
[image: images]



THE PRACTICE OF
 SPIRITUAL DIRECTION

William A. Barry
 and
 William J. Connolly

[image: Logo]





Dedication

TO OUR PARENTS

William Barry and Catherine McKenna Barry

Eugene A. Connolly and Catherine Menut Connolly

Whose faith and hope and love made the

Mystery a tangible reality in our lives

 





Contents

Title Page

Dedication

 

Preface to the Second Edition

Part One - Introducing Spiritual Direction

    Chapter 1 - What Is Spiritual Direction?

    Chapter 2 - The Centrality of the Religious Dimension of Experience

Part Two - Fostering the Relationship Between the Directee and God

    Chapter 3 - The Relationship Between God and Individuals

    Chapter 4 - Fostering the Contemplative Attitude

    Chapter 5 - Helping a Person Notice and Share with God Key Interior Facts

    Chapter 6 - Development of Relationship and Resistance

    Chapter 7 - Criteria for Evaluating the Religious Dimension of Experience

Part Three - Aspects of the Relationship Between Director and Directee

    Chapter 8 - Becoming a Spiritual Director

    Chapter 9 - The Basis for the Relationship Between Director and Directee

    Chapter 10 - Disturbances in the Relationship Between Director and Directee

    Chapter 11 - Supervision in Spiritual Direction

Conclusion

Select Bibliography

 

About the Authors

Notes

Copyright

About the Publisher





Preface to the Second Edition

WHO WOULD HAVE PREDICTED that spiritual direction would grow so dramatically in the more than twenty-five years since this book was first published? Certainly not the authors. We had hoped, as we wrote in the preface to that first edition, to make a small contribution to the field during what we expected would be the short period of strong interest in and enthusiasm for spiritual direction and spirituality We gave that time as possibly ten years. But the interest in spiritual direction and spirituality has proved heartier than we anticipated and continues to grow. For that we are grateful and especially grateful that our book played a part in that interest. The book continues to be used in training programs in many English-speaking countries and has been translated into Chinese, French, German, Italian, Polish, and Portuguese. Given how difficult it was to find our first publisher, we are gratified indeed.

When we first wrote, spiritual direction had been gaining a greater currency in Christian circles. Many more people, both Protestant and Roman Catholic, knew about it. Many more were engaged in it, both as directors and directees, than had been the case in at least the previous century. Moreover, where once the great majority of those seeking spiritual direction had been Roman Catholic members of religious orders and seminarians, and the great majority of those giving spiritual direction had been Roman Catholic priests, in the late 1970s a growing diversity was developing: Protestants and Roman Catholics, laymen and -women, priests, ministers, religious sisters and brothers were giving spiritual direction. The kind of person who sought direction also seemed to be changing. Fewer people who lived routine lives and more people who lived varied, active, and unconventional lives were then coming for direction. What we wrote then has continued to be the case, and now spiritual direction is being sought by people of faith traditions other than Christian.

Spiritual direction has grown as a professional ministry not only among Christians, but also among Jews, Muslims, and people of other religions. Training programs of varying lengths have abounded, and spiritual directors serve a wider and more diversified population. A professional organization, Spiritual Directors International (SDI), was formed in 1990 and now encompasses spiritual directors from around the world and from many faith traditions. SDI holds an annual conference and publishes a quarterly magazine, Presence, and books on spiritual direction and the training of spiritual directors. In addition, SDI maintains a Web site that includes, among other things, ethical standards for spiritual directors and a list of spiritual directors around the world for those interested in finding a spiritual director in their area. We refer to the organization and to some of these publications in the backnotes and in the bibliography at the end of this second edition.

The time when we first wrote until now has been one of great enthusiasm for spiritual direction and spirituality. One of the best results of such periods of interest and enthusiasm, we wrote in the preface to the first edition, is their promotion of new interest in fields that were little known up to that time and the increased information they have made available about those fields. This has been the case for spiritual direction. In addition, we expressed the hope that study and research of permanent value for both spiritual theology and spiritual direction could be accomplished and that a solid evaluation of the benefits of direction and a knowledgeable discrimination among approaches to it could occur during this time of enthusiasm.

