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Introduction

I never planned to be a spiritual director. In fact, I’d worked as a counselor in a large urban community college for a quarter of a century before I even realized that spiritual direction existed. For all those years I helped students consider the goals they wanted to pursue and figure out how to handle the psychological, educational, and socioeconomic challenges that might stand in the way of their achieving them. I even taught first-year seminars and courses called “career and life planning,” in which I explained how to make career choices by assessing one’s interests, abilities, and values; collecting information about jobs and the job market; examining personal circumstances; and then making carefully reasoned decisions based on all that information. I loved working with the students, had attained tenure and full professorship, and thought I’d try to stay at the college for another quarter of a century.

Hah. There was nothing carefully reasoned about what happened next. Somewhere around my twenty-eighth year on the job, I found myself unable to resist enrolling in a spiritual direction program at the General Theological Seminary’s Center for Christian Spirituality. All of a sudden I was a fifty-year-old student with a subway pass and a backpack full of textbooks. Some of my friends and colleagues saw this move as a bold and admirable midlife transformation. Others thought I must be crazy. And none of them had ever heard of spiritual direction either, until I told them about it.

When I first felt called to offer spiritual direction, I was curious about how it differed from counseling and psychotherapy. My previous training had given me familiarity with treatment goals, diagnostic criteria, and solution-focused interventions. But from my experience of being a directee, it was clear to me that spiritual direction did not proceed along those lines at all. I was fascinated by the books that helped me learn about the prayerful, contemplative, and theological aspects of spiritual direction. I was awed by the idea that in the direction meeting, God is the real director. But even given divine involvement in the process, I supposed it wouldn’t hurt for me to try to find out more about the down-to-earth framework of human relating within which spiritual direction takes place.

So I started searching through books for help with questions such as, “Do people get paid for doing this?” and, “When directees ask me questions about myself, how much is it appropriate to tell them?” and, “If a directee were to invite me to lunch, am I supposed to turn down the invitation?” I explored issues and problems that arise for directors and directees with respect to meeting space, payment, professionalization, boundaries, confidentiality, dual relationships, attraction, referral, the urge to “fix things,” and the need for self-care. Because some of these topics were discussed so sparsely in the spiritual direction literature, I ended up drawing upon sources in the areas of pastoral care, counseling, psychotherapy, psychoanalysis, ethics, recovery programs, and congregational studies as well. I consulted experienced directors, visited Websites, listened to tapes of conference proceedings, and asked directees about their perceptions of the process. What eventually emerged was a compendium of “practical stuff I wish I’d known more about when I started to offer spiritual direction.” When I began to talk about my findings, my colleagues seemed to think they were valuable, too. So I decided to write about them.

Some traditional and contemporary understandings about spiritual direction which underlie the discussions in this book are these:

[image: images] Unlike counseling or psychotherapy, the process of spiritual direction is focused not on technique and intervention by the director but rather on listening and discernment by both director and directee. Whereas a therapist might proceed according to a treatment plan, a spiritual director is likely to proceed deliberately without a plan, relying on God as the “real director.”

[image: images] Spiritual direction is not a career choice or a job option. People who offer spiritual direction feel called by God to do so, and many do not accept payment for it.

[image: images] Spiritual directors may be clergy, members of religious orders, or laypeople from any walk of life. The ability to function as a spiritual director is not dependent on ordination or religious vows. I think that participation in some sort of training, formation, or enrichment program in spiritual direction is important, however.

[image: images] Spiritual direction is about growth in relationship to God, rather than about solving problems or fixing things. Some problems in a person’s life may indeed be solved in the process, but that is not the goal or the focus.1

Although God is at the center of the process of spiritual direction, the more readily visible participants are human beings. Like all other people, directors and directees are subject to relationship dynamics. And the nature of that human interaction is likely to be at least as important as its verbal content. As one leader in the field of spiritual direction put it, “In the final analysis I believe that the most important thing in direction has relatively little to do with what is said, but a great deal to do with the quality of the relationship between director and directee.”2

The topics and examples in this book are focused on traditional one-to-one, face-to-face spiritual direction, although some are relevant as well to other modalities, such as group direction and direction by correspondence. Chapters 1 through 9 begin with case examples, but the ensuing discussions are concerned less with the specifics of those examples than with the general issues they illustrate. Each chapter is designed to present a concise overview of points of view on the issue, rather than an exhaustive or in-depth analysis. Chapter 9 is addressed specifically to directees, discussing some basics about what to expect in spiritual direction and what to do if there seems to be a problem in the direction relationship. In chapter 10, I discuss ethical decision making and share some overall guidelines which emerged from my research and which I have found helpful in my work with directees. Two codes of ethics have been developed for spiritual directors, and those are included as appendixes. Finally, the sources I consulted are listed in an annotated bibliography for use in seeking further information.

