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  The Transformational Journey


  I have always enjoyed travel. Intellectually and spiritually I have also always been on a questalways restless and always seeking. While recently reading a book about spiritual styles,[1] I was struck to see that it described people within the contemplative style (which fits me pretty well) as on an endless spiritual pilgrimage. It also described me exactly when it identified the attraction of such people to the image of the journey as a metaphor for life. Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that I frame this book on spiritual friendship in terms of accompaniment on a journey.


  However, to describe spirituality in terms of a journey is to employ a metaphor that connects us solidly with the biblical account of the nature of Christian faith. Both Old and New Testaments frequently present faith as a response to a call to a journeya journey of following and trusting God as he leads us on the adventure he has planned for us.


  Consider, for example, Abraham. God asked Abraham to leave his country and his relatives and go to a land that he would subsequently be shown. Logically this made no sense. People with families and responsibilities do not generally set forth into an unknown wilderness on the prompting of their God, particularly without knowing where they are heading. But Abraham did exactly that. He agreed to follow his God on a journey that would leave him and the world forever changed.


  And remember the journey of the children of Israel as they followed God out of Egypt and into the wilderness. Tracing their route throughout the forty years of wandering in what is now Saudi Arabia would suggest that they were lost. But they were precisely where they were supposed to befollowing God around the wilderness until they underwent the desired character transformation. They thought their call was simply a deliverance from Egypt to the Promised Land of milk and honey. But while God did indeed have in mind their deliverance, his plan was for deliverance from much more than the Egyptians. God had in mind their deliverance from themselves. They were called to a journey of transformation, not simply to another country in which to live.


  Finally, also remember the call Jesus issued to his disciples. To Simon and Andrew it was simply “Follow me and I will make you fish for people” (Mark 1:17 NRSV). To Levi it was an even terser “Follow me” (Mark 2:14). Again the call was to a journey, not to a destination. And again it was a call to a journey that would leave them forever changed.


  The essence of Christian spirituality is following Christ on a journey of personal transformation. The distant land to which we are called is not heaven. Nor is it some external, physical place. The distant land is the new creature into which Christ wishes to fashion usthe whole and holy person that finds his or her uniqueness, identity and calling in Christ. Spiritual friends accompany each other on that journey.


  The soul’s journey in Christian spirituality is a journey of becoming, not simply of doing or even being. This is why it gives priority to the inner self. The transformation that occurs in Christian spirituality moves from the inside out. This is the significance of Christ’s constant emphasis on the heart.


  Changes in our behavior are important, but our motives for what we do are even more important. Recall how Jesus structures the Sermon on the Mount with the formula “You have heard how it was said . . . but I say this to you” (see Matthew 57). What is the higher standard that is set by Christ? It is the state of the heart. Motives count. Private thoughts count. The inner self counts and in fact is the primary focus of the personal transformation that Jesus calls conversion.


  The Route for the Journey


  As with the journey Abraham was asked to undertake, it is impossible to specify precisely the route that has to be followed in a soul’s journey of transformation. This is because rather than following a map, in this journey we follow a personJesus. Jesus does not tell us where to go; he simply asks us to follow him.


  The Christian spiritual journey requires us to overcome the temptation to follow other people rather than Jesus himself. If we are blessed, we will have experiences of seeing him in spiritual friends or other Christians who share our journey. In these circumstances it is sometimes tempting to think that following them is following Jesus. But it is not. Spiritual friends help us most when they make clear that their job is to point the way, not to lead the way. And the Way to which they should point is Jesus.


  An equally important temptation for those seeking to offer spiritual friendship is to assume that one’s own route is best for others. How easy it is to think that everyone should meet God in the way and places that I do. How easily I imagine that everyone should follow the same path of prayer, devotion or service as I have followed.


  The task of spiritual friends is to help us discern the presence, will and leading of the Spirit of God. Spiritual friends provide a serious disservice when they authoritatively dictate the specific path we should follow. In so doing they seek to give us a map of their own creation. At best, this will distract us from a focus on Jesus and his Spirit. At worst, it leads us to focus on a map rather than God himselfand that is the sin of idolatry.


  However, while we may not be able to describe the route in detail, we can certainly say some things about it. Following John Calvin, Protestants have generally sketched three broad stages of the journeyconversion, sanctification and glorification. Conversion refers to the initiation of our new life in Christ, sanctification to growth in holiness and glorification to the completion of this process when we receive a new resurrection body.


