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INTRODUCTION 

W HAT ARE CHRISTIAN FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES? Christian feminist 
perspectives on the ministry of spiritual direction describe an 

approach that is holistic, relational, mutual and interconnected. It 
advocates the liberation of all people from patriarchal structures of 
hierarchy and of domination of women by men. 1 By 'Christian fem- 
inist perspectives', I mean to signal an underlying belief in Christ as 
human and divine, as well as redemptive, and a vision of inclusive 
mutuality, all one in Jesus Christ. 2 Christian feminist spirituality fos- 
ters the autonomy, self-actualization and self-transcendence of all 
peoples, women and men)  Feminist spiritual directors include 
women and men who believe that the liberation of all for mutual 
equality is a gospel value. 

As I propose in the next part of this article, these feminist per- 
spectives provide at times the actual content for spiritual direction, 
especially regarding the issue of sexuality, personal identity and 
growth for women, together with society's expectations of them, cul- 
tural customs, the political context in which women find themselves, 
and the impact on women of violence, ageing and grief. Many of 
these are men's issues, too, because they are human issues, differing 
not in kind, but in degree of intensity from Christian perspectives on 
spiritual direction in general. They reflect concerns that are import- 
ant for good spiritual direction that can be dealt with in feminist 
ways. 4 A presentation of these concerns makes up the final part of 
this article. 

Gender differences in the spiritual direction relationship 
Feminist perspectives demonstrate the impact that gender differ- 

ences can make on the process of spiritual direction. The spiritual 
director's lack of awareness of or discomfort with feminine and fem- 
inist concerns can imperil a spiritual direction relationship. 5 
Narrowly male models and styles of direction have at times disre- 

https://www.theway.org.uk/article.asp


S O M E  W O M E N ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E S  89 

garded or discounted the lived experience of women. Today, women 
are claiming their symbols of God based on their own experience 
and less hierarchical models are being used in spiritual accompani- 
ment. Many women directors and directees are more aware of physi- 
cal and emotional issues connected with the process of spiritual 
direction and the dynamics of the relationship. However, it is 
important to acknowledge the grey area surrounding this topic and 
not draw too fine a point between the feminine and the masculine. 
We know that many men offer a nurturing, receptive presence. The 
following remarks, then, include both women and men as spiritual 
directees and as spiritual directors. 

P R O B L E M A T I C  W O M E N ' S  I S S U E S  I N  S P I R I T U A L  D I R E C T I O N  

In this section, I focus on five problematic issues particular to 
women in spiritual direction. 

Women's subordinate roles and function in Church and society 
It is difficult to know whether differences between women and 

men are gender-specific or culturally conditioned. 6 Women's subor- 
dination needs to be approached in the context of men's own experi- 
ence of oppression, their oppression of women, and the structures in 
society that foster the subordination of women. 7 Feminist spiritual 
directors encourage the woman directee to grow in a positive sense 
of herself; co-creating with God her own destiny; a sense of her 
sexuality as God-given and relational; and a realistic sense of her 
own ability to collaborate with others in renewing the earth. 

Women's need for self-actualization 
The Christian tradition has not encouraged women to have a posi- 

tive and mature sense of self or right sense of sin. Women have 
been socialized to want nothing for themselves, to develop the virtue 
of selflessness, and to view the care of themselves as a form of self- 
ishness. 8 Feminist spiritual directors can help women to be more 
realistic about balancing their care of others with their own self- 
care. The ideal of self-sacrifice needs to be tempered with the value 
of mutual giving and receiving. 9 

Another issue around self-esteem is a woman's predisposition to 
be a victim of 'niceness'. Such a directee may need to learn to per- 
sist, even nag, in her prayers of petition. 1° She may also have a 



90 S O M E  W O M E N ' S  P E R S P E C T I V E S  

tendency to rely on external authorities. For this reason, the myth of 
the spiritual director as an expert can be more harmful to women 
than to men. 11 

These issues illustrate how one of women's sins may be lack of 
self-actualization, focus and ambition. Instead of exploring instances 
of pride, a feminist spiritual director might encourage a woman to 
take on roles of responsibility and decision-making. The Christian 
ideal of self-sacrificing love may be definitely harmful when held 
out to women who have sacrificed too much of themselves 
already. 12 

Women's grief for a stillborn, unborn or illegitimate child 
All bereaved mothers grieve, even with a loss early in pregnancy. 

Longstanding and secret grief for a lost child has the added dimen- 
sion of guilt if a child was given for adoption or lost by abortion. 