All of the case examples are “real” in the sense that they represent situations that my colleagues and I have either experienced or heard about. But none of the examples is based on a single situation or person, and in every instance personal details have been carefully disguised and amalgamated.

This book was designed for use as a reference and a springboard for discussion for spiritual directors and anyone else who is interested in spiritual direction. The chapters follow a deliberate sequence, but understanding one chapter does not depend on having read previous chapters, so they need not be read in order. Please note that this book is in no way intended as a do-it-yourself manual or a substitute for training or supervision in spiritual direction. Rather, it is an attempt to identify some issues and challenges that can arise in spiritual direction relationships and to offer some resources for further consideration and reflection. Like the process of spiritual direction itself, this book is about asking questions, discussing ideas, and suggesting alternatives rather than giving advice or getting answers. And, like my ministry of spiritual direction, it is definitely a work in progress, open to debate and modification, and with growing edges all around.

Notes

1. For a much more complete discussion of what spiritual direction is and is not, see any of the following: Peter Ball, Anglican Spiritual Direction (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 1998); Tilden Edwards, Spiritual Director, Spiritual Companion: Guide to Tending the Soul (New York: Paulist Press, 2001); Margaret Guenther, Holy Listening: The Art of Spiritual Direction (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 1992); Gordon Jeff, Spiritual Direction for Every Christian (London: SPCK, 1987); Alan Jones, Exploring Spiritual Direction: An Essay on Christian Friendship (N.p.: Seabury Press, 1982); Kenneth Leech, Soul Friend: A Study of Spirituality (London: Sheldon Press, 1977); or Gerald G. May, Care of Mind, Care of Spirit: A Psychiatrist Explores Spiritual Direction (HarperSanFrancisco, 1992).

2. Jeff, Spiritual Direction for Every Christian, 73.


CHAPTER ONE
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Sacred Space

ADAM AND BETH: Adam is the rector of a small church in a rural area. He has no paid staff and runs the parish with the help of family members and volunteers. One way he tries to focus on prayer and contemplation amid all the practical demands of his position is to offer spiritual direction to Beth, a woman from a neighboring county.
     When Beth arrives for today’s meeting, he greets her enthusiastically and removes a stack of hymnals from one of the chairs in his small, fluorescent-lit office to make room for her to sit. During the silence of their opening meditation, the telephone rings. Although a volunteer had been assigned to answer calls, the ringing continues until Adam finally mutters an apology and picks up the phone. As the meeting goes on, several parishioners peek in and wave at him through the window in his office door. Toward the end of the hour, a woman delivering a large cake for the congregation’s centennial celebration walks into the office with it and reminds him that he’d promised to pay her on delivery.

CHARLOTTE AND ERICA: Charlotte is a retired college professor who is beginning to offer spiritual direction. She had hoped to use a room in her church for this purpose, but the senior pastor is too worried about legal liability risks to be comfortable with such an arrangement. So she has converted her son’s old bedroom into an office in her high-rise apartment. The renovated room looks inviting and comfortable, and she thinks that her pets, including Dietrich, her beloved Doberman pinscher, will lend yet another touch of warmth to the space. But when her first directee, Erica, arrives, it quickly becomes apparent that she is terrified of the dog. Their meeting is conducted with Charlotte and Erica locked in the office while Dietrich barks insistently just outside the door.

FUMIKO AND GREGORY: Fumiko, a layperson in a spiritual direction training program, is about to start offering spiritual direction. Her minister is supportive of her participation in the program and wants to provide her with a place in the church to meet with directees, but space is at a premium in the building. The only private room available is one in the basement that was formerly used to accommodate overflow Sunday school groups. During Fumiko’s first meeting with her directee, Gregory, they peer at each other in the dim light and struggle to keep from toppling over in chairs built for kinder-gartners. From time to time their conversation is drowned out by clanking noises from the furnace in the corner.