  Because only the first two stages involve this life, Protestants have had the most to say about this part of the journey. After pointing people to conversion as the beginning of the journey and encouraging them in the basic spiritual disciplines (prayer, Bible study, church involvement and so on), Protestants have often run short of specific advice as to the route for the journey. This leads directly to the major difference between what is commonly called discipling (or mentoring) and spiritual direction. Discipling, as it is generally practiced, focuses on the first steps for those either new in following Christ or those who have not yet progressed very far on the journey. Spiritual direction focuses more on later stages of the journey and is usually judged most relevant to those who seek to deepen an already-present practice of prayer.


  The formulation of the journey adopted by Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Christians has also included three stagespurgation, illumination and union. Purgation refers to the purification of one’s character through confession of sin and adoption of an attitude of detachment from worldly possessions and values. Illumination refers to a growing personal experience of God’s love and peace and an increasing willingness to surrender one’s will to God. Union has to do with an overall harmony between one’s being and God himself, focusing particularly on surrender to his will as his Spirit becomes ours.


  Practical mysticism. Some of the most helpful discussion of the more advanced stages of Christian spiritual transformation comes from Christian mystics, both Catholic and Protestant. Mystics commit themselves to the pursuit of a personal, experiential knowing of God, particularly the experience of union with God. What they have to tell us about the spiritual journey is of great potential help to anyone who seriously seeks to know God more deeply or help others to do the same. Here I mention just two such authors, one Protestant and one Roman Catholic. Others are introduced in the “Suggestions for Further Reading” at the end of the book.


  In her book Interior Castle, Teresa of Ávila (1515-1582) portrays the spiritual journey as movement through a series of seven rooms of a castle. Progress on the journey is movement toward the innermost room, where Christ dwells and where we encounter him most directly. What Teresa describes by means of this metaphor is the deepening life of prayer. Movement through the rooms of the castle involves progression from vocal prayer to meditation to contemplation and finally union with God. The deepening intimacy with God that she describes is achieved through love, not simply knowledge. This knowing of God is a knowing of the heart, not simply a knowing of the head. It is falling in love with the Lord.


  Evelyn Underhill (1875-1941) also portrays the spiritual journey in terms of a progression in prayer. In Practical Mysticism she suggests that preparation for any serious progress in prayer demands three things: (1) the discipline of our attention, (2) a simplification of our lifestyle and (3) a reorientation of our affections and our will. The approach to prayer that she teaches begins with what she calls recollection, progresses to meditation and then proceeds to contemplation. This progression involves first acquiring the discipline of concentration and then allowing it to be replaced with the surrender to God’s Spirit that is involved in contemplation. In contemplation we experience God directly rather than merely thinking about him. Referring to this as an experience of sensation without thought, Underhill is describing what Teresa and others call union with God.


  These two women’s descriptions of the terrain crossed in the spiritual journey are similar. Along with St. John of the Cross, Thomas Merton, St. Francis of Sales and numerous other Christian mystics, they emphasize the importance of prayer on this journey. Progression in the school of prayer is understood as involving not simply discipline but also movement from prayer of the head (verbal prayer) to prayer of the heart (prayer of loving attunement to God’s presence). Although such prayer should never be expected to replace worded prayers, it will deepen them. It also holds the possibility of helping us make significant progress toward the goal of praying without ceasing.


  Embracing mystery. Protestants are often suspicious of mysticism. Sometimes associating it with magic or occultism, they may assume that Christian mysticism is an oxymoron. This is a serious misunderstanding. The Christian mystics offer tremendously rich resources for those seeking to deepen their life of prayer and intimacy with God. That help is both most needed and yet most often resisted by those predisposed by background or personality to be overly intellectual in their life and faith.


  This was certainly my experience. For many years my knowing of God was primarily a matter of knowing about him. Faith was more intellectual assent than emotional reliance or trust, and I related to God much more with my head than my heart. Despite the fact that the Word was made flesh, I tended to turn him back into wordsmy preferred medium of engagement. This left me feeling smugly dismissive of experiential approaches to Christian spirituality that are based on what I judged to be theologically weak foundations. Not surprisingly, it also resulted in a personal experience of God that was tremendously arid.


