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    Preface

    
      The number of recent publications on spiritual direction bears witness to a widely noted but nonetheless remarkable rise of interest in spirituality. Clergy, Christian educators, youth ministry specialists, counselors (both mental health and pastoral) and large numbers of Christians without any formal ministry involvement in soul care are all reading books on spiritual direction and attending conferences and retreats on spiritual formation. In large sectors of the church, few would have ever even heard of the concepts of spiritual formation or direction until recently. Yet the seminaries and colleges of many of those traditions are now busy refashioning departments of Christian education into programs in spiritual formation, while clergy and laity alike seek opportunities to learn about spiritual direction.

      The parallel development of interest in spirituality among mental health professionals has also been remarkable. For a century counselors and psychotherapists have held their privileged positions in soul care with remarkable lack of awareness of the spiritual guidance tradition out of which their roles developed. Even Christian therapists have, by and large, practiced their calling with little attention to spirituality. Theories of the divine (theology) have seemed of more interest than experience of the divine (spirituality) as Christian mental health professionals focused on the integration of psychology and theology. How easily we missed the fact that the most essential integration is the synthesis that occurs within the individual—something that occurs optimally when it is grounded in an ever-deepening experience of the divine.

      Miriam E. and Todd W. Hall (1997) have summarized the important milestones along the road to incorporating spiritual beliefs and practices into the process of psychotherapy that are already in the rearview mirror. Specifically, they noted (1) “the inclusion of religion as an element of human diversity in the American Psychological Association’s. . . (1992) code of ethics,” (2) “the inclusion of spiritual problems as a V-code in the DSM-IV” (American Psychiatric Association 1994), and (3) “a number of important publications dedicated to religious therapy” (see Worthington, Kurusu, McCullough and Sandage 1996 for a review of these).

      Lowering the microscope to focus on the predominantly evangelical movement known as “the integration of psychology and theology” reveals a growing shift in attention to Christian spirituality and its potential role in clinical practice. Psychotherapy and the Spiritual Quest (Benner 1988) was a permission-giving volume for those who desired to venture across the chasm that had been dug between professional psychology and spiritual longing. In 1995 the Christian Association of Psychological Studies held its international conference under the banner “Our Heritage of Soul Care.” According to Thomas Oden (1995), this was the first gathering of either mental health professionals or pastoral counselors that had adopted a theme from Christian spirituality. A special issue of the Journal of Psychology and Christianity followed that was devoted to “Christian spirituality and mental health” (Moon 1995). In 1997 Gary W. Moon’s Homesick for Eden discussed the explicit integration of spiritual direction practices into psychotherapy. A few years later the Journal of Psychology and Theology gave two volumes of attention to “Christian Spirituality: Theoretical and Empirical Perspectives” (McMinn and Hall 2000; 2001).

      Interest in spiritual direction on the part of pastoral counselors has also been developing. Israel Galindo (1997) offered a landmark comparison of the ways pastoral counseling and spiritual direction address spiritual needs and issues, and J. J. Shea (1997) presented an important discussion of the way in which each contribute to faith development. David Benner has recently addressed pastoral counseling from the perspective of spiritual direction (2002) and vice versa (2003).

      Unfortunately, however, the picture of spiritual direction presented in this developing literature has often been quite one-dimensional, failing to reflect the rich diversity of Christian spiritual formation and direction. Typically speaking from within the perspective of a single denominational framework or theological tradition, each represents only an extremely small part of the remarkably rich whole that has yet to be presented.

      The present volume addresses this omission by presenting articles on spiritual formation and direction from representatives of seven major traditions of the Christian church. Borrowing from Richard Foster’s (1998) classification, at the heart of the book will be the voices of seven different pastors, priests or theologians who will describe the history and process of spiritual direction and understanding of spiritual formation from within their tradition—these including Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Episcopal, Reformed, holiness, social justice and charismatic Christianity.

      For ease of reading and comparison, the seven contributors have agreed to use the topics as section headings:

      
        	
          • definition of spiritual direction

        

        	
          • practice of spiritual direction

        

        	
          • process of authentic transformation

        

        	
          • role of the spiritual director

        

        	
          • indirect indicators of mature spirituality

        

        	
          • relationship of spiritual direction, psychotherapy and pastoral counseling

        

        	
          • referrals to other soul care professionals

        

        	
          • bibliographic suggestions

        

      

      Recognizing that spiritual direction is a form of soul care that is of keen interest to pastoral and other Christian counselors, we then address this interface with four chapters that compare and contrast spiritual direction, pastoral counseling and psychotherapy. The focus of these chapters is not merely academic distinctions but practical contributions each expression of soul care can make to the others.

      The majority of the chapters in this book are adapted from articles first presented in two special issues of the Journal of Psychology and Theology in 2003, focusing on spiritual direction and mental health. All were refocused for the present book, with additional chapters being written to anchor spiritual direction in relation to Christian soul care, not simply psychotherapy.

      This book has been compiled with the hope that it will aid in the rediscovery of spiritual direction throughout the Christian community. While it is important that our understandings of spiritual formation and transformation be anchored in the richness of historic Christian spirituality in all its diversity, it is also essential that we realistically face the challenge of reintegrating streams of soul care that have been separated for nearly a century. To do this we need respectful interdisciplinary dialogue and ecumenical openness. It is hoped that this volume will contribute to this climate and thereby help all who seek to understand or facilitate the process of soul care.

      
        References

        American Psychological Association. 1992. Ethical principles of psychologists and code of conduct. American Psychologist 47:1597-1611.

        ———. 1994. Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders. 4th ed. Washington, D.C.: Author.

        Benner, David G. 1988. Psychotherapy and the spiritual quest. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker.

        ———. 2002. Sacred companions: The gift of spiritual friendship and direction. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press.

        ———. 2003. Strategic pastoral counseling. 2nd ed. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker.

        Eck, B. E. 2002. An exploration of the therapeutic use of spiritual disciplines in clinical practice. Journal of Psychology and Christianity 21 (fall): 266-80.

        Foster, Richard J. 1998. Streams of living water: Celebrating the great traditions of christian faith. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco.

        Galindo, Israel. 1997. Spiritual direction and pastoral counseling: addressing the needs of the spirit. Journal of Pastoral Care 51, no. 4:395-402.

        Hall, M. E. L., and T. W. Hall. 1997. Integration in the therapy room: An overview of the literature. Journal of Psychology and Theology 25:86-101.

        Moon, Gary W., guest ed. 1995. Christian spirituality and mental health. Special issue of Journal of Psychology and Christianity 14:291-373.

        ———. 1997. Homesick for Eden. Ann Arbor, Mich.: Servant.

        McMinn, Mark R., and T. W. Hall, guest eds. 2000. Christian spirituality: Theoretical and empirical perspectives. Special issue of Journal of Psychology and Theology 28:251-320.

        ———, guest eds. 2001. Christian spirituality: Theoretical and empirical perspectives, pt. 2. Special issue of Journal of Psychology and Theology 29:3-79.

        Oden, Thomas C. 1995. Our heritage of soul care. Paper presented at Christian Association of Psychological Studies (CAPS) international conference, Our Heritage of Soul Care: Nurturing the Soul in the Clinic, Community, Family and Academy, Virginia Beach, Va.

        Shea, J. J. 1997. Adult faith, pastoral counseling and spiritual direction. Journal of Pastoral Care 51, no. 3:259-70.