A director may be able to help the woman see her love for her 
baby, not her guilt. An invitation to consider celebrating the sacra- 
ment of reconciliation or a women's ritual may free her to go in 
peace, confident that God has wiped away her offences. 13 In 
addition to grieving over a lost child a woman may be longing for 
another child but be unable to conceive; she may need help to sort 
out ethical and practical implications of alternative ways to create a 
family. 

Women's survival of  abuse, shame and violence 
The abuse women suffer may be physical, sexual and/or psycho- 

logical, and leave lifetime scars. Survivors of abuse may wonder 
about how the spiritual director will respond to them - whether they 
will be accepted or shamed. At times, too, spiritual direction is not 
enough in itself but can be a valuable support to people receiving 
therapeutic treatment for healing and growth. Survivors of abuse 
who are willing to deal consciously with their own experiences 
often have compassion for other victims of similar situations, and 
become powerful intercessors as others work through their own 
issues. 14 

Feminist spirituality is incarnational, encouraging women to rea- 
lize the beauty and wonder of their bodies. 15 It is also relational and 

empowering. In addition to helping a women who has been ashamed 
to develop her self-esteem, a spiritual director can encourage her to 
trust her body, her heart and the people in her life, moving toward a 
more peaceful openness to the Spirit. 16 
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Women's transitions to mid-life and ageing 
Ideally, these transitions are based on the knowledge that a 

woman's body is sacred and shares in the rhythms of all creation. 
This incarnational approach conveys a positive attitude toward 
bodily diminishment and dying. A deep sense that God is always 
bestowing the gift of new life can help a woman pass gently in faith 
through seasons of mourning the loss of loved ones, youth, the 
ability to bear children, good health and physical strength; or of 
opportunities missed, choices not made, expectations not met, and 
desires unsatisfied. Spiritual directors can help women of faith live 
their 'autumn gospel' by inviting them to forgive themselves and 
others, to claim the events of their lives, and to be open to the ongo- 
ing process of redemption, creating .with God their future. 17 

Women in mid-life may be wrestling with issues of role and 
vocation. They feel the need to risk moving beyond traditional roles 
in their search for intimacy, and this risk only increases their loneli- 
ness. The spiritual director needs to honour the distinctive quality of 
a woman's spiritual search, is 

In summary, the feminist spiritual director needs to recognize the 
social and political context in which women experience these 
issues. 19 In that way, we can help a women move beyond individual 
issues to gain insight into the relationship of her story to a larger 
cultural story, to help her situate her problem within the context of 
systemically caused problems that need structural reform. Feminist 
spiritual directors need to be committed to ending violence against 
women, working for inclusive language, and opening all ministries 
to women, since such exclusion harms the spiritual lives of 
women. 20 

P O I N T S  O F  E M P H A S I S  I N  S P I R I T U A L  D I R E C T I O N  B A S E D  O N  
S O M E  W O M E N ' S  E X P E R I E N C E  

In this section, I name and explore ten points which both women 
and men with a feminist perspective might take. 

Experience, in particular, women's experience 
First, feminist spiritual directors value experience as the point of 

departure for exploring God's action in a person's life. The content 
of spiritual direction is the person's life experienced in faith as 
recounted to the director. 
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Drawing on the past, the director honours women's experience in 
Scripture, in the history of the Church and in the lives of individual 
women. 21 In particular, feminist spiritual directors may cite women 
in the Judaeo-Christian tradition whose lives of faith speak to our 
world today. Women may find role models of spiritual mentoring in 
women in the Judaeo-Christian tradition who were receptive and 
assertive, in relationship with men but also in collaborative relation- 
ship with other women, for example Mary, the mother of Jesus, 
Mary Magdalene, Clare of Assisi, Teresa of Avila, Catherine of 
Siena, Jane de Chantal, Evelyn Underhill and Dorothy Day. 22 

Inclusive images of the person 
The very process of spiritual direction itself, for example, can be 

described in terms of pregnancy and giving birth. 23 The spiritual 
director can be called a midwife to the soul. This feminine image of 
the spiritual director as midwife applies to men as well as to 
women. Such a person is willing to sit down and establish a 
comfortable rapport, answering all sorts of questions, setting up 
sympathetic human contact, knowing that a transition time can be a 
breakthrough, knowing when and how to confront, and rejoicing in 
the baby. 24 

Or the directee may be invited to explore positive self-images 
such as the birthgiver or the disciple. In time, she may realize she is 
the potential teacher of others, bringing them good news and leading 
them to self-knowledge. 

