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Spiritual guidance - What, who and how?

INTRODUCTION

Among the great diversity in counselling that thrives in our society, one has got good credentials in recent years again: spiritual guidance. It fell into the background at the end of the sixties when an aversion arose within the counselling sector to any association with religiosity. This seems to be diminishing. Even, recognition of the religious dimension is growing so long as it is not an institutional religion. Along that line, the term spiritual guidance is used again without a sense of shame. The term has been influenced since by the spirit of our age. The anti-authoritarian trends of the past several decades have caused the more vertical ‘spiritual direction’ to be replaced by ‘spiritual guidance’. This is also the case in other languages: ‘geistliche Führung’ versus ‘geistliche Begleitung’ and ‘direction spirituelle’ versus ‘accompagnement spirituel’.

In this article, I will consider the subject of spiritual guidance on the basis of three questions: what is spiritual guidance compared to other forms of counselling; who are the people involved in the process of spiritual guidance; and finally how should spiritual guidance proceed according to certain authorities in the field. My perspective will be that of Christian spirituality, acknowledging at the same time that spiritual guidance can also be based upon other (religious) traditions and that the cross religious dialogue is of major importance in this area as well.

WHAT IS SPIRITUAL GUIDANCE?

Let me chance a definition by way of guideline. Spiritual guidance means providing someone with a sounding board for questions connected with the ultimate perspective of his or her life. The following paragraphs will deal with the nature of that sounding board. 

The person who is guided, asks 

The client’s request or question should be the starting-point. In spiritual guidance, the question comes first and is indeed the most important guideline. In this respect, it distinguishes itself from preaching or catechesis, in which the initiative lies with the offering rather than the request. Frequently this question is barely explicit. Someone can have a vague sense that life should have more to offer than has been apparent so far, or a person has difficulty dealing with a certain experience. In these situations, guidance consists of trying to zoom in on underlying questions and choices. Whenever specific questions are present from the beginning, the attention can be focused on these. The nature of these questions offers a starting-point for the external organization of spiritual guidance; duration, frequency, location, objective, means like a diary or an autobiography, finances, etcetera. The questions can become the basis for a contract that supplies spiritual guidance with an outline in order to keep expectations as clear and realistic as possible. Now that the traditional settings of spiritual guidance – such as belonging to a monastic order, preparation for ordination, etcetera – have mostly disappeared, many agree with Andriessen’s assertion (1996, pages 131-139), that it is wise to apply a similar contractual framework.

The spiritual path of life 

The word guidance evokes the image of a journey or a path. ‘Path’ is a much-used metaphor in the spiritual tradition, certainly in Scripture as well. Human growth to spiritual maturity or getting closer to God is often compared to a spiritual path. The image of a path implies a certain coherence and continuity instead of viewing life as a tangle of coincidences. It gives a sense of direction. This is of vital importance to mental health. The desire to discover this direction can cause someone to seek spiritual guidance. On the other hand the idea or even the claim of a coherence that is too encompassing or too convenient can be risky. Andriessen (1996) warns for this danger and often speaks of the ‘extra’ in spiritual guidance. This is a dimension that cannot be trapped in structures. Spiritual leaders teach that when people overemphasize coherence it causes stagnation. No room is left for the unexpected and the unforeseen on the part of God. 

What is this path of life? One could say that people go several paths, each with its own destination. One follows a path at the basic level of earning a living and building a career. Getting an education, working on diplomas, improving a curriculum vitae and building a social network are all matters that are encountered on this path. There is also a path of psychological and social maturation. Additionally there is a path of forming relationships at the micro-level, finding a life companion and intensifying this relationship. Finally at the level of the relation with God or, more generally phrased, the relationship to what is of ultimate concern in life, one can speak of a path. All these paths cover different areas of life, but interact as well. What happens in one area often has an influence on developments in other areas. These paths not only have their own destination, but they especially have their own perspective. Van Knippenberg has paid a lot of attention to perspective in his book on spiritual guidance (1998, pages 70-94). Perspective is what characterizes spiritual guidance compared to other forms of counselling. He defines perspective as a network of affects, intentions and concepts, which causes reality to be perceived in a particular way. A hungry person will see tasty meals everywhere and a lonely person will find loving couples all around. It is of major importance to be aware of one’s own perspective and its influence. Van Knippenberg describes the worldly perspective as one of self-interest, causing the person to become demanding to himself and to others. The Christian perspective, on the contrary, is that of Jesus. For example how he views Peter after his denial in such a way that he sees more than just betrayal. This view brings Peter home with himself and it opens the sources of repentance in his soul. (Luke 22, 61). The Christian perspective does not deny reality. Betrayal and sin are not ignored, but they do not peg someone down to factual limitations. It looks further towards what someone’s deepest destiny is in the eyes of God. This destiny, after all, has to be recognized as a possibility and opened up.