        Worthington, Everett L., Jr., T. A. Kurusu, Michael E. McCullough and Stephen J. Sandage. 1996. Empirical research on religion and psychotherapeutic processes and outcomes: A ten-year review and research prospectus. Psychological Bulletin 119:448-87.

      

      


  





  

  
1

    Spiritual Direction

    And Christian Soul Care


  Gary W. Moon and David G. Benner
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    Although the language of “spiritual direction” may sound modern, possibly even faddish, its practice has a long and honored place in Christian soul care. That history will become much clearer in the subsequent seven chapters, each of which explores the understanding and practice of spiritual direction within one faith tradition. But before getting to that, this chapter seeks to introduce some of the issues that will be examined. To do so, it is important to place spiritual direction in not simply a historical context but also a conceptual one.

    The species of which spiritual direction is one important representation is soul care. The English phrase “care of souls” has its origins in the Latin cura animarum. While cura is most commonly translated “care,” it actually contains the idea of both care and cure. Care refers to actions designed to support the well-being of something or someone. Cure refers to actions designed to restore well-being that has been lost. The Christian church has historically embraced both meanings of cura and has understood soul care to involve nurture and support as well as healing and restoration.

    While Christian soul care has taken many forms over the course of church history, William A. Clebsch and C. R. Jaekle (1964) note that it has always involved four primary elements—healing, sustaining, reconciling and guiding. Healing involves efforts to help others overcome some impairment and move toward wholeness. These curative efforts can involve physical healing as well as spiritual healing, but the focus is always the total person, whole and holy. Sustaining refers to acts of caring designed to help a hurting person endure and transcend a circumstance in which restoration or recuperation is either impossible or improbable. Reconciling refers to efforts to reestablish broken relationships; the presence of this component of care demonstrates the communal, not simply individual, nature of Christian soul care. Finally, guiding refers to helping people make wise choices and thereby grow in spiritual maturity.

    David G. Benner (1998) has classified contemporary forms of soul care in terms of their relative emphasis on care versus cure. Thus, for example, we could identify Christian friendship as high on an emphasis of care and low on an emphasis of cure, while psychotherapy would have an opposite balance. Within such a scheme, Benner suggests that spiritual direction is high on both, as spiritual transformation necessarily contains elements of both nurture and healing.

    An understanding of the relationship between spiritual direction and other forms of soul care helps us identify its unique contributions to this spectrum of Christian care and cure activities. Spiritual direction cannot carry total responsibility for the nurture of spiritual development. Despite the pleas of advocates, it is extremely unlikely that all Christians will be in relationships of formal spiritual direction. But all should be in relationships of spiritual friendship, most will be in relationships of general pastoral care, and some will be in relationships of pastoral counseling or clinical psychotherapy. This is why subsequent chapters explore the relationship of spiritual direction to these other forms of soul care. And because the boundaries between spiritual direction, pastoral counseling and psychotherapy are the least clear, it is here that these explorations will focus.

    
      Meaning and Purpose of Spiritual Direction

      Carolyn Gratton uses the following story to introduce her book The Art of Spiritual Guidance. It’s about a wise fish.

      
        It seems that there once were some fish who spent their days swimming around in search of water. Anxiously looking for their destination, they shared their worries and confusion with each other as they swam. One day they met a wise fish and asked him the question that had preoccupied them for so long: “Where is the sea?” The wise fish answered: “If you stop swimming so busily and struggling so anxiously, you would discover that you are already in the sea. You need look no further than where you already are.” (Gratton 2000:5)

      

      For Gratton, the wise fish represents a spiritual director. The search is for life in God’s kingdom; hurry is the devil.

      Cultivating an awareness of God’s transforming presence as foundational for spiritual direction is a common theme in the literature of devotional theology. In the words of Richard Rohr, “My starting point [for prayer as part of spiritual guidance] is that we’re already there. We cannot attain the presence of God. We’re already totally in the presence of God. What’s absent is awareness” (Rohr 1999:28).

      These images provided by Gratton and Rohr bring to mind the mission of the ultimate spiritual director, Jesus, and his advice to all who would listen: Slow down, be at peace, listen to my words, and you will become aware that the NO SWIMMING sign has been removed from the “springs of living water” (see Mt 6:25-34; Jn 4:14; 10:10; 14:27).

      The profundity of the simple notion of learning how to experience the presence of God was recently highlighted for one of us (GM) while participating in a roundtable discussion of Christian spiritual formation. Each person present had two things in common: a long history of involvement in the evangelical world and a recent, personal captivation by the process of spiritual formation.

      The juxtaposition of these two common factors should not be missed. These were long-term, card-carrying members of evangelicalism who had spent their lifetimes in Christian study and service. But only recently, it seemed, had each enrolled in Christianity 101: ongoing enjoyment of the love and presence of God.

      Toward the end of our time together, one of the group members uttered words that seem an appropriate summary to that discussion and an introduction to this one: “Could it be that it [the process of spiritual formation] is simply becoming aware that God is everywhere and then learning how to be with him—in the presence of divine love?”

      Several heads nodded yes. No one disagreed.

      We are not picking on evangelicals; Catholic or Orthodox Christians could have just as easily encircled the table. The point is this: it seems that many in the Christian world have recently reawakened to the truth that wearing the label “Christian” is not synonymous with experiencing the intimate, moment-by-moment relationship with God that souls were designed to enjoy, and these many have begun to place hope in the practice of spiritual direction as a path toward more abundant living. Across denominational barriers, there seems to be a tidal wave of interest in learning how to experience intimate friendship with God and a chorus line singing the praises of “wise fish” (spiritual friends, guides and directors) who are pointing out what has been easily missed.

      To understand the process of Christian spiritual formation does not seem difficult, at least not on a broad-brush level. Concisely put, it involves an experiential awareness of God’s presence that leads to conversation, communion and ultimately authentic transformation of the entire person by an internal yielding to his will. What is difficult to grasp, however, is why it is so easy to miss experiencing the ocean of divine love for all the water.

      Thomas Merton provides indirect hope by reminding us that it has not always been this way. Spiritual direction aimed at authentic transformation through interaction with God was originally basic and normal to church life. “The individual member of the community was ‘formed’ or ‘guided’ by his participation in the life of the community, and such instruction as was needed was given first of all by the bishop and presbyters, and then through informal admonitions by one’s parents, spouse, friends, and fellow Christians” (Merton 1960:12).

      If authentic transformation—becoming like Jesus—was once part of normal Christian living, what happened? If “holiness” for John Wesley meant being consumed by—and transformed into—the love of God, how did that term ever come to connote staying away from beer and chew and dates who do? Why do the words of Dallas Willard ring true for so many? “The current gospel then becomes a ‘gospel of sin management.’ Transformation of life and character is no part of the redemptive message. Moment-to-moment human reality in its depths is not the arena of faith and eternal living” (Willard 1998:41).

      At the heart of spiritual formation is becoming aware that God is everywhere and learning to practice his presence and yield to his transforming grace. Yet the actualization of this discovery often is elusive. Perhaps this is, at least in some measure, because the resistance of self-sufficiency stains the fabric of the fallen soul. Three avenues of resistance to authentic spiritual transformation are proposed below as off-ramps from the process of authentic transformation. We will examine each as we simultaneously work toward understanding the meaning and purpose of spiritual direction.

    

    
    
      It Is Easy to Forget Who We Are

      According to Gratton (2000), ever since the Fall, we human beings have shown a striking tendency to forget who we really are. We were designed to live in a place, Eden, whose name literally means “pleasure” or “delight.” We were created to thrive in loving relationship with God and each other. Life was meant to be full and abundant, interactions authentic, and the fruit of God’s Spirit the fabric of our character. The only requirement for keeping the party going is to trust that God has our best interests at heart. To allow him to be God and us not God.