Often a woman's images of her spiritual director are based on her 
relationship with her mother, grandmothers and daughters. If she 
comes to spiritual direction angry at her negative mother, she may 
project her need to be criticized on to her spiritual director. If her 
grandmother was a wisdom figure, she may be drawn to a woman 
spiritual director a good deal older than herself. If her experiences 
of motherhood enable her to learn what it means to bond and nur- 
ture, to let go and take risks, then she is likely to consider her spiri- 
tual director a positive mother figureY 

A spiritual director can mediate positive feminine qualities to a 
directee and bring about the slow healing of an image of God as a 
stem, even violent, father-figure exacting justice and retribution. 26 

Inclusive images of God 
In addition to God as father, king and lord, Christianity experi- 

ences God also as mother, lover, friend and the power of relation- 
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ship. 27 Women are discovering the inclusive way Jesus related to 
women and redeemed us all. 28 Jesus as the wisdom, the sophia, of 
God is a feminine image that appeals to growing numbers of 
women, especially ecofeminists. 29 

Feminine images of the divine as spiritual guide are that of birth- 
helper: 'It was you who took me from the womb; you kept me safe 
on my mother's breast' (Ps 22:9), and as the women knitting 
together the new life in the mother's womb. 3° 

One feminine image of God for me is that of my dream-maker, 
the one who invites me playfully yet  persistently to be more auth- 
entic and more responsible in Church and society. This wise and 
compassionate mentor challenges me to let go of false selves with- 
out chiding and reveals the truth without exposing my weakness: 
Another image tO which I have been drawn in recent years is that of 
womb-heart, God as the one whose tender compassion protects and 
supports us as intimately as a mother's womb. 

Active receptivity 
Active receptivity here is not as embodied exclusively by femin- 

ists but as characteristic of a feminist stance. It is an attitude of 
heart fostered by a mirror experience that helps one know oneself as 
unique, a knowing through identification that begins with the child 
and its mother looking at each other. Whenever we find ourselves 
mirrored, whether in Christ, in our lover, in our real self mediated 
by a psychotherapist, we are able to break out of our separate egos 
and taste the communion of I and thou. Active receptivity allows us 
to receive our inner authority, freeing us to be open to spontaneous 
intuitions. Another aspect is that women receive their animus, our 
focused masculine principle, and men receive their anima, our 
receptive feminine principle. 

Still another aspect is our receptivity to presence. The integration 
of the feminine element convinces us that receptivity has more to do 
with presence and response than with action and accomplishment. 31 
This may be a listening presence that draws others out as a form of 
care and empowerment. In so doing women and men often affirm 
and listen to their own minds and voices as well. 32 

The receptive spiritual director invites directees to listen to their 
inner wisdom instead of relying on external authorities, even includ- 
ing the director. The inner wisdom they discover may be instinctive 
and intuitive rather than rational and conceptual. 
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The empathetic spiritual director helps directees by compas- 
sionately entering into their pain and holding it with them. Listening 
to the directees' stories, the spiritual director values silence as a 
form of receptivity. We are sensitive to silence when it signals that 
our directee is feeling deaf and dumb, disconnected, depressed, seen 
but not heard. Then we may offer a gentle question or invitation to 
talk about these feelings in an atmosphere that is safe and supportive 
of stumbling growth-steps brought to speech. 33 

Mind~heart~body connection 
The feminist insight into the mind/heart/body connection is key to 

understanding the relatedness of all creation: mind, heart, body, 
other people, the earth and the universe. On the human level it gen- 
erates personal relatedness in spheres of work, play and prayer as 
opposed to the disconnectedness which fosters compartmentalization 
and confusion. 34 

Competent spiritual directors commit themselves to know and 
respond to the whole person who seeks them out. They recognize 
the connectedness of mind, heart and body in prayer. If a woman is 
wondering if she is in the dark night, it is important to inquire about 
habits of sleep, diet and social contact before assuring her that her 
situation is truly a dark night. If she is feeling tired, underfed and 
isolated, she  may be physically and nervously exhausted. I am con- 
vinced that stress is often due to a staleness of image. Part of a sup- 
posed 'dark night' may be negative thoughts about family, friends 
and work. A movie,  novel, museum or nature walk may enable us 
to discover some fresh images and provide us with a new outlook 
on life. 