[image: images]

Offering a comfortable, quiet, secure place in which to meet is the first step in establishing a trustworthy connection. In her book on spiritual direction, Margaret Guenther characterized the physical arrangements for direction as a manifestation of hospitality: “What happens when we offer hospitality? We invite someone into a space that offers safety and shelter and put our own needs aside, as everything is focused on the comfort and refreshment of the guest. . . . Physical space is, in its way, as important as spiritual space.”1

We are not disembodied souls that exist with no connection to the space we inhabit. Everything we do takes place in a physical context, and that context will have some effect on the quality of our experience. Therefore, if directees are to feel they can trust us to hear the deep secrets and longings of their souls, it is essential that we provide them with a suitable place in which to tell them.

THE POWER OF PLACE

At the most obvious level, the spiritual direction space should be as free as possible from conditions which might make the participants feel uncomfortable, unimportant, or unprotected. Directors and directees who are meeting in the presence of ringing phones, angry dogs, clanking furnaces, inappropriate furniture, poor lighting, or the possibility of someone else walking into the room are probably not going to be listening to each other, let alone to God, very effectively. Not only are such conditions distracting but they may also have unintended consequences for the direction relationship. A directee in Beth’s situation might end up feeling resentful about all the interruptions or wonder whether she was taking time that Adam apparently needed to devote to more pressing concerns. Erica might have second thoughts about venturing into her spiritual director’s apartment for subsequent meetings if she thinks the dog will be there, and Gregory might wonder why Fumiko’s ministry in the church is so unimportant that it has been relegated to a corner of the basement.

More subtle aspects of context can influence the interaction as well. The effects of light, color, temperature, sounds, smells, familiarity, controllability, proximity to other people, and even electromagnetic fields are now being examined by means of an emerging interdisciplinary approach called “the science of place.” Research in this area is concerned with the ways people’s emotions and behaviors are influenced by elements in the physical world around them, often on a level outside their awareness. Observations that have emerged from these studies include the following:

[image: images] We learn to associate our experiences with the physical conditions under which they occur. For example, habits and addictions are much more dependent on environmental cues than was once thought.

[image: images] We are most likely to remember something we learned in the place where we first learned it. (Whenever I go to get something and forget what it was by the time I get there, I return to the place where I originally thought of it, and some cue in the environment usually serves as a reminder.)

[image: images] “Warm” colors (e.g., red) tend to be stimulating, and “cool” colors (e.g., blue) may have a calming effect.

[image: images] Variations in quantity of illumination produce variations in the level of the hormone melatonin, resulting in arousal or sleepiness. An extreme example of this phenomenon is seasonal affective disorder, in which the relative lack of light in winter triggers severe depression in some people.

[image: images] Temperature also affects level of arousal. Cold tends to be stimulating, and heat tends to be sedating. (During my years as a community college teacher, I would turn on lights and fling open windows when a class seemed to be losing focus.)

[image: images] Noise is the most disruptive environmental distractor. (I am reminded of the time a jackhammer operator began digging up the sidewalk outside the church during a parish quiet day.)

[image: images] The more uncontrollable and unpredictable the distractor or stressor, the more negative its effects.

[image: images] Attempting to shut out distractions drains energy.2

What do factors such as these have to do with spirituality? The nineteenth-century communities of the Shakers exemplified ways in which physical elements can be used to express spiritual values. In their efforts to convey their collective “enlightened spirit” and create a taste of “heaven on earth” that would attract converts, the Shakers turned away from the era’s prevailing affection for dark, closed-in, cluttered interiors and instead created spaces for people and livestock that were replete with natural light, air, simplicity, and symmetry.3 As one artist commented, “There were no dark corners in those lives. Their religion thrived on light . . .”4

It appears that environmental factors even affect how we see and judge things. In The Experience of Place, Tony Hiss described an experiment by the psychologist Abraham Maslow and associates that compared perceptions and judgments made in rooms set up to be variously “beautiful,” “average,” and “ugly.” The study participants in the attractive, well-appointed experiment room were noticeably more likely to describe a series of photographs of human faces as showing “energy” and “well-being” than were those who viewed the same photographs in the ugly room or the average room. Even the behavior of the interviewers who performed the study was found to be affected by the room they used—and neither the participants nor the interviewers were aware that apparently it was the décor that was affecting their judgment or their work.5