      But since the Fall human beings seem to have suffered profound memory loss regarding how life was supposed to be lived and instead have developed a “false self,” a counterfeit of the deeply buried image of God (of Christ-form). It is the false self that typically sits at the control panel of a person’s life, preferring the management of religion to the mystery of spirituality. As Merton (1961) suggests, the core of this false way of living is always a sinful refusal to surrender to God’s will. The “true self, and its desire to live in transforming friendship with God, remains buried in the depths of our souls” (Gratton 2000:67).

      Yielding to authentic transformation is difficult because it is easy to make the same choice as Adam and Eve, to choose to be God and consequently to live out of a false identity. Once we have let go of God, false attachments—what we have, do and control—become seductive, and the illusion of our divinity becomes strong. In the words of Leo Tolstoy, “All men of the modern world exist in a continual and flagrant antagonism between their consciences and their way of life” (Tolstoy 1936:136).

      Christian spiritual formation involves awaking from the dream that we are God and remembering our true identity, our “beloved-of-God-in-Christ” identity, and then saying yes to the pain associated with the mortification of our false self. Dethroning the false self is a pillar of spiritual direction—and a primary cause for the busyness and anxious “swimming” that distract us from enjoying the “water.”

    

    
    
      Union with God Is a Scary Proposal

      Arguably, the most quoted modern definition of spiritual direction is provided by William A. Barry and William J. Connolly.

      
        We define Christian spiritual direction as help given by one Christian to another which enables that person 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 religious experience, i.e., any experience of the mysterious Other whom we call God. (Barry and Connolly 1982:8)

      

      This definition is important because of both its simplicity and its breadth. Spiritual direction here is grounded in experiences associated with the development of an intimate relationship with God—conversing with an invisible Friend, if you will, until we become just like him.

      As with any “romantic” involvement, developing a relationship with God requires lots of time—for conversation, communion and union. Barry and Connolly place relationship at the heart of their definition of spiritual direction. By “relationship with God” they mean something that is “established by the creation of the human person and exists even when the person is unaware of its existence” (Barry and Connolly 1982:32). They expand on this theme by casting spiritual direction as “an interpersonal process in which two people work together toward the goal of a deeper, more explicitly intimate and mutual relationship with God” (1982:155).

      To be alive is to be in relationship with God and in the process of spiritual formation. Each is unavoidable, given breath and consciousness. But all formation is not good formation, and all relationships do not lead to transforming friendship.

      The possibility of the directee’s walking the path of experiential relationship with God is always before the mind of a discerning director. As Merton reminds us, in its root meaning spiritual direction is a “continuous process of formation and guidance, in which a Christian is led and encouraged in his special vocation, so that by faithful correspondence to the graces of the Holy Spirit he may attain to the particular end of his vocation and to union with God” (Merton 1960:13).

      For some Protestants this notion of developing intimacy with God that crescendos in union may be unsettling. But it is at the heart of spiritual direction. Again in the words of Merton: “This union with God signifies not only the vision of God in heaven but, as Cassian specifies, that perfect purity of heart which, even on earth, constitutes sanctity and attains to an obscure experience of heavenly things” (1960:13). It also goes to the heart of the words of Jesus in his commencement address to his disciples, when he prayed for them “that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (Jn 17:21).

      Dallas Willard has these words to say about the development of this type of intimate relationship with God.

      
        So our union with God—his presence with us, in which our aloneness is banished and the meaning and full purpose of human existence is realized—consists chiefly in a conversational relationship with God while each is consistently and deeply engaged as his friend and co-laborer in the affairs of the kingdom of the heavens. The process of having a personal relationship with God becomes a concrete and common sense reality rather than a nervous whistling in the dark. (Willard 1999:56)

      

      The pursuit of union with God is a major on-ramp to the process of spiritual direction. But it can also be a crowded exit. Union with the almighty, all-seeing God is a death threat to the autonomous life. It constitutes both the ultimate goal of spiritual formation and much of the reason for its resistance.

    

    
    
      A House Divided

      We have stated that spiritual direction involves remembering who we are and then choosing to enter into a relationship with God that leads to union of our entire being with his being. But another factor is important for understanding spiritual formation and the avoidance of this process. Many schools of both psychology and theology have focused their attention on one or more of the component parts of the person and have consequently lost a vision for a holistic understanding. This is more than unfortunate, as authentic transformation involves the whole person.

      As Barry and Connolly observe, “Inviting God to communicate with us in prayer and trying to respond to him in prayer tend to involve all of our selves. Feeling, mood, thought, desire, hope, will, bodily gestures and attitudes, activity, and direction of life” (1982:41). Spiritual direction must involve the whole person.

      In Renovation of the Heart: Putting on the Character of Christ, Dallas Willard analyzes various components of human beings and how Christian spiritual formation takes place within all these dimensions. As figure 1.1 shows, Willard posits six basic and inseparable aspects of human life: thought (images, concepts, judgments), feeling (sensation, emotion), choice (will, decision, character), body (action), social context (relations to God and others) and soul (the factor that integrates all the dimensions to form one life). Christian spiritual formation, he says, involves allowing the Word and Spirit of Christ to enter into one’s depths and begin to transform each component of the human being to Christlikeness—under the direction of a regenerate will and with constant overtures of grace from God (Willard 2002:42). Willard acknowledges that such transformation is not the result of mere human effort and cannot be accomplished by direct effort. It is a matter of cooperating with grace and desiring to have Jesus live his life through me.

      
        [image: This image uses concentric circles to illustrate Willard's model of the person.]

        
          Figure 1.1. Willard’s model of the person

        

      

      
        This image uses concentric circles to explain Willard's model of the person. At the very center is the Spirit, which includes the heart and will. Moving out from this center, the next ring is the Mind, which includes emotions and thoughts. The next ring is Body, followed by the Social ring. The outer ring is marked  "Soul. " An arrow enters all the circles from outside and pierces straight to the center, where the heart and will are located. This incoming arrow is marked with the words  "Word and Spirit of Christ enter. " Another arrow exits this inner circle and pierces through all of the concentric circles. This outgoing arrow is marked with the words  "Evoking Faith in Christ: Restoration and Communion. "

      

      Willard’s model of the person may remind some readers of how the history of psychology was until it recently became more focused on specific components of the person than on the entirety. The ancient parable of six blind men encountering an elephant quickly comes to mind. In the field of psychology, the past several decades have witnessed a jockeying for preeminence among various psychologies, each devoted to one of Willard’s dimensions of the person (behavior, cognition, relationship, etc.), each attempting to explain changes in emotion. Too often attempts have been made to understand the complexities of humans by examining a singular dimension. And while some schools have posited deeper levels of explanation for actions and reactions, the absence of the concept of a unifying soul has left the field of psychology very compartmentalized.

      Spiritual direction with its soul talk and holistic view of the person is seen by many as a refreshing alternative to the compartmentalization of modern psychology. As Merton expresses it, “You don’t go to a spiritual director to take care of your spirit the way you go to a dentist to have him take care of your teeth. The spiritual director is concerned with the whole person” (1960:14).

      The history of psychology reflects the difficulty a person may find in raising the microscope high enough to get the big picture—which, according to Willard, is necessary if we are to view the person in her or his interactive entirety. Authentic transformation, it follows, must involve the whole person, or it will be something other than authentic and less than transforming.