The characteristic perspective of the spiritual path

Let’s first establish the territory of the spiritual, by identifying the specific perspective of spiritual guidance. By spiritual perspective we mean the most fundamental level of human existence: who a person most profoundly or ultimately is. Maybe better stated: what is ultimately possible in and for this person. The areas of the existential and the spiritual appear to be synonymous at first. They apply to the most profound level of the human self. Psychological perspectives, however, show that this level cannot be easily accessed. Mostly it is buried under several layers of a person’s psyche in which people present themselves to others and themselves as different from whom they really are. People often act in such an impressive way, that they lose themselves in the process. Fortunately this can sometimes be felt. These moments of discomfort are really precious. A process is necessary of breaking away from identities to which one has become attached for all kinds of reasons. This can be done by letting personal feelings, needs, thoughts and fears surface without acting upon them and without identifying with them. That way one can get in touch with the self: the authentic principle of one’s life. One becomes oneself, so to speak. There the mind finds its destination as a psyche, there the psychological process of life has succeeded. However, the development can progress one step further. The mind can rise above itself and become principle of not just the individual life, but also of the surrounding life: the social and the cultural. The mind takes responsibility for an existence that is larger than the individual’s life itself. There the mind will turn out to be a reception area: the opportunity to be touched by something beyond. Philosophers, also the modern ones like Safranski, call this the human capacity for transcendence and they consider it essential for mental health. Here mind becomes spirit and reaches beyond the psychosocial into the existential process of life itself. Normally speaking, this mind as spirit is often referred to as ‘self’. This ‘self’ is more than a strong ego. It has not only learned to deal fruitfully with its own limitations, but also finds openness and responsibility for a different reality. I would call guidance in this process existential or spiritual guidance having used the terms ‘spirit’ and ‘self’ synonymously. This guidance perspective regards the personal process of life from the perspective of the ultimate in order to orient the path of life towards the ultimate in return. 

The religious perspective

Normally speaking, spiritual guidance has an immediate religious connotation. This is not without reason. For those who believe this intentional orientation into the ultimate reality, in order to find one’s own strength, is not just a theoretical possibility, but has always had a clearly defined shape, as told in the Christian story. The spirit is related to the Spirit. God’s Spirit is regarded as the ultimate motive for our actions, in which basic trust is sought and found. The ‘self’ is linked to sources of existence that have a Name and a Story, which take shape in rituals and ethics. At the same time these sources are often far removed, hidden in the emptiness of the desert. In this respect, spiritual guidance is not merely synonymous to existential guidance. They are indeed situated at the same level, but spiritual guidance has a tradition at its disposal. The ultimate perspective has been interpreted. It concerns a Someone who transcends this self, Someone who is ‘greater than our heart’ or ‘is closer to us than we are to ourselves’ (Augustine). Who we are in the most profound sense, is not determined by our own spiritual size and weight, but by the promise that we are to God. The ‘self’ that unfolds, is noticed by God. It is called the soul. This soul is the ‘self’ in its openness towards and intentionality concerning God. Spiritual guidance can assist in reaching that ‘self’, the soul. It is therefore cure of souls in the most authentic sense of the word.

