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Preface

What This Book Is About

WHEN HE was a young priest, Henri Nouwen understood spiritual direction as a formal relationship for supervision and accountability between a mature spiritual leader and a new priest or minister.1 Later in life he preferred the term spiritual friendship, or soul friend, which conveyed the necessary give-and-take in the process of spiritual accountability and faith formation.2 For Henri, a spiritual director simply was someone who talks to you and prays with you about your life. Wisdom and direction emerge from the spiritual dialogue and relationship of two or more persons of faith committed to spiritual disciplines and the accountability required to live a spiritual life. Thus, spiritual direction as Henri understood it can be defined as a relationship initiated by a spiritual seeker who finds a mature person of faith willing to pray and respond with wisdom and understanding to his or her questions about how to live spiritually in a world of ambiguity and distraction.

The spiritual life rests on a paradox, says Henri: “Without solitude, it is virtually impossible to live the spiritual life.”3 Yet we cannot live our spiritual lives alone. Although we need solitude to know God, we require a faithful community to hold us accountable. We need to learn how to listen to the word of God, ever present within our hearts. We need disciplines of study and spiritual practice to discern the word of God in words of scripture. We need a church or faith community that provides opportunities for worshiping and sharing, engaging in mutual correction and bearing of burdens, confessing faults, offering forgiveness, and celebrating life. We also need guides: spiritual friends, a spiritual director, or a spiritual accountability group that can function for us as a safe place to bear our souls.

Henri created community wherever he went, and within those communities he offered spiritual direction, sometimes formally, but mostly in informal conversations and friendships. He also was a spiritual director to many through his personal correspondence, public teachings, and published writings. Before his death, he told his friends that when he died his spirit would be accessible to those he loved and who loved him. Therefore, we trust that your own experience of spiritual direction with Henri Nouwen is possible here and now by the power of the written word and the work of the Holy Spirit.

HOW THIS BOOK CAME TO BE WRITTEN

The idea for this book came out of a simple encounter. During a banquet at which Rebecca was to speak on Henri Nouwen, a young Protestant woman studying to be a spiritual director was seated at her table and told her of some recent struggles. Depression resulting from infertility had rendered her lethargic and despondent. She said, “Reading Henri’s books was the only thing that got me through last summer. Through his books, he served as a personal guide through my dark night.”

How was it that a male Roman Catholic priest who was in his sixties when he wrote his last books and who never experienced the ups and downs of infertility or marriage was able to touch the wounded heart of this woman? Sure, depression crosses gender and ages, but it was more than that. Henri spoke to universal spiritual needs and longings and understood that what is most personal is also what is most universal. He lived from the depth of the Christian spiritual tradition and knew how to listen for the fundamental questions underlying common human struggles.

Many people turn to Henri’s books for spiritual guidance. Yet many of us wish we could have sat knee to knee with Henri and asked our most pressing spiritual questions. But that can no longer be. Henri is physically gone now. We began to wish for a book that would walk readers through the big questions that many people face when they intentionally begin to explore universal spiritual questions and go looking for a guide.

Michael, who benefited from Henri’s spiritual guidance in seminary, recalled that he still had his notes from a class Henri taught on spiritual direction at Yale Divinity School. That was enough to get us started. We searched the Henri Nouwen Archives, held at St. Michael’s College in Toronto, for his unpublished writings on spiritual formation through spiritual direction. What we found was limited, but wonderful, and required considerable literary knitting and patching.

We pieced together previously unpublished reflections, presentations, homilies, course lecture notes, and recommended exercises. We also wove in material originally published as journal articles, which we found to be more informal and direct than the more polished versions found in his books. We occasionally used excerpts from Henri’s books when no better original source was available to cover the subject at hand. The resulting tapestry is our attempt, in collaboration with the Henri Nouwen Literary Trust, to present Henri’s approach to some of the big questions of the spiritual life that are often explored in any spiritual direction relationship. Our intention is to provide an experience of doing spiritual direction with Henri Nouwen mediated through his writings and recommended exercises. The edited manuscript, we believe, represents “vintage Henri”—his latest and most mature thinking and relational presence in the practice of offering and receiving spiritual direction. It must be acknowledged, however, that the companionship and accountability that are part of the spiritual direction relationship cannot be replicated or replaced by words on a page. This book, which is intended for both spiritual directors and those seeking direction, is meant to encourage personal reflection and engagement with others as you encounter Henri’s wisdom and theological reflection.

We trust that you will find this book to be a tool best used in tandem with holy conversation.