    

    
    
      The Process of Spiritual Direction

      Kallistos Ware tells of a fourth-century desert father, St. Sarapion the Sindonite, who traveled on a pilgrimage to Rome. Once there he was told of a respected recluse who spent all her time in a small room. Sarapion was skeptical of her way of life because of its contrast to his own, which involved much travel. He called on her and asked, “Why are you sitting here?” To this she replied, “I’m not sitting, I am on a journey” (Ware 1993:7).

      To be a Christian is to be on a journey from the pigpen of self-rule to the outstretched arms of a loving Father. Not surprisingly, one of the most ancient names for Christianity is simply “the Way” (see Ware 1993:7; Acts 19:23). It is possible that some Protestants have become fascinated with spiritual direction because the richness and texture of viewing Christian transformation as a journey have been diminished in their traditions. Even though Reformers such as Calvin discussed three broad stages of the journey—conversion, sanctification and glorification—in practice it seems that many modern Protestants are more likely to expect a microwave instead of a Crockpot approach to transformation.

      As Gregory Rogers observes in this volume, one of the most striking differences between ancient and modern Christianity concerns the view of salvation. “At the risk of oversimplification,” he states, “Protestants generally define salvation in legal, juridical or forensic terms. Christ’s death pays the just penalty for human sin. We receive salvation (forgiveness of sins) by virtue of our faith in his meritorious sacrifice on our behalf.” While not denying the sacrificial aspect of salvation in ancient Christianity, Rogers suggests that it is better to view salvation as a process of transformation and the fulfillment of the image of God in humankind.

      Perhaps it should not be surprising to hear Christians described as “forgiven sinners” instead of as beloved children of God on a transformational journey that will lead to restoration of the imago Dei and spiritual union. Nor is it startling that someone whose identity has been simply “absolved reprobate” might dance for joy upon being offered a personal invitation to live in union with God.

      The journey motif for spiritual formation was adopted by both Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Christians and is conceived of as including three stages: purgation, illumination and union.

      Purgation. Purgation is the process by which one’s character is purified through confession of sin and a growing detachment from worldly values. Using the imagery of Dallas Willard’s model of the person (see figure 1.1), foundational to purgation is a metanoia, a radical reorientation of all the dimensions of the person (thoughts, emotions, will, behavior, social interactions, life of the soul) toward God. Here the seeker battles, upheld by the grace of God, against the passions and habits of sin that corrupt human nature. In the imagery of the parable of the prodigal son, purgation is the stage of thinking things through, coming to one’s senses—and leaving the pigs to begin the journey back home.

      Illumination. Illumination is a deepening experience of the love, joy and peace of God along with a growing desire to surrender the will to God. It is a time of becoming dispassionate regarding all things not God and passionately attached to God and his kingdom. During this stage conversations with God increase and begin to deepen into communion and movement toward unceasing prayer from the heart.

      With reference to figure 1.1, illumination can be visualized as an increasing surrender to the presence and passion of the indwelling Spirit of Christ within each dimension of the person until the person’s character becomes a better mirror of Christ’s. For the prodigal, illumination is the time of gazing into the eyes of the father, realizing the extent of his boundless love and then becoming lost in his embrace.

      Union. The final stage of spiritual formation is union with God. This stage will not reach ultimate fruition until heaven. It involves complete interior surrender to the presence and will of God. As this stage is approached, there is nothing to distinguish the character of the believer from that of Christ. The mystery of “Christ-in-me” is realized as an interior surrender of all components of the person—thought, emotion, will, behavior, relationships and soul functioning—is made to the transforming presence of Christ. For the prodigal son, union would mean a full reentry into the family and taking on the mind of the father with such a deep appreciation for his love that the onetime prodigal has become pig-proofed for life.

      Willard describes the process of spiritual transformation as the renovation of the heart. He believes that “spiritual formation for the Christian basically refers to the Spirit-driven process of forming the inner world of the human self in such a way that it becomes like the inner being of Christ himself” (2002:22). It also involves a progressive union with God, which takes the form of a conversational relationship that is personal, concrete and ongoing (Willard 1999:56).

      As the process of Christian spiritual formation reaches fruition, several things become evident.

      
        	
          1. The directee begins to awaken to her true identity and, with God’s grace, dethrones the false self.

        

        	
          2. Conversation and communion with God increase and deepen into a sense of spiritual union.

        

        	
          3. The various dimensions of the person become united by the presence and love of the indwelling Christ.

        

      

      The truly important thing, the common thread of spiritual formation, according to Thomas Merton (1960), is the journey of surrender to the will of God and his love.

    

    
    
      The Role of the Spiritual Director

      It should not be surprising that much disparity exists among descriptions of the role of a spiritual director. This seems in many ways analogous to the range of descriptions of a psychotherapist’s role and tasks that can be found in the literature of the field. It appears, however, that it is desirable for both capable counselors and spiritual directors to possess a cluster of personal qualities that transcend both techniques and theoretical orientation, while they do maintain the skill to employ sound technique when warranted.

      To sort out the descriptions of an ideal spiritual director, it may be helpful to consider two axes: level of authority and orientation.1 A spiritual director who assumes a low level of authority may be described as a “trusted friend, or “God’s usher,” who walks with directees as they attempt to find God’s path (Merton 1960). The gift these “spiritual friends” give is their self—hospitality, presence and dialogue (Benner 2002). Those who emphasize a low-authority position may shy away from the term director because of the high-authority implication and either redefine the “director” title or instead use a term such as spiritual friend or guide.

      Others such as Rogers (this volume), while emphasizing the need for compassion and relationship skills, emphasize that the director is also in the role of priest, ultimately a position of high authority. High-authority descriptions are sensitive to the roles the director may sometimes be called upon to perform such as confessor or soul physician.

      The role played by a particular spiritual director will also be influenced by orientation. As in the practice of psychotherapy, when considering the role of a spiritual director it may be helpful to consider broad orientation categories such as support (accompaniment and friendship), teaching (instructive, focused on classic devotion practices) or reconstructive (explicit focus on the process of transformation). But even these three orientations, when combined with a continuum of different levels of assumed authority, present a broad spectrum of possible roles a director may assume. Kallistos Ware (1990), for example, discusses five such roles that are common in the practice of spiritual direction: doctor, counselor, intercessor, mediator and sponsor.

      While the specific role a spiritual director adopts in working with a directee will certainly vary with the factors we have discussed—assumed level of authority and specific orientation—other parameters such as personality variables, relationship stage and level of training contribute to the nature and rich variety of roles a spiritual director may assume in working with a directee.

      As a rule of thumb, spiritual directors are (1) committed to the journey of transformation, including their own pilgrimage (Benner 2002), (2) good and kind listeners (Barry and Connolly 1982), (3) dedicated to helping another to recognize and follow the inspiration of grace in his or her life (Merton 1960), (4) moved by the mystery of God’s transforming love (Gratton 2000) and (5) discovered by the community of believers—rather than self-proclaimed—because of the unworldly manner in which they lead their life (Barry and Connolly 1982).

    

    
    
      Spiritual Direction, Psychotherapy and Pastoral Counseling

      But let us return to the question of the relationship between spiritual direction and its closest soul care relatives, psychotherapy and pastoral counseling. Just how different are these from each other? If we were assembling appropriate images for each, we would end up with three distinctively different film shorts.