The conclusion that spiritual guidance as a form of counselling concerns the specific area of the relation with God is justifiable so long as one does not think of a well-defined area in which the development of the relationship with God is separated from other areas of the self.  They always interact. Becoming holy and remaining neurotic is an impossible combination - although even this may be subject to the condition that for God nothing is impossible. Great spiritual leaders have shown to be good ‘psychotherapists’ for that reason; we have put this word in quotes because they do not usually work with conventional psychological models, but with what they consider to be God’s point of view. Usually, however, a good spiritual guide will direct the problem towards its own specific territory. In his book, Van Knippenberg (1998) elaborates on some striking examples of overlap and difference between different counselling perspectives. Revealing is his example of the man who suffers from an authority complex. He is burdened by the competence that he attributes to others. He enlarges them and diminishes himself to such a degree that he feels ashamed to be and to be noticed. The counsellor in the example works with him on that psychosocial level for a period of time, but tries, at a certain point, to translate the problem to religious terms: who makes and worships idols reduces himself to slavery. That is why, Scripture says, the gods have to be shattered from time to time to allow a person to be whoever he or she is. The counsellor introduces the word ‘iconoclasm’. He sees a connection between idols at the psychological and at the religious level. On the one hand, he tries to extend the perceived need for iconoclasm at the psychological level to the broader area where people allow themselves to be made existentially unfree. Here psychotherapy blends into spiritual guidance. On the other hand, he tries to use religious motivations to open up psychological blockades. Here psychotherapy employs a religious force field. Both perspectives interact. The skill of switching between idioms is crucial for a counsellor. However, he or she has to follow the lead of the client. Another example, also mentioned by Van Knippenberg, illustrates the importance of distinguishing between perspectives. A young man is upset as a result of dancing glasses at a séance. The counsellor states: “That does not surprise me, you are having an affair.” In this case the counsellor puts spiritual matters in the perspective of psychosocial hygiene. A counsellor is able to offer this connection between social and spiritual experiences, because he or she can switch idioms. This switch can only be successful if the client is able to follow along. 

WHO ARE THE PEOPLE ENGAGED IN THE PROCESS OF SPIRITUAL GUIDANCE?

Usually two people are involved in the process of spiritual guidance: the person who is asking for guidance, the guided and the person guiding, the guide. I will briefly mention two items for each role that get quite a bit of attention in tradition. Subsequently I will address the relationship between guided and guide.

Discernment and openness in the guided 

Traditionally dominant in spiritual guidance is the category of ‘discernment of the spirits’. Directly related to this is the openness of heart. Discernment of the spirits is an unusual expression for present-day audiences. Since Origenes ‘spirits’ usually means states of mind that motivate a person. These states of mind were mostly associated with the activity of spirits or demons. It was important to distinguish between good and evil influences of spirits, or in more modern terms: to distinguish between states of mind that lead a person in a positive direction or impulses in the wrong direction.

The starting-point of spiritual guidance is the conviction that people are intrinsically capable of discernment of the spirits in their own life. This positive direction can be recognized in a profound feeling of consolation that is coupled with it. This feeling is considered as to be gratuitously given by God. People cannot cause it themselves. On the contrary, access to it is often hindered by self-created blockades. Mostly these blockades consist of different forms of egocentricity. It is important to recognize these secret shapes of egocentricity. Sometimes they can even be religiously camouflaged. For example the pride one could take in personal prayer or fasting; or fostering all kinds of altruistic ideals for the sake of personal peace of mind. The fact that this does not result in real peace of mind can actually be noticed or discerned by the person. The spiritual guide can assist the mobilization of this ability to discern. That spiritual guidance only acts as a sounding board can be illustrated by a story from the tradition of the anchorites, handed down as an apothegm of Abbot Sylvan. It is about a monk who has sinned so severely that he does not feel worthy to continue a monastic life. Something inside him, however, tells him to ask other monks for advice. He approaches them with the very general question ‘if a person has committed such and such sin can he continue to be a monk’. One after another responds negatively. No matter how discouraging this is, the young man does not give up. Finally he also puts the question to Abbot Sylvan who understands that it is not just a general question and answers that under certain circumstances a monastic life can certainly be continued. The book of apothegms states that by continuing the search, the young monk shows his capability of discernment of the spirits. Abbot Sylvan praises him for this (Wagenaar, 1981, p.41).

Besides registering the states of mind, informing the spiritual guide is vitally important as well. The guided must be willing to ‘open his heart’ and not conceal things out of shame or pride. “One has to arm the younger monks against this dangerous mistake and persuade them not to hold back any of the thoughts that trouble them, but inform an older brother from the moment they arise”, says Cassian (Hausherr, 1957, 1032 vv). By holding these thoughts in the devil strikes with his seduction, since this shame about matters that a person, rightly or wrongly, judges as not optimal makes him or her most vulnerable. Many secret forms of egocentricity can cause damage in this area. The spiritual guide can only function as a sounding board when an ‘openness of heart’ is present in the guided. It will allow this egocentricity to be perceived more clearly, to prevent pious deception. 

