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SPIRITUAL DIRECTION
IN DAILY LIFE

I

n The First Jesuits J ohn O’Malley indicates the importance of spiritual
conversation in the pastoral strat e g y o f Ignatius and the first compan1
ions. Obviously conversation as a pas t oral strategy differs from
ordinary conversation since it aims to “help souls,” as Ignatius so often
pu t s it . In this article I want to reflect on spiritual direction as a form of
such spiritual conversation whose purpose is to help souls.
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Spir it u al D ir e ct io n : a D e f in it io n
Spiritual conversation in this Ignatian sense can take more than one
d ir ection. One can engage in such conversation in order to help an o t h e r
to develop a right conscience, to understand the meaning of a particular
doctrine or religious practice, to learn how t o perform a particular ritual.
O r one can do so in order to comfort a grieving or suffering pe r s o n ,
mediating a sense of God’s presence . What distinguishes various forms of
spiritual conversation to “help souls”? The focus of the conversation is
one way to d is t in g u ish the various forms. In The Practice of Spiritual
2
Direction Connolly and I define spiritual direction
as help given by one Christian to ano t h e r w h ich enables that
person to pay attention to God's perso n al co mmunication to him
or her, to respond to this personally communicating God, to grow
in intimacy w ith this God, and to live out the consequences of the
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relationship.
While we did not call attention to the Jesuit predilect io n for spiritual
conversation, it seems clear to me, in retrospect, that our ex perience in
directin g t h e Spiritual Exercises played a commanding role in the way we
engaged in spiritual direct io n and how we defined it. The one who gives
the Exercises engages in conversation with the one making them with the
same purpose in mind.
Our defin it ion of spiritual direction assumes that God is encountered
in human exper ience, i.e., that experience can have a religious dimen4
s io n . Ignatius presumed that anyone who made the Exercises wo u ld
5
encounter God. But the points of the
“C o n t e mplat ion for Attaining Love ”
presume also that God is encountered
Every human experience
in everyday lif e , not just during the
is, among other things, an
Exercises. O u r definition of spiritual
experience of God. That is,
direction makes the same assumption:
God is always and everywhere active
every human experience
in this w o r ld , in t e n t on attaining
has a religious dimension
God’s purpose in creat ion. Moreover,
with Ignatius we po s it that God desires a person al r e lat io n s h ip with
eve ryone. Thus, at every moment we human beings are in contact with
God wh o is active in the world. Everyone encounters God; there is no
escaping this encounter. Every human experience is, among other things,
an experience of God. Th at is, every human experience has a religious
dimension.
However, we can be unaware of this dimension o f o u r experience.
There is nothing unusual about this state o f affairs. We are unaware of
many dimensions of our experience all the time. I can be so engrossed in
listening to a piano concerto in a concert hall that I do n ot notice the
coughing of my neighbo r and am surprised later when my companion
complains ab out the noise the neighbor made. Modern psychology has
made us aware of how we can d efend ourselves unconsciously against
t h e awareness of anxiety-producing thoughts, feelings and sensations.
Since awareness of God’s presence is, quite often, awe-inspir in g if not
downright terr if y in g, there is even more reason to expect that we will
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have d if f icu lt y noticing and taking account of experiences of God.
Spiritual direction is encouraged, among other reasons, because o f t he
difficulty of noticing the religious dimension of experience.
Spiritual direction, as defined, is a form of spiritual conversation
whose focus is the religious dimension of the exper ience of the one
6
seeking dir e ct io n. Spiritual directors make a covenant with their directees
to help the latter develop their re lat io n s h ip with God. In this covenantal
relationship directees agree to talk about what happens whe n t h ey try to
be in conscious relationship with God and directors agree to pu t all their
resources at the disposal of directees to help t h e m t o deepen their
relationship with God.
Among the resources directors bring to the conversation are t h eir own
lived relations h ip with God, their
knowledge of t h e t h e o lo g ical
and s pir it u al t r ad it io n , t h e ir
the most important thing
membership in the faith commuspiritual directors do, at least nity, and their commit me n t to act
in the beginning of any session responsibly for the good of their
of spiritual direction, is to listen directees’ relat ionship with God.
People do n ot become spiritual
well to those they direct
d ir e ctors because of ordinat io n
or thr o u g h an y office in the
ch urch; they seem to h av e a
charism that attracts potential directees to them. I g n at iu s was a layman
when he began to attract others for spiritual direction . Because there is
no office or or d e r o f spiritual directors in the church, those who seek
them out need to be prudent in their choice. Cav e a t e m p t o r applies to
those who seek spiritual direction.
Wh at Spir it u al D ir e ct o r s D o
They listen. They engag e in conversation, just one Christian talking to
another. But t h e conversation has a focus, as we have asserted. The first
thing directors do is to help direct e e s t o pay attention to what happens
when they try to engage in the relatio n s h ip with God. Helping means
encouraging them to talk about their experience, asking for clarification
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and expansion. By these means they show t h e ir in t erest in the experience
of their directees, in itself a rather infrequent occurrence in the course of
ordinary life. The most important thing spiritual dir e ct o r s do, at least in
th e b e g in n ing of any session of spiritual direction, is to listen well to
those they direct.
Let me give an example of the kind of conversation b e t w e e n a director
and a directee that demonstrat e s t he quality of this listening. Mary is the
directee, John the director.
Mary: I w as really struck by Jesus in the cleansing of the temple scene.
John: How did he seem to you?
Mary: He seemed very angry.
John: Angry?
Mary: Yes. He seemed so thoroughly involved in wh at G o d deserved
and
in the contrast between that and what those people were actually
doing.
John: He seemed very involved with it. That seeme d important for you.
Could you say more about?
Mary: About the way it seemed to me?
John: Yes, about what he was like.
Mary: Well, he was angry, as I said. He w as r e ally involved with the
merchants doing business in the temple.
J o h n : Wh y don’t you take a minute now and look back on the w ay
that
scene seemed to you? You seem to have been engaged with it.
Mary: (Pause) He really f e lt a lot about God. He seemed to feel that
was being insulted and that bothered him.
God
John: It bothered him?
Mary: Got under his skin. You know, it really s e e me d to affect him the
way an insult given to somebody in your f amily w h o is dear to you
might
affect you. (Pause) That’s what it seemed like.
John: And that seemed to be a moving thing for you?
Mar y: It was. I’ve experienced things like that, harsh things, for
example,
s aid about people who meant a lot to me, so I co u ld
felt. I t mad e me feel somehow more familiar with
appreciate how he
7
him.
In this vignett e we notice that the director patiently helps the directee to
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pay attention to an experience and to notice more about it. We als o
notice that the director’s remarks can seem rather banal, as h appens in
conversations, but t h e y have the purpose of keeping the focus on the
experience of the directee.
By keeping this focus in the conversation directors demonstrate their
b elief in the importance of human experience for the encounter w it h
God. Such a belief is central to Ignatian spirituality. Directors come to
such a belief through the experience of God’s action in the ir o w n lives.
Such experience piques their in t e r e s t in learning how God works with
o ther people. It is this interest in God that makes them good liste n e r s an d
co n v inces directees that their directors want to listen to them. In trainin g
programs for spiritual directors I have often said th at w hat will keep
spiritual directors inte r e s t e d in what directees say is their desire to know
more about God’s mysterious ways. In other words, one of the motiv e s f o r
becoming a spiritual director is a profound de s ire to know God more
intimately. Such a pr o f ound desire arises from directors’ own experience
of God, a God who is the deepest desire of their hearts.