  The extent of my spiritual impoverishment first became obvious in my mid-thirties. I began to feel dissatisfied with my limited direct experience of God’s presence. I was spiritually restless and filled with longing. I envied those who seemed to love God, not just their ideas about him. I longed to know him personally and experientially, not just know about him.


  My spiritual hunger led me to read the classics of Christian spiritualitythe authors I have just named among them. I had many of these books on my shelf, but I had just dabbled in them, never expecting their way to be mine. Now I devoured them. Read hand in hand with my Bible, they helped me encounter the Word behind the words of Scripture. They also helped me take first steps toward meeting God not just in my head but also in my heart.


  I felt as if I was being reborn. It was a spiritual birthing, comparable in spiritual impact to my conversion of two decades earlier. God gave me the Christian mystics as spiritual friends and used them to direct me toward a deeper experience of him. I am still far from the depth of encounter with God for which I long. But I am closer than I was.


  From distant places and times these wise Christians are able to reach across generations, cultures and denominational boundaries to offer soul-nourishing guidance to those seeking accompaniment on the Christian spiritual journey. We should be careful not to neglect or despise them simply because they may seem unlike uspossibly overly serious, perhaps too otherworldly, maybe associated with another branch of the Christian church. In reality they are fellow pilgrims who, as part of the cloud of witnesses that surrounds us on the journey, offer us important accompaniment and spiritual guidance.


  Mystery will always be enigmatic. But it need not be feared. A spiritual journey that seeks to eliminate all that is mysterious will never take us far enough from our comfort zone for genuine transformation.


  The Destination of the Journey


  I have been speaking of maps of the terrain covered in the Christian spiritual journey. But what can be said about the journey’s destination? Any journey must have an objective, and any process of transformation must have a goal. How, then, can we describe the goal of the Christian journey of spiritual transformation?


  The intended destination of the Christian journey has been described in a variety of ways. Often it is depicted in terms of becoming Christlike, acquiring the fruit of the Spirit or becoming holy. The Westminster Confession describes it as coming to know God and enjoying him forever. Eastern Orthodox Christians have frequently spoken of moving from imaging God to resembling him (thus emphasizing what Western Protestants have described as sanctification). Roman Catholics have typically spoken of the goal of the journey as union with God. Each of these captures important interrelated dimensions of the personal transformation that is part of being a Christ follower. They can, I think, be summarized by three closely interrelated master goals of the journey: (1) becoming a great lover, (2) becoming whole and holy, and (3) becoming our true self-in-Christ.


  Becoming a Great Lover


  No account of Christian spirituality is complete if it fails to give a central place to love. God is love. He has poured this love into our hearts through the Holy Spirit (Romans 5:5). Offering us his love, he desires that we become like himgreat lovers.


  John Wesley described sanctification as the process of renewal in the image of Christ. Central to what this meant for Wesley was loving as Christ did. And how did Christ love? He loved God with all his heart, soul, mind and strength, and his neighbor as himself. Christian spiritual transformation is, in the language of the Wesleyans, being made perfect in loveChrist’s love becoming our love.


  The ordering of the commands in Christ’s summary of the law is important. Love begins with God. Hence our transformation into great lovers begins not by loving ourselves more deeply, nor even by loving our neighbor more purely, but by falling head over heels in love with God.


  How do we learn to love God? The answer is by coming to know him. But the knowing that leads to love can never be simply a head knowinga knowing about God. The knowing that leads to devotion must be based on a heart knowing. To really know God we must know his love experientially. I begin to love God when I knownot simply believethat God loves me. When the thing about me that I most deeply know is that I am deeply loved by God, I have taken the first step toward a heart knowing of God. I have also taken the first step toward becoming genuinely loving of others.


  The Practice of the Presence of God presents Brother Lawrence’s simple secret of prayer that he learned while washing dishes in a monastery kitchen for a significant percentage of the seventeenth century. His “secret” is alarmingly simple; it entails a loving turning of his eyes toward God at all times. Brother Lawrence’s prayer method is in fact nothing more than a discipline for the cultivation of a love relationship. How does one come to love another but by paying loving attention to that person?


  To know God we must think of him, not simply about him. We must learn to become attentive to his presence with us. We must learn to spend time gazing on him, being still before him and focused on him. And we must learn to listen to him. These disciplines of loving attention form the basis of the development of a love relationship with God.