We wanted our book to be a contribution to such a critical evaluation. We did not propose spiritual direction as a necessary means for growing in spiritual life. Nor did we propose that it is always helpful. We suggested only that direction be judged by people’s experience of it and not simply on a priori grounds. If the experience of direction markedly helps people to be open to the living God and to life, then we hoped that experience would be allowed to contribute to the Church’s understanding of direction and of the whole field of spirituality. If the experience is bad or inconsequential, then we hoped it would be recognized as such and replaced by more effective means of helping people to be open to God. Our own experience and that of thousands of others tells us that the kind of spiritual direction we proposed has been such an effective means.

We saw and still see this book then as a contribution to a developing spirituality for the contemporary world. Since we write as Roman Catholic priests, our aim is to promote the current of spiritual life in Christian churches that runs deeper than short-lived enthusiasms. We are delighted that people of other religious traditions find the practice of spiritual direction described in this book helpful to finding their way to a closer relationship with God. What we would like most of all is that this book be one voice in a serious ongoing discussion of the experience of spiritual life in our Church and elsewhere, a discussion that we hope will begin not with the question, “What should spirituality be like?” but “What are people’s spiritual lives actually like and what has helped to develop them?”

The original book had a history of its own. In 1970 the authors, with four other Jesuits, began discussing the possibility of starting a spirituality center in the Boston area. One of us had given retreats and spiritual direction for years and was at that time also engaged in doctoral studies in spiritual theology. The other had finished doctoral studies in clinical psychology and was teaching pastoral counseling and doing spiritual direction at Weston School of Theology. In 1971 we six Jesuits founded the Center for Religious Development in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a center whose threefold purpose was (1) to do research that contributes to the development of a modern spirituality, (2) to train experienced men and women for a more effective ministry of spiritual direction, and (3) to provide spiritual direction to the people of God. While it has tried to be consistently attentive to the achievements of the tradition, the Center staff based its research, its training, and its service of spiritual direction on personal experience—most fundamentally the experience of both directors and directees with the Mystery we call God. Over the years our spiritual direction has come to be focused more and more on helping people develop their relationship with God.

As we have come to understand it, spiritual direction differs from moral guidance, psychological counseling, and the practice of confessional, preaching, or healing ministries (though having affinities with them) in that it directly assists individuals in developing and cultivating their personal relationship with God. This understanding, which is developed at length in the book, had been gradually refined by our experience at the Center for Religious Development and the experience of the many workshops on spiritual direction that we and other staff members have conducted for directors in various parts of the United States, Canada, and other countries.

Over the years since the book was first published, as noted, it has been used in many programs for training spiritual directors throughout the English-speaking world. Over those years training staffs have frequently pointed to one drawback to the book, namely the lack of inclusive language when referring to God and, often enough, to spiritual directors and directees. For this second edition we have tried to correct this so that it will be more user friendly, especially to women. In addition, we have included references to some of the new books that have appeared since 1982. The book still has legs, as they say in the world of theater, and merits a second edition because we believe so strongly in its basic premise, namely that God wants a personal relationship, indeed a friendship, with us human beings and that spiritual direction as we describe it here can help people to meet God’s and their own deepest desire for such a friendship. Other kinds of spiritual direction are on offer. We believe that the one we espouse has the best chance of helping mature people to engage in and develop the kind of friendship with God that God wants.

Through the years the first edition was in gestation the staff members of the Center for Religious Development changed to include others besides Jesuits. This staff helped us beyond measure to keep facing the Mystery and to refine our reflections on the work of spiritual direction. We want to acknowledge the many contributions that were made to this book by all of them: Madeline Birmingham, r.c.; Robert G. Doherty, S.J.; Anne Harvey, S.N.D.; Evelyn M. Liberatore; Robert E. Lindsay, S.J.; Paul T. Lucey, S.J.; Daniel J. Lusch, S.J.; the late Joseph F. MacFarlane, S.J.; the late Joseph E. McCormick, S.J.; and the late Francine Zeller, O.F.M. We were also helped by our collaborators on the faculty of Weston School of Theology (now the School of Ministry at Boston College) who worked with us to develop the Joint Program in Spiritual Direction.