We need to underline the embodied aspect of spirituality by rein- 
tegrating body-mediated knowledge, the emotion and the imagin- 
ation into the context of spiritual direction. Our bodies help to tell 
us what we are feeling. Our emotions include powerful passions that 
beg to be transformed in our experience of the divine. Our imagina- 
tions teach us how matter can be revelatory of God. An example is 
the use of ritual in spiritual direction, such as a blessing, candles, 
the use of letters and readingsY 

Oneness with the earth and the universe 
Ecofeminism extends the understanding of human integrity to the 

whole cosmos. As critique it claims that the way humankind has 
treated the earth is the consequence of the way some men have mis- 
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treated women. Its positive understanding is that we are interrelated 
participants in the cosmos, co-creating our future with God. This 
insight is captured in mystical experiences of oneness with nature, 
creation and our Creator. It affirms a sense of energy flowing 
through the great chain of being; it contradicts an isolated individu- 
alism that focuses only on interiority. It recognizes that the historical 
neglect of the feminine principle is the root of alienation from the 
earth. 36 This insight also invites the spiritual guide to encourage 
connections with all beings and involvement with the whole of life, 
the 'web of life', not just some of its parts. 37 

Symbolic language 
In the use of symbolic language our intuitive way of knowing 

connects experiences, images and feelings. Many people find it help- 
ful to sketch images from dreams, nature or daily life in mandalas, 
for example, and then bring these sketches to spiritual direction. 

Storytelling is another use of symbolic language. While at first it 
may seem that a woman or man is rambling by telling various 
stories, the astute feminist spiritual director can help directees pick 
up threads that connect the stories one to another, uncovering the 
stories of faith. 38 Feminist spiritual direction is careful to listen for 
the context of a story in a directee's family or community, work 
environment or political life. 

Caregiving 
Caregiving in this context is 'an exchange of gifts, a mutual shar- 

ing of frailty and strengths' .39 As spiritual directors we may share 
another's pain and acknowledge our own helplessness instead of res- 
cuing, giving advice or explaining away the pain. 4° A mutual shar- 
ing has to do with a common celebration of the source of love and 
admission of our need for a saviour; it does not mean that both 
people share the same kind of material to the same degree of inten- 
sity and detail. For a spiritual director to admit simply their own 
struggle with a need to be perfect, for example, is very different 
from recounting episodes from their personal life that could invite a 
role-reversal in the relationship. 

The responsible spiritual director Supports aspects of giftedness 
and challenges areas of brokenness that are keeping the directee 
from communion and community. Such caregiving is not caretaking 
whereby we protect people from exercising their freedom. Widening 
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the circle of support for someone flees that perso n to tap a variety 
of resources and to avoid a dependent relationship. 41 

Recognizing the limitations of our caregiving as directors, receiv- 
ing the care of others, and taking time for ourselves may enable us 
to help others in their pain. Caring for ourselves is one of the best 
ways to care for others. 

Progress as staying with the process 
Process rather than progress is the underlying dynamic. Instead of 

assessing whether a person is in a spiritual awakening, purgation, 
illumination, the dark night or union, this approach is more 
interested in the flow of a person's life Godward, more like a river 
than a staircase, more like a spiral than an ascent. Directees are 
encouraged to recognize, enter upon, and stay with their inner pro- 
cess and move forward in the reality of the here and now. Our life 
with God moves in and out of phases but not knowing with certitude 
in what stage we are is a realistic acknowledgement of the creative 
and elusive action of the Spirit in our lives. 4z 

Compassionate solidarity 
'Compassion' can be an English rendering of the Hebrew word 

hesed, meaning mercy, solidarity, motherliness and steadfast love. 
The root of compassion, rachamim, is the word rechem which 
means womb. God's compassion is God's womb-love, God's 
mercy. 43 Compassionate solidarity is both active and passive. It 
tends to redress injuries and injustices, and is essentially non-violent 
since it tends to communion and community. 44 

An increasingly important aspect of compassionate solidarity is 
the openness to multicultural psycho-spiritual processes and incul- 
turation. A sensitive spiritual director needs to be aware of both 
Christian and non-Christian traditions in a directee's history and cul- 
ture, as well as of symbols, myths and image s that shape that per- 
son's consciousness and identity. 45 Working with women religious in 
South Korea in the 1970s, I realized how much of their religious 
memory was coloured by the Korean War and its aftermath. Grief 
for loved ones and fear of another invasion were still real. Training 
in cross-cultural counselling can help us develop a special skill 
called 'interpathy' whereby we envision and affectively enter into 
another's thoughts, values and feelings, even though they may come 
from a different process of knowing, frame of moral reasoning and 
basis of assumptions. 46 
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Conclusion 
Spiritual direction is a ministry that nourishes not only the person 

being accompanied but the companion or guide too. Feminist 
insights enrich this nourishment by adding the feminine dimension 
of  experiencing God, especially in ways of being, knowing and 
caring. If we disregard the feminine dimension in our imaging of 
our selves and of God we are neglecting aspects of the experience 
of  the Spirit in our lives and that of the Church. In the article I have 
highlighted some of the issues which arise from taking into account 
the feminine dimension of  experiencing God. Some issues are par- 
ticular to women, Others flow from women's experience but are 
characteristic of men too, and acknowledging them liberates both 
men and women to live their lives more fully. 
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