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CHAPTER FOUR 
Supporting Beginning Directors: Participating in the Dance 

Mary Rose Bumpus and Rebecca Bradburn Langer 
 
Our image of beginning spiritual directors is one of slowly but surely moving into a dance. Beginning 
dancers tend to feel clumsy and awkward. They wonder if they are stepping on the other's toes, and 
they often sense they are too stiff in their responsive movements. As supervisors, we assist such 
beginning dancers by pondering how we learn to dance, being continually aware of the basic posture 
of the dance, and teaching the kinds of steps that will help new directors feel free enough to enjoy 
the dance. 
 
When we learn to dance, we first listen to the music and hear its rhythm. Then we learn the moves 
that help us respond to the rhythm, the melody, the mood, and even the lyrics of a musical piece. 
Educators and mentors in the art of spiritual direction first encourage beginning directors to develop 
the charism of "holy listening," by using all their inner and outer senses to perceive the presence and 
activity of the Holy Spirit. Then they teach them particular skills meant to help these new directors 
respond to the dynamic movements of a directee's life in God. 
 
What often happens in practice, however, is that beginning directors tend to focus on the steps of the 
dance. They spend a lot of time thinking about what they are doing. This kind of self-conscious 
reflection and overly focused attention on skills and appropriate responses, natural in the beginning, 
inhibits a director's ability to see and hear the actual movement and presence of God. 
 
Our God is a God of surprises. Moses did not anticipate seeing or experiencing God in a burning bush. 
Elijah did not expect to hear God in a "still small voice." Mary never dreamed she would be 
overshadowed by the Holy Spirit, and Mary Magdalene could not have imagined that the tomb would 
be empty. In our human experience, the presence of God unexpectedly arises and surprises us.  
 
As supervisors, we want to help beginning directors be prepared for unanticipated surprise. This is 
probably the greatest challenge supervisors of beginning directors face, and it is one of the most 
significant paradoxes of our work. On the one hand, we encourage new directors to incorporate new 
skills, practice what they are learning, be attentive to their inner responses, and look at how they are 
doing things. On the other, the fundamental attitude that fosters the experience of our God of 
surprises is one of "unknowing." As supervisors, we want to encourage in beginning directors a certain 
kind of "not knowing," a kind we find ourselves continually invited to enter. We want to wait  in 
anticipation of the unfolding mystery of the directee and the ultimate mystery of God. We want to 
rest in the knowledge that every dance with God is different and unique to each direction relationship. 
We want to acknowledge with certitude that we are not experts on another's life. This kind of 
"unknowing" frees directors to be guileless and therefore able to be surprised by mystery, perceive 
God's life, be surprised by God's song, and move in freedom to the rhythm of God's dance. 
 
 

Supporting the Person and Gifts of New Directors 
 
Supervisors of beginning directors are in a particularly privileged place. They bear witness to the 
enthusiasm, compassion, and joy of new directors as they enter their first spiritual direction 
relationships. They are privy to the verbatim dialogues, reflections, and vulnerabilities of new directors 
who struggle to take their first steps and savour their first gifts of encounter. Supervisors of beginning 
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directors experience the openness, fears, and great desire to learn that new directors manifest and 
express. 
 
From this privileged place, we begin the work of supervision by inviting new directors to be who they 
are and do what they already do well in assistance of their directees. We do this by lifting up and 
enhancing the particular abilities and gifts of each new director and suggesting or demonstrating how 
such gifts can be used on behalf of directees. For example, a supervisor named Janet is supervising a 
beginning director named Terry. Reflecting on Terry's initial dialogues, Janet points out that Terry is 
highly attuned to her own physiological sensations. While Terry is aware of this, she had not reflected 
on her body as a particular source of wisdom, or how God might be at work through this body 
awareness. Janet worked with Terry to discern how her physiological responses and ability to notice 
the somatic reactions of her directees could be used as a tool in her practice of spiritual direction. 
 