HOW THIS BOOK CAN BE READ

The book is designed to be read at least twice: the first time quickly and straight through, perhaps in one sitting; the second time slowly and meditatively, perhaps one chapter a week for ten weeks. You can read the chapters in solitude or in community, in sequence or out of sequence, depending on your questions, needs, and interests. We hope that the “reflect and journal” questions at the end of each chapter are helpful as you reflect and prepare for conversation with others. The exercises at the end of each chapter (most of them used and recommended by Henri) are intended to be done with your spiritual director, soul friend, or small group.

The book is structured around ten universal questions for living the spiritual life. The questions are wrapped in parables, personal narratives, and biblical reflections—which is how Henri structured his spiritual direction and formation classes and retreats. He told short and poignant parables, posed fundamental and perennial questions, selected and reflected on mostly gospel texts, identified countless spiritual disciplines and imperatives, and recommended specific ways to deepen faith.

However read or used, the book is offered as a literary encounter with Henri over a period of time for personal spiritual growth within your own community. Source material is identified at the end of each chapter to leave a paper trail to original texts and contexts. The appendices contain additional resources for recognizing and finding a spiritual director and continuing the discipline of spiritual direction.

We ourselves benefited from Henri’s personal spiritual guidance during his lifetime. We’ve learned from others who knew him best that Henri had a special genius for honing in on spiritual realities and truths in everyday conversation. He had a great gift of friendship and hospitality.

Now that Henri is gone, his wisdom remains. We can still connect with his spirit through the written form. In his physical absence, we all must rely even more on the real guide and director in the spiritual life, who is, of course, the Holy Spirit. Henri, we believe, would approve of this reminder and point us, as he did during his lifetime, continually toward God, the giver, maker, and sculptor of our lives.

Michael J. Christensen

Rebecca J. Laird

January 24, 2006





Introduction

Spiritual Direction

AS WE begin this journey together in spiritual direction,2 I want to invite you to create space for God in your life. This takes time and commitment. Any spiritual direction commitment affords the opportunity for spiritual friendship, and provides the time and structure, wisdom and discipline, to create sacred space in your life in which God can act. By creating sacred space, you reserve a part of yourself and prevent your life from completely being filled up, occupied, or preoccupied. Spiritual direction provides an “address” on the house of your life so that you can be “addressed” by God in prayer. When this happens, your life begins to be transformed in ways you hadn’t planned or counted on, for God works in wonderful and surprising ways.

The goal of spiritual direction is spiritual formation—the ever-increasing capacity to live a spiritual life from the heart. A spiritual life cannot be formed without discipline, practice, and accountability. There are many spiritual disciplines. Almost anything that regularly asks us to slow down and order our time, desires, and thoughts to counteract selfishness, impulsiveness, or hurried fogginess of mind can be a spiritual discipline.

For me, at least three classic disciplines or spiritual practices are particularly useful in the spiritual direction relationship. They can help create space for God within us: (1) the discipline of the Heart, (2) the discipline of the Book, and (3) the discipline of the Church or community of faith. Together, these spiritual practices help us overcome our resistances to contemplative listening and active obedience to God and free us to live an embodied and fulfilled spiritual life.4

LOOK WITHIN TO THE HEART

The first and most essential spiritual practice that any spiritual director must ask anyone to pursue is the discipline of the Heart.5 Introspection and contemplative prayer is the ancient discipline by which we begin to see God in our heart. Interior prayer is a careful attentiveness to the One who dwells in the center of our being. Through prayer we awaken ourselves to God within us. With practice, we allow God to enter into our heartbeat and our breathing, into our thoughts and emotions, into our hearing, seeing, touching, and tasting, and into every membrane of our body. It is by being awake to God in us that we can increasingly see God in the world around us.

The discipline of the Heart makes us aware that praying is not only listening to but listening with the heart. Prayer helps us stand in the presence of God with all we have and are: our fears and anxieties; our guilt and shame; our sexual fantasies; our greed and anger; our joys, successes, aspirations, and hopes; our reflections, dreams, and mental wandering; and most of all our family, friends, and enemies—in short, all that makes us who we are. With all this we have to listen to God’s voice and allow God to speak to us in every corner of our being.

Every corner of our being, of course, includes the physical body. In fact, the “heart” is not purely a spiritual organ but that secret place within us where our spirit, soul, and body come together in a unity of the self. There is no such thing as a disembodied spiritual heart. We are called to love God and neighbor with our whole heart, soul, mind, and strength (Luke 10:27).

This is very hard to do since we are so fearful and insecure. We keep hiding ourselves from God and from others. We tend to present to God and to others only those parts of ourselves with which we feel relatively comfortable and which we think will evoke a positive response. Thus our prayer life becomes very selective and narrow. It is clear that the discipline of the Heart calls for some direction to allow us to overcome fears, to deepen our faith and realize more of who God is for us. Typical questions for a spiritual director to ask are: How is your prayer life? How are you making space in your life for God to speak?