How does a room look to a person who walks into it? According to the ancient Chinese principles of feng shui, what people see when they enter a place will influence what happens there.6 What type of setting would we like our directees to find when they come to meet with us? According to the Center for Sacred Psychology’s Code of Ethics for Spiritual Directors (see appendix 1), “Spiritual direction sessions should take place in an environment of privacy, peacefulness and safety. . . . The ideal is that the period of spiritual direction be a protected time, a ‘Sabbath-time,’ in a nourishing, oasis-like space that speaks to the directee of first priorities. . . . When coming for spiritual direction, directees should be able to trust that their time is dedicated to them.”

Here, then, are some of the most important environmental factors for spiritual direction:

[image: images] Accessibility.
People who use mobility aids or have difficulty climbing stairs should be made as welcome in our spiritual direction space as those who do not.

[image: images] Privacy, safety, and freedom from interruptions.
Spiritual direction is a time of prayer. Directees should feel that we will be paying close attention to them and to God during the meeting.

[image: images] Quiet, or at least a relative lack of auditory distractions.

[image: images] Moderate temperature and lighting.

Although moderation usually seems preferable with respect to these environmental elements, there are times when strong or subdued lighting can be beneficial (to offset a depressed mood or to calm anxiety, respectively). For example, I have had exceptionally fruitful meetings in a Sunday school room where the sunlight that streamed through the wall-to-wall windows on a winter morning seemed to make the warmth of God’s love an undeniable physical reality.

[image: images] Choice of appropriate seating.
When a friend of mine walked into her director’s office for the first time, the director stood at the door while my friend tried anxiously to figure out where she was “supposed” to sit. With her experience in mind, when a directee comes into the room I make sure to say that she or he is welcome to sit anywhere. Whenever possible, I like to have three chairs in the room, as a reminder of the presence of the divine as well as a way of providing a range of seating choices.

[image: images] Lack of clutter.
For most of us the world is already cluttered enough, and spiritual direction can offer some needed respite and refreshment. Rooms that are minefields of defunct office equipment, dusty knickknacks, and teetering stacks of papers may make it more difficult to focus and clear our minds.

[image: images] A carefully chosen sensory aid or two.

A lighted candle, a picture, a religious object, incense, or something that represents the natural world (my spiritual director suggests water, salt, and wheat) can help us identify the spiritual direction meeting as a time set apart for contemplation and serve as a reminder of the presence of God. (It is advisable to check with directees before lighting candles or incense, however, in case of allergies or discomfort with fire.) Inviting directees to bring an object to focus on can be especially effective. One of the most moving direction meetings I have ever had took place in the presence of a small, battered wooden donkey that a directee brought in to represent her spiritual self.

Perhaps Tilden Edwards’s suggestions about physical environment as an ingredient of the spiritual direction conversation provide the best summary: “The simpler, quieter, and more aesthetically warm the room,” he wrote, “the more your space might invite a simpler, quieter, more easeful presence.”7

REALITY FACTORS

Unfortunately, spiritual directors may not always have an optimal amount of control over the environments in which they meet with directees. Clergy, parish staff members, and members of religious orders, whose pastoral responsibilities generally afford them access to appropriate rooms in their parishes, convents, or monasteries, may have few difficulties. For laypeople who are not officially employed in churches, however, finding an “oasis-like space” can be more of a challenge. Competing demands for space in churches are one problem that laypeople may encounter; concerns about the church’s liability if the director were to be sued for misconduct are another.

Sometimes it seems there is just no room at the inn. My lay colleagues and I have conducted spiritual direction meetings in a wide array of borrowed church offices. On the occasions when those were not available to us, we have resorted to Sunday school rooms, sacristies, choir lofts, naves, rehearsal rooms, parish hall parlors, kitchens, basements, storage rooms, churchyards, gardens, parks, seashores, sidewalk benches, restaurants, and automobiles. Our meetings in those venues have been interrupted by sextons, Sunday school teachers, acolytes, altar guild members, florists, electricians, homeless people, bicyclists, waiters, children, dogs, insects, thunderstorms, a prospective bridal couple, a chef, and a man washing his car. These peripatetic adventures did serve to remind us that “the earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it,” and more than occasionally some aspect of such an environment has turned out to be a source of inspiration. However, the quiet, privacy, and safety of a conventional office setting is more reliably conducive to spiritual reflection.