John, a new director, plays the flute. He is particularly informed by the gift of music, and his connection 
with God is deepened through playing and listening to music. Maria, John's supervisor, suggests that 
John listen to his directees for the presence of God as he would listen to music. John begins to hear 
the melody of the directees' life and discovers "the heart of the matter." He feels the rhythm and 
begins to notice the presence of God in all the arenas of his directees' lives. John, with the help of 
Maria, also learns to help his directees give expression to their relationship with God in and through 
the arts. 
 
Amy is particularly good with the use of images. She receives much of her guidance from God through 
her imagination. Amy is good at offering her directees images that summarize their felt senses, values, 
and thoughts. Amy's supervisor, Jim, builds on this gift. He encourages Amy to become more aware 
of the naturally occurring metaphors and images her directees employ. He then shows her how to 
explore such images to discover the gifts of God they potentially represent. Beginning directors have 
a variety of gifts, sensibilities, and skills. As supervisors, it is important that we see such gifts, support 
and strengthen developing skills, and encourage the innate sensibilities of these directors. 
 
 

Giving Trust Where Trust Is Due 
 
Beginning directors also come to spiritual direction with different levels of confidence. Those who are 
overly confident may miss the more subtle ways of letting directees discover for themselves how God 
is at work in their lives. More frequently, however, we meet new directors who are nervous and overly 
focused on what they are doing, and therefore miss the movement of the Spirit. It is easy enough for 
this to happen, especially when the movements of the Spirit are subtle, and it is a common and 
understandable phenomenon among new practitioners of this art. Supervisors are of great assistance 
to such directors by keeping the question of the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit in the forefront 
of the new director's thoughts and at the heart of the supervision conversation. 
 
As part of a reflection process on a particular direction session (see Appendix A), we ask new directors 
to respond to the following question: "Of all the things you could notice during the direction session, 
where did you see glimpses of the gifts, fruits, or movement of the Holy Spirit?" To help them reflect 
upon this question, we also present a list of some possibilities: "signs of life, freedom, joy, compassion, 
solidarity in suffering, justice, enhanced self-identity before God, ability to stand in the truth, 
invitation, consolation, a new word spoken."' As supervisors, we consider this to be the most 
important question we ask new directors. It reminds beginning directors, as well as experienced 
supervisors, that trust in God is the most essential posture of a spiritual director. 
Whereas some new directors miss the activity of the Spirit because they are overly focused on what 
they are doing, others get caught up in adhering to the letter of the law. We often hear comments 
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such as the following from new directors: "My professor taught me never to do spiritual direction with 
a parishioner," "l was told never to do direction with a friend," "l know I shouldn't meet with people 
in my home unless I have a designated place," or "I see that many people don't charge a fee for doing 
spiritual direction, but  …   
These statements are representative of guidelines we have taught beginning directors in our spiritual 
direction programs. These guidelines were developed to address concerns of which any director 
should be aware. At the same time, such guidelines need to be examined in light of the unique 
circumstances of new directors and their directees. 
 
James is the pastor of a congregation of six hundred people. Clara, an eighty-year-old member of this 
community, asks James if he would assist her as her spiritual director. James’ immediate inclination is 
to say no. But before responding to Clara, James consults his supervisor. Together, James and his 
supervisor clarify the potential pitfalls of such a relationship and listen for the promptings of the Spirit. 
The supervisor works with James to discern what is best for all involved—Clara, the congregation, and 
James himself. In this instance, James decides to accompany Clara. He does so to the delight of others 
in the congregation, to the benefit of Clara, and in response to the promptings of the Holy Spirit. As 
beginning directors become more aware of the unique and often subtle movements of the Spirit, they 
grow in trusting God to be active and present In the life of the directee and in the direction session 
itself. As their trust in God grows, new directors begin to trust themselves as well. 
 