  Genuine love of God spills over into neighbor love. Jesus tells us that our love of others is to be the sign to the world that we are his followers (John 13:35). John tells us that everyone who loves is born of God and knows God, and everyone who does not love others does not know God (1 John 4:7-8). The relationship between knowing God and love could not be much clearer.


  The demands of love. Writing these words makes me painfully aware of how short of these ideals I fall. I recall how harsh I recently was with a very dear friend, letting my irritation over an extremely petty matter spill out in a totally inappropriate and hurtful comment. Then, after asking his forgiveness and praying fervently for the ability to love my friend just as he is, I did the same thing again just a few weeks later.


  How I wish God had set somethinganythingother than love as the supreme measure of spiritual progress. Recognizing the impoverishment of my love of both God and others is so discouraging. It’s the most depressing thing I have encountered in my Christ following.


  My first response to the limitations of my love is always the sameto try harder. I pray for love with more fervor. And I try to love with more diligence. But nothing seems to change. Then I recall that once again I have got it all backwards. God doesn’t want me to try to become more loving. He wants me to absorb his love so that it flows out from me.


  And so I return again to knowing myself as deeply loved by God. I meditate on his love, allowing my focus to be on him and his love for me, not me and my love for him. And slowly things begin to change. My heart slowly begins to warm and soften. I begin to experience new levels of love for God. And slowly, almost imperceptibly, I begin to see others through God’s eyes of love. I begin to experience God’s love for others.


  Only love is capable of genuine transformation. Willpower is inadequate. Even spiritual effort is not up to the task. If we are to become great lovers, we must return again and again to the great love of the Great Lover. Thomas Merton reminds us that the root of Christian love is not the will to love but the faith to believe that one is deeply loved by God. Returning to that great lovea love that was there for us before we experienced any rejection and that will be there for us after all other rejections take placeis our true spiritual work.


  Embarking on the journey of Christian spiritual transformation is enrolling in the divine school of love. Our primary assignment in this school is not so much study and practice as letting ourselves be deeply loved by our Lord.


  Becoming Whole and Holy


  The reason I like to describe the goal of the Christian spiritual journey as becoming both whole and holy is that it reminds us that the focus of God’s love and salvation is not some part of us but our whole person. Jesus does not love some immaterial or eternal part of me. He loves me. And Jesus did not die so that some part of me would be saved; he died so that in my whole being I would be made anew. Anything less than this trivializes salvation and fractures human personhood in ways God never intended.


  Too often the Christian journey is understood simply in terms of becoming like God. While this is an essential component, if we only emphasize this aspect of it, we are likely to develop a spirituality that deemphasizes our humanity. The goal of the Christian spiritual journey is not to become less human and more divine; it is to become more fully human. Salvation is not to rescue us from our humanity; it is to redeem our humanity.


  Tragically, some visions of the Christian spiritual journey have led people to deny entire aspects of their humanity. Some people have rejected their sexuality, others their intellect, emotions or playfulness. All who do so limp along the path to wholeness and holiness. But rather than bring their lameness to God for healing, they tend to wear it as a badge of spiritual honor.


  Spirituality not grounded in humanness is no earthly good. Worse, it can actually be dangerous. Spirituality that apparently makes us more like God but fails to make us more genuinely human actually destroys our personhood. If embracing humanness was good enough for Jesus, how can we despise it? To become like Jesus and take on his character, we mustlike himembrace our humanity and work out our spirituality within it. The authentic journey of Christian spirituality must always involve redemption of our humanity, never its denial or attempted crucifixion.


  This draws our attention to the importance and interdependence of knowing both God and self. As argued by John Calvin in the opening pages of his Institutes of the Christian Religion, there is no deep knowing of God apart from a deep knowing of self and no deep knowing of self apart from a deep knowing of God. Meister Eckhart, the fourteenth-century Christian mystic and theologian, said the same thing two centuries earlier. Knowing God and knowing self are both necessary for wholeness and holiness.


  How tragic it is when a person invests all his or her energy in knowing God and none in genuinely knowing him or herself. And how terrifying when such a person is in a position of leadership or influence. Christian maturity demands that we know God and ourselves, recognizing that deep knowing of each supports deeper knowing of the other.


  While holiness emphasizes taking on the character of God, wholeness reminds us that doing so does not make us gods or even angelsit makes us more completely human. St. Irenaeus reminds us that the glory of God is a fully alive human being. God is in the business of making us fully human and fully alive. This is the abundant life promised by Jesus (John 10:10). Our vitality, our genuine fullness of life, points back to God, the author of life. In so doing it gives God glory.