Insight and experience of the spiritual guide

A spiritual guide has to respond to the openness of heart with respect, knowledge and insight. Great spiritual leaders such as Ignace, John of the Cross and Theresa of Avila all emphasized common sense and insight, but considered experience to be of crucial value, especially in the transition from the active works in the form of meditation and practice of virtues to a more passive attitude of contemplation. For Cassian, Benedict and Gregory the Great, the sensible insight of the discernment is found mainly in knowing the golden mean between extremes. The great danger of the spiritual path is fanatical exaggeration. This mean is never concretely known in advance. It can only be found by following the specific process of a particular person carefully and with respect (discretio). Thomas puts this central art of spiritual guidance in a managerial context and calls it prudentia and sometimes providentia. Within a systematic theory of virtues, the royal mean develops (media via regia via). This path is not seen and found anew in people every time by way of level-headedness and experience, but it has been traced out neatly in the middle already. This shift has caused a great attenuation of spiritual life all through history. 

There exist different styles of guidance. Since for discernment of the spirits - the central category of spiritual guidance - only very global ‘objective’ criteria can be given and even then sensible insight and experience turn the scales, it will be obvious that in the concrete form of spiritual guidance different emphases are possible. These differences are closely related to the personality of the guide. Andriessen (1996) distinguishes four styles, each with its own possibilities and limitations. (1) The achievement-oriented style, which emphasizes concrete actions and practical results; something has to come of it.  Precisely those impulses that lead to practical effects, are looked for, supported and tested. This results in a real commitment to daily life, but less of an emphasis on creativity. Feelings and experiences are questioned for their practical use and inner autonomy is only measured by behaviour. Spiritual life is mainly considered a matter of doing. The cognitive style (2) emphasizes insight, articulating the content and fitting insights into a broader perspective. The emphasis is on explaining, assuming implicitly that knowledge leads to action. The advantage of clear structure and understanding is offset by a diminished attention for feelings and experiences. The didactic style (3) emphasizes the educational aspect of spiritual guidance, in which a framework (a more or less worked out spirituality or rule of life) is given. In this approach, as in the first two, the spiritual guide takes a prominent role. This style offers an easy foothold, but in the interaction between guide and guided, the baggage of the guided is neglected. Finally Andriessen mentions the didactic experiential style (4), which he clearly prefers. In this style the experience of the guided is central, together guide and guided look for what is God’s truth for the guided: This becomes the leading factor, in which other elements of the previous styles can be incorporated.

Reading present-day literature about spiritual guidance, one cannot overlook the large difference of style and the crucial role of the talents and tradition of the guide. The thread however is the search for who people are to God in the most profound sense, in order to make this the strength and the orientation of life. This is everyone’s own task in life, but the spiritual guide can be of assistance.

The relationship between guided and guide

The relationship between these two people offers room for exchange of fundamental matters. It involves intimacy and care. What is characteristic for the relationship between guided and guide, is portrayed well by Waaijman (2000, pages 921-927), but I would like to sharpen one particular point. Waaijman agrees with the analysis of empathy that was made by the Jewish philosopher who later became a Carmelite nun, Edith Stein.

The guide has an empathetic relationship with the guided. Empathy means that one tries to project oneself into the ‘inner world’ of the other person, in which this particular person creates his or her own image of reality. The way that someone deals with his world is apparent in bodily expressions. Body is used here in the broader sense of animated body, which is the physical shape of a person’s intentionality concerning the world outside. Bodily expressions are used to attempt to experience the way the other person deals with his or her world. This world, however, is at the same time my own world, with which I have my own intentional relationship. Therefore empathy is more than sensory perception, which only deals with the physical body that I register and explain; in that case I apply my own theory of perception but I do not project myself in the ‘inner world’ of the other. Empathy is not sympathy either, because in that case I focus on the object of the other person’s experience, not on the experience itself. It is neither a feeling of unity, because in that case one ‘me’ develops, while empathy implies two; nor is it transfer, whereby I let the behaviour of a person evoke an experience in myself. The experience of the other person should be the focus of my attention. Another option is that I try to understand the inner experience from the way someone expresses himself by means of my own experience – how an expression of mine relates to a feeling in myself. Empathy exists only in the case that I transpose my experience into the inner world of another ego. The reality that is under discussion in spiritual guidance is divine reality. Neither the guide himself, nor his own relation with God is of interest; that one  of the guided is. By means of empathy the guide can come closer in proximity to this. Waaijman puts major emphasis on empathetically projecting oneself into the God-relation of another person. This emphasis is right and primary. But that is not enough. When the guided himself in his own God-relation has not yet discovered his own dynamics – that is after all the reason a sounding board is needed – and the guide has, then this is because of the guide’s insight and experience. Even though the guided has to get in touch with those dynamics in his own God-relation, the personal God-relation of the guide plays a certain role. The importance, however, of the term ‘empathy’ as an indicator for the relationship of spiritual guidance, is that it gives some insight into the fact that the Spirit is the true guide. 