      A representation of spiritual direction might start with a long, tree-lined entrance to a monastery, trod only by the occasional monk lost in prayer. As you enter the church, the silence and smell of candles make you keenly aware of God’s engulfing presence. Later, sitting with a monk, you notice that you can say anything but sense that his interest is focused on how you experience God. Your time ends whenever you finish talking, which sometimes is after ten minutes, sometimes after more than an hour. The monk seems confident that God will finish what he has begun in your life.

      Professional psychotherapy brings to mind a contrasting palette of images—an office building, receptionist, waiting room, warmth with distance, forms, a large desk, comfortable chairs, a prominent clock, a detailed history, lots of questions, techniques and conversation that flow seamlessly together, health insurance and fees.

      And pastoral counseling has its own set of associations—a church, a book-lined office, a cross on the wall, a Bible on a small table, warmth balanced by professionalism, obvious concern for your spiritual well-being, a focus on loss or bereavement, sometimes a comforting touch, and engagement with someone who clearly has a religious and spiritual orientation.

      But do these images depict necessary differences or merely clusters of personal associations? Are spiritual direction, psychotherapy and pastoral counseling inherently different by virtue of their goals and essential processes, or do the differences reflect only custom? Pastoral counseling and spiritual direction share a concern for spiritual well-being and formation. What if, as C. Stephen Evans (1992) proposes, the ultimate goal of Christian psychotherapy is building Christian character? As Mark McMinn and Barrett McRay have stated, “For the Christian psychotherapist, mental health cannot be defined in a neutral or value-free way because the Christian faith implies a definite view of what mental health is” (1997:103). You don’t have to wade in very far here before the water becomes cloudy and the images of psychotherapy, pastoral counseling and spiritual direction begin to bleed into each other.

      The normal curve. Figure 1.2 displays two normal curves. The curve labeled “world” is presented to call to mind the typical task of a psychotherapist. By and large, individuals seek a psychotherapist when some aspect of their lives has become abnormal, departing from the mean. Experiences such as depression, anxiety, anger, relationship problems or substance abuse are typically present at abnormal levels of depth or duration. The task of the psychotherapist is to employ generally accepted practices from applied psychology to help the person journey toward the center of the normal curve. Psychotherapy is about normal making.

      
        [image: Two bell curves illustrate the two different goals of psychotherapy and spiritual direction. ]

        
          Figure 1.2. The normal curve

        

      

      
        Two bell curves illustrate the two different goals of psychotherapy and spiritual direction. The first bell curve, labeled  "World, " is right-side up. A thick black line is shown at the center, indicating the place where psychotherapists are trying to move their clients toward. An upside down bell curve, labeled  "Kingdom, " also has a thick black line at the center, indicating where most directees can be found when they begin spiritual direction. The goal of the spiritual director is to move clients toward the two ends of the upside down curve, away from the center where most of the world lives. 

      

      Spiritual direction, however, is about abnormal making. For the most part, spiritual directors work with individuals who are already living close to the middle of the normal curve but desire to become abnormal—abnormally loving, peaceful, joyful, abnormally aware of God and his loving presence. In spiritual direction the goal is accompany directees on a journey toward normal kingdom living—far from the center of the world’s normal curve.

      Pastoral counseling takes many different forms but might be thought to usually occupy a place on both curves. Like the psychotherapist, the pastoral counselor takes seriously the problems in living that are presented as the reason for the encounter. The goal is not merely spiritual growth and transformation (as in spiritual direction) but also finding help with the problems that are of concern. So the pastoral counselor in some way has the most difficult job, straddling these two curves as she or he works with the one seeking help to live with less distress and more satisfaction (normal making) while accompanying them on a journey toward spiritual transformation (abnormal making).

      Similarities. But we must be careful to not put too much distance between these three forms of soul care, nor to fall into simplistic distinctions. Those experiencing abnormal levels of depression, anxiety, anger and so on are not automatically excluded from entering into the process of spiritual direction, and it is becoming increasingly common for psychotherapy to emphasize wellness or the “positive side” of the normal curve.

      All three focus on the same domain of personhood, what Benner (1998) has called the whole person, with particular attention to the inner self. It should not be surprising, therefore, that they employ many common tools. Spiritual directors, psychotherapists and pastoral counselors all offer presence and attentiveness. Practitioners of each seek to be emotionally aware and accessible. They think about what they are hearing and make responses that are designed to help. They all may employ techniques such as guided meditation, reframing of the way one views an experience, exploration of feelings, prayer, discussion of dreams or silence. They all frequently hear about common human problems and experiences. All attend to aspects of experience that are not fully conscious. And all deal with the influence of one’s history on one’s inner life and outer behavior.

      All soul care practitioners should therefore be literate in both the psychological and the spiritual domains of inner life. Even more important, all should be on a personal journey toward health and maturity that integrates these domains of existence. Put another way, we could say that all should be committed to the lifelong journey toward wholeness.

      Differences. Differences between psychotherapy and spiritual direction are easier to identify than between pastoral counseling and either psychotherapy or spiritual direction. Subsequent chapters will explore both in much more detail. Let us at this point simply identify some of the most important differences between psychotherapy and spiritual direction.

      Psychotherapists approach the inner world with empathy. Their focus is that inner world. Spiritual directors, on the other hand, attend as much to the Spirit as they do to the person with whom they meet. An empathic focus on the inner world of the other must always be balanced by an equal focus on the activity of the Spirit of God in the other, in the interaction and in oneself in the moment (Benner 2002). Gene Barrette (this volume) suggests that spiritual direction shares the focus on the here and now of psychotherapy but never settles for it; it also seeks to never lose sight of the then and always. This represents quite a different focus.

      Psychotherapists seek to understand the inner world and relieve impediments to further growth in those they seek to help. This constitutes what we could describe at the clinical or therapeutic focus of psychotherapists. Spiritual directors, in contrast, are not invested in solving problems. We understand their primary job to be to help the directee attend and respond to God. Seeking God in all things, even the midst of their present experience, the person then finds what John A. Veltri calls “healing of meaning.” He describes this as having to do with “learning to tell one’s own life stories and re-establish them in the light of the gospel, thus opening oneself for the acceptance of mystery into one’s life through the influence and companionship of God’s Spirit” (Veltri 1998:520). Thus the focus of spiritual direction should never be simply one’s self and one’s conflicts. The focus should always be on one’s experience of God and one’s relationships with God, others and the world as well as oneself.

      Gray Temple (this volume) cites Kenneth Leech as suggesting that psychotherapy is the meeting between two humans in the presence of God to pursue a human goal of growth, while spiritual direction is a meeting between a person and God in the presence of another person for the goal of relationship with the divine. Barrette adds that spiritual direction seeks to bring the person in contact with ultimate reality—that is, the Paschal Mystery of Jesus. This is “Good Friday-transformed-into-Easter Sunday” (Barrette, this volume), Christian hope that makes all the difference in facing the vagaries of life. It is this reality to which the spiritual director attends and seeks to introduce the one seeking his or her assistance.

      According to Barry and Connolly, “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” (1982:ix). But what they do not address is the notion that developing an experiential relationship with God may be the best way to achieve certain goals of professional counseling, given an appropriate alignment of client/counselor factors (McMinn and McCray 1997).

      Len Sperry (2001) provides a helpful distinction between spiritual direction and secular psychotherapy while pointing to the need for an intermediate category he calls “spiritually-attuned psychotherapy and counseling.” He contrasts these disciplines across four variables: clientele, goals, relationship with the therapist or director, and intervention methods.