If no appropriate church space is available, where can we go? Home offices are the most obvious alternatives, but complicating factors are by no means limited to unruly pets. Offices at home raise safety questions for both directee and director. For example, what reservations might a young female directee feel about going alone to the home of a male director she has not yet met? What concerns might a director have about being alone at home with a relative stranger, or about the possibility of being sued by a litigious individual? Working at home also poses potential distractions for the director. As Margaret Guenther put it, “I find that I cannot see people for spiritual direction in my home: there is too much confusion of roles and personae. . . . the impedimenta of daily living intrude and make the space so personal that our appointment threatens to turn into a friendly chat.”8

Other options for laypeople include arranging to use space in other churches or religious organizations; meeting in one’s workplace; borrowing space in a friend’s professional office; or renting an office. This last option in particular, however, entails significant expense and therefore raises another issue, that of payment for spiritual direction (see chapter 3).

Notes

1. Margaret Guenther, Holy Listening: The Art of Spiritual Direction (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 1992), 14.

2. List derived from Winifred Gallagher, The Power of Place: How Our Surroundings Shape Our Thoughts, Emotions, and Actions (New York: Poseidon Press, 1993); and Tony Hiss, The Experience of Place (New York: Vintage Books, 1991), 34.

3. Gallagher, Power of Place, 47–48.

4. Ibid., 48, quoting the painter Charles Sheeler.

5. Hiss, Experience of Place, 38–40.

6. Gallagher, Power of Place, 143, quoting the feng shui practitioner Sarah Rossbach.

7. Tilden Edwards, Spiritual Director, Spiritual Companion: Guide to Tending the Soul (New York: Paulist Press, 2001), 109.

8. Guenther, Holy Listening, 14–15.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: images]

Covenant

HAL AND MONSIGNOR IGNATIUS: Driving to his second spiritual direction meeting, Hal is decidedly anxious. At their first meeting his director, Monsignor Ignatius, had seemed imposing and stern, and Hal had felt so self-conscious that he’d tripped on the fringes of the Oriental rug and knocked over a small statue as they walked into the office. As soon as they were seated, the priest had bowed his head, closed his eyes, and remained silent for what seemed like a long time while his directee glanced surreptitiously around the room and tried to guess what was going to happen next. After the silence ended, Hal had attempted to describe the spiritual issues that concerned him, but his account suddenly seemed incoherent to him. When Hal had asked whether or how much payment was expected for spiritual direction, Ignatius had shrugged his shoulders and said, “Make an offering.” Hal knows that this spiritual director is a friend of the priest who referred him, and he wonders whether Ignatius has yet told his priest what a spiritual dunce he is. The more he thinks about the previous meeting, the more he wonders whether he should just turn around and go home.

JOANNE AND KIRSTEN: Joanne has been going to Kirsten for spiritual direction for several months. At one point during their last meeting, Kirsten made reference to “you and your children” Joanne does not have any children and thought her director must have confused some details of her life with those of another directee. But she didn’t want to embarrass Kirsten by mentioning the error, so she let it pass. Days later, however, Joanne finds she is still thinking about it and is concerned about how well Kirsten really understands her. She wonders how Kirsten will react if she brings up this issue in their next meeting.

[image: images]

It is easy for us to assume that people who are interested enough in spiritual direction to seek out a director already know what to expect from the process. And it is tempting to assume that the less structure and the fewer rules we set up to govern our direction relationships, the more unencumbered our interactions will be and the more freely God’s spirit will be able to move.