They

foster a contemplative attitude in directees. The focus on the

experience of directees fosters in t h e m a contemplative attitude, an
attitude whose first question about any experience is not “What does it
mean?” but rather “What happened during this experience?” The question
of mean in g , if raised too early, can sidetrack directees from paying
at t e n tion to the full reality of the experience. For example, in the case j u s t
presented, John might have asked, right after Mary said that Jesus seemed
angry, “What does it mean t h at Jesus was angry in this situation?” The
conversation mig ht then have moved off into a discussion of Temple
practices and Jesus’ anger at the buying and sellin g in t h e Temple; it
might even have led to a discussion of Jesus’ anger as r ig h t e o u s anger.
Then she might never have realized that t h e experience had made her
more familiar with Jesus, something she had desired when she beg an
contemplating this scene, asking that she might k n o w J e s u s more
intimately, in order to love him more and follow him. Questions of
meaning, i.e., questions of discernme n t , in t h is k in d o f s pir itual
conversat io n , s h o u ld co me only after an experience is thoroughly
explored and relived.
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I have found that it takes much work with fledgling directors before
they accept that they are doing their best work w h e n t h e y listen well and
help people to pay attention to their experience when they pray or when
they become aware of something deeply moving in their liv e s . Ne w
directors want to get quickly to the “real work” of interpreting the
meaning of the experience. C lose supervision of new directors is the best
way to help them to realize that their penchant for me an in g - making gets
in the way of the need for their directees first to pay att e n t io n an d to
explore their experience. Discernment of me aning follows upon such
noticing and explorat io n . We can only discern what, in this experience,
is of God, what not, when we have paid attention to it as an experience
with many dimensions.