      Whereas, according to Sperry, traditional psychotherapists are likely to employ “various psychotherapeutic interventions” (intervention) in their work with “disordered clients or patients with symptoms” (clientele) toward the end of “reducing symptoms and/or impairment, personality change and/or fulfillment” (goals), spiritual directors are more likely to use “listening, instruction in prayer and other spiritual practices” (intervention) as they work with “relatively healthy spiritual seekers” (clientele) in achieving “spiritual growth” (goals). In Sperry’s model, spiritually attuned psychotherapists are afforded much freedom and flexibility in the employment of therapeutic goals and techniques.

      Perhaps we could suggest that whereas counseling is problem centered, spiritual direction is Spirit centered, and pastoral counseling shares both foci. The goal in spiritual direction is growth in one’s relationship to God, not merely resolution of problems. But God must be experienced in the midst of life, and for that reason problems in living are appropriately shared in spiritual direction and are even an essential part of the process of discerning God’s presence. Spiritual direction thus shares psychotherapy’s focus on problems of living as well as pastoral counseling’s focus on spiritual growth and transformation.

    

    
    
      Critical Issues

      Dialogue versus hostile takeover. The present level of dialogue in the Christian community among practitioners of psychotherapy, pastoral counseling and spiritual direction is exciting. Each discipline brings ideas and methodologies that can inform and strengthen the others. Hopefully the dialogue will continue, growing in breadth and depth and crescendoing into mutual enrichment. There is much each can add to the understanding of the dynamics of the soul, including both the process of psychospiritual transformation and the nature of psychospiritual deformation. But caution should be exercised to avoid importing into one’s practice rich resources that are only nominally understood and could be incorrectly used. All three forms of soul care are legitimate, and efforts to learn from each other should not become imperialistic attempts to undermine the legitimacy or practice of the other.

      Need for more training. The above comment is not intended to imply that Christian psychotherapists or pastoral counselors should stay out of the arena of spiritual direction. For the dialogue between psychotherapy, pastoral counseling and spiritual direction to deepen and center on issues of trilingual praxis will require dramatically increased training opportunities. It is noteworthy, however, that while Christian psychotherapists frequently use spiritual practices with their clients (Moon, Willis, Bailey and Kwasny 1993), training in the use of spiritual practices is conspicuously absent from graduate clinical programs (Moon, Bailey, Kwasny and Willis 1991). Training in both spiritual direction and pastoral counseling may in this regard do a better job, since both more often include some grounding in relevant aspects of psychology. However, both the amount of that exposure and the quality and nature of the training that exists for both pastoral counselors and spiritual directors differ dramatically.

      Training programs in all three forms of soul care need to help those who offer soul care with both their personal journey to psychospiritual wholeness and ways to facilitate the journey of others. Helping spiritual directors, pastoral counselors and psychotherapists become literate in both the psychological and the spiritual domains of inner life will add years—not just courses—to current training models.

      Ethical guidelines. Finally, much more work needs to be done on ethical guidelines for the integration of forms of practice associated with pastoral counseling, psychotherapy and spiritual direction. As Siang-Yang Tan (this volume) observes, since Christian counseling or psychotherapy often aims at the ultimate goal of facilitating spiritual growth—not just alleviation of symptoms or problem resolution—the use of spiritual direction and other religious resources is often seen as an integral part of such religiously oriented counseling. He goes on to survey the literature and summarize lists of ethical guidelines for the application of spiritual practices in psychotherapy. Broad themes, which echo those of P. Scott Richards and Allen E. Bergin (1997), include the necessity of avoiding dual relationships, displacing religious authority, not imposing religious values on clients, not violating work-setting boundaries and not practicing outside the boundaries of competence.

      Brian Eck (2002) has also given helpful thought to ethical considerations for the use of spiritual disciplines in clinical practice. Among other recommendations, he suggests that therapists should employ the disciplines in a way that is consistent with and respectful for their religious intention, be sensitive to issues of spiritual discernment, and work toward better integration of spiritual disciplines into existing treatment models.

      Growing commitment to guidelines for ethical practice is crucial if Christian psychotherapists are to practice with integrity and professionalism. Similar guidelines must also be developed for both pastoral counselors and spiritual directors who seek to adapt techniques from each other or from psychotherapy.

    

    
    

      Summary

      It is our hope that this overview of the context, meaning and scope of spiritual direction and the way it relates to psychotherapy and pastoral counseling will inspire you to both understand and experience more of the journey of authentic transformation. We also hope it sets the stage for increased interdisciplinary dialogue that will bring mutually beneficial clarity to the process of soul formation.

      As you read what follows, particularly the chapters devoted to the seven major traditions of Christian spirituality, you will notice significant differences in approaches and practices of spiritual direction. With regard to the level of authority assumed by a spiritual director, some traditions will emphasize a higher level of power (e.g., Orthodox) than others (e.g., social justice). You will also see subtle differences among the various traditions concerning the orientation (supportive vs. didactic vs. reconstructive) taken by the director. And if you look closely, you may observe that certain traditions seem more attentive to one or more of the aspects of the person (thinking, feeling, choosing, behaving, socializing).

      The similarities, however, are more striking than the differences. Each tradition stresses the need for accompaniment on the journey of transformation; each acknowledges that the true director is the Holy Spirit; and each defines the goal of Christian spiritual formation as taking on more and more of the life and character of Christ.

      Spiritual direction has a unique and important role to play in Christian spiritual formation. But it is a role that is best filled if it is complemented by other forms of soul care. First, then, we shall examine its place and understanding within seven major traditions of Christianity. This will be followed by a more detailed examination of its relationship to the two most closely related forms of soul care: pastoral counseling and psychotherapy.
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2

    Spiritual Direction in the Orthodox Tradition


  F. Gregory Rogers
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    Prayer is the test of everything; prayer is also the source of everything; prayer is the driving force of everything; prayer is also the director of everything. If prayer is right, everything is right. For prayer will not allow anything to go wrong” (Theophan the Recluse, quoted in Chariton, 1966:51).

    The center of the Orthodox Christian life is communion with God, and the essential characteristic of a life lived with God is prayer. But how do we learn to pray? Jesus’ disciples came to him asking that question and received instruction in the form of what is now called the Lord’s Prayer. Through the centuries Christians have sought God. And they have learned to find him by turning to those who themselves have drawn near to the “consuming fire” (Heb 12:29).

    This essay will look at the practice of spiritual direction, the leading of a disciple to God, in the Orthodox Christian tradition. The history, theology and practice of Orthodox spiritual direction will be examined in detail. In addition, I will briefly consider the relationship of modern psychotherapeutic methods with the traditional conception of spiritual direction in the Orthodox tradition, noting especially circumstances under which the Orthodox spiritual director would consider referring a seeker to a mental health professional. Finally, I will recommend two books for further study.

    
      Definition of Spiritual Direction

      The spirituality of the Orthodox Church centers on the healing of the soul, the restoration and fulfillment of the image and likeness of God in the human person. In the process the person grows into a relationship with God which is ultimately so intimate that it can only be described as union. Spiritual direction in the Orthodox tradition, then, involves leading a person through the process of healing the heart and into an ever-deepening relationship with God. This process occurs in a sacramental and corporate context as well as in a personal one-on-one relationship with a spiritual guide.

      In the modern world it is easy to think of spirituality as purely an individual concern. A practice is said to be spiritual if it brings one into some consciousness of a transcendent reality, a higher level of ethical awareness and practice, or a New Age mystical experience expanding the boundaries of love and brotherhood. It is even defined in terms of an individual’s psychological adjustment, whether to the traumas of her own background or to the environment in which she lives.