 

Common Struggles 
 
In addition to working with supervisees around these foundational attitudes and postures, supervisors 
attend to a number of pragmatic struggles that beginning directors have in common, whatever the 
source of such struggles may be. Several spiritual direction programs In the United States and beyond 
offer an excellent education in the art of spiritual direction. Additionally, much of what is taught, 
theoretically learned, and practiced in small-group settings is embodied in new directors as they do 
direction with the support and assistance of good supervisors. In reviewing hundreds of verbatims and 
serving as supervisors for individuals and groups of new directors, we have noticed certain common 
struggles that persist beyond an initial education and introduction to the art of spiritual direction. We 
have also become aware of dilemmas new directors face that generally are not addressed in the 
spiritual direction programs. We have spoken with a number of supervisors about how they assist new 
directors with such dilemmas and offer here some reflections and suggestions. 
 
 

Transitions and Dead-End Questions 
 
Beginning directors have a good sense of the purpose and tenor of their first encounters with new 
directees, as well as what needs to be accomplished. During this time, supervisors sometimes help 
new directors discern whether they and their directees are an appropriate fit. 
 
As beginning directors move into regular or ordinary sessions with directees, however, they often have 
difficulty with an important transition: They do not have a sense of how to move from the greeting 
and initial conversation with directees into the substance of the direction conversation. As supervisors 
reflect with new directees on their attempts to make this transition, significant pragmatic and 
theological concerns come to the fore. Some new directors abruptly interrupt the flow of initial 
conversation and call for silence and prayer in a way that is stilted and awkward. They make a dramatic 
shift away from an informal and naturally conversational tone to a more formal, serious, and 
ponderous tone. As they make this move, beginning directors report thinking such things as "We had 
better move into spiritual direction now" or "Am I doing spiritual direction yet?"  Susan, Tom's 



4 
 

supervisor, sees such behaviour and thought reflected in Tom's verbatims. She invites Tom to reflect 
theologically on his understanding of what constitutes "the spiritual." They enter into a fruitful 
conversation that gets at the heart of some of Tom's assumptions about how and where God is present 
and active within the direction conversation itself. In exploring a similar dynamic, Sandra and her 
supervisor come to realize that Sandra is not clear about the role of prayer within the spiritual 
direction relationship. She and her supervisor speak about her desire to pray for her directees and 
whether her directees desire to pray during a direction session itself. When a directee desires to have 
formal prayer as part of the direction session, Sandra's supervisor suggests ways in which such prayer 
may become a natural outgrowth of the direction conversation. 
 
Beginning directors are taught to ask ' open-ended questions, among other skills, but it is difficult for 
them to know when and where to use such skills. Some new directors, after greeting their directees, 
almost immediately ask a broad, open-ended question about a topic from their previous direction 
session. One beginning director reported asking her directee, as they were moving across the room to 
be seated, "How is your relationship with your husband going these days?" Director and directee were 
off and running, only to have the same conversation they had in their previous session. 
Imagine how you might help this director. There are many humorous, interesting, and enjoyable ways 
to assist new directors in learning how to greet directees and make the transition into the substance 
of the direct conversation. You might have a conversation about the differences between 'open-
ended" and "dead-end" questions and suggest alternative introductory questions for this director: 
"How was your drive over here today?" "Did you see the roses blooming outside the office door?" You 
might invite the director to role-play this situation with you and enact various ways of making the 
transition into the substance of the direction conversation. Show him or her how to move into a 
natural silence with the directee or suggest a more general question such as "What shall we talk about 
today?" However you imagine working with this new director, it is important to help him or her learn 
to make the initial transition in such a way that the informal and conversational tone of the direction 
session is not lost. 
 
 

Silence 
 
It is not uncommon for beginning directors to be uncomfortable with silence in the presence of 
another. In the clamorous culture of the United States, it is difficult to find places where silence 
abounds. Boom boxes blast away at us from noisy street corners, and car radios blare. Department 
stores and offices are filled with elevator music and loudspeaker announcements. Even worship 
services are full of music and words. When there is a pause, a moment of silence, community members 
move about in their seats, acknowledging their discomfort and inability to be present together in the 
absence of sound. When we are not being bombarded with external noise or sound, we often find 
ourselves struggling with inner disquiet. Thoughts assault us. Voices repeat again and again in our 
minds. 
 
