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Exploring issues in spiritual
guidance and contemporary
religious life
Howard J. Gray

HE FOCUS OF THIS ESSAY 1S ON the issues that have emerged within

the context of spiritual guidance conducted among men and
women who belong to religious communities. The word ‘issues’ inti-
mates that there are some tensions in the way that spirituality is
practised by women and men who identify themselves as members
of religious communities. Moreover, there is an assumption that
these issues and tensions have emerged within our post-Vatican II
Church, and perhaps more importantly, within our cultures. Let me
address these assumptions.

The contemporary setting

The Church and secular culture that provided a context for
Vatican II and the Church and secular culture of today are simply
not identical. That is not a particularly perceptive assertion but it is
an important one to keep in mind. We live in times that have moved
from optimism about a Church that found its voice in the modern
world to one that has many voices within a postmodern world.
Plurality is a cultural and religious given; and all the exhortations to
think of the Church as a communion will not change the sociologi-
cal, psychological and theological realities that emphasize diversity
far more than they do unity. Anyone who has engaged in religious-
life formation, government, or apostolic planning recognizes the fra-
gile character of any consensus. The centre holds today far more
because of God’s patience than because of our commitment to unity,
much less to uniformity.?

I do not think it an evil or even a lesser good that religious life
today faces an active pluralism both within its community life and
within its apostolic works. I think it is the cultural reality in which
God continues to work and through which God draws people. To
attribute to God’s patience the identity and singleness of purpose
that we religious manage to uncover in our life and labour is to
assert a strong optimism — even hope. For this dependency on God’s
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enduring care and goodness will, ultimately, evolve into a deeper
union and richer harmony than our own efforts could ever have
achieved.’ :

Spiritual guidance — the modest help one Christian extends to
another — is done under the power of God, not in place of the power
of God. As such it is a dramatic instance of the dependency 1 cited
above. The contemporary search for meaning and direction embraces
every person within religious life or outside religious life. It is one
of the radical points of solidarity that does unify us as postmodern.*
The first and fundamental teénsion facing religious women and men,
then, is to look within spiritual guidance not for escape from the
plurality of our culture but rather for the compassion to live in
ambiguity with the rest of the human family and through tested
endurance to discover the leadership of God within that ambiguity.
Practically, that means that spiritual guidance today cannot drift into
a programme that divides people into ‘the enemy’ and ‘the friend’.
Enmity is not the holy ground on which one can construct a temple
to unity. The weakness of any fundamentalism is that it seems to
exist only if it finds someone to marginalize, whereas the Christian
instinct is to find ways to save, to include, to forgive. That is why
there is something sacrilegious about the term ‘Christian fundamen-
talist’>

The first issue that religious women and men face both in giving
and receiving spiritual guidance is, then, whether to take the forum
of such guidance out of their culture or to exercise this ministry
within their culture. For spiritual guidance can become an escape
from the asceticism of context. When that happens, it nurtures a
geography of soul that puts people in exile from their professions
and their peers. Such guidance risks representing spirituality as a
preserve that finds God outside of some things, a God for special
people with certitude built on self-righteousness and protected by
exclusions. But should not spiritual guidance be an engagement with
a God always greater than our expectations and more generous than
our impulses to control and to simplify, a God we can find in all
things ~ even in the plurality and the ambiguities of this age?

Assuming this foundation, in the succeeding sections of this essay
I shall concentrate on three sets of contemporary issues: those con-
cerned with the meaning of the term guidance, those concerned with
the relationship between guide, the guided, and the wider com-
munity, and those concerned with the directions toward which spiri-
tual guidance can move.
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The term guidance

We should emphasize that the term ‘guidance’ covers a wide
range of descriptions about a specialized pastoral service. Other
terms are ‘spiritual direction’, ‘soul friendship’, ‘spiritual com-
panionship’ and ‘spiritual mentoring’.® Carolyn Gratton, while
describing the process of spiritual direction, implicitly speaks about
all the other forms of spiritual guidance.