      In the Orthodox tradition, the individual experience of God, while certainly to be sought, is grounded in the sacramental and corporate life of the church. Orthodoxy takes seriously the mystical union of Christians in the body of Christ and sees the sacraments as the foundation of the spiritual life. Thus in the Orthodox tradition the spiritual development of a person begins with baptism, continues in the experience of Eucharistic communion, is advanced and renewed by the sacrament of confession, and then is further developed by specific guidance from an experienced spiritual director. It is fostered and nurtured by the corporate liturgical experience, shaped by the seasons of fasting and feasting in the liturgical calendar and built by the common ascetical disciplines of traditional Orthodox piety. The first spiritual director is the priest who brings the sacraments and the teaching of the church into the experience of the Orthodox Christian.

      The priest also is the first personal director for the Orthodox Christian, most notably in the sacrament of confession. Confession is seen as an indispensable means for making new the grace of forgiveness, providing an opportunity for the penitent to find direction in order to overcome the passions and sins that easily beset the believer. The emphasis is not on the legal aspects of sin but on the healing of the heart that has been damaged by sin. St. James says, “Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed” (Jas 5:16). The priest who hears confession aids in the healing of the soul.

      Spiritual direction, however, goes beyond the confines of the sacrament and may be given by laity. The key is that the director be among those who have been illumined by the Spirit of God. The one who has come to know God, who has wrestled with the passions and put on virtue, is the one from whom direction may be profitably received.

      In the Orthodox tradition the director has been seen as father, one who gives birth to the life of the Spirit in his spiritual child. For the monk or the nun, this means obedience and submission to one who has traveled the road on which one wants to journey. It means revealing to someone what is transpiring in the depths of one’s heart and accepting correction and discipline from him for the sake of the salvation of one’s soul. For the layperson, the principle is the same. All are called to prayer and to transformation into the likeness of Christ, to “acquire the Holy Spirit,” in the words of St. Seraphim of Sarov (Fedotov 1948:267). So the Orthodox Christian is encouraged to find a confessor, an experienced teacher, to show her the path. The relationship is personal and will reflect the uniqueness of the two individuals involved and the stage of the spiritual development of each.

      Unlike the approaches of some other Christian traditions, there is not really an egalitarian quality to traditional Orthodox spiritual direction. While the spiritual father may indeed be a “friend,” most of the time direction involves an elder giving counsel, advice, correction and teaching to a spiritual disciple. The exception would be where no experienced guide is available. In that case brothers (or sisters) may submit themselves to each other, cut off self-will, give themselves to prayer, steep themselves in the Scriptures, enter fully into the liturgical tradition of the church, and study diligently the spiritual writings of the fathers of the church. In that case, God himself becomes their director.

      One final note: the use of the term father does not exclude women from being spiritual directors. There are several notable ammas (mothers) among the desert fathers. The primary qualification to be a spiritual director is simply the knowledge of God.

    

    
    
      History of the Practice

      The early history of the practice of spiritual direction is evidenced in the New Testament. St. John the Baptist has often been the model for those who would later enter the monastic life. His withdrawal to the desert, his ascetic discipline, his call to repentance, his instruction about how to live a godly life, his humility and his pointing to Christ as the One who brings the presence of God to the world all show elements of Christian spiritual direction. The one who would give spiritual direction must first have experienced the path down which he is leading others.

      John the Baptist spent years in prayer and ascetic self-discipline, giving an authenticity to the message he proclaimed. His humility in recognizing that he was simply the servant of God who pointed the way, willing to fade into the background when the true Master came, is the same virtue needed by the spiritual guide whose goal is to lead those who come to him to God. Those who came to John the Baptist confessed their sins, being baptized to demonstrate the repentance of their hearts (Mt 3:6; Mk 1:5). In Luke’s account, when those who came to John asked for specific instruction for living in accordance with the repentance they were professing, he gave specific instructions to each depending on their station in life, whether soldiers, tax collectors or ordinary people (Lk 3:10-14).

      St. Paul also points to the unique relationship between a spiritual guide (father) and his spiritual children. “For though you might have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet you do not have many fathers; for in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the gospel. Therefore I urge you, imitate me” (1 Cor 4:15-16). Here the relationship involves more than just the teaching of the gospel. It includes the imitation of the life and character of the spiritual father.

      St. Paul amplifies this later: “Imitate me, just as I also imitate Christ. Now I praise you, brethren, that you remember me in all things and keep the traditions just as I delivered them to you” (1 Cor 11:1-2). The spiritual father is to know Christ and follow him; the disciple (or spiritual child) can know Christ by following the example and teaching of the spiritual father. The author of the epistle to the Hebrews echoes this theme, calling on the believers to remember the conduct of their leaders and obey them, knowing they will give an account to God for their souls (Heb 13:7,17). St. Peter exhorts spiritual elders to lead by being a willing example to the flock, knowing that they are accountable to the “Chief Shepherd” (1 Pet 5:2-4).

      In the postapostolic era, spiritual direction most frequently came in the context of confession or penance. Often this was formal, done in a public context. Sin was seen to separate the individual from communion with the church; restoration was a readmission to the Eucharistic community, a reconciliation with God and with the church. Some early teachers, including the Shepherd of Hermas and Tertullian, indicate that this formal reconciliation is like a second baptism which cannot be repeated (Sparks 1978:187-88; Jurgens 1970:130-31). Presumably such a public confession and the restriction to a single repentance were applied to serious sins, those for which excommunication was an appropriate response. Tertullian indicates that public contrition included prostrations, fasting, prayer, tears, sackcloth and ashes, confession and asking forgiveness in public. In time, the act of confession was made to a priest who represented the community and not to the community as a whole. The priest would prescribe suitable penance, and the formal reconciliation with the church would be done publicly by the bishop.

      In the first three centuries of Christianity, the serious possibility of martyrdom and persecution, along with the potential severity of the discipline of the church, kept the moral standards of the community at a relatively high level. Following the Edict of Toleration issued by Constantine in 313, the church experienced an influx of members and a position in the empire that resulted in a perceived laxity of standards. The desire to make the ultimate sacrifice of martyrdom now gave way to the “giving of one’s blood” in asceticism and self-discipline. Many serious Christian seekers withdrew to the desert to seek God and to endeavor to become holy. It was in this monastic context that the flowering of the method of Orthodox spiritual direction and the deepening of the Orthodox understanding of the nature of spiritual growth and development took place.

      Spiritual direction in the desert was charismatic. A person who was seeking holiness would go into the desert to find an experienced spiritual guide to lead her on the path to God. The seeker established a personal relationship with an abba or an amma (a spiritual father or mother) and would submit to their instruction and direction. The paragon of the eremitic (solitary) monastic director is St. Anthony the Great (d. 356 A.D.). In the Sayings of the Desert Fathers Anthony explains that spiritual direction is essential for the health of the soul:

      
        He also said, “Nine monks fell away after many labors and were obsessed with spiritual pride, for they put their trust in their own works and being deceived they did not give due heed to the commandment that says, Ask your father and he will tell you.” (Deut. 32:7)

         

        And he said this, “If he is able to, a monk ought to tell his elders confidently how many steps he takes and how many drops of water he drinks in his cell, in case he is in error about it.” (Sayings of the Desert Fathers, 8-9)

      

      Obedience to a spiritual father kept the monk from pride and self-will, keeping his steps (almost literally) ordered to the Lord.