But can we still recall what it was like for us to be new directees? Even if our first spiritual directors seemed welcoming and unthreatening, can we remember feeling at all vulnerable or awkward? Were we unclear about what we were supposed to do or reluctant to say what was on our minds? People often approach direction feeling uncertain about why, exactly, they are there, or whether they ought to be there at all. They may have only vague or inaccurate ideas about what goes on in spiritual direction. They may imagine that they are coming to meet with a person who is considerably more “holy” than themselves. They may be worried about appearing ignorant or doing something wrong. They may, like Hal, be afraid that they will be found to be “spiritual dunces.” They may wonder what their director might say about them to people they know. If directees are to relax and feel safe enough with us to explore their spiritual questions with any degree of honesty, they need to know what to expect and what the norms of the arrangement will be.

Certainly it is true that the process of spiritual direction is likely to be hindered by the inflexible application of a lot of complicated rules. But a defined structure need not be a legalistic straitjacket. In any helping relationship, explicitly understood “boundaries—of space, time, financial structure, and limits on personal sharing—help to secure the ‘safe space’ within which mutual respect can take place.”1 A recurring theme in this book will be that a modest number of well-chosen, carefully thought out, and mutually agreed upon guidelines facilitate, rather than restrict, growth within the spiritual direction process.

Spiritual Directors International recommends that its Guidelines for Ethical Conduct (see appendix 2) be used by directors and directees at the outset of their relationship to discuss and agree on the nature of spiritual direction, the roles and responsibilities of director and directee, the length and frequency of meetings, payment or other compensation, and evaluation and termination processes. The Center for Sacred Psychology’s Code of Ethics for Spiritual Directors (see appendix 1) adds that directors should ask new directees whether they have previously been in spiritual direction, counseling, or psychotherapy, and should ask any directee currently in counseling or therapy to obtain that practitioner’s approval for the spiritual direction arrangement.2

The first few direction meetings are a time of discernment and clarification. In addition to the essential task of determining whether director and directee are a good enough match to continue to work together, topics that might be discussed include these:

[image: images] What spiritual direction is and is not.
What are the directee’s needs, hopes, and expectations? Is spiritual direction the best way to address them at this time? Are there approaches or resources (e.g., therapy, support groups, Bible study programs, prayer groups, healing services) that might be utilized in addition to or instead of direction? Shalem Institute for Spiritual Formation’s online pamphlet about spiritual direction (http://www.shalem.org/sd.html) includes a helpful section titled “If Not Direction, Then What?”

[image: images] God and prayer in spiritual direction.

The focus of the direction process on prayer and relationship with God, rather than on personal problem solving, should be clarified. The belief that God is the “real director” might be given particular attention, as might the idea that praying is something which is actually done, as well as discussed, during spiritual direction meetings.

[image: images] Focus on directee.
Although the director may share his or her own experiences from time to time, the directee’s experiences and concerns are to be the focus of attention.

[image: images] Confidentiality and privacy.
The directee should be assured that everything she or he tells the director will be kept in strict confidence, with a few specific exceptions (see further discussion of confidentiality in the next section).

[image: images] Meeting schedule.
How frequent are the meetings to be, and how long will each meeting last? What are the procedures for cancelations, rescheduling, and lateness?

[image: images] Payment.
Is the directee expected to offer some form of material compensation in exchange for the director’s time or expertise? If so, how much, in what form, and how and when is it to be given? What if the directee has difficulty paying the fee? (See chapter 3 for further discussion of payment.)

[image: images] Contact between meetings.

What, if any, contact between scheduled meetings will be considered appropriate? Will telephone calls or e-mail messages be acceptable? If so, will there be any limit on their frequency? (See chapter 4 for discussion of relationships outside the context of spiritual direction.)

[image: images] Other expectations.
What other expectations need to be made clear at the outset? For example, some directors will work only with directees who make a commitment to participate regularly in some sort of worshiping community, or intend to make periodic sacramental confessions.

[image: images] Ending the relationship.
What happens if either participant feels the time may have come to terminate the relationship?