In addition to the more obvious cultural and personal difficulties directors might have with silence, 
beginning directors find it hard to distinguish among kinds and qualities of silence. Although silence 
may generally be defined as the absence of noise, speech, or sound, qualities of silence vary 
tremendously. Silence may feel to some people like punishment, as when a child is sent to his or her 
room for a 'time-out." Similarly, when one person in a relationship denies another access to feelings 
or information needed for the relationship, the quality of silence may be forbidding or imposing. 
Silence may be poignant, compelling, hopeful, or loving. It may be a sign of reverence, awe, disdain, 
or lack of respect. Or it can be fearful, vindictive, secretive, or reserved. 
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Here is an exercise that can be helpful for beginning directors in preparing to be silent in the presence 
of their directees. In group supervision settings, new directors can move into dyads, where they take 
turns as director and directee. One person, acting as the directee, describes an experience that invites 
natural places of silence, and then moves into such silence as the Spirit moves him or her. The directors 
attend to the directees and move into the places of silence with them. According to new directors, 
such practice has been helpful to them. New directors also might consider becoming members of 
lectio divina or contemplative prayer groups. Silence is common in these groups, and new directors 
get a sense of the growing and pervasive quality of this silence as the group continues to pray together. 
 
 Directees are better at assessing the quality of a particular silence. They know how a particular silence 
feels to them, and this is what is important in the direction conversation. In one-on-one supervision, 
it is helpful to the beginning director for the supervisor to read the directee's part of a verbatim, enter 
into the experience, and then give the new director a sense of the quality of the silence in this 
conversation. 
 
 

Savouring 
 
Sometimes directees speak with directors about particularly powerful or poignant life-giving 
experiences infused with the ineffable Spirit of God. Such experiences are difficult to describe because 
of the nature of language, particularly the English language, which is oriented toward action rather 
than relationship. Such experiences are also difficult to articulate because we cannot grasp or hold or 
contain the ultimate mystery of God. Thus, directees often speak metaphorically about these life 
experiences and then lapse into silence. In the telling of such experiences, directees are inviting 
directors to savour and appreciate these moments, to give praise, thanks, and blessing for the gifts of 
God's graciousness, mercy, and love. 
 
For some beginning directors, savouring is difficult. Words are inadequate to express our thanks and 
praise for the mystery of a new birth, the beauty of a sunset, or an experienced moment of truth or 
justice. Savouring invites directors into the silence of gratitude, reverence, or joy. At the same time, it 
invites verbal responsiveness and exploration. 
 
Beginning directors often hear the good news of directees and then immediately move the 
conversation to a different topic. One way supervisors can assist new directors with the process of 
savouring is by becoming their directees for part of the supervision session. Think of a recent simple 
experience that was surprisingly infused with the Spirit of God, one that you would like the new 
director to enjoy and savour with you. Recount this experience, and then assist the director in 
responding, asking such questions as "What would you say if a friend were telling you this?" "What is 
your spontaneous felt sense as you hear me speak of this?" "What kind of wonderment are you as 
director experiencing?" "Ask me what it is like to be given such a gift." These questions and others 
help new directors get a sense of how to savour the mystery and wonder of God's activity in their 
directees' lives. Acting as good directees for new directors is something we do often in a variety of 
settings. This posture enhances new directors' fundamental stance of unknowing, inspires confidence, 
allows us to draw upon their innate sensibilities, and gives us an opportunity to offer appropriate 
thanks and praise for their helpful responses and ways of being with us. 
 