HOW SHOULD SPIRITUAL GUIDANCE PROCEED ACCORDING TO GREAT SPIRITUAL LEADERS?

The substantial amount of issues worthy of consideration in the writings of great spiritual leaders makes an arbitrariness in the selection inevitable. I will concentrate on certain aspects of Cassian, Augustine, Ignatius of Loyola and John of the Cross.

Cassian: the parable of the competent moneychanger

Cassian ( 430/35) is of special importance to western spirituality, not only because he himself was a very creative spiritual leader, but also because the great spiritual riches of the Orthodox Church became available to the West through his writings. He compares a good spiritual leader to a competent moneychanger (Collationes I, 20 vv). Becoming a sensible moneychanger he takes – maybe in accordance with Mt. 25,27 – as an order from Jesus. Just like a competent moneychanger can distinguish between real and fake coins, we can do something similar in spiritual guidance. Four criteria are available to the moneychanger. Cassian links each of these with an analogy to spiritual guidance.

(1) The most fundamental criterion is whether the coin is of real gold or of deceptively shiny copper. A good moneychanger is not fooled by appearances. With a competent eye one has to discern the raw material of the spiritual path as well. Is it really something that turns us towards life, or is it something that leads us astray with nice words, sharp analyses or pious feelings? That is a fundamental decision, associated with what in most places in Scripture and in early Christian literature is presented as a choice between the way to life and the way to death. Cassian indicates only briefly what is crucial in relation to thoughts, feelings, rituals and behavioural patterns: have they been purified by the fire of the Spirit or do they merely belong to a package that, even with a religious flavour, is only meant to satisfy materially and mentally and thus strengthen a person’s self-complacency? Golden things have been purified by celestial fire, they have to do with dynamics towards the Infinite and not with any type of established luxury.

(2) Does the coin bear the right effigy or the wrong one, that of the king or that of the tyrant? This is the second criterion for the sensible moneychanger. Even golden coins can bear the wrong effigy. This means for spiritual life that convictions, life style, or even reading Scripture, though good in themselves, can nevertheless be oppressive like a tyrant instead of liberating like a king. The criterion is: Do we recognize the liberating king, the spirit of the Kingdom of God that bans all slavery and enables to enjoy God’s presence in all worldly reality?

(3) Important also is the question whether the coin has come from an acknowledged mint. Even the golden coin with the right effigy can originate from a counterfeit mint. This criterion concerns the legal stamp of the right tradition, that is the right context in which matters that are good in themselves do not work the wrong way as a result of exaggeration, such as immoderate fasting, irregular prayers, long wakes, abandoning a certain order because of higher motives, etc. Not only the coin itself, but also its origins determine the value. We need an environment that helps us keep the sensible mean, which is vitally important to practices and exercises that are good in themselves. This is not the same as mediocrity; it is exactly that measure that fits a specific person. Exaggerations, particularly in the right direction, are considered dangerous in the tradition of spiritual guidance, tricks of the devil. 

(4) The sensible moneychanger also knows the weight of the coin. He uses scales to gauge the weight. In this manner we should use the scales of virtuosity that has been gauged by Scripture and tradition. The moneychanger knows that sometimes a light coin will also suffice. If it has lost weight because of abrasions, the competent moneychanger can still recognize the coin as a legal means of payment. The weighing and testing should take place continuously. The goal is not rejection of the factual but establishing the relationship to the ideal full measure. If a spiritual guide tests and weighs, then the objective is to find the possibilities that God envisions. Even though it certainly happens that certain fragments need to be discarded, the testing and weighing is meant as encouragement rather than judgement.