LOOK TO GOD IN THE BOOK

A second discipline held essential in spiritual direction is the discipline of the Book, in which we look to God through lectio divina—the sacred reading of the scriptures and other spiritual writings.6

When we are really committed to living the spiritual life, we have to listen in a very personal and intimate way to the word of God as it comes to us through the scriptures. The discipline of the Book is the discipline of devotional reading and meditation on a sacred text that leads to prayer. Meditation means to let the word descend from our minds into our hearts and thus to become enfleshed. Meditation means eating the word, digesting it, and incorporating it concretely into our lives. Meditation is the discipline by which we let the word of God become a word for us and anchor itself in the center of our being, as well as the wellspring of our actions. In this way, meditation is the ongoing Incarnation of God in our world. The discipline of the Book leads us on the road to true inner obedience. Through the regular practice of scriptural meditation, we develop an inner ear that allows us to recognize God’s word that speaks directly to our most intimate needs and aspirations. When we listen to a sentence, a story, or a parable not simply to be instructed, informed, or inspired but to be formed into a truly obedient person, then the Book offers trustworthy spiritual insight. The daily practice of lectio divina (sacred reading), over time, transforms our personal identity, our actions, and our common life of faith. A mature spiritual director helps keep our engagement with God’s word honest and regular and adds the perspective of communal interpretation. Scripture does have a personal word for us, yet knowledge of historic Christian teaching helps us avoid the easy trap of wanting scripture to support our own designs.

LOOK TO OTHERS IN COMMUNITY

The third discipline key to spiritual direction is the discipline of the Church or faith community. This spiritual practice requires us to be in relationship to the people of God, witnessing to the active presence of God in history and in community “wherever two or three are gathered in my Name” (Matthew 18:20).

A faith community reminds us continuously of what really is happening in the world and in our lives. The church liturgy and lectionary—commonly used prayers, rituals, scripture passages, and a calendar that follows Christ’s life throughout the year—unfold for us, for example, the fullness of the Christ-event. Christ is coming, Christ is being born, Christ manifests himself to the world, Christ is suffering, Christ is dying, Christ is being raised up, Christ is ascending into heaven, Christ is sending the Spirit. These events are not simply events that took place long ago and which are remembered with a certain melancholy, but they are events that take place in the day-to-day life of the Christian community. In and through the life of Christ, remembered in community and worship, God makes his active presence known to us. That is what Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, Ascension, and Pentecost are all about. The Church calls our attention to the divine events that underlie all of history and which allow us to make sense out of our own story.

To listen to the Church is to listen to the Lord of the Church. Specifically, this means taking part in the Church’s liturgical life. During the seasons of Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter, Ascension, and Pentecost, there are feasts, celebrations, and themes that teach us to know Jesus better and unite us more intimately with the divine life within the community of faith. The more we let the events of Christ’s life inform and form us, the more we will be able to connect our own daily stories with the great story of God’s presence in our lives. Thus, the discipline of the Church, as a community of faith, functions as our spiritual director by directing our hearts and minds to the One who makes our lives truly eventful. Meeting with a spiritual director provides an interpersonal experience of Christian community and allows for focused conversations on how our individual lives are a part of God’s great, unfolding story of God’s people.

These three disciplines—the Heart, the Book, and the Church—call for spiritual discernment, accountability, and direction in order to overcome our deafness and resistance, and to become free and obedient persons who hear God’s voice even when it calls us to unknown places.

So, if you are interested in starting on the journey, I have a lot more to say to you, because the journey of the spiritual life calls not only for determination and discipline but also for an experiential knowledge of the terrain to be crossed. I don’t want you to have to wander about in the desert for forty years, as did our spiritual forebears. I don’t even want you to dwell there as long as I did. Although it remains true that everyone has to learn for him- or herself, I still believe that we can caution those we love from making the same mistakes we did. In the terrain of the spiritual life, we need guides. I would like to be your guide. I hope you are interested in walking along.

Henri J. M. Nouwen





Part One

Look Within to the Heart





One

Who Will Answer My Questions?

A BUDDHIST monk once came to visit me and told me the following story:

~The Zen Master~

Many years ago, there was a young man who searched for truth, happiness, joy, and the right way of living. After many years of traveling, many diverse experiences, and many hardships, he realized that he had not found any answers for his questions and that he needed a teacher. One day he heard about a famous Zen Master. Immediately he went to him, threw himself at his feet, and said: “Please, Master, be my teacher.”