  The purpose of salvation is to make whole that which is broken. The Christian spiritual journey settles for nothing less than such wholeness. But genuine wholeness cannot occur apart from holiness. In The Holiness of God R. C. Sproul notes that the pattern of God’s transforming encounters with humans is always the same. God appears; humans respond with fear because of their sin; God forgives our sins and heals us (holiness and wholeness); God then sends us out to serve him. This means that holiness and wholeness are the interrelated goals of the Christian spiritual journey. Holiness is the goal of the spiritual journey because God is holy and commands that we be holy (Leviticus 11:44).


  Holiness involves taking on the life and character of a holy God by means of a restored relationship to him. This relationship heals our most fundamental diseaseour separation from our Source, our Redeemer, the Great Lover of our soul. This relationship is therefore simultaneously the source of our holiness and of our wholeness.


  Human beings were designed for intimate relationship with God and cannot find fulfillment of their true and deepest self apart from that relationship. Holiness does not involve the annihilation of our identity with a simple transplant of God’s identity. Rather, it involves the transformation of our self, made possible by the work of God’s Spirit within us. Holiness is becoming like the God with whom we live in intimate relationship. It is acquiring his Spirit and allowing spirit to be transformed by Spirit. It is finding and living our life in Christ, and then discovering that Christ’s life and Spirit are our life and spirit. This is the journey of Christian spiritual transformation. This is the process of becoming whole and holy.


  Becoming Our True Self-in-Christ


  The mystical teaching of the New Testament about the relationship between our life and Christ’s life within us has frequently been misunderstood, often with serious consequences. Failure to understand this matter has led to dangerous and misleading teaching about the self. It has also sometimes led people to attempt to crucify the wrong thing.


  Paul speaks of being crucified with Christ but of Christ’s living in him (Galatians 2:20). But which part of us is to be crucified and which is to be alive in Christ? What is the relationship between my self and Christ who lives in me? After all, Christ is described as living in me; so there must be some “me” that survives the crucifixion. What, then, does this tell us about the goal of the Christian transformational journey?


  The notion of becoming our true self-in-Christ emphasizes the fact that there are true and false ways of living. Most of us can identify ways we wear masks of our own creation. The fact that we are capable of thinking about how we want to behave in any given situation shows that we can make choices about this. Inherent in this choice is the fact that we can choose to live a lie; we can choose to pretend to be someone or something that we are not.


  In his very helpful discussion of the true and false self, Basil Pennington suggests that my false self is made up of what I have, what I do and what people think of me. It is constructed, therefore, out of false attachments.[2]


  Stop for a moment and think about how you introduce yourself. It will tell you a lot about how you want others to see you. Whenever I invite people to see me in terms of what I have or do, I am living out of my false self.


  Pennington suggests that Christ’s temptations in the wilderness were temptations to live out of such a false center. First the tempter invited him to turn stones into bread. But Jesus said no to the invitation to establish himself on the basis of his doing. Then the tempter invited him to throw himself from the top of the temple into the crowds below, so they would immediately recognize him as the Messiah. Again Jesus rejected the temptation. He chose not to base his identity on the acclaim of others. Finally the tempter offered him all the kingdoms of the world. But once again Jesus rejected the offer, refusing to find his identity in possessions or power.


  Jesus knew who he was before God and in God. He could therefore resist temptations to live his life out of a false center based on possessions, actions or the esteem of others.


  Merton suggests that at the core of our false ways of being there is always a sinful refusal to surrender to God’s will.[3] My reluctance to find my identity and fulfillment in Christ leaves me vulnerable to living out of a false center. It leaves me no alternative but to create a self of my own making.


  This is where the problem begins. The self I am called from eternity to be has meaning only in relation to Christ. The unique self that I am called to be is never a self I simply dream up and decide I’d like to be. It is always and only the self that I actually am in Christ. This is my eternal self. This is the self I am intended to be. This is the only self that will allow me to be truly whole and holy.


  What, then, should be crucified? Call it my sinful self or my false selves; what need to be crucified are my ways of living apart from surrender to God’s will. It is not radical enough to try to stop committing sin. This is too superficial. Ignatius of Loyola suggests that sin is ultimately a refusal to believe that what God wants is my happiness and fulfillment. When I fail to believe this, I am tempted to sinto take my life into my own hands, assuming that I am in the best position to determine what will lead to my happiness. As I become convinced that God wants nothing more than my fulfillment, surrender to his will is increasingly possible.