Whatever worth this book has depends in no small part on the associates who participated in the training programs in Cambridge during those early years. They came from various backgrounds, Christian traditions, and countries. We also helped set up training programs for spiritual directors in Jamaica, Guyana, and Trinidad, and later in Australia and New Zealand and Brazil, again with a variety of directors. All these men and women, who have been willing both to share their desires and struggles to meet the living God and to help others to do the same, have deepened our understanding of the nature of spiritual direction. Some of them also contributed to the book by offering critiques of the manuscript in its many stages of development.

The quality of the book’s contribution to spirituality and to an understanding of spiritual direction is also due to the people who have participated in workshops we have conducted and who have sought spiritual direction at the Center for Religious Development and at other centers in Springfield, Massachusetts; Detroit, Michigan; Kingston, Jamaica; Port-o-Spain, Trinidad; Georgetown, Guyana; in a number of cities in Australia, New Zealand, and Brazil; and most recently in Taiwan and Hong Kong. The variety and the quality of the lives of these people increased our confidence in the kind of direction we espouse in this book. We acknowledge with gratitude and a sense of immense privilege all those who have been willing to talk to us about their search for a deeper relationship with God over the past thirty years.

We are both members of the Society of Jesus and have, therefore, been strongly influenced by the spirituality of Ignatius of Loyola and his Spiritual Exercises. In the history of spirituality, the Exercises of Ignatius would be seen as an example of the kataphatic way of prayer, the way that draws on images, concepts, and reason, as distinct from the apophatic way, which does not depend on images and concepts. Our use of the word “contemplative” will have more affinities with the kataphatic way of prayer. The kind of direction we espouse, however, is not tied to any particular kind of prayer or way. The only prerequisite for engaging in the type of direction we describe is that those being directed have affective experiences of God that they notice and that they can talk about with a director. Whether these experiences come through centering prayer, the rosary, Ignatian contemplation, dreams, Zen meditation, or any other method of prayer matters little. When people have such experience, they have the “foodstuff” for spiritual direction as we conceive it, no matter what its source. At the same time we gratefully acknowledge our Ignatian roots and wish to thank our Jesuit brothers who have helped us to appropriate this spirituality.

Over the years from 1976 to 1980 various people translated our scrawl to legible pages as draft succeeded draft. Such translation was often a labor of love. We are grateful to Catherine Pierni, Mary Street, Ann Freitas, and Evelyn M. Liberatore for devotion that went well beyond obligation. We give special thanks to Patricia McCarney, C.N.D., who gave hours of her time and ingenuity to tracking down references and proofreading the manuscript. To Evelyn Liberatore, moreover, we owe so much more. She was the person who first welcomed those who came to the Center for Religious Development. Her warm and gentle presence and care made CRD more like a home than an office building during the gestation of the first edition of the book and beyond.

Besides staff members of CRD—both full staff and associates—other colleagues, friends, and students read the manuscript of the first edition in its various versions and commented helpfully on it. We are grateful to the late John Carmody and his wife, Denise, who read it carefully and critically and gave us written critiques; to Daniel Harrington, S.J., who read the first and last version and encouraged us to go on; to the Master of Divinity students and special students who participated in PT366: Spiritual Direction, at Weston School of Theology in 1977 and 1978 and read and commented on the first draft. William A. Barry is especially grateful to Weston School of Theology and the Association of Theological Schools who made possible a sabbatical leave in 1975–76 for research and writing and to Marika Geoghegan who encouraged him to keep writing and read critically the first drafts of some chapters.

Much of the first edition of the book was first written at Seabrook Beach, New Hampshire, at the home of the late Daniel Connolly and the late John and Margaret Coady, Bill Connolly’s uncle and cousins. The graciousness with which they invited us into their home deserves our deep gratitude and the gratitude of all who have benefited from the time spent and the work done there. If there is in the book any sense of spaciousness, it is due in large part to them and their house on the Atlantic. The late Eugene Connolly and his wife, Sally, continued this family graciousness by lending us their house in New Hampshire for a week of rewriting.

Finally, in the last stages of the first edition we were greatly helped by Avery Brooke and Francis Tiso of Seabury Press who understood what we wanted to communicate, believed in it, and helped us to communicate it better. This past year we have been heartened by the strong interest in a new edition shown by Roger Freet and Jan Baumer of HarperOne.