The Master listened to him, accepted his request, and made him his personal secretary. Wherever the Master went, his new secretary went with him. But although the Master spoke to many people who came to him for advice and counsel, he never spoke to his secretary. After three years, the young man was so disappointed and frustrated that he no longer could restrain himself. One day he burst out in anger, saying to his Master: “I have sacrificed everything, given away all I had, and followed you. Why haven’t you taught me?” The Master looked at him with great compassion and said: “Don’t you understand that I have been teaching you during every moment you have been with me? When you bring me a cup of tea, don’t I drink it? When you bow to me, don’t I bow to you? When you clean my desk, don’t I say: ‘Thank you very much’?”

The young man could not grasp what his Master was saying and became very confused. Then suddenly the Master shouted at the top of his voice: “When you see, you see it direct.” At that moment the young man received enlightenment.7

The distance between a Zen Master in the Far East teaching an eager young student and a Christian spiritual director in the West responding to a spiritual seeker might seem a wide bridge to cross. Still, this story powerfully points to the wisdom we need to live the questions of our lives, both alone and in community, as we seek our mission in the world.

The young man in the Zen story has unspoken but urgent questions: What is truth? How may I find joy and happiness? What is the right way of living? To his, we might add our own life questions: What am I to do with my life? Whom shall I marry? Where shall I live? What gifts do I have to share? What do I do with my loneliness? Why am I so needy for affection, approval, or power? How can I overcome my fears, my shame, my addictions, and my sense of inadequacy or of failure?

Once, quite a few years ago, I had the opportunity of meeting Mother Teresa of Calcutta. I was struggling with many things at the time and decided to use the occasion to ask Mother Teresa’s advice. As soon as we sat down I started explaining all my problems and difficulties—trying to convince her of how complicated it all was! When, after ten minutes of elaborate explanation, I finally became quiet, Mother Teresa looked at me and quietly said: “Well, when you spend one hour a day adoring your Lord and never do anything which you know is wrong . . . you will be fine!”

When she said this, I realized, suddenly, that she had punctured my big balloon of complex self-complaints and pointed me far beyond myself to the place of real healing. Reflecting on this brief but decisive encounter, I realized that I had raised a question from below and that she had given an answer from above. At first, her answer didn’t seem to fit my question, but then I began to see that her answer came from God’s place and not from the place of my complaints. Most of the time we respond to questions from below with answers from below. The result is often more confusion. Mother Teresa’s answer was like a flash of lightning in my darkness.

Seeking spiritual direction, for me, means to ask the big questions, the fundamental questions, the universal ones in the context of a supportive community. Out of asking the right questions and living the questions will come right actions that present themselves in compelling ways. To live the questions and act rightly, guided by God’s spirit, requires both discipline and courage: discipline to “ask, seek, knock” until the door opens (see Matthew 7:7–8).

WHAT QUESTIONS ARE PEOPLE ASKING?

You may not be able to formulate an ultimate life question right now. Sometimes we feel so much fear and anxiety, and identify so closely with our suffering, that our pain masks the questions. Once pain or confusion is framed or articulated by a question, it must be lived rather than answered. The first task of seeking guidance then is to touch your own struggles, doubts, and insecurities—in short, to affirm your life as a quest.8 Your life, my life, is given graciously by God. Our lives are not problems to be solved but journeys to be taken with Jesus as our friend and finest guide.

This is where the ministry of spiritual direction—along with the other interpersonal disciplines of the spiritual life: preaching, teaching, counseling, and pastoral care—can help. These interpersonal resources are intended to help people find a friendly distance from their own lives so that what they are experiencing can be brought into the light in the form of a question to be lived.

A person of faith from long ago who asked and lived the difficult questions of existence was Job. A careful reading of the biblical Book of Job shows that Job’s questions are “answered” by his friends, but not by God. As he lives his own questions in the face of suffering, all Job can say is, “The Lord gives and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised” (Job 1:21).

Job’s Questions

Job is a good man who loses everything—possessions, land, and family. In the midst of his misery, Job cries out: “Cursed be the day I was born and the night I was thrust from the womb . . . why couldn’t I have died as they pulled me out of the womb? Why were there arms to hold me and breasts to keep me alive? If only I had been strangled or drowned on my way to the light!” (Job 3).

And what do his friends—Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar—say? They cannot endure his questions and shout at him, “How long will you go on talking, filling our ears with trash?” And bypassing his cry, they start to defend God and themselves. But Job says: “I am sick of your consolations. How long will you fling these words at me? I too could say such things if you were in my place. I could bury you with accusations and sneer at you in my piety.” Job receives no help from his friends. By denying his painful questions, they in fact drive him into deeper despair.

When God speaks to Job in the whirlwind, he says: “Were you there when I stopped the waters, as they issued gushing from the womb? When I wrapped the ocean in clouds and swaddled the sea in shadows? Have you seen the gates of death or stood at the gates of doom?” (Job 38). When God sounds through, God speaks through a question that reveals
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