Cassian’s criteria are still valid nowadays. Any spiritual style – whether it be ecclesiastical or New Age, human resource management in large companies or ecologically inspired – should be questioned about its direction: Is it made of gold or shiny copper? Does it serve self-preservation and profit or does it guide people towards a secret that can no longer be defined in those terms and where Christians make mention of the Spirit? The effigy should be examined: Does it truly elicit a good feeling, does it lead to the freedom to enjoy all that is given or does it work only towards the satisfaction of achievement? Christians think this issue in terms of grace. Especially in the West even the noblest ideas and praxis risk being mutilated by compulsive achievement. The spiritual style is important, corresponding with the criterion of the acknowledged mint. Maybe tradition is not the crucial issue anymore – good things from strange cultures can be grafted onto Christian stems quite well – but the socio-cultural context and its evidences should be examined critically. The last criterion is of interest nowadays as well. In this age of efficiency and perfectionism the spiritual domain should leave room for the (still or once again) imperfect. What is characterised by human defectiveness should not be rejected because of it. It should be respected in light of growth towards and community with the one full Life. A spirituality that excludes that perspective because of perfectionism should be mistrusted. 

Augustine: development of the self and more than that

In what is perhaps his most famous book, his Confessiones, Augustine ( 430) contemplates the most important moments in his life in the presence of God. It is one long prayer with his life story as raw material. Andriessen (1996, p. 64) has distinguished between the exterior and the interior path of life. The exterior is the story of the entire factual development including religious views. So, Augustine tells his exterior path of life. But he does more, he asks questions, hesitates, prays, and tries to distinguish between what gave life and what resulted in a dead-end. That is the interior life story, the notes in the margin. Here is the point of contact for spiritual guidance, where God’s guidance in life can show itself. 

One episode that is significant for questions of present-day spiritual guidance is the part in book X where Augustine contemplates the question whether happiness can be found in one’s own life. He starts with a positive response. We actively look for happiness; it is a major part of our life. Especially in searching truth and community (X, 21) we find happiness in all sorts of ways, and we save it in our memory. Happiness and God are deeply connected. That is the reason, he says, that we find God inside our memory, and not outside. In the unfolding of our own life, in finding truth and community, God can be found (X, 24). That is why memory is so important. We don’t have to look far, our own life story points towards God. Unfortunately, we often don’t listen well: You were inside of me, but I was outside (X, 27).

First of all God cannot be found outside our own life, not outside our active search, not without our attempts to make it work. Nevertheless God does not coincide with what has succeeded in my life; there is also an outside and an above (X, 17). Augustine asks for happiness and for God also beyond the boundaries of our memory (X, 37). It turns out that in my attempts to make my life work I am not truly safely anchored in God or in happiness, because the light of my searching is finite while God is the ever-lasting infinite Light. My searching disperses. Only when God gathers me in my diverse searching, I converge. That is when I am inside myself, where not I do find God, but where God finds me. That is the moment that I realise that two things are true at the same time: on the one hand that only in self-realisation and my own search God can be found inside myself, and on the other hand that I am found there by God, who exceeds my life. My own searching merges into my being found by God. That is how God lets himself be found: inside and outside (VII, 10).

Augustine illustrates excellently in his own meditative life story what spiritual guidance is about: discovering on the one hand how my own human activity is indispensable in the encounter with God, but on the other hand how it is immediately taken over, as it were, by God who searches and finds me from beyond the human range. Spiritual guidance should concentrate on the concrete life, in its material, psychological, social and cultural forms in the first place. That is where God can be found, says Augustine, doing justice to the Christian conviction that the Highest has not only created this world, but wants to be present in it to become human as well. Christian spirituality considers all earthly things not only as a starting-point for beginners (that should be left behind as quickly as possible) but also as the destination for adepts. If one pays too little attention to the concrete life, spiritual life evaporates into an almost unchristian spiritualism. Unfortunately spirituality has suffered of this type of anaemia on several occasions. To Christianity incarnation is a crucial issue. But the emphasis on divine incarnation in worldly reality asks also for the useful tension of being touched by the Transcendent One, by God beyond me, says Augustine. This opens spiritual growth towards an infinite perspective. Only then real justice is done to our searching. Without this opposite of being-touched by God’s transcendence the incarnation of the God-relation in this world would not be done justice. Its perspective would be narrowed, instead of being extended and intensified beyond human limits, also beyond the limit of death. For many great spiritual leaders the eternal vision of God plays an important part, not as an isolated goal, but as an intensification of the happiness that is also sought and found on earth.