In the course of the book we frequently use examples to illustrate what we mean. The examples are based on our experience and that of others. Most often they are fictionalized accounts that reflect the experience of a number of people. Sometimes they correspond rather closely to the experience of individuals or a group. In all cases we have changed details of gender, age, place, or topic of conversation to conceal the identity of any individual concerned.





Part One

Introducing Spiritual Direction





Chapter 1


What Is Spiritual Direction?

A TWENTY-FOUR-YEAR-OLD MAN APPROACHES A priest and says that he is troubled by a vague uneasiness about the course of his life. Successful in a satisfying job, he enjoys a vibrant social life, has a number of close friends, and is in love with a young woman who reciprocates his love. During his college years he gave up religious practice; but now he finds attendance at the liturgy and participation in a particular liturgical community very rewarding. He is, however, uneasy. Is it possible that he has a vocation to the priesthood? What can the priest do for him?

A married woman of forty attends a talk on prayer and then approaches the woman who gave it. She has two children, ages ten and eight. Her husband works for the telephone company. She finds herself more and more irritable with her husband and children. She feels hemmed in and resentful. She and her husband have joined a couples’ group at their church. “But God still feels so far away,” she says. What can the woman who gave the talk say to her?

A forty-five-year-old Sister of Mercy makes an opportunity for a conversation with another sister who has a reputation as an able retreat director. She enjoys her work as a high school teacher and likes her community. “I keep hearing sisters talk about prayer,” she says, “and I don’t know what to make of it. It seems to mean so much to them. Are they exaggerating? I’ve always prayed regularly, but it’s been a duty. Am I missing out on something?” What can the other sister say to her?

A forty-year-old Roman Catholic priest asks another priest for some help. He senses a vocational crisis. He doesn’t pray much anymore, nor does he get any satisfaction from preaching and presiding at the liturgy. He feels lonely most of the time. Recently he met a widow of thirty-five and found her very attractive. Now he finds himself thinking about her a great deal and wanting to be with her whenever he is not occupied with parish duties. He wants help. What can the other priest say to him?

A married businessman of fifty approaches his minister after church and asks to talk. He is successful, has a good marriage and family, and is a devout Christian. Lately, he says, he has been troubled by the “worldliness” of his lifestyle and by the ethical implications of some of his business dealings. After some discussion it becomes clear that he is concerned about the will of God for himself and about the quality of his relationship with God. How can the minister help him?

A thirty-five-year-old divorcée stops by her neighbor’s house. She says she’d like to talk. She has noticed that her neighbor regularly goes to church and that a number of people seem to trust her a lot. This has given her the courage to confide in her. The divorced woman reveals that she has a crippling disease that will gradually incapacitate her. She feels that God is punishing her for her sins, and yet she thinks God is unfair and unjust. “I’m angry at him,” she says, “and that makes me feel even more guilty.” How can her neighbor help her?

These are only a few examples of the people who approach other believers for help. Those they approach will respond in a variety of ways.

One could ask for more information and try to help the person understand the causes of his or her malaise. Understanding is usually helpful. One could merely listen sympathetically and offer what little encouragement one can to another human being in pain. Sympathetic listening is very helpful to someone who is troubled. One could help a person see what the consequences of his state in life are and how those consequences might dictate a course of action. One could help another understand that God is not a harsh taskmaster, but a loving Father, and this theological clarification might be enlightening. One could refer the person to someone else with more knowledge or skill. All of these ways of proceeding could be helpful to the people who have just been described, and all of them could be called pastoral care. They could not, however, be called spiritual direction, as we understand that term. For us, spiritual direction is concerned with helping a person directly with his or her relationship with God. It may well be that in each of the human problems mentioned earlier the most fundamental issue is that relationship and its underlying questions: “Who is God for me, and who am I for God?”

Even among spiritual directors, however, we may not find agreement on the kind of help that would be most useful for these people. Various approaches are possible. Let us look at a few.

The neighbor of the divorced woman might undertake a careful explanation to help her realize that God is a forgiving and loving Father, that her illness does not have to be seen as punishment for sins, but one of the sufferings that all humans must expect. The sick woman might benefit a great deal from realizing that her conception of God is not the only possible one.