 

Responding to Human Suffering 
 
Whereas some beginning directors find it difficult to savour certain experiences of their directees, 
others do not know how to be present and respond to the revelation of suffering and human anguish. 
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Suffering is an inevitable consequence of our human identity. Human beings experience the pain and 
anguish of the loss of others, ill health, moments of darkness, doubt and despair, death itself. Such 
suffering is inevitable. We also experience suffering as a result of the mistreatment of others, 
economic disparity, societal injustices, and cultural marginalization. Most beginning directors are good 
at discerning whether their directees are suffering as a result of the oppressive practices of others or 
the inevitable consequences of human life. When directees suffer from the preventable mistreatment 
of others, directors should take an active role in direction sessions, intervening where appropriate 
according to ethical guidelines. In such situations, supervisors have helped new directors work against 
religious and cultural attitudes that blame victims for such suffering. 
Suffering from the inevitable consequences of human life is somewhat different. When directees 
speak with directors of their experiences of inevitable suffering or past suffering from oppressive 
practices, a variety of stances and emotions are evoked in both directors and directees. In the face of 
great suffering, directors and directees find themselves in places full of sadness and sorrow, anger and 
despair, compassion and kindness. In these places, directees are inviting directors to accompany them 
in the midst of and through their suffering.  
 
Some beginning directors struggle mightily with this. It is difficult to know how to be present or what 
to say in the face of the mystery of human suffering. As supervisors, we have found ourselves working 
on several levels with new directees around these concerns. We attend to the theological assumptions 
new directors have about human suffering, and we foster and encourage stances and responses that 
can be helpful in the midst of suffering. The Judeo-Christian tradition has much wisdom to offer us 
about both. A few beginning directors idealize the faith of Jesus in a way that all but precludes his 
humanity. We encourage such directors to listen to the cry of Jesus on the cross, "My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?" (Mark 15:34), and hear it as a real expression of the faith of Jesus. We 
also encourage them to be present to their own or another's experience of suffering and consider 
what this experience is really like. It can be helpful for new directors to reread the book of Job, pay 
close attention to the three friends as examples of what not to say and do, and view Job as an example 
of how one might speak to God in the midst of suffering. Calling to mind the incredible range of felt 
responses to suffering expressed by the Psalmists, we have entered into conversation with new 
directors about their ability to give expression to their many feelings that correspond to human 
suffering. We also invite new directors to imagine Jesus, for a moment, as a directee rather than a 
director. The gospels give eloquent witness to the quality of silence and kind of presence desired by 
directees in times of great suffering. 
 

Then Jesus went with them [the disciples to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his 
disciples, "Sit here while I go over there and pray." He took with him Peter and the two sons 
of Zebedee, and began to be grieved and agitated. Then he said to them, "I am deeply 
grieved, even to death; remain here, and stay awake with me." Matt 26:36—38) 
 

Jesus asked his disciples to stay awake, remain present, and be with him through his suffering. 
Directees often ask the same things, one way or another, of their directors. 
 
Directees know directors cannot determine or change the outcome of human suffering. But they invite 
directors to stay awake, remain present, and be with them as they go through it. Spiritual directors 
serve as a sign of God's presence in the midst of the suffering of directees. They offer hope in times of 
fear and a sense of God's compassionate accompaniment. Supervisors serve beginning directors as a 
sign of the presence of the Christian community and faith tradition. They assist beginning directors by 
encouraging them to remain with directees in the midst of suffering and reminding directors they are 
not alone. They, too, are accompanied. They are accompanied by their supervisors, the communion 
of saints, the living Word of God, and a faith tradition that has much to say about consolation and 
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desolation in the face of human suffering. We also encourage beginning directors to be responsive 
listeners to directees who are suffering. 
 
 

Responsive Listening 
 
Many books and treatises on spiritual direction speak about the director's role as a listener and the 
power that listening and attentive loving presence play in the spiritual direction relationship. These 
basic stances are foundational and true of good spiritual direction. It is also true that the forms of our 
listening, as well as our responses to what we hear and perceive, are conveyed both verbally and 
nonverbally to directees. Students of various fields study what contemporary psychology and 
counselling literature call "active listening skills." That is, we learn how to actively communicate to 
others what we are hearing and that we are listening. The following are typical skills associated with 
active listening: the use of probes such as "hm," "ah," "um," or a nod of the head; the employment of 
open-ended questions; summarizing the content of a directee's communication; and primary accurate 
empathy—noticing and naming the feeling of the directee and the heart of the matter being 
communicated by her or him. These skills are taught to beginning spiritual directors in a number of 
spiritual direction programs. They help new directors attend to their directees and empower them to 
tell their stories.  
 