Ignatius of Loyola: Letting the deepest longing carry over into daily choices

The Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius (1556) can be considered as a structure, consisting of texts, reflection and exercises, through which one can shape his or her deepest longing for God. It is about personal growth. One can of course apply that structure mechanically, aimed at achievement and result, but that makes a caricature out of them. They should be considered helpful in ordering one’s own life and looking for the meaning and source of all life. It is a method to open oneself to God’s workings in our own life. Beyond the standard of general moral principles, that still allow a range of possibilities, one looks for God’s will in every day reality. God is to be respected not only in his hiddenness, but also in his relation to all things and occasions. A spiritual guide will assist in translating these exercises to the measure and the experience of a specific person. In such a specific situation they have been generated. They originated from Ignatius’ own experience, on his path to the mystical experience of God. He is convinced that it is not the prerogative of a special, blessed elite, but that every person in search of meaning and happiness can attain it. A person’s own experience and especially his or her deepest longing is starting-point of the exercises, which proceed according to a threefold rhythm: Wondering, reflecting and seeing which steps the developmental process needs. In regard to content the encounter with Jesus is central. The complete exercises take four weeks. The first week focuses on the reflection of one’s own broken existence and God’s mercy, after which one concentrates on the life of Jesus in the second week. The third week pictures the suffering of Christ and the fourth his resurrection. The spiritual guide will continually lead the guided to his or her most fundamental longing and to the choices that this requires. One alternative is not necessarily better than another; it is related to the personal path that someone has to go. As the most important criterion for judging the correctness of the choice, Ignatius takes the discernment of the spirits. The experience of consolation and peace is more than a reaction of one’s own psyche, like relief or satisfaction. Even though these psychological reactions may accompany the consolation, the experience of peace is crucial. One knows that in this process of decision-making one is touched by God who knows and gauges our heart. Conversely, when experiencing negative feelings, like despondency and unease, one should consider that this might be a loud psychological reaction, which might drown the deeper feelings of peace as a result of the consequences that a certain decision implies. It appears therefore that the criterion cannot be applied mechanically. One has to devote all of one’s natural capacity for discernment and common sense. All great spiritual leaders have warned for the tricks of the devil. He will constantly try to obscure the clear criteria that determine the choice. This difficulty however does not alter the fact that one keeps returning to this gauge of consolation as the most important indicator. In that sense also the spiritual guidance of Ignatius puts a lot of trust in natural feelings in which God’s paths are shown. Making choices is the central category in the method of Ignatius starting at the fundamental level of deepest longing, but extending into making choices in concrete and even material matters. 

It appears to me that Ignatius’ search for the will of God concerning concrete choices is also a noteworthy theme in spiritual growth in our day and age. It is true that especially in a consumptive culture there are quite a few impulses to decide quickly and frequently, but much less so at the existential level. Here important decisions are put off more and more often as it seems. Moreover, dilemmas that cannot be postponed are often approached with standards that are valid in a certain well-defined domain. The current procedure for problem solving is: isolating and tackling. On both counts, Ignatius offers a complementary accent. He stimulates choosing and applies a standard that goes far beyond particular domains. He opposes an endless postponement of steps to be taken and relates the choice to the fundamental direction of the course of life. Of course this spirituality can also end up in a spiral that is dominated by an ‘activist efficiency syndrome’. And of course one can manipulate ‘God’s will’ in a manner that is degrading. But as long as spiritual guidance guards against such caricatures the Ignatian method seems very adequate for present-day attitudes.

