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'Recognizing
: God’s work in

+ your life usually
~ requires a guide.

by Bitl Shereos
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=) MYJOURNEY INTO
SPIRITURL DIRECTION

suddenly realized I had traveled a very long way.
The frip to see a spiritual director for the first
time was further than the 12 miles from my local
Evangelical Free Church to the home of a Catholic
religious order just outside of town As I set out,
I thought traveling beyond the boundaries of my
faith tradition might be perilous. But it has proved
to be a rewarding journey.
In my second pastorate, I became embroiled in
a bitter church conflict. It was a lethal combina-
tion of long-term systemic problems in the church
and my own inexperience and insecurity. In my
vouthful bravado, I focused on my agenda and
failed to recogmize that God had already been at work in that
congregation long before I arrived
‘When criticized, I responded defensively Conflict grew, and
the congregation became polarized. Each side saw the other as
the enemyv. Before long a group of 40 people met secretly to have
_ me removed
.- - Feeling out of my league and desperate for help, I began see-
“ing a counselor, For years, I told people that seeing a counselor
was a means God used for healing Yet, when it was my turn to
see a therapist. I questioned that sage advice. :

- The Christian counselor helped me understand my own fam-
ilv of origin and the role I played within it As a former pastor,
he also helped me understand my new congregational family
system I discovered the ways I contributed to the dysfunction
of that system. I also learned healthier ways respond to church
members and manage my own bebavior. I am deeply grateful for
a skilled counselor who enabled me to better understand rela-

tional dynamics, which enabled me to better work through my
- pwn insecurities and address the congregational conflict

. * pregress to end our sessions, 1 asked how I might better navi-
" gate spiritual and emotional health after therapy He suggested [

7 engage in spiritual direction and recommended a local Cathohc

". . priestasadirector .-

--The language of spmtual dlrectlon was new to me. Was a

sp1r1tua1 director the Christian version of Obi- Wan Kenobi, a *
spiritual Jed: mastet ? I quickly discovered my expectations were ¥

maccurate. I found I would not go to him for answets. He was
much better at asking: mse questlons 3

., ‘After my counselor and I determined I had made enough

THERAPY VS. SPIRITUAL
DIRECTION

Our conversations were not about my
psychological health or family systems.
That’s therapy. Our conversations fo-
cused on the Holy Spirit's presence and
guidance in my life. The healing agent in
therapy 1s the counselor In spiritual di-
rection, God is the agent of healing,

My director reminded me he was a
spiritual companion to help me focus
on God and my response to God's work
1n me. My counselor helped me learn to
recognize and address unmet childhood
needs. My director pointed me toward
maturity in Christ-likeness.

My director was
a companion
to help me
focus on God
and my response
to God’s work
in me.

Therapy is important for emotional
and psychological issues. Spiritual direc-
tion helps me give attention to God. It
isp’t something I can do well for myself.
William Osler said, “The physician who
treats himself has a fool for a patient™
On a number of occasions when I have
received clarity from the Lord regarding
& particular personal or mimstry 1ssue,
I've thanked my director. His response 1s
consistent, “I ¢an do it for you, but I can-
not do it for myself I too need a spiritual
director”

SPOTTING GOD’S ACTIVITY INME
Spiritual direction ts rooted in the belief
that God 1s always dctive in a person’s
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life, and everything in our lives 15 raw
material for our spirttual formnation
My role as a directee is to become aware
of God’s work 1n and around me. The
prophet Samuel was a good directee as
he prayed, “Speak Loxd, for your servant
is listening " A central question 1n spi11-
tual direction is, “Who 1s God to me, and
who am I to God?”

An important instrument in the tool-
box of a spiritual director 1s Scripture
Some of my initial fears about entering
into this relationship were allayed when
I encountered my director's use of Scrip-
ture

Early on I shared my fears of address-
ing an issue with an authority figure in
my life. My director brought me to 1 Sam-
uel 16:7. “But the Lord said to Samuel,
‘Do not consider his appearance or his
height, for I have rejected him. The Lord
does not look at the things people look at
People look at the outward appearance,
but the Lord looks at the heart™

Ironically I had been memorizing that
very Scripture and happened to have
that verse in my shirt pocket on a 3x5

card. Yet I had not realized its applica- .

tion until our conversation.