An intentional relationship of Christian spiritual direction is not so
much a matter of one person having authority to direct another;
rather, both parties in the relationship are expected to become
attentive listeners to the Holy Spirit, who continually provides pro-
vidential direction in the life of each man and woman whether they
are aware of it or not. Gradually individual blocks will be uncov-
ered and brought to consciousness. With increasing depth the
desires of the true and core self are revealed when compulsive reac-
tions of the false self give way to positive, truly free responses to
divine initiatives.’

I want to emphasize five elements from this description and then
suggest how these have become issues in the understanding of spirit-
ual guidance within religious communities. The five elements that I
want to emphasize are: attentive listening, the providential direction
- of -the Holy Spirit, the uncovering of individual blocks, the freedom
to' move from desires to an appropriate response to the divine
initiatives, and, most important, intentional relationship.

Attentive listening

By ‘attentive listening’, I understand that the encounters are pri-
marily about the experiences of the person who seeks guidance, not
the knowledge, wisdom or experiences of the director. For example,
an older religious has been struggling with the role of affectivity in
his/her life: the craving for love, the inappropriate ways that this
craving may have been momentarily satisfied, the anguish of guilt,
the desire to reorient oneself toward consecrated chastity as an
expression of one’s love for God. The spiritual guide is there first to
listen to the experience, not to correct, exhort, instruct, or share his/
her own struggles. To listen attentively to all a person wishes to
reveal is demanding and humbling. Questioning should be directed
towards understanding as well as one can what the person seeking
guidance is saying, e.g., the context, the history, the subtle move-
ments towards God’s peace and the sometimes even more subtle
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movements away from God’s peace. While this listening should be
compassionate and accepting, it should also be professionally and
ascetically focused on bringing the religious into God’s light, for-
giveness and direction.

I also understand by ‘attentive listening’ that both the religious
and the guide accept what God has revealed about the religious,
about his/her choices, about his/her deeper needs and desires (not at
all the same), and about the impact that he/she has had on other
people in the way he/she has been living. Both the guide and guided
are united in their mutual desire to find the Spirit’s leadership
through attentive listening. On occasion, there may be need for the
guide to intervene, to offer suggestions, some clarifications, some
warnings — but these should follow after the disclosure from the one
seeking guidance and that disclosure simply needs time to develop.
Moreover, the aim is to bring the relationship into a mutual accept-
ance of the Spirit’s priorities. For example, using the case I outlined
above, it may be that simply accepting the need for professional
counselling is the immediate step that God asks, i.e., the humility on
the part of both the religious who seeks help and the guide to accept
the fact that this individual’s sexual acting out is compulsive, endur-
ing and destructive.

Providential direction of the Spirit

By ‘the providential direction of the Spirit’, I understand that
God’s Spirit is essentially life-giving and loving. I also understand
that God moves within all the human realities that define life and
love for people. How the guide sees God and understands both
human reality and the dynamics of human development are terribly
important. If the image of God is punitive in the spiritual and psy-
chic life of the guide, then that guide will probably listen out of fear
and emphasize performance before God rather than an encounter
with God. If the guide is uncomfortable with any aspect of human
reality (e.g., the affections, imagination, the body, sexuality, the
drive towards autonomy), then the guide risks not really hearing the
one seeking guidance because the guide has telegraphed to the reli-
gious seeking help that there are some parts of his/her life that the
guide cannot hear or hears only to critique. On the other hand, if the
guide listens out of a religiously unsophisticated romanticism about
human reality (e.g., any experience is good as long as it originates
‘from a sincere heart’), then the listening will be sentimental and
dangerously indifferent to the harm that a person could cause him-
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or herself or others. It seems to me that the commandment religious
most consistently violate is the first, i.e., they bring strange gods
before them, not the God revealed by Jesus in the Gospels. While
the guide does not have to be a professional theologian, he or she
must possess a sane, informed theology of God and the human per-
son. Moreover, within the context of spiritual guidance it may well
be that one of the directions of the Spirit’s activity is to nudge those
who seek guidance to be better informed about Scripture, the tra-
dition of the Church, and the individual and social ethics that define
the life of an adult Christian Catholic. The pursuit of Christian
learning ought to be a lifetime asceticism for religious.