Beyond such basic skills, instructors and supervisors assist beginning directors in developing their own 
gifts for a kind of listening that literature in spirituality generally calls "contemplative." Contemplative 
listening, more appropriately understood as contemplative perceiving, involves what Neafsey has 
described in chapter 2 of this book seeing the particularity of the other, seeing the whole of the other, 
seeing the surface, and seeing beyond. Walter Burghardt speaks of this kind of perceiving as "a long 
loving look at the real." 1 Beginning directors learn various processes of discernment in order to help 
them see and notice the reality, presence, and activity of the Holy Spirit in the life and person of 
directees. 
 
The explication of such active and contemplative listening is often accompanied by a list of don'ts: 
"Don't parrot a directee." "Don't give advice." "Don't respond with biblical platitudes." "Don't sit in 
silence when directees have revealed something central and surprising about their identity." "Don't 
analyze." "The focus of the spiritual direction conversation is on the directee and the Spirit, not on the 
director." The list is endless. This list of don'ts and the singular focus of active and contemplative 
listening on the directee and the Holy Spirit lead beginning directors to assume that they basically 
facilitate a process of God-directed self-discovery for their directees in which they have little to say or 
to offer. 
 
We see verbatim after verbatim in which beginning directors convey on paper what they are thinking, 
feeling, imagining, and sensing in response to their directees. But they share very little, if any, of this 
information with the directees themselves. Rather, they tend to ask exploratory questions, a practice 
that makes the director the determiner of the course of the conversation. As supervisors, it is common 
for us to say to such beginning directors, "What kept you from telling your directee how you felt at 
this moment In response to this sharing?" or "Why did you not offer this wonderful summarizing Image 
to your directee?" So in addition to encouraging the use of active and contemplative listening skills 
and sensibilities, we encourage beginning directors to be engaged in a kind of responsive listening to 
directees.  Responsive listening acknowledges the social, communal, and interpersonal dimensions of 
spiritual direction, and it allows for the director-directee  relationship to unfold in the most natural of 
ways. We encourage beginning directors to listen responsively by sharing specific types of noticings 
with directees and by using appropriate self-disclosure. 
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Noticings 
 
Over time, beginning directors grow in their ability to notice. In practice, they often start by focusing 
on the external, nonverbal signs and behaviors of directees. It is important for directors to be aware 
of the shifts in tone of voice and body language of directees. These provide significant clues about 
how the direction conversation is going at any given moment. However, verbalizing these noticings 
can make directees highly self-conscious—an effect that is generally not desirable in a direction 
conversation. There is a significant difference between feeling self-conscious and becoming self-
aware; the latter is desired in a spiritual direction conversation.) As new directors grow in the art of 
spiritual direction, they find themselves using such noticings sparingly. 
 
Good spiritual directors more commonly offer directees a different kind of noticing. These noticings 
might be described as affirmations or confirmations of the self—something real the director sees in 
the person of the directee in the telling of his or her story. Such noticings are important and significant 
for directees and are verbalized by directors as they get to know their directees. They may also be 
indications of the presence of the Holy Spirit at work in the person of the directee. "I am struck by 
your courage in the face of this difficult situation." "You were a very good neighbor to Mr. Smith the 
other day." "That kind of perseverance requires real fidelity on your part." "You bring such joy to those 
around you." "As you speak about this, I am struck by your love for holy mystery."  Such noticings 
assist directees in discerning the activity and presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives and lead them to 
greater self-awareness. This kind of noticing is not easy for beginning directors. New directors tend to 
get caught up in the story of the directee, as we all can, and fail to notice the person who is telling the 
story. Supervisors can assist beginning directors with this by asking them to describe their directees. 
"What qualities or virtues does this directee possess?" "How has this person lived his (or her) life?" 
"Of whom is this directee aware, and how does he (or she) respond to others?" "How does this 
directee act in the world?" These and similar questions assist beginning directors in getting a picture 
of the whole person of the directee. 
 