They help directees to discern. Once an experience has been explored in

some detail the spirit u al director can then help the directee with the
question of whether this experience is an experience of God, or rather,
what in this experience is of Go d , what not. The precision at the end of
the last sentence is important for direction in daily life. As mentioned
earlier, God is, in a real sense, ingredient in every human experience
since God is active at all times creating, sustaining and directing all
created things and persons toward God’s intention. Hence, every human
experience has a religiou s dimension. Spiritual directors help people to
tease out the religious dimension of every expe r ie n ce t h at seems
important to them.
At this point the rule s for discernment of the First and Second Weeks
o f t h e Spiritual Exercises come into play. In daily life, as in a retreat its e lf ,
G o d an d t h e “enemy of human nature” are at work, and directees need
help t o discern the different ways they act. Just as Ignatius made a
distin ct io n b etween rules for the First Week and rules for the Second
Week, so, too, spiritual directors need t o k n o w t he inner spiritual
situation of their directees. In daily life a directee may be more caught up
in the dynamics that are akin to those that occur in the First We e k o f t h e
Exercises or even in th e k in d of preliminaries to being able to make the
full Exercises. Some people, for example, are caught in a distorted image
of God as implacable Judge or unforgiving Father. Hence, like Pierre Favre
when Ignatius first met him, t h ey are not yet ready for the full Exercises.
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They need help to experience God as described in the pray er of Wisdom
11: 24-26:
For you love all things that exist,
and detest none of the things that you have made,
for you would not have made anything if you had hated it.
How would anything have endured if you had not willed it?
Of how would anything not called forth by you have been preserved?
You spare all things, for they are yours, O lord, you who love the
living.
Those who live with an image of God as implacab le J u d g e need help to
see that th e ir f e ar of God (what might be called “servile fear”) keeps them
from having what they most deeply want, a closer relat io n s hip with God.
Such people, most often, are trying to lead a good life, b u t ar e plagued
b y a distorted image of God from childhood. The second rule of the Firs t
Week applies to them.
Others are caught up in inordinat e attachments. For them the first rule
o f t his same Week may apply where they come to recognize the s pe cio u s
reasoning that keeps them enthralled to their attachment. For example,
those addicted to alcohol often use comparisons with others who abuse
alcohol to convince themselves and others that they are not addicted. (I n
A lcoholics Anonymous such r e as o n in g is called “stinking th in k in g .”)
growing into intimacy with
Spir itual directors also make use of the
other rules for d iscernment such as
God requires a growing
those defining consolation and desotransparency and
lation and those that speak of th e
openness that can be wiles of the “enemy of human nature.”
harrowing, but it also F o r example, they help directees t o
satisfies the deepest desire reco g n ize the weak points in their
make-up th at b ecome the target of the
we have “enemy.”
Many who come for regular spiritual direction, of cour s e , are “people
of the Second Week ,” as it were. They have been freed from distorted
images of God and of their inordinate attachments and sinful tende n cies
and want to follow Jesus. The spiritual director can tell such people by
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the quality of their relationship with God and with God’ s Son, Jesus.
Such people walk with Jesus, for example, and converse with him about
h o w to live their lives as his disciples. They no longer spend much t ime
in prayer asking to be assured of God’s love for them or to be healed f r o m
their sin s . Th e image I often use for such people is of two people working
together on a common project; they w an t to collaborate with Jesus in his
mission to transform the world. For such people, the more subtle rules for
the Second Week apply, where the angel of darkness masquerades as an
angel o f lig h t . Spiritual directors help such people to discern how God
is leading them in their life of discipleship.