  If our sinful and false ways of being are what we are to crucify, what are we to actualize? The self that I am to become is Christ in me; it is my self-in-Christ. Both say the same thing. Both point to the unique self that is found only in Christ and in the fullness of his life in and through me. This is the good news of Galatians 2:20. This is the goal of the Christian transformational journey.


  Properly understood, these three intended destinations of the journeybecoming a great lover, becoming whole and holy, and becoming my true self-in-Christdemonstrate just how radical Christian spiritual transformation really is. At times these goals seem absolutely unattainable, impossibly far from where I am at the moment. Authentic transformation seems so tiresome, so long a reach. I simply want to stay where I am. I want to stop the journey and make my destination wherever I presently find myself.


  If I were making the spiritual journey on my own, I suspect that I would do just that. But I do not need to make it on my own. In fact I dare not.


  Journeying Together


  A friend who was unhappy with the church had an interesting reply when I recently asked him why he continued to attend, even if intermittently. He answered that he was afraid that he would stop growing if he dropped out of church. He went on: “Even if I get nothing out of the sermon and even if I have trouble encountering God in the rest of the service, church keeps me in touch with others on the spiritual journey. Spiritual growth is just too hard to maintain alone.”


  He was right. Christian spirituality demands journeying together. This means more than the accompaniment of the Spirit of God. It also includes the accompaniment of fellow pilgrims.


  Contemporary discussions of the soul often place the emphasis of care on one’s own soul. While this is important, the emphasis in Christian soul care is always on the care of the souls of others. The care of souls is an act of neighbor love. When Jesus taught that we should love our neighbor as ourselves, he was making a point about care of others, not self-care. The principle of self-care is implicit within it but is not its essence. Careful attention to one’s inner life is an indispensable prerequisite of caring for the souls of others. But when we make soul care primarily self-care, we trivialize a concept that lies at the core of the mission of the Christian church.


  The Christian spiritual journey is a journey we take with others. Each of us must take our own journey, and for each of us that journey will be unique. But none of us is intended to make that journey alone. The myth of the solitary Christian making his or her way alone to paradise flies in the face of everything the Bible teaches about the church as the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:12-31). We are parts of one body as we follow Christ on the journey of personal transformation. We cannot make the journey apart from spiritual companions and community.


  I am the sort of person whose spirit readily responds to the challenge of great adventures. Setting off into the wilderness without a clear destination appeals to something deep within me. Long-distance, single-handed sailing appeals to the same part of me. But people like me who delight in great adventures are often rugged individualists who prefer to pursue their adventure alone. The Christian spiritual journey does not work this way. It is not like running a marathon. No one can make any real progress on this journey alone. Journeying together is the only way to effect the personal transformation that is the goal of the adventure.


  We need companions on the Christian journey for a number of reasons. First among these is that the deep knowing of both self and God foundational to Christian spirituality demands deep knowing of and being known by others. Neither knowing God nor knowing self can progress very far apart from others who are able and willing to offer us help. Some spiritual friends offer us help in knowing ourselves, while others offer help in knowing God. The best offer us both. This is a central feature of the gift of a true spiritual friend.


  Note that I said that deep knowing of self and God requires deep knowing of and by others. Intimate relationships with others prepare us for intimacy with God. It is hard for me to imagine how someone could experience an intimate personal relationship with God and be unable to experience such a relationship with others. The gift of those who accompany us on the spiritual journey is not merely that they help us know God and ourselves. It is also that, by virtue of their relationship to us, they help us become people who are capable of intimacyan essential element in the Christian character that is the goal of the journey.


  Love is cultivated only in close soul relationships. We can probably learn something about love in interactions with strangers, but the transforming work of becoming the great lovers that Christ desires us to be demands the grist of more intimate relationships. It is in soul friendships that we encounter the greatest possibilities for progress in the school of love. Journeying together brings opportunities for discovering the magnitude of our narcissism and developing a heart of genuine love.


  Reflecting on the Transformational Journey


  Before progressing further on our journey together, let us take a moment to review the terrain we have already covered. To help make this reflection practical, I also offer some questions for personal or group discussion, as well as one or two suggestions.