Uncovering of individual blocks :

By ‘the uncovering of individual blocks’, I mean, first, that the
guide has to know his/her limitations and protect the religious who
comes for help from being harmed by the guide’s personal biases
and limitations. For example, the guide may feel that reactionary
elements in the Church have a disproportionate influence on church
discipline and governance. When a ‘conservative’ young religious
comes for help or is assigned to a guide for formation, the guide
could discount the earnest and genuinely acceptable conservatism of
the young religious as an attack on his/her convictions or as an
instance of ‘creeping centralism’ in the Church or within the reli-
gious community. Ideological fixation — right or left — can make it
hard for an authority figure to be fair. The question is not the sin-
cerity of the guide but the integrity of his/her self-knowledge.

Obviously, the ‘block’ can also be in the life of the religious who
seeks guidance. For example, the conservatism of the one seeking
guidance can intrude on the ability to learn from others, to accept
the plurality of viewpoints that represent a legitimate catholicity
within a community of religious, or even to reject the authoritative
directives from a general chapter because some unofficial, but
acceptably conservative, figure has convinced him or her that these
directives are ‘suspect’. Ultimately, the uncovering of blocks means
the ability to see what gets in the way of living a life of love.
Certainly, that life must be informed by truth; but the truth of the
gospel is truth under the sign of the cross, a truth that seeks
reconciliation not division. The ultimate cry of the crucified Christ
is forgiveness of those who allowed his crucifixion to happen and
surrender in trust to the Father whose will he embraced. While our
‘blocks’ to grace come from a variety of sources — some culpable,
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some simply inherited from our culture, our family, our education —
our resolution will lead similarly to reconciliation and surrender.

The freedom to move

By ‘the freedom to move from desires to an appropriate response
to the divine initiative’, I understand that competent spiritual gui-
dance helps to liberate our interiority (e.g. our memory, our reflec-
tive capacities, our affective drives, our imaginative creations, our
ambitions and hopes for ourselves and others) so that we act in part-
nership with the Spirit sent by Jesus as the Lord. Further, I mean
that the guide and the one seeking guidance stand in reverence and
gratitude — and frequently in awe — before the realization that this
journey of soul began with God’s unexpected call and ends with
God’s pleasure in our acceptance of that call. Like Jacob we can
look back on the processes of spiritual guidance and cry, ‘Surely
this was the place of the Lord and I did not know it!” (Gen 28:16).
In his Spiritual Exercises Ignatius Loyola talks of the process of
spiritual guidance as one that helps both the one who gives the exer-
cises as well as the one who makes them.® This is a wise commen-
tary on the action of God within any spiritual enterprise. The
realization that mutual dependency on God leads to mutual consola-
tion from God is an important confirmation that the spiritual gui-
dance process has been truly free, faithful to God’s leadership, and,
ultimately, a gift for the entire community of faith.

In attempting to explain these four key elements used in Gratton’s
description of ‘spiritual guidance’, I have also indicated a number of
issues that a spiritual guide might encounter. Some of these issues
involve sustaining a clear focus during the exchanges of a spiritual
guidance encounter. Others might involve the role of psychological
therapy in helping a person come to greater freedom. Others touch
on maintaining a balanced view about consecrated chastity, the
dynamics involved in sound human growth, the body and authority.
Others touch on the parameters of tolerance between ‘liberal’ and
‘conservative’ partners within spiritual guidance. In sum, a veritable
catalogue of ‘issues’ can emerge within the forum of contemporary
spiritual direction. However, the commanding issue emerging out of
spiritual guidance done by religious men and women concerns the
defining referent in the relationship. What frames the spiritual guid-
ance conversation? What criterion guides the direction given in a
session? Around what reality does a religious man or woman assess
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his/her integration? In the spiritual guidance of religious this is cru-
cial.