They

help directees notice resistance to new develo p m e n t s in the

relationship with God. In addition to noting the inf lu e n ce s o f the “good
spirit” an d o f t he “enemy of human nature” directors help directees to
discern where their ow n r e g u lar patterns of resistance to developing a
closer relat io n s h ip w ith God get in the way. All of us who want closeness
to God know that such closeness will lead t o some changes in our lives;
we will have to face up to inordinate attachments, sinful tendencies and
sins, for example. Such closeness might me an facing a change of life style
o r occupation. We resist these possibilities. Moreove r , a s e n s e o f
impending closeness to God has always raised fear s in people. Once a
woman wrote to me lis t in g in four closely packed pages the kinds of fears
raised by the very thing she most wanted, namely closeness to God.
These fears can lead to av o id ance of prayer or to superficiality in prayer.
Spiritual directors need to reco g n ize that closeness to God seems to
threaten people at their core. Such closeness , f o r example, seems to
threaten o ne’s identity; one fears being swallowed up in God’s immensity.
Paradoxically, as Karl Rahner was fond of s ay in g , t he closer we come to
God the more ourselves w e b e co me , but initially the fear of losing oneself
can be quite strong. Closeness to God also makes us painf u lly aware that
we are no t in control of our lives, and this can be frightening. People
who pray re g u larly are perplexed to notice that periods of intense
consolation are followed by an avoid an ce of prayer; the woman who
wrote me the four pages o n r e sistance noted that often she avoided prayer
after intense periods of closeness with God. Gerald May writes:
Spir it ual experience becomes even more threatening if it is viewed
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as an accurate perception of th e w ay-things-are rather than some
kind of isolated “high.” Specifically , when one is in the midst of
such experience, one cannot be in t h e b u s in ess of defining
o n e s e lf…. One’s ego, sense of identity, self-image seem to evapo 8
rate almost magically. And one is left, just simply being.

In other words, when we experience God’s closeness, we re co g n ize that
we are just small players in the whole drama of creat io n , that we have a
very limited role to play and a short time in w h ich t o play it, that we will
not be spared from sickness, loss o f lo ved ones and death. Spiritual
directors h e lp us to recognize the resistances such realizations engender
in us and thus give us more mat e rial to talk over with the Lord. Growing
into intimacy w ith God requires a growing transparency and openness
9
that can be harrowing, but it also satisfies the deepest desire we have.
Su pe r v is io n
Spiritual directors take on a somewhat daunting task when t h ey engage
in this kin d of spiritual conversation. They find themselves engaged
intimately in the lives of those they direct and in the process are
challenged not only in their own lived faith and prayer, b u t als o in their
competence as human beings who can engag e t h at intimately with others
and not let their own personal and religious w e ak n e s ses get in the way
o f h e lping them. In addition, they must not vio lat e pr o f e s s io n al
boundaries. For this daunting, yet greatly r e w arding, task they need some
kind of specialized training beyond the ordinar y t h e o logical and spiritual
education. The best modern analogy f o r t h e kind of training needed is
the experience of supervision used in the train in g o f psychiatrists, clinical
psychologists and social workers who engage in ps y ch o t h e rapy and
counseling. Here the focu s o f t h e supervision of the counselor-in-training
is on wh at h appe ns in the counselor when he or she engages in the work
of counseling. So too, in the supervised training of fledging spiritual
directors, the supervisor focuses the convers at io n w it h the spiritual
d ir e ct o r on what happened to him or her when engaged in conversation
with a directee. Th is k ind of supervisory conversation, in other words, is
analogous to the conversation of spiritual direction itself. I n t h e latter the
director focuse s t h e conversation on what happens to the directee when
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the lat ter engages in the relationship with God. In the former the
superv is o r f o cuses the conversation on what happens to the spiritual
director when he or she engages in the conversation with a directee . The
spir itual director in supervision learns something about him/herself and,
it is hoped, is able to engage in s piritual direction with others more
adeq u at e ly . Issues of confidentiality of the spiritual direction relationship
do n o t arise so readily since the focus in supervision is not on the
directee but on the experience of the spiritual director. O f co u rse, the
spiritual director conceals the identity of the directee when conversing
10
with the supervisor or with a peer supervision group.
C o n clu s io n
Spiritual direction in daily life flows from t h e co n versational strategy to
“h elp souls” of Ignatius and the other first companions. Its prototype is
the kind of conversation called for in directing the Spiritual E x e r ci ses. As
a ministry spiritual direction pr e s u me s that God is encountered in daily
life, that God wants a relationship of intimacy w it h us human beings and
that talking about what happens in prayer with an experienced guide is
very helpful for the development of the kind of relationship Go d d esires.
The recovery of the in dividually directed Spiritual Exercises in modern
times has infused new life into the ancient pr act ice of such spiritual
conversation.
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6. For want of better words I will use “directee” and “director” for the rest of this
article.
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