CONFIDENTIALITY

The topic of confidentiality in spiritual direction is so important that it warrants further discussion. Writing about the ideal conditions for spiritual direction, Sister Linda Julian of the Order of St. Helena indicated that “good boundaries are essential for the development of real trust. The commitment to confidentiality on the part of the director must be the same as for anyone who hears confessions. As a directee, you must be free to talk about absolutely anything, or not much depth will be reached, or much way made for the action of the Holy Spirit.”3

Spiritual direction is like confession because of the often deeply personal, intimate nature of what is discussed. The sharing of sensitive information has the potential to arouse feelings on both sides that must be handled with great care and respect, especially in the context of small communities. The pastoral theology professor William Doubleday once commented, “There is much sloppy talk in the Episcopal Church about what people said to or heard from their spiritual directors or confessors, and there are too many confessors, spiritual directors, and pastors who have an insufficiently high doctrine of confidentiality.”4

Breaches of confidentiality probably arise more often from the impulse to gossip than from outright malice. It seems to be characteristic of human nature to want to discuss what we know with other people or to be bearers of “inside” information. Spiritual directors, like everyone else, are subject to being affected by what people tell us and to feeling tempted to pass it on. And even if we are utterly committed to preserving confidentiality, problems can still arise if we lose track of the context in which we heard something. According to Margaret Guenther, “The safest path for me has been the cultivation of amnesia, even about ‘harmless’ details, since it is difficult to remember where I first heard bits of news about jobs, pregnancies, crises, and triumphs.”5

The directives for confidentiality extend beyond promising not to reveal the content of what directees tell us. According to A Code of Ethics for Spiritual Directors, “Spiritual directors do not reveal the names of those whom they serve in this capacity, past or present, nor do they allude to them in conversation (even anonymously as ‘a sister’ or ‘someone who comes to me for direction’).”

The code does set forth two exceptions to the rule of confidentiality: the discussion of case material in supervision, and the reporting of situations in which serious danger or harm is involved or threatened. With respect to the first exception, directees are to be informed that the director is receiving supervision and assured that their anonymity will be preserved. With respect to the second, directors are morally obligated to see that suicidal persons act upon referrals to mental health professionals and might also “contact family members of the person at risk, preferably with that person’s cooperation”; and “Where there is clear danger to another’s safety or life (e.g., child abuse), spiritual directors, like all citizens, have a duty to warn the endangered parties or their legal guardians, and are morally responsible to intervene by reporting such danger to the proper authorities.”

Although confidentiality is imperative for us as directors, it should be noted that our directees are not bound by the same requirement. As A Code of Ethics for Spiritual Directors puts it, “Directees should be encouraged to maintain reticence about the content of sessions, out of respect for the sacredness of the interior life. . . . This is, however, a recommendation to the person seeking guidance and is not obligatory (as is the director’s confidentiality).”

DEMYSTIFICATION

For some first-time directees, the very prospect of spiritual direction may seem intimidating. Gordon Jeff, founding member of a British network for the promotion of spiritual direction, commented that “our potential directee . . . knows that he or she will need to be talking about intensely personal matters, about weakness and failure and guilt, and in nine cases out of ten admitting to an inadequate prayer life or perhaps a prayer life which has broken down completely.”6 One of my own concerns as a new directee had been that my not entirely orthodox religious and spiritual history might seem peculiar (if not heretical) to a clergyperson in a mainstream denomination, and it took even my highly approachable and accepting director several meetings to convince me otherwise.

“And on top of this,” Jeff continued, “an experienced director, unfamiliar except by reputation, may well be seen as an authoritative, even condemning figure.”7 Indeed, it is not entirely clear whether Monsignor Ignatius is as imposing a person as Hal seems to have found him, or whether the problem is more that Hal was overawed by his director’s title, clerical garb, office decor, silent prayerfulness, or lack of explicitness about what to expect. Particularly if spiritual directors are clergy or members of religious orders, it is easy enough for directees, unconsciously or even consciously, to experience their directors as representatives of the divine, or as parental or other authority figures. It is, of course, important that directees respect us and view us as offering experience and guidance that is of value; otherwise, new directors working in their own parishes or communities can have experiences that are all too reminiscent of the reception Jesus received in his home town in Matthew 13:55–58. But a directee who regards the director as some sort of flawless or superior being may have trouble being candid enough to explore difficult issues very deeply.