  Although I have described Christian spirituality as a journey, not everyone thinks of it in these terms. Perhaps you have tended to view it primarily as a commitment or even a set of obligations. Or possibly you have understood it as an identity.


  In its most basic terms Christian spirituality is a relationship with God. Perhaps the most remarkable thing to notice about this Christian God is that is it he who has sought us out, not we him. In fact, anything that we experience as desire for him is simply the result of his Spirit’s calling us to himself. Spirituality is the response of spirit to Spirit.


  
    	Reflect on your own journey to this point. What were your earliest spiritual stirrings? How has God tended to call you to growth and to himself over the course of your journey? What difference does it make to understand your journey as the response of spirit to Spirit?


    	If you are not already doing so, consider beginning a journal as a place for prayerful, regular reflection on your spiritual journey. Use your journal as a place to dialogue with God about the questions at the end of each chapter.

  


  Christian spirituality is about becoming all we were meant to be. In this chapter I have described this as becoming great lovers who are whole and holy because we have begun to discover our true self-in-Christ. It is also about becoming truly and fully human and truly and fully ourselves. It is life’s greatest possible adventure!


  
    	How do you understand the goal of Christian spirituality? What do you consider to be the major markers of progress on the journey? How do you assess your own progress on the journey?


    	How do you respond to the possibility of a personal, experiential knowing of God? If you find yourself with much more head than heart knowing of God, what makes it difficult to experience the intimacy with God that Teresa of Ávila describes as a “knowing through love”? Is this something you would like to experience more fully? Journal on your desire and fears, and then seek an opportunity to discuss this with someone you think may have greater heart knowledge of God.

  


  One important feature of the call to the Christian spiritual journey is that it is a call to follow Jesus, not simply to go somewhere or do something. Christ’s call to us is never just a call to conversion. This call is equally relevant at every stage of the spiritual journey.


  
    	Read several of the Gospel accounts of Christ’s call to his disciples to follow him, and place yourself in the story as the one to whom Jesus is speaking (Mark 1:14-19; 2:13-17; Luke 5:1-11, 27-32; John 1:35-51). What is Jesus saying to you today?

  


  No one is called to make this spiritual journey alone. Of course we are never really alone, because we have the companionship of the Spirit as we seek to follow Jesus. But we also need human companionsboth spiritual friends and spiritual directors. These are the people, we shall see, who accompany us on this transformational journey. They do so not simply to help us grow but because they love us and want to share our lives. In doing so they offer us significant opportunities for spiritual growthopportunities we will examine in the chapters that follow.


  
    	Is there someone with whom you could share aspects of your spiritual journey that to this point you have not? Consider doing so as a way of finding new and more meaningful ways of journeying with others. Pray that God might help you identify a person with whom you can discuss some of your reflections on this chapter.

  


  Praise for Sacred Companions


  “Only real depth will serve us now. The marketplace of possibilities has sent the Western mind and heart into a tailspin. David Benner’s excellent teaching is a way out of the tailspin and into the depth. This is mature religion and will feed us well.”


  Rev. Richard Rohr, O.F.M., Center for Action and Contemplation, Albuquerque, New Mexico


  “This is one of the best evangelical books I have read on the topic. I plan to recommend it both to those seeking more informal spiritual friendships and to those engaging in formal spiritual direction.”


  Leighton Ford, President, Leighton Ford Ministries, Charlotte, North Carolina


  “David Benner has written a very good book on spiritual friendship and spiritual direction, including how to combine the two in the context of small groups and in marriage. I highly recommend Sacred Companions for your reading and spiritual blessing.”


  Siang-Yang Tan, Professor of Psychology, Fuller Theological Seminary


  “Many Christians in our day are discovering (or rediscovering) ancient wisdom about the Way of Christ that brings life. David Benner is a welcome guide on this journey, both because of his clarity and because he, too, is a pilgrim.”


  John Ortberg, Teaching Pastor, Menlo Park Presbyterian Church, Menlo Park, California


  “A wise and winsome guide for all who are serious about seeking and cultivating spiritual direction and its friendships on life’s journey. Who better to trust than a writer whose wife is his closest companion!”