The priest in the first example might ask questions about the young man’s past and present way of life, his view of God, his freedom to choose the priesthood, his health. He might ask how the question of a possible vocation to the priesthood arose. Then he might suggest that the young man call the vocation director and perhaps visit the seminary and ask God’s help to choose his will. If asked directly, he might well say whether he thought that the signs of a vocation were present or not.

The married woman who feels distant from God might be told that God sometimes maintains distance as a way of testing us and also of helping us recognize our need of God. Her desire for more closeness may indicate that this is what is happening. She can be sure that she will not be abandoned if she is faithful to God.

The priest in vocational crisis might be questioned about his practice of prayer and daily liturgy and be counseled to get back to his practices of piety. He could also be advised to join a group of priests who gather regularly for prayer, discussion, and recreation. He might be told that every priest at his age goes through some kind of crisis and that it is at times like this that he needs to be most faithful to his commitments to God.

It is fair to say that the kind of help described in these examples had been the prevailing mode of spiritual direction up to the time this book was first written. A glance at the traditional manuals and many of the articles written on spiritual direction will bear out this assertion.1 The stress in much of the literature had been on the norms and typical practices of the spiritual life. It must also be fairly stated that such spiritual direction has been and is helpful to people, especially if the director is a good and kind listener, experienced and knowledgeable.

Some questions, however, remain. How does the young man react to the God who may be calling him to priesthood? Does he feel submissive? Passive? Rebellious? How can he address God if he has any of these reactions? And can he expect God to respond to his reactions?

How does the priest react to the God to whom he is committed? How can he express his reactions? Can he tell God about his attraction to the widow? What can happen if he does?

How does the married woman who feels distant address God? Does she say: “I know you know what’s best”? Even if she is not sure that God either knows or cares?

These and similar questions point to another kind of help. The ministering person helps the other to address God directly and to listen to what God has to communicate. The focus of this kind of spiritual direction is the relationship itself between God and the person. The person is helped not so much to understand that relationship better, but to engage in it, to enter into dialogue with God. Spiritual direction of this kind focuses on what happens when a person listens to and responds to a self-communicating God.

Thus, the young man who is nagged by the thought of a possible vocation to the priesthood can be helped to develop a more personal relationship with God in prayer on the assumption that God and he can work out together whether God does have a special call for him and how he may want to respond to that call.

The married woman can be helped to voice her desire for a closer relationship to the God who can respond to that desire.

The priest with the vocational crisis might be helped to discover whether he wants a closer relationship with God and if so, how to approach God with such a desire. He might put his concerns before God, express his deepest hopes, fears, disappointments to God in prayer, and pay attention to God’s communication with him. The decision about his life goals would then come in the context of the ensuing relationship.

The businessman can begin to look at what his “troubles” about lifestyle mean, whether he is looking for something more in his relationship with God, and then he might enter into dialogue with God about his desires for God and God’s desires for him. The divorced woman can be helped to tell God directly how she feels, how ambivalent she is, and to listen to God’s response.

Once these people have begun to listen to God and to tell God how listening affects them, then they may want continued help with the ensuing dialogue and relationship; that is, they may want ongoing spiritual direction. The purpose of this book is to assist ministering persons in offering ongoing spiritual direction of this type more competently and confidently to those who are looking for it.

Spiritual direction, as we understand it then, is directly concerned with a person’s actual experiences of the relationship with God. There have been frequent allusions among spiritual directors to “kinds” or “models” of direction.2 We suggest that the basic issue is not so much whether there should be different kinds of spiritual direction, but rather what focus is proper to direction. To establish the religious dimension of experience (insofar as that experience is expressive of one’s relationship to God) as the focus of direction does not seem a more or less arbitrary adoption of a particular kind or model of direction. It seems, rather, an attempt to identify the question that is most basic to direction and to let the direction take shape around that question.

For us, therefore, the religious dimension of experience is to spiritual direction what foodstuff is to cooking. Without foodstuff there can be no cooking. Without this dimension there can be no spiritual direction.