The process of spiritual direction has
encouraged me to explore classic spiri-
tual disciplines. Reinforcing that God is
the agent of sanctification, my director
encouraged the use of classic spiritual
disciplines, which I had not encountered
after my conversion to Christ. For exam-
ple, he coached me into the practice of
solitude and silence. I became a Christian
during my late teens and had never en-
gaged in intentional solitude and silence
until now

ALL OF LIFE IS UNDER
CONSIDERATION

Our monthly conversations enabled me
to make a major shift from regarding
my circumstances as a series of events I
had to navigate to regarding my circum-
stances as elements God is using in his
curriculum for my spirituat formation.
‘Whether we are in ministry or in the
marketplace, it is in the midst of our ev-
eryday life we learn to be more like Jesus.
I also began to look for ways God was al-
ready at work around me redeeming his

world and discovered it was not up to me initiate that work

Learning that the Lord works through our thoughts and feel-
ings was also revealing. While thoughts and feelings can come
from a variety of sources, the indwelling Spirit is certainly one
of those sources. Since the Spirit dwells within us, 1t only makes
sense that his presence would affect my affect.

CONSOLATION AND DESOLATION

My spiritual vocabulary grew as I learned concepts like “consola-
tion” and “desolation.” Consolation occurs when I am moving to-
ward God. Desolation occurs when ] am moving away from him.

In consolation I connect more closely with God and others.
It may bring new energy within and a greater sense of God’s in-
teraction. Consolation isn’t just positive things occurring in my
life. I can drift away from God when experiencing things others
consider positive. I may even experience consolation during dif-
ficulty such as grief or loss.

In desolation 1 move away from God. Desolation usually
cuts me off from community and my true self It may result in
negative thoughts, drain me of energy, and lead to sense God's
distance more than his nearness. That goes deeper than just
happiness and sadness. Becoming more aware of these interior
movements has helped me move toward God and his will for my
life and ministry.

DECISION-MAKING AND DISCERNMENT )

The distinction between decision-making and discernment has
also become important. When I try to make good decisions, 1
evaluate the facts and try to determine the best course of action.
Many times life requires me to make good decisions. Discern-
ment, on the other hand, means seeking God’'s will and purpose
for my life.
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PRACTICES

How to Find a

e @ o
Spiritual Director
[y .
in Your Area
& My first spiritual director and | met once a month,
which is typical. Since she was a staff pastor, my
meetings wers free, but you can expect to pay from
$0 to $100 per hour. A director usually asks you to
pay what you are able. Some say, “Pay what seems
comfortable and add a little extra so you feel a
slight ouch” Probably a good rule of thumb.

When my first director moved out of state, | had
to figure out how to find another. Ask for personal
recommendations. If you don't want to meet with
the same person your friends do, ask their directors
for referrals.

There are also a few professional organizations
you can search to find a spirtual director in your
area. Evangelical Spiritual Directors Association
(www.graftedlife.org/esda/search) allows you to
saarch for a spiritual director in your area. Or Spiri-
tual Directors International fwww.sdiworld.org) has
a seek-and-find guide with spiritual directors for all
faiths. You can read about each director to initially
see if they are a fit and then follow up with a call.

Be prepared to ask a variety of clarifying ques-
tions when calling a director to see if he or she is
a good fit theologically and relationally. Spiritual
directors expact this. Finding someone who under-
stands your specific farth background is important,
and someone with whom you feel comfortable tell-
ing personal detalls

First sessions with spiritual directors are usually
free, and most directors tell you at the outset to
give the-relationship three or four menths before
re-evaluating. A director will not take offense if you
decide to move on. The sacred space of a spiritual
direction session needs to be a place of deep con-
nection with God and your director.

-—ANITA LUSTREA, podcaster,
author, and spiritual director,
www.anitalustrea.com @anitalustrea
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In discernment God might help me to discover what is best
for me between two good alternatives. In discernment I seek
God’s direction as a gift that is given to me rather than one I
must figure out on my own. I might experience discernment
through God’s “whispers” or having an internal sense of some-
thing just being “right.”

PRAYER OF INDIFFERENCE
‘When I heard the phrase prayer of indifference, I thought it
must be something negative. Yet, in context, I learned the
prayer of indifference 1s helptul in our relationship with God.
St. Ignatius, the 16th-century Jesuit who is 2 central figure in
the tradition of spiritual direction, once wrote, “We should not
fix our desires on health or sickness, wealth or poverty, success
or failure, a long life or short one. For everything has the poten-
tial of calling forth in us a deeper response to our life in God.
Our only desire and our one choice should be this: I want and I
choose what better leads to the deepening of God's life in me ”
But the “prayer of indifference” was praved long before St
Ignatius. Mary, Jesus’ mother, made use nf that prayer when she
prayed in Luke 1:38 “I am the Lord’s servant. May your word to
me be fulfilled” Jesus also prayed such a prayer in Luke 22:42
just before going to the cross: “Father, if you are willing, take
this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.”
Abandoning ourselves to the will of God brings freedom.