  James M. Houston, emeritus professor of spiritual theology, Regent College


  “In an increasingly consumer-driven and materialistic world, the human longing for love and meaning in life cries out for satisfaction. David Benner’s book is timely in introducing a way to fill that longing. Using his extensive experience in psychology and counseling, and the rich tradition of Christian spirituality, Benner skillfully weaves together various ways of developing spiritual friendships and using such relationships in one-to-one encounters, group settings and marriage, to bring about healing, transformation and growth. Benner’s warm, relational and practical approach is very insightful and helpful. This book is an important contribution to a growing discussion on bringing together spirituality and psychology, spiritual direction and counseling, and holiness and wholeness.”


  Bishop Dr. Robert Solomon, The Methodist Church in Singapore


  “Unfettered from any particular church tradition, and uncluttered from theological or psychological jargons, David Benner has written with such elegance and clarity on the deep and profound subject of spiritual friendship and direction. I believe this book would help the church worldwide reclaim and redeem its birthrightthe ministry of the care of souls.”


  Simon Yiu-Chuen Lee, Associate Professor, and Director of the Pastoral Institute, Alliance Bible Seminary, Hong Kong


  “In my view, David Benner has, more than any scholars in recent years, successfully put the ‘soul’ back into the study and clinical practice of ‘psycho-logy.’ Now in another groundbreaking book, he has skillfully demonstrated that meaningful Christian soul care in our postmodern world lies in the rediscovery and renewal of the disciplines of spiritual friendship and direction. I believe this book will have tremendous impact on the study and practice of Christian spirituality in both the East and the West for many years to come.”


  Simon Yiu-Chuen Lee, Associate Professor, and Director of the Pastoral Institute, Alliance Bible Seminary, Hong Kong


  “I eagerly await every one of Dr. Benner’s books. This one has not disappointed me. He has produced a thorough and practical guide on one of the most important spiritual topics of our day. A landmark book which I am delighted to recommend highly.”


  Rev. Selwyn Hughes, Founder and Director, Crusade for World Revival


  “David G. Benner is a pioneer in the movement to blend insights from psychology with the wisdom of Christian spirituality. His latest work, Sacred Companions, is further evidence for the importance of his voice for those who desire to better understand soul care and transformation. This book has both substance and accessibility. It will inspire the reader’s own spiritual journey while simultaneously providing instruction on how to be a spiritual friend and director for others. Perhaps the greatest gift this book provides is its inviting portraits of the process of spiritual friendship and direction. I believe Sacred Companions will be around for a long, long time.”


  Gary W. Moon, Vice President, Psychological Studies Institute, director, Charlie Shedd Institute for Clinical Theology


  “Read, apply and reflect on David Benner’s book, and you could expand your spiritual understanding, strengthen your prayer life, grow in your walk with God, deepen your friendships and clarify your knowledge of spiritual direction. The book could become a classic. It continues to impact me, and I recommend it enthusiastically to you.”


  Gary R. Collins, Ph.D., author of Christian Counseling: A Comprehensive Guide and Christian Coaching


  “Readers of this book by David Benner will, I predict, feel the fresh wind of the Spirit blowing into and through their souls. They will be better equipped to join the revolution of leaving the ‘old way’ behind, the way of living comfortably in this world. And they will more deeply yearn to live in the ‘new way’ of seeking God and living for him in this disappointing world until they wake up in the next one, where eternal satisfaction is guaranteed.”


  Larry Crabb, from the foreword


  “In the journey to the heart, we are made to look at and to walk with one another. We are incapable of seeing our own self, except in the eyes of a soul mate and with the direction of a personal guide. According to the ancient wisdom of the desert fathers, we all resemble precious stones that constitute community. David Benner offers a refreshing and refined concept of spiritual mentoring, showing us how these stones may be transformed by being softened from their raw sharpness to a constructive roundness through sacred conversation and companionship. Easy to read yet profoundly insightful, almost natural in its nurturing approach, this book introduces readers to the gradual process of genuine presence in spiritual friendship, partnership, marriage and small groups.”


  John Chryssavgis, Professor of Theology, Holy Cross School of Theology, and author of Soul Mending: The Art of Spiritual Direction


  “Benner’s book represents a vital attempt to stoke the fire of spirit in order to grow in Christian faith.”


  Publishers Weekly


  “This bookwritten for those who see life as a spiritual journeyseamlessly blends a wise understanding of human nature, Christian spirituality and Protestant theology into a work that will help us all in our quest to know and experience God.”


  Mark R. McMinn, Rech Professor of Psychology, Wheaton College
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