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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



  SURRENDER TO LOVE


  Discovering the Heart of Christian Spirituality
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  This slim little book is one of the most beautiful, powerful and insightful books I have ever read. It took me several weeks to read. Right from the first chapter, Dr. Benner’s shared reflections, arising out of his lived experience and those of some of his patients, impelled me to spend hours just sitting, allowing the divine, unconditional love to pervade my being. Never before had I been able to so accept my sinfulness, my weaknesses, and my addictions and allow them to be before God, knowing that this prodigal Father’s love would in no way be deterred by them—rather that love would be the healing of them. And more: that love immediately flowed out upon all others, most especially those whom I had hurt, healing them wholly of all the hurt I had caused, if only they allowed it.


  Surrender to Love brings us quickly beyond all the effort of willful love, all the need for any pretense, all the shame and self-hate, to the open space of an unearned, unlimited, wholly gratuitous love that allows nothing to stand in its way save our refusal to accept it. It is surprising how we fight against Love’s accepting what we do not want to accept in ourselves—our defective, wounded, malicious self. But what a transformation when we can accept this poor self and allow love in!


  The subtitle of this book is “Discovering the Heart of Christian Spirituality,” and I think that this is just that. At heart, essentially and necessarily, Christianity is a question of accepting a love that went so almost unbelievably far as to sacrifice the Love’s own beloved Son for me, for you, for each one of us, no matter how miserably unworthy we are of such love.


  Benner is perhaps influenced by the Ignatian way as he invites us to allow our imaginations to bring us into the experience of that smelly little tramp embraced by the prodigal Father, all his foulness cloaked over with the Father’s own cloak; or that little one who, despite apostolic remonstrance, climbs up and snuggles in Jesus’ lap. Too much feeling, too much emotion, too much sentimentalism? Then why did God become a man who can feel, can have all the sentiments of the human heart, can give expression in a fully human way to the longing love that impelled him to create us for such love?


  I hope that this little book will be for you the blessing it has been for me. It is so difficult for us to open to love—because we know in the end we will have to return love for love. Anything that helps us to open to this, which is the basic fabric of our lives, this interweaving of love, this embrace of divine love for which our whole naked being longs, is a great grace. May Dr. Benner’s book be such a grace for you as it has been for me.


  Preface


  Surrender, Love and Spirituality
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  Afew years ago I received an email from a woman who told me she had greatly enjoyed my previous books but was furious over something she had discovered in a recent one. “I can’t believe that you recommend surrender,” she said. “As a psychologist, you of all people should know how dangerous it is to submit to someone.” She went on to accuse me of being irresponsible as a spiritual guide and “a typical male” in my “uncritical acceptance of the way power is abused in relationships.” I had obviously hit a nerve!


  I will tell more of this woman’s story in the pages that follow. It is a story that dramatically illustrates the transforming possibilities of surrender to divine love. But it also reminds us how frightening even the idea of surrender is to some people.


  The concept of surrender has come upon hard times in recent years. Some view it as too close to submission; others associate it with codependence or an abdication of personal power. Consequently, the notion of surrendering to anything or anyone has become suspect.


  However, despite the unpopularity of the notion, surrender plays a crucial role in the spiritual journey as understood by most major religions and spiritual traditions. Far from being a sign of weakness, only surrender to something or someone bigger than us is sufficiently strong to free us from the prison of our egocentricity. Only surrender is powerful enough to overcome our isolation and alienation.


  Christians often focus on obedience more than surrender. But while the two concepts are closely related, they differ in important ways. As we shall see, surrender is foundational to Christian spirituality and is the soil out of which obedience should grow. Christ does not simply want our compliance. He wants our heart. He wants our love and he offers us his. He invites us to surrender to his love.


  Christianity puts surrender to love right at the core of the spiritual journey. Christ-following is saying yes to God’s affirming Yes! to us. If it is anything less than a response to love, Christ-following is not fully Christian.


  Christianity is the world’s great love religion. The Christian God comes to us as love, in love, for love. The Christian God woos us with love and works our transformation through love.


  In spite of the trivializing influence of romantic and sentimental views of love in Western culture, love is the strongest force in the universe. Gravity may hold planets in orbit and nuclear force may hold the atom together, but only love has the power to transform persons.


  Only love can soften a hard heart. Only love can renew trust after it has been shattered. Only love can inspire acts of genuine self-sacrifice. Only love can free us from the tyrannizing effects of fear.


  There is nothing more important in life than learning to love and be loved. Jesus elevated love as the goal of spiritual transformation. Psychoanalysts consider it the capstone of psychological growth. Giving and receiving love is at the heart of being human. It is our raison d’être.


  This book is about love—not the soft, sentimental kind but the strong, spirit-transforming kind. It is about the paradoxical ways we often fear love and the way love uniquely offers release from our deepest fears. It is about the consequences of building the spiritual journey around anything else than surrender to love. And it is about knowing ourselves to be deeply loved by God as the first step in becoming genuinely great lovers of others and God.


  But because this book is about love, it is also about surrender and spirituality. Love invites surrender, and surrender is at the core of spirituality. The interweaving of love, surrender and spirituality flows out of both the nature of love and the nature of human beings.


  Carl Jung suggests that love and spirituality share many connections and surrender is the most important of them. Love “demands unconditional trust and expects absolute surrender. Just as nobody but the believer who surrenders himself wholly to God can partake of divine grace, so love reveals its highest mysteries and its wonder only to those who are capable of unqualified devotion.”1


  Surrender is as much a part of genuine love as it is a part of authentic spirituality. Love invites abandon and intimacy. Love speaks to the depths of our soul, where we yearn for release from our isolation and long for the belonging that will assure us we are at last home. Love speaks the language of the soul as it awakens our hunger for relationship and connection.


  The deepest ache of the soul is the spiritual longing for connection and belonging. No one was created for isolation. “Nothing in creation is ever totally at home in itself,” says John O’Donohue. “No thing is ultimately at one with itself.”2


  We seek bridges from our isolation through people, possessions and accomplishment. But none of these are ever quite capable of satisfying the restlessness of the human heart. To be human is to have been designed for intimate relationship with the Divine. This is why the yearning for connection is spiritual. Our needs for love, connection and surrender form the spiritual core of our personhood.


  For most people, nothing awakens feelings of deep terror like the experience of absolute disconnection from others. But in the same way, nothing vitalizes the human spirit like the experience of a loving connection—something that assures us that we are not alone and that we count for something to someone.


  Love is the glue of connection. Love is the source of the deepest wellsprings of human vitality. Love is the only hope for overcoming our isolation. Love invites surrender and offers the intimacy and deep connection for which we long.


  In my work as a psychologist and a spiritual companion I have been blessed to be able to accompany people as they learn to give and receive love. Journeying with others toward
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