St John of the Cross: about proper reserve on the part of the spiritual guide
Together with Theresa of Avila (1582) St John of the Cross (1591) is the most important exponent of 16th century Spanish mysticism. In his writings as well as in his personal pastoral work he is an excellent spiritual leader. Unjustly, he is regarded as an exponent of merely strict ascetism. He does indeed demand a degree of radicalism in active practicing of virtues, but even more strongly he displays an earnest concentration on the presence of God by not letting anything distract him and by not being satisfied with anything less than God himself. He emphasizes that not only active dedication is necessary but even more so the passive act of letting-things-happen. The actual work in the development of the relation with God is not done by a person but by God himself. This experience is crucial, but only few people dare to let it happen and the devil readily takes advantage of this situation. John of the Cross especially turns on those spiritual leaders who overwhelm people under their care with well-meant advice to try their best, while the time of being passive has come (Llama de amor viva  III, 30-62). Spiritual leaders should know better, but unfortunately few good ones exist, he flatly states. For a beginner it is of course important that subjects are presented for meditation and for acquiring a taste for the spiritual. The human faculties, intellect, will, imagination and affect, must be addressed to get started. Virtues can be practiced to deliver the soul of egocentricity. Spiritual leaders know of exercises and methods to attain this. But at a certain point in time, when the soul has become detached, or even when this process of detachment can only be completed by detaching from the religious exercises themselves – for example because one searches a sense of safety and self-preservation in those exercises – that is when God takes over. He will allow the spirit of the free person to share in unprecedented beauty, or He will take away the taste for the spiritual, in order to free the spirit. But exactly then, when the Beloved takes over, many spiritual leaders do not know when to stop. They keep suggesting, advising and urging people on. By this lack of understanding, they can cause a lot of damage, St John says, because here reserve is called for: a time of holy ‘doing-anything’. This is extremely vulnerable; it is openness and pure receptivity. Spiritual leaders who are not aware of this, should not guide people. However, often they are too vain to accept this. St John considers an attitude of reserve essential and states that one should be imbued with the necessity of accepting the lead of the Spirit in others.

This line of approach differs slightly from that of Ignatius. We should realize that John of the Cross focuses on spiritual leaders first and subsequently on those who are advanced on the spiritual path. His warnings are directed at a religious culture in which activity and productivity are central, while in religious development letting-things-happen is essential. In the West, however, exactly this is associated with neglect and irresponsibility. John reacts to the overestimation of oneself that is connected with it. He refers to fundamental trust that diminishes emphasis on human effort. 
In conclusion: spiritual guidance and psychotherapy

We have looked at the style of spiritual guidance of four people only, thereby ignoring much wisdom. In conclusion, I would like to glance at one more subject: the possible worth in the renewed interest of spiritual guidance in psychotherapy circles. Concerning the relationship between spiritual guidance and psychotherapy, I am certain about the psychological skills of all spiritual leaders mentioned above, their ability to recognize, rate and point out unconscious motives. The unconscious often plays a more prominent part than conscious motives. Guidance at this level might not strictly be spiritual guidance, but the two are interwoven. The spiritual guide does not have to be a qualified psychologist, but he or she has to be able to understand how needs, old disappointments, fears, etc. interfere with spiritual longing. Spiritual growth will stagnate if one does not personally integrate such psychological processes. Spiritual leaders turn out to be excellent psychotherapists.

On the other hand – concerning the value of spiritual guidance for psychological counselling – I cannot offer more than suppositions. In the past decennia psychotherapists have been slightly allergic to any type of connection with the religious. The aversion may have something to do with meddling of the church that was often authoritarian, or maybe with religious patterns in the therapists themselves. Also the need to profile psychotherapy as a separate discipline called for a method cleansed of any religious colour. It looks like the tide is turning. Some factors might be involved, which might hypothetically indicate the value of the religious/existential field for the psychological. Spiritual/existential guidance taps sources of personal development outside the individual existence as well. First of all there is a narrative tradition that can help people find their destination. It does not substitute the search for a destination but facilitates it. A story that stimulates the process of finding one’s identity can of course also serve psychological development. Subsequently in the religious dimension strength and motives are opened up that propel the process of changing and that belong to the strongest present in human existence. Mobilization of this force seems advantageous at the psychological level as well. Finally I think that spiritual/existential guidance is broader and sometimes deeper than the area in which psychosocial problems are handled. Spiritual/existential guidance looks for a thread that spans several psycho-therapeutical fields with their own specific methods. This fundamental ductus could possibly provide a non-methodological scope for different areas of development. However, it might be more important to establish a mutual open-mindedness between different forms of counselling, than to give an exact overview of the advantages that can be expected.

SUMMARY

In this article the author discusses the nature of spiritual guidance from the perspective of Christian spirituality. He attempts to answer the following three questions: What is spiritual guidance compared to other forms of counselling? Who are the people involved in this process of spiritual guidance; what is the nature of their relationship? How does spiritual guidance have to proceed according to certain authoritative figures from the Christian tradition? Finally the author pays attention to the relationship between spiritual guidance and psychotherapy.
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