 

Images and Biblical Narratives 
 
At times in direction sessions, a summarizing Image occurs to the spiritual director. This kind of image 
pulls together various threads of a directee's story. At other times, a directee's story will remind a 
director of a particular biblical narrative or a passage from a classic text on the spiritual life. For some 
directors, images or biblical texts come to mind often as directees speak. These directors have to be 
particularly attentive to whether such images and texts represent a nudge from the Holy Spirit to offer 
them to directees. 
 
Generally in spiritual direction conversations, directors should work with images that come from the 
minds and hearts of directees. But occasionally the presentation of a summarizing image by the 
director can powerfully assist a directee in drawing the threads of his or her story into a coherent 
whole.2 On other occasions, directors will remind directees of a biblical text akin to his or her story. 
This can be an effective means of bringing to consciousness the way a particular directee's story is 
connected to the larger Christian story or the paschal narrative and event. Supervisors can assist 
beginning directors in discerning when it is or is not appropriate to make such connections for 
directees. They also can help new directors let go of offered images when directees have found them 
unhelpful or not accurate to their experience. 
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Appropriate Self-Disclosure 
 
Many of the common struggles of beginning spiritual directors could be remedied with the proper 
understanding and use of appropriate self-disclosure in the spiritual direction relationship. The 
following conversation is a familiar example of what often happens when directors fail to be 
appropriately self-disclosive. Cynthia, the directee, has been seeing Steve, the director, every three 
weeks for a year for spiritual direction. At the end of the last session of the year, Cynthia has this 
conversation with Steve: 
 
Cynthia:  Steve, I want to tell you how much I appreciate the way you have accompanied me 

during this past year. It was not an easy year for me. I am grateful for your presence, 
your assistance, and your wisdom along the way. 

Steve:  Uh, well, Cynthia, this is God's grace, powerfully at work in your life and our time 
together. I am grateful to God for all that has happened. 

Cynthia:   Steve, I am grateful to God too. But I also wanted to let you know that I like you. You 
have made a difference in my life and relationship with God. I am happy to have you 
as a spiritual director. I think of this as God's work. Our time together has been 
blessed. 

Steve:  God has been gracious and merciful. 
Cynthia:  Steve, I love you and want you to know how much I appreciate you as a director … 

(she continues with similar sentiments as expressed above) 
 
Steve brought this verbatim to a group supervision session. He began by saying he was afraid because 
his directee Cynthia had told him she loved him. In the context of peer supervision, Steve came to 
realize that he was unable to accept Cynthia's appreciation and praise. In addition, he was 
uncomfortable being self-disclosive and did not know how to respond to Cynthia's initial statement. 
Here is an example where self-disclosure not only would have been appropriate, but also would have 
prevented the escalation of the conversation and discouraged the greater possibility of transference 
and countertransference. In the above conversation, it would have been helpful to both Steve and 
Cynthia if Steve had said something like this: "Cynthia, I like you too, and I enjoy our work together. I 
am looking forward to our future spiritual direction conversations." Steve came to this realization as 
the supervision group noticed the tenor of his responses, asked what he was feeling at the time, and 
pointed out what was missing from his reply to his directee.  
We have read many spiritual direction dialogues of beginning directors that are absent of appropriate 
self-disclosure. In the reading of such dialogues, we are often struck by our sense of the absence of 
self on the part of the director. Spiritual directors are not psychologists. Nor are they blank slates upon 
which directees project all of their feelings, attitudes, experiences, and beliefs about God. As 
contemporary literature in almost every field of study suggests, directors are not objective observers 
who have no effect on directees or their relationship with God. Spiritual direction is a relational 
encounter among the directee, the director, and the Holy Spirit. Everyone has to show up for spiritual 
direction in order for it to be fruitful for the directee. As Thomas Merton asserts, "The first thing that 
genuine spiritual direction requires in order to work properly is a normal, spontaneous human 
relationship "3 In a normal, spontaneous spiritual direction relationship, certain kinds of self-disclosure 
are essential for the well-being of the directee. 
 