Intentional relationship: the core issue

The final element, intentional relationship, structures the move-
ments within spiritual guidance and assesses their authenticity. By
‘intentional relationship’ I mean that both the guide and the religious
who seeks help agree to situate their conversation within the reli-
gious’ commitment to his/her particular religious tradition. It also
means that fidelity to that commitment is the essential criterion by
which one gauges the truthfulness and fruitfulness of the spiritual
guidance process. Too often, I fear, other realities frame and then
dominate the spiritual guidance conversation: human development,
professional future or professional competence, social adjustment,
feminism, church politics, mid-age crises, and on and on. I am not
trivializing the important influence that these realities have on the
lives of religious people. I am painfully aware that these and similar
issues can become the centre of attention in spiritual guidance
because they involve crucial concerns about one’s future, one’s hap-
piness, one’s human survival within religious life itself, and one’s
place within the Church. Nonetheless, the commanding reality is the
identity of the religious as religious. The reason for this is twofold.

First, if the religious has committed her/himself to a way of life,
this becomes the radical response to God’s call to place oneself
along a particular path. That pathway to God must govern all one’s
choices. The vows — whatever problems we have in explaining them
— symbolize a totality of donation to God through a specific way of
life.? If there is not this kind of understanding, i.e., if the religious
sees her/himself as tentative in his/her identity as religious, as
merely exploring options, then there is no concrete, specific frame,
no fundamental criterion for that individual as a religious.

Second, while the gospel remains the fundamental norm for all
Christian discipleship, the gospel has to be appropriated within a
specific set of fidelities. A vague loyalty to the gospel lacks the
specificity of human choice. We follow Christ within history by
making decisions based on our temperaments, our talents, our graces
and the needs of our times. Finally, we settle on following Christ in
a particular way of life. The kind of life we choose with God
becomes our way to God with Christ and through Christ’s Spirit.
The way of life we have chosen becomes, as well, the criterion for
our authenticity both before God and before other men and women.
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The major issue within contemporary spiritual guidance among reli-
gious is the lack of clarity about norms and the vague commitment
to the ultimacy of one’s choice of a way of life. Saying ‘forever’ is
hard for people today, including religious.

Living faithfully in a time of renewal

The living tradition of a particular religious community must
incorporate gospel values, must bear the Church’s confirmation of
its purpose and way of life, must be oriented towards meeting the
needs of God’s people. Renewing the tradition is an ongoing task of
leadership within every religious community. But men and women
join that process-in-renewal not as spectators but as members.
People join a particular religious community — with all its limita-
tions, struggles and defects — because they identify this very human
community as their way to God, their way of following Christ, and
their way of serving other people. That personal point of identifi-
cation becomes the prism for spiritual guidance. When religious lack
that identification with their community, then spiritual guidance
lacks a focus and avoids any ultimate practical criterion for judging
the directions and the authenticity of one’s life. Let me go further:
for the woman or man who claims membership within a particular
religious community the criterion for following Christ has become
her or his institute — in all its particularities and incessant need for
renewal.

The relationship of guide and the one seeking spiritual guidance

It is important that both realize that the relationship is relative not
absolute. By ‘relative’, I mean two things. First, the relationship is
oriented towards helping the religious who seeks guidance to receive
‘guidance’, i.e. some help in finding and embracing the directions
God inspires. To achieve this goal, the religious must be assured
that acceptance is extended and confidentiality is reverenced by his
or her guide. No community superior or leader or group of leaders
has the right to ask a spiritual guide to serve as an extension of
government in order to direct a religious towards some goal they
have determined. Nor do these superiors or community leaders have
the right to ask for information about the religious from the spiritual
guide. A religious has to believe in and experience a compassionate
subjectivity from his or her guide: ‘I am here to help you find what
Jeads you to God and to uncover with you what might lead you
away from God. I serve your interests before God.’
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Second, the relationship has to be founded on those realities
which constitute the life of the religious. For example, if a religious
who has no capacity for languages is still eating his or her heart out
to become a scripture scholar, it is a cruel kindness for a spiritual
guide to telegraph support in a fruitless venture. With tact but also
with loving directness the guide has to help the religious read his or
her talents accurately. Support does not mean we bracket reality but
rather that we try to reveal how God works within the real. One of
the primary realities within the life of a religious is the acceptance
of his or her institute as the pathway to God that he or she has
freely chosen. Therefore, the spiritual guide should have a sensitive
and informed knowledge of the communal responsibilities this reli-
gious has assumed as a member of a particular community. This
knowledge does not require that a spiritual guide blindly support
either the directives or the governing styles of community superiors.
If there are injustices or stupidities, no one is helped by excusing
these away as instances of God’s will. God may ‘permit’ harm to
happen; but that theological dodge offers scant comfort — psycho-
logical or spiritual — when people confront injustices, ignorance or
impradence from those chosen to give oversight to their communal
and apostolic life. Nonetheless, the spiritual guide has to relate the
religious to the life-frame that binds his or her vocation. It also can
happen that a religious discovers she or he made a defective discern-
ment about religious life or that the essential character of a particu-
lar institute has been so modified that it is radically disoriented from
what the religious had thought he or she was joining. In such cases
a religious has to negotiate anew her or his membership and that
negotiation may lead to a departure. But this has to be done with a
careful regard for the reality of the religious commitment.