      Often the spiritual disciple would initiate the direction by asking for a word of guidance. The word received would be sparing, incisive and to be applied personally. The monks believed these words to be life-giving, directions that came from God. They were not dialogues or opportunities for debate. Should they be heeded, they would bring about the desired result of holiness of life and communion with God. The topics included the cultivation of virtue, the defeat of the passions and the building of a life of prayer.

      The pattern of communication varied depending on the relationship of the spiritual father and disciple. Sometimes the exchanges would be frequent, sometimes infrequent, even scattered across many years. The goal always, though, was the transformation of the monk, to enable him to participate in the energies of God.

      
        Abba Lot went to see Abba Joseph and said to him, “Abba, as far as I can I say my little office, I fast a little, I pray and meditate, I live in peace and as far as I can, I purify my thoughts. What else can I do?” Then the old man stood up and stretched his hands towards heaven. His fingers became like ten lamps of fire and he said to him, “If you will, you can become all flame.” (Sayings of the Desert Fathers, 103)

      

      Another type of monastic experience was cenobitic. This was for monks who were called to live the ascetic life in a community setting with other monks. The belief was that the challenge of daily life with others helped cut off the self-will of the monk and would teach them to love others, not judge others, and to gain control of the passions. The head of the monastery, the abbot or hegumen, would act as spiritual director for the monks. In some monasteries the abbot would set aside time each day, sometimes during the services, when the monks would approach him and reveal their thoughts, temptations and struggles. He would then give them direction according to their spiritual need.

      In the context of cenobitic monasticism, the classic work on spiritual direction is St. John of the Ladder’s essay To the Shepherd, sometimes published as Step 31 of the Ladder of Divine Ascent (Climacus 1991). John of the Ladder (known in the West as John Climacus) lived in the monastery on Mt. Sinai during the seventh century. St. John notes that the spiritual guide must be one who has experienced the reality of God and has been transformed himself by the Holy Spirit.

      
        A genuine teacher is he who has received from God the tablet of spiritual knowledge, inscribed by His Divine finger, that is by the in working of illumination, and who has no need of other books. It is as unseemly for teachers to give instruction from notes taken from other men’s writings, as it is for painters to take inspiration from other men’s compositions. (Climacus 1991:231)

      

      The experienced guide, second, must know the ability, state of advancement and need of each of his charges. One medicine does not work for all. St. John portrays the good abbot in the midst of the church directing his flock according to their individual need.

      
        After the completion of the evening prayers, one could behold that great man sitting upon his throne (fashioned outwardly of woven boughs and inwardly of spiritual gifts) like some king whom his good synodia and company encircled like wise bees, attending to his words and commands as though they were God’s. One man he would order to recite fifty psalms by heart before sleep, another thirty, another one hundred, and another man he would have make so many prostrations. He would order one to sleep in a sitting position, another to read a certain period of time, and yet another to stand for a given period of prayer Moreover, the great one also assigned to each a particular rule of eating, for the diet was not the same, or similar for all. With a view to the state of each, he selected what was suitable. And the wonder was that his command was carried out without murmuring, as though it came from the mouth of God. (Climacus 1991:245-46)

      

      Thus far we have been looking at spiritual direction in the monastic context. Spiritual growth and experience was not limited to that state of life, though it was believed that as a monk one could transcend the limitations and temptations that are part of life in the world. The goal for nonmonastic spiritual direction was the same as in the monastic context, to bring people to virtue and to the knowledge of God. The priest functioned as did the spiritual father in the monastery, but without the intensity of the relationship. The layperson was not asked to make vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, nor to devote all her time and effort to prayer and ascetic labor. But the expectation was that every Christian should make progress according to her ability and station in life. The role of the priest was to facilitate that healing process.

      One of the chief means for applying the principles of spiritual growth to the layperson was the sacrament of confession. Sometimes the penitent would go to a monastery to make confession to a spiritual father, sometimes to the parish priest. By the tenth century the text of an order of confession to be used in the churches was published. Included in this order were prayers of preparation, the reading of Psalm 51 (50 in the Septuagint), an examination of conscience and the opportunity for the priest to ask specific questions of the penitent. The questions were personal and specific, according to the leading of the Spirit and the knowledge and experience of the priest. The emphasis in the sacrament was not on the legal aspect, the forgiveness of sins alone or the merits of a penance, but on the healing of the soul through the prayers of the priest and the grace of the Holy Spirit. By going inward and seeing his sins, the penitent was led upward to God. The priest was not a judge but a fellow sinner, coming to God in solidarity with his spiritual child.

      Throughout the next few centuries, the monasteries remained a fruitful source of spiritual wisdom. The spiritual literature developed with the writings of St. Gregory Palamas (fourteenth century), which focused on the doctrine of deification and the hesychastic method of prayer—the tradition surrounding the use of the Jesus Prayer. Palamas’s teaching forms the foundation of modern Orthodox spirituality. During the Byzantine period there are also some records of correspondence between laypersons and monks, but not any that are greatly detailed.

      One of the most important literary events in the history of Orthodox spirituality was the publication in 1782 of The Philokalia, a five-volume collection of writings from patristic sources on the spiritual life. Compiled by St. Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain and St. Makarios of Corinth and published originally in Greek, they were translated into Slavonic and then into Russian by St. Paisius Velichkovsky. (Four volumes of these works are now available in English.) These books became a fruitful source of spiritual enrichment for both laypersons and monks in the Orthodox world. They are mentioned specifically in The Way of a Pilgrim, an anonymous book describing the spiritual journey of a Russian peasant in the midnineteenth century.

      The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw a flowering of Russian Orthodox monastic spirituality. St. Tikhon of Zadonsk (1724-1783) was the first great Russian staretz (elder), and his legacy has been influential for centuries through the elders of Optina monastery. Staretz does not denote an official position but a spiritual authority that arises from the experience of the elder himself. It can be recognized, it cannot be given. Those who come to the elder believe they will see God through him. One great staretz, St. Seraphim of Sarov (1759-1833), spent thirty years praying in solitude in the Russian forest, then returned to the monastery to make himself available for spiritual direction to all who would come. In a conversation with Nicholas Motovilov, Seraphim explained the goal of Christian life. “Prayer, fasting, watching, and all other Christian acts, however good they may be, do not alone constitute the aim of our Christian life, although they serve as the indispensable means of reaching this aim. The true aim of our Christian life is to acquire the Holy Spirit of God” (quoted in Fedotov 1948:267). Toward the end of the conversation, as Motovilov was struggling to understand fully what Seraphim meant by acquiring the Holy Spirit, he found himself unable to look at Seraphim.

      
        Then Father Seraphim took me very firmly by the shoulders and said: “We are both together, son, in the Spirit of God! Why do you not look on me?” I replied: “I cannot look, father, because lightning flashes from your eyes. Your face is brighter than the sun and my eyes ache in pain!” Father Seraphim said: “Fear not, my son; you too have become as bright as I. You too are now in the fullness of God’s Spirit; otherwise you would not be able to look on me as I am.” (Fedotov 1948:274)

      

      The great hermit and ascetic was illumined, and so was the spiritual son, the layman.

      Seeking this Spirit, many Orthodox believers in the past two centuries have sought a spiritual guide. There are extant some important and inspiring letters of direction from St. Theophan the Recluse (1815-1894) to spiritual seekers, illustrating this search (Theophan the Recluse 1995). Some seekers have entered monasteries, but many more have looked for someone like St. Seraphim to teach them the way to a transfigured life. Perhaps the expectation cannot be fulfilled; there are not many like him. But the Spirit of God still rests on his people, his voice still speaks though his humble servants, and God himself leads them.
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