We define Christian spiritual direction, then, as help given by one believer to another that enables the latter to pay attention to God’s personal communication to him or her, to respond to this personally communicating God, to grow in intimacy with this God, and to live out the consequences of the relationship. The focus of this type of spiritual direction is on experience, not ideas, and specifically on the religious dimension of experience, i.e., that dimension of any experience that evokes the presence of the mysterious Other whom we call God.3 Moreover, this experience is viewed, not as an isolated event, but as an expression of the ongoing personal relationship God has established with each one of us.

Spiritual direction has always aimed ultimately at fostering union with God and has, therefore, had to do with the individual’s relationship with God. At the same time it is fair to say that in our lifetime, at least, the focus of most spiritual directors had not been as clearly on the experience of the relationship with God as we describe it here. For the present it is enough to underline the fact that our view of spiritual direction puts primary focus on people’s experiences of God, often occurring in prayer, but not limited to times of formal prayer. Spiritual directors who take this stance toward spiritual direction are most interested in what happens when people become aware of the presence of God. Not that directors have little or no interest in the rest of a person’s life. They are interested in the whole person, but the focus of interest is the directee’s experience of God or of something that points to God.

“Spiritual direction” is one of the more grandiloquent terms church ministry has inherited from the past. In our cultural environment it also is one of the most confusing. This confusion may be best expressed by an image.

When one hears someone described as a spiritual director, one might, at least subconsciously, picture an ageless, emaciated man in a cowled robe, with his eyes cast down and his hands hidden in flowing sleeves. He sits in a whitewashed, cramped room with one small, barred window high on the wall beside him. Opposite him, wearing dun-colored traveling-dress and bonnet, sits a seventeenth-century French lady. Between them is a table on which rest a skull and a guttered candle. She is describing the miseries of managing the family estate with her husband away at Court for much of the year. He is murmuring about being alone with the Alone, or dictating an horarium that will enable her to bring a measure of monastic order and piety into her life.

The image is not, of course, original. Readers may recognize its elements. It is useful, not because it is attractive or historically accurate, but because, as caricatures will, it sums up, magnifies, and focuses many of the attitudes modern men and women might have toward spiritual direction—when they know anything about it at all. It smells of an archaic, hierarchic social and religious system in which a person could be told how to live, and in detail.4 It suggests a distaste for life and withdrawal from it, a ponderous, intricate system of thought that makes no contact with the basic energies and drives of life, but always floats a little above them, like a cloud-world. It intimates bored, empty people searching for “enriching” experiences and contemplative clergymen hypnotized by the adulation of the haut monde. Its atmosphere is charged with unquestioned male domination.

Much of the difficulty, of course, is caused by the term itself. The word “spiritual” can rub raw our sensitivity to the precious and the artificial and connote thought and behavior that cannot survive contact with earth and full sun. For socially aware people it can suggest a preoccupation with introspection, with turning one’s mental gaze in on one’s own emotional and moral life rather than outward to the world where people are in need and the peace and justice of God’s Kingdom must be advocated.

“Direction,” the activity of directing someone, or the experience of being directed by someone, is similarly alien to contemporary culture, suggesting as it does the rejection of personal responsibility and the acceptance of the authority of the one who does the directing.

Thus, the term “spiritual direction” unavoidably may suggest to people of our contemporary Western culture a spiritualism and an authoritarianism that sound theology and psychology must repudiate. We must remember that in all aspects of life human beings can act only as body-spirit, and any help toward personal development that overlooks this fact is likely to be more harmful than helpful to them. In the same way, sound “direction” cannot mean that one gives responsibility for one’s life to someone else. “My director told me to do it” can never justify a course of action. The person who receives direction must always retain personal responsibility, and the mode and content of sound direction will help a person to retain and develop personal responsibility, not make it more difficult.

Yet the term also has its uses. “Spiritual” does tell us that the basic concern of this kind of help is not with external actions as such, but with the inner life, the “heart,” the personal core out of which come the good and evil that people think and do. It includes “head,” but points to more than reason and more than knowledge. It also reminds us that another Spirit, God’s Spirit, is involved. “Direction” does suggest something more than advice-giving and problem-solving. It implies that the person who seeks direction is going somewhere and wants to talk to someone on the way. It implies, too, that the talk will not be casual and aimless, but apt to help the person find a way.