THE JOURNEY CONTINUES

My Christian rounselor helped me over a period of several
months. But throughout the rest of my ministry in that con-
gregation, I met monthly with my spiritual director The prob-
lems I encountered early on in that ministry were complex and

-multifaceted. I am confident that I could not have stayed on for

thirteen and a half years and experienced personal and congre-
gational healing had I not had the support of a spiritual director.
When ] moved to an urban Chicago congregation, the Lord led
me to a new director with whom I've met for well over a decade.
Ever since that initial 12-mile trip, I've continued sesing a
spiritual director. The journey has been mitch longer than I ex-
pected, but God often leads in ways we don't anticipate. Jour-
neys have a way of enabling us to cultivate new friendships,
appreciate new experiences and learn from the traditions of
others LJ

BILL SHEREOS is pastor of First Free Church in Chicago, lllinois.




How Spiritual Direction Works

Finding the Spirit in the deeper recesses of your soul.

#1.Bill is my spiritual director. Several years ago, over break_‘rasi;
he told me the story he's written hera— how he first connected
with his spiritual director and how he has grown in Christ
throughit. | wanted someone like that in my life.

When | was a high school kid, growing up.in a tiny town,
thought of myself as deeper than my peers. I'd go for long walks
late at night. preferably in the rain, to think deep thoughts.
Problem wes. | couldn’t think of anything. [ wasn't all that deep. |
felt somethinyg similar as a young pastor. | was weli-grounded in
evangélical theclogy and blessed with godly models, but | had the
vague feeting 1 didn’t know my own soul, that [ wasnh't very deep

Gradually through writers like Richard Foster and Eugene Pe-
terson | became familiar with the fanguage and literature of the
contemplative life. | began to see the soul-ish side of Scripture
| sensed that there were dynamics in my life with the Lord that t
didn’t know how to discern, almost like when there are conversa-
tions going on upstairs in your home that you can't quite hear.

Finally right after Christmas a few years ago, | arranged to
visit Bill to see if he could help me tind a spiritual director. About
a half hour into our conversation, | realized hed already begun.
We've met monthly ever since.

Before we meet each month, | try to identify the stand-out
moments or movemants of my life with the Lord over the last
weeks. An undercurrent of sadness perhaps, or some truth from
sermon preparation that just keeps reverberating within me.
Quite often we start with something incongruous, unresolved,
that vague sense that something is out of whack in my heart,
like why a meeting upset me unduly.

Important things in our lives can be floating, untethered from
God's gravity, as If the rope crew beneath one of those giant '
balloons in the Macy’s Parade has lost their grip. Bill helps me
tether my experiences to the truth and ways of God.

Some of our conversations have a kind of sideways chat-
lenge, like when Jesus asked the crippled man, “Do you want
to get well?” Once | was saying how | should schedule half
day of prayer but just never get around to it. “Nobody will take
responsibility for your spiritual life but you,” he said. “You know
how to do it - -

Sometimes—often, actually—we talk about joy I've missed
that was right before my eyes. A couple of times Bill has asked,
“Do you realize how you completely brightened when you talked
about that?”

Oftan Bill turns my questions to prayers. Not long ago |
puzzled over my resistance to a ministry task | knew was impor-
tant. “Why don’t you ask God why you don’t want to do that?" he
asked. Bill doesn’t have to tell me to pray, but he helps me true
up the angle of my prayers.

The most common direction is toward God’s grace. | often
come to our meetings disoriented by inadequacy, frustration,
or guilt. For an over-responsible person like me, grace can be:
hard to take' So Bill listens and waits for the lurking lies to come
out of hiding. Then through his generous silence and Chnist-ike
observations, the gospel does its work in me again.
The phrase spiritual direction is something of a misnomer
My friend only rarely directs me. It's more like he reorients me.
He restores my bearings on the Lord. Recently | drove past an
amusement park. They had a huge maze ‘made of panels and
poles, twisted passages and dead ends, daring the customer to
fine their way from one corner to the other, Right in the middie
of the maze was a tower where an overseer could call out direc-
tions to disoriented and frightened kids. That’s what happens
when | see Bill, my spiritual director
— LEE ECLOV is pastor of Village Church
of Lincolnshire, lllinois.

FOR FURTHER READING:

William A. Barry and William J. Sonnolly,
The Practice of Spiritual Direction (HarperCollins, 2009)

David Benner, Sacred Companions:
The Gift of Spiritual Friendship and Direction (IVP, 2002)

Margarst Guenthaer, Holy Listening:
The Art of Spiritual Direction (Rowman & Littlefield, 1992)

Gorden T. Smith, Spiritual Direction.
A Guide to Giving and Receiving Direction (IVP, 2014)
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