Granted all the cautions and possibilities surveyed above, there is -
a contemporary tendency among some to isolate the spiritual gui-
dance relationship from the communal obligations that a religious
also bears. Self-fulfilment can be an important condition for self-
donation, but they are not always the same. Religious life is essen-
tially a life of donation through corporate obligations freely accepted
and freely honoured. This is a sensitive issue today when so many
religious structures have been modified to express consensus rather
than obedience to a superior’s directives. In many religious com-
munities leaders often feel that they are expected to grant favours
and to offer support but not to govern, especially if this were to
include a command. And even in communities which have main-
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tained a clear structure of centralized authority, consultation and the
lessened ability of superiors to direct all aspects of every apostolate
have modified the way in which assignments are made.
Consequently, negotiations between the religious superior or leader
and the individual religious are an accepted element in the lives of
most religious. In such an environment it is important — I would say
crucial — that spiritual guidance be seen as a way to present to legit-
imate religious authority the representation of what the individual
religious honestly and prayerfully feels to be God’s movements in
his or her life, a part of the decision-making process, not its deter-
mination. Spiritual guidance should facilitate the ability of an indi-
vidual religious to represent her- or himself to the community
leadership; it should not undercut community leadership.

The direction of spiritual guidance

Finally, the aim of spiritual guidance for religious is not psycho-
spiritual maturation, nor peace of soul, nor support during crucial
therapy or needed rehabilitation, nor even more contemplative
prayer, although any and all of these can be highly important ele-
ments in the life of a religious. Rather, the radical orientation of
spiritual guidance is towards the mission of the religious community,
the way the gospel is lived, proclaimed and implemented through
the charisms of the particular religious community to which the reli-
gious belongs. Certainly, the wise spiritual guide should honour the
laws of sound human growth, help a man or woman achieve true
peace with God and other people, be a strong support when people
struggle to put their lives together, and enable people to deepen
* their awareness of God both within and outside formal prayer.
However, too often in contemporary spiritual guidance among reli-
gious the individual priorities of the religious blur the sense of mis-
sion that should integrate and orient the priorities and choices of a
religious. If one is genuinely called to a religious community, then
the vision and ftradition which shapes the community will shape his
or her choices. If one accepts the challenges to keep that vision
alive and that tradition relevant in the midst of a pervasively secular
culture, then a man or woman called to a religious community will
find in spiritual guidance a consoling forum of mediation and sup-
port in making the community mission contemporary.'®
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Conclusion

Spiritual guidance among contemporary religious is an invaluable
opportunity for establishing a conversation between the dominant
culture and the gospel. Spiritual guidance is also a forum that allows
religious to establish a clearer understanding about the essential core
of their lives and mission. Finally, spiritual guidance can integrate
religious around the call of Christ to imitate his self-donation in the
service of his sisters and brothers. In an environment too frequently
self-absorbed and violent, spiritual guidance can symbolize the
needed Christian resolve to be counter-cultural out of love, not with-
drawal. These are some of the many reasons why spiritual guidance
should be undertaken only with hearts willing to grow in com-
passion and wisdom — whether they be the guides or the guided. For
in spiritual guidance we surrender to the mastery of One who
labours patiently within the reality of life to lead us into the reality
of eternal communion.
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