So, although the term is liable to misunderstanding, it is probably more descriptive of the experience it points to than “religious counseling,” “spiritual counseling,” “spiritual advice,” or even “spiritual companioning.” It is, besides, firmly entrenched in the tradition and is more widely and spontaneously used than any term that has been proposed to replace it.

With some misgivings, therefore, we continue to use the term spiritual direction. We hope that the book will dispel some of the confusion surrounding the term and put to rest most of the fears emanating from the caricature.

The other terms mentioned and discarded as less appropriate do, however, indicate the realm of pastoral care within which spiritual direction as we practice it resides. This type of spiritual direction is generally one-to-one; the relationship between director and directed is a helping one, and it is entered upon, as we shall see, on a quasi-contractual basis. Just as pastoral counseling may focus on the marital relationship, so this form focuses on the relationship with God. Indeed, spiritual direction may be considered the core form from which all other forms of pastoral care radiate, since ultimately all forms of pastoral care and counseling aim, or should aim, at helping people to center their lives in the mystery we call God.

Like other areas of pastoral ministry, spiritual direction is exercised not only by ministers who have a specialized interest in this area, but also by others who are equally engaged in a number of other areas of ministry and of life. We hope this book can be a help to all of them, but our focus will be on those who specialize in this work. We do not intend to provide techniques or charts or methods, but to help persons become spiritual directors. The reader who expects a treatise on the spiritual life with its practices and stages of development will be disappointed, as will the reader who hopes for a systematic theological treatment of spiritual direction. We will concentrate on processes: the process of developing a relationship with God, the process of helping another to relate consciously to God and to grow in that relationship, and the process of becoming a spiritual director. Since our aim is not simply to increase a person’s knowledge, but to help him or her become someone, namely a spiritual director, the book will probably be of most help to those who discuss it and their own work in groups, especially in supervisory groups of some kind. Becoming someone occurs most effectively through relationships with others.





Chapter 2


The Centrality of the Religious Dimension of Experience

THE VARIOUS PERSONS APPROACHED by others in need in the examples in the first chapter might well experience a sense of panic at the thought that they are being asked to give spiritual direction. Many of our readers may be saying “Who? Me?” and perhaps even recalling the feelings of inadequacy that surged in them when someone asked them for help with prayer. Such feelings of inadequacy to the task of aiding others in their prayer life have probably always been an initial, and appropriate, reaction to the request, “Teach me to pray!,” no matter how that request was phrased. The man or woman who would lightly take on such a task is probably not to be trusted. But modern ministers may have even more reason to feel inadequate. We are part of a cultural shift of massive proportions. We have all witnessed the loss of credibility of many of the institutions, agencies, customs, and theories upon which we all counted, often without even knowing it, for the guarantee of our view of reality and of right and wrong. When so much has changed, we can wonder indeed whether we do have anything to offer to those who seek help with prayer and the central question of the meaning of their lives.

Our first task in this chapter is to try to understand the cultural and religious context in which we work as spiritual directors. It would be wise and even salutary for us to recall where we were before the tumult of the nineteen sixties. Most citizens of the United States, for example, accepted without question the integrity of their political leaders and agreed with the rightness of their national purpose. Capitalism, with its free enterprise and strong labor union movement, was accepted as the system most hospitable to the ideals of a democratic way of life. Much the same could be said about the people of Europe. We are not here harking back to the “good old days” as “praisers of past times.” We are trying to evoke for our readers a sense of what a difference the years since the nineteen sixties and seventies made in our worldview. Many social and political attitudes we took for granted before then we now question or even discard as hopelessly naive. These changes in attitude toward our social and cultural institutions and values have deeply affected all of us and have contributed to the feelings of inadequacy and doubt that many religious people experience.

Roman Catholics, of course, have experienced another revolution. Before the nineteen sixties the Roman Catholic Church seemed impervious to change. Nor, in the minds of most Catholics, did it need much change. Seminaries and religious congregations were crowded. Across the United States large buildings were erected at great cost to take care of the expected continued influx of novices and seminarians. Church attendance was high. New churches and schools were being built at a rapid rate. The
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