Here are some ways in which my colleagues in spiritual direction have told me they try to demystify their roles and seem more approachable:

[image: images] Having directees address them by their given names

[image: images] Revealing things about themselves (e.g., difficulties, feelings, “growing edges”) where appropriate

[image: images] Dressing somewhat informally

[image: images] Candidly admitting it when they don’t know something

[image: images] Answering questions about their family or personal life where appropriate

Gordon Jeff pointed out that the difference between therapy and spiritual direction proves especially useful at the outset: the director is freer than a therapist to reveal information about himself or herself and so can more easily be seen as a real, human, imperfect person. “A little time of general chat [in the first meeting] will help both sides to lose some of the wrong projections, to begin by meeting simply as two human individuals and start building up a relationship.”8

Démystification efforts such as these are useful only as long as they are consistent with the director’s own personality and do not seem contrived. For instance, if Monsignor Ignatius is not comfortable with dressing less formally or talking about himself during spiritual direction meetings, he should not do so. Another caution about démystification is that any moves toward informality and openness should not shade over into the territory of inappropriate relationships (see chapter 4) or of talking too much about oneself (see chapter 8).

Perhaps démystification is an important internal process for spiritual directors as well. Whenever a meeting with a directee seems to have gone especially well and I start to feel as if I might be developing into some sort of wonderful spiritual guru, I remind myself of one of the definitions of spiritual direction, attributed to Benedict J. Groeschel, that I learned in my training program: “Spiritual direction is two poor sinners sitting down together.”

A SAMPLE COVENANT

The covenant I have developed to use in individual spiritual direction follows the basic guidelines just discussed and includes a few additional elements I have derived from my own experiences of counseling and being counseled. This covenant is not a written document that I hand to the directee the minute she or he first walks in the door but rather an unwritten set of procedures and expectations that I make sure we talk about during our first meeting or two and revisit periodically. It is intended not as a hard and fast set of rules but rather a collection of guidelines that we both resolve to follow. Problems with or exceptions to any of its elements are open to discussion at any point in the relationship.

A typical agreement with my directees includes these elements:

[image: images] Count on confidentiality.
From the outset, I (the director) promise not to reveal or discuss any aspect of our conversations, with two exceptions: if there is a credible threat of serious harm, or to receive supervision. In the latter case, I will not do so without securing permission or carefully disguising identity and circumstances.

[image: images] No strings attached.
I expect no direct payment or gifts in exchange for spiritual direction. A directee may make a donation to my parish or other charitable organization if he or she feels moved to do so, but the donation will have no influence on our relationship. (See chapter 3 for discussion of other positions on the question of payment.)

[image: images] No socializing.
Both of us will strive to keep our spiritual direction relationship singular and unique by limiting contact outside the direction meetings. (See chapter 4 for discussion of other positions on this question.)

[image: images] Respect each other’s time.
We both agree to do our best to begin and end meetings on time and to notify each other of requested changes to our appointment schedule as soon as possible.

[image: images] Begin and end meetings with prayer.

We mark the beginning and ending of each meeting with a few minutes of silence and/or spoken prayer and/or words from Scripture. Either of us, or both, may offer spoken prayer or readings during these intervals.

[image: images] Call prayer breaks as needed.
A spiritual direction meeting is a time of prayer throughout. Either of us may request a pause in the conversation for silent reflection or spoken prayer whenever moved to do so.

[image: images] Tell the truth.
Within the space of our direction meetings, several of the ordinary conventions of conversation are suspended. I assure the directee that if I say anything that is hurtful or upsetting or seems off-base, I want to hear about that reaction. If I say something that is inaccurate, as Kirsten did, the directee should have no qualms about pointing that out. Likewise, if I think she or he may be on the wrong track about something, I will say so. We will do our best to offer each other constructive feedback without worrying about having to be “nice” or saying only what we think the other person wants to hear.

[image: images] Ask anything.
This is another suspension of the rules of polite conversation. The directee should not think there is any question that is too “stupid,” personal, or inappropriate to ask. It is my responsibility to figure out how to deal with any question, and to do so nonjudgmentally.

[image: images] Honor non sequiturs.

This the third departure from ordinary conversational norms. If a thought occurs to either of us that does not seem to fit logically into the discussion, we should express it anyway. It could be the inspiration of God at work.

[image: images] Pray for each other.
We resolve to keep each other in our prayers between meetings. In addition, I make a commitment to spend time in prayer about the directee in preparation for, and after, each of our meetings.

[image: images] Consider how we’re doing.
Every so often (once or twice a year), we set aside some time to look for evidence of the fruits of the relationship for the directee and decide whether it is time to try different approaches, continue as is, or terminate the relationship.
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