the Bible programmatically as a book full of good stories and telling illustrations that can help us with instant advice, sermons, lectures, papers, and articles. As long as we deal with the Word of God as an instrument with which we can do many useful things, we don’t really read the Bible. The Bible does not speak to us as long as we want only to use it. But when we are willing to hear the Word as a word for us, sacred scripture can disclose itself, and its message can penetrate into the center of our hearts. This is far from easy, because it requires openness and the constant willingness to be converted, and to be led to places where we would rather not go (John 21:18).

When St. Augustine read the Bible prayerfully and received the Word meditatively as a word spoken directly to him, his life changed radically. Other saints in history and many people today tell the same story of spiritual transformation. Conversion and transformation by the Word of God always opens us to the Spirit of truth and helps us break through the paralyzing ignorance of our worldly life. Lectio divina is an ancient practice of spiritual formation that we still need today.

As our society becomes less word oriented and more visually focused, other methods of receiving God’s word are needed. Sacred looking,9 or divine gazing at icons and religious images, is reemerging as a new way to see and sense the movement of God in our lives. In earlier centuries Orthodox Christians painted and prayed with icons, knowing that these objects could lead them to the inner room of prayer and bring them closer to the heart of God. Personally, I know the power of prayer while
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