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WHAT IS SPIRITUAL DIRECTION? 

Spiritual direction is a ministry that is offered by virtue of a charism. Ministry: a service offered through the 

church on behalf of it "so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the 

knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, reaching the whole measure of the fullness of Christ."         

(Eph 4:12-13). Charism:  a gift of the Holy Spirit, given to a person in a specific historical context, so that this 

person can initiate or support an experience of faith that will be helpful to others and may be useful for the life of 

the Church. Without the charism of SD, no amount of training will make a person a good spiritual director. 

However, training can allow that charism to be developed and refined.   

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SPIRITUAL DIRECTION RELATIONSHIP 

 

Barry and Connolly in their book The Practice of Spiritual Direction (well worth reading or re-reading) suggest that 

in SD three participants are involved in the dynamic: director, directee and God. The relationship between directee 

and God exists prior to the relationship between the directee and director and is independent of it. Therefore, the 

role of the director is simply to facilitate and foster the relationship that already exists between the directee and 

God. 

• Not mutual. One is the director and the other is the directee. The director puts him or herself at the 

service of the directee’s relationship with God.  

• Confidential. What is shared in the spiritual direction relationship is sacred and is held in confidence 

(there are certain limitations to this confidentiality). 

• On-going (often long-term).  Spiritual direction is not normally about crisis-intervention. It is about 

growth – the deepening of the directee’s relationship with God. 

• The person’s prayer is a vitally important area of focus for the spiritual direction conversation, but it 

can go beyond simply talking about prayer and may include a focus on living the Christian life. This could 

lead to key questions from the director like: “Where is God in all of this?” or “What do you think God’s 

invitation to you might be in this situation?” or “What gift might God be offering you here?” 

• When someone comes seeking direction the initial question for the director will be something like, does 

this person want to deepen their relationship with God. This is the core question because then the 

director can then work in line with the directee’s desires. 

• There must be a basic respect and trust between director and directee. There must be a genuine 

openness and generosity of spirit in both parties.  

 

More characteristic of Ignatian Spiritual Direction: 

• An ecclesial encounter: The director (if not also the directee) is anchored in some kind of Christian faith 

community/tradition. 

• Allows the Creator to deal directly with the Creature. The real director is the Holy Spirit and the 

director is to take special care not to interfere but to allow the Creator (God) to deal as God wishes with 

his Creature (the directee). 

• The directee’s relationship with God must be approached as all embracing. It impacts every 

aspect of their lives so nothing is excluded as material for spiritual direction. God communicates 

with the directee in and through all of their experience (Finding God in all things). The director’s role is to 

help the directee to reflect prayerfully and discerningly on that experience. The directee may talk about 

whatever is significant for them at the time – relationships; work; an addiction; joys; temptations; 

sexuality etc. Wherever the ‘action’ is at a particular moment; what feels most significant is what can be 

fruitfully explored in spiritual direction.  

• Discernment of Spirits. Helping the person to sift what is happening within them to discover whether it 

is from God or not. 

• The director helps the directee to discover and live out of their deepest desires. 
 

Taken from “The Practice of Spiritual Direction”  

by W Barry and W Connolly (2nd Ed), Bravo, 2009 
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What Is Distinctive about Ignatian Spiritual Direction? 

What distinguishes Ignatian spiritual direction from other approaches? There is a recent book written by Joe 

Tetlow SJ – Handing on the Fire: Making Spiritual Direction Ignatian (2021) which is well worth a read. The Irish 

Jesuit Brian O’Leary lists these elements: 

A theological vision rooted in the Spiritual Exercises. The theology of the Exercises is optimistic. It affirms 

the goodness of the world. But it also is acutely aware of the pervasive problem of evil. At the same time, it is 

contemplative and service-oriented. 

Flexible. The Ignatian spiritual director does not impose a programme on the directee. The manner of the 

direction is adjusted to fit the person’s personality, life history, and spiritual experience. The director “cannot know 

beforehand what he or she will suggest.” 

A partnership. Ignatian spiritual direction is a partnership. It demands mutual respect and openness to the 

other’s frame of reference. It follows Ignatius Loyola’s presupposition of the Spiritual Exercises: “Let it be 

presupposed that every good Christian is to be more ready to save their neighbour’s proposition than to condemn 

it.”.  

What do you really want? Ignatian spiritual direction attempts to uncover the deepest desires of the human 

heart. Typically, these are covered by superficial desires for transitory things. Our most profound desires are 

shaped by the Holy Spirit and point toward new choices for spiritual growth and fruitful service. 

Rules for discernment. Ignatius Loyola’s rules for discernment of spirits permeate Ignatian spiritual direction. 

These are methods for identifying inner movements, reflecting on them, and understanding where they come from 

and where they lead us. 
 

Taken from: Brian O’Leary, SJ,  

“What Is Specific to an Ignatian Model of Spiritual Direction?” The Way, Jan/April 2008, pp. 9-28 

 

Types of Accompaniment 

 

PRAYER PARTNERING 

Prayer partnering involves two people who meet informally to talk about their relationship with God. In this 

arrangement there is not a differentiation of roles. It is a mutual relationship in which each of the participants 

take turns to talk about their experience and to listen to each other. They may give advice or feedback or simply act 

as sounding boards for each other. They may also pray with and for each other.  Prayer partnering can be very 

helpful and important for spiritual growth but should not be confused with prayer guiding or spiritual direction.  

 

PRAYER GUIDING 

This is a formal structured and confidential relationship in which one person acts as prayer guide to someone for a 

specific introductory experience, generally a short retreat in daily life (sometimes called a Week of Guided Prayer). 

The roles are clearly defined with the pilgrim or the one being guided sharing their experience of prayer and the 

prayer guide listening and offering suggestions for the next day’s prayer. Prayer Guiding is less specialised than 

Spiritual Direction with guides needing less in-depth understanding of discernment and discernment of spirits than 

do spiritual directors.  Nonetheless, guides need good listening skills, knowledge of methods of prayer, a familiarity 

with scripture and personal maturity.   

 

SPIRITUAL DIRECTION  

This is a formal structured and confidential relationship usually over a extended period in which one person (the 

spiritual director) agrees to accompany and help another (the directee) to develop and deepen his or her relationship 

with God. The roles are clearly differentiated with the director putting him or herself at the service of the development 

of spiritual life of the directee. In addition to being naturally gifted for this ministry and having the skills of a prayer 

guide the director needs to be well-trained in discernment and experienced in the spiritual life themselves. He or she 

should also have some theological training and an understanding of basic developmental psychology. Spiritual 

directors need to be committed to their own spiritual development, have a spiritual director themselves and receive 

regular supervision.  

 

 

http://ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-spiritual-exercises/what-are-the-spiritual-exercises/
http://ignatianspirituality.com/making-good-decisions/discernment-of-spirits/introduction-to-discernment-of-spirits/