 
 

Storytelling 
 
In a spiritual direction relationship that is human and spontaneous, a certain kind of storytelling on 
the part of the director is appropriate. Such storytelling  needs to be suitable to the direction 
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relationship, evidence the quality of mutuality, and be of assistance to the endeavors of the directee. 
It may not take the place of the directee's story or be of such a nature that it could cause discomfort 
or disturbance to the directee. 
 
We overheard one such story in a spiritual direction demonstration. The directee, a woman named 
Sarah, was speaking with her director, Alex. Sarah came in to the session speaking about her serious 
concern over her "addiction" to cherry cola. Sarah was drinking too much of it, and she knew she was 
jeopardizing her health in a number of ways. Alex, who had grown up in Brooklyn, began to speak 
about "egg creams," the chocolate soda fountain drink he'd been fond of as a boy. Alex told stories 
about the soda fountain shop and the former concentration camp victims who owned and ran the 
place. Sarah told stories about her days playing the organ for three worship services every Sunday 
morning. One of the highlights for her, among many, was getting to go to the soda fountain shop for 
a cherry cola in between worship services. Before they knew it, Sarah and Alex were laughing aloud 
over egg creams and cherry cola. At the end of their storytelling, Alex said, "Now, let's see what we 
director, directee, and God) can do to substitute something for this cherry cola." God was clearly 
present in this conversation—in the laughter, the joy, the acknowledgment of the fun and great taste 
of childhood treats, the mutual storytelling. In the end, Sarah did not feel so awful about her 
"addiction" to cherry cola. She did not feel alone in her misery, and she was ready to hear what she 
was being called to do about it. 
 

 
Cooperative Conversation 

 
In addition to certain kinds of storytelling, it is appropriate and sometimes necessary for directors to 
share their felt responses and thoughts to a directee's communication. It is not unusual for directees 
to wonder what their directors are thinking as they communicate more and more of themselves and 
their life in God to their directors. Directees will ask directors questions such as these: "What are you 
thinking about all of this?" "How do you see this situation?” "What do you think of me now that I have 
said this to you?" When directors do not answer such questions, or revert to answering such questions 
with another question, directees often begin to feel paranoid. In addition, they will tend to fill in the 
space of the unanswered question with a mental response of their own: He can't think well of me after 
I said this." "She must think I'm crazy thinking this way about things." "She must not think I am a very 
spiritual person having confessed all of these doubts to her." The lack of communication on the part 
of directors in such circumstances can create significant difficulties for directees and in their 
relationships with God. As supervisors, we advise beginning directors to answer a directee's questions 
in a way that is both true and helpful to the directee. 
 
Directors also communicate their felt responses to directees and their stories. This aspect of 
appropriate self-disclosure is one of the most important forms of communication from the director to 
the directee. Directors and directees are in relationship with one another as well as with God. The 
relationship should be a sign of the incarnate Word, of the Spirit-filled presence of God. Lack of 
acknowledgment of the relationship between director and directee creates greater difficulties for 
directees than the honest communication of the self of the director in response to the self of the 
directee. We have heard good spiritual directors say to directees things such as the following: "I have 
such a sense of reverence and awe as you tell me about this." "I am angry that you were mistreated 
in that way.” "I am filled with gratitude at such a blessing." "I am missing some of what you are saying. 
Would you slow down a bit?” “I am so saddened to hear of your loss.” “ I like you and enjoy our time 
together." "When I doubt God, I sometimes feel inadequate. What is it like for you?" "My own feeling 
about the church is very mixed." The list could go on and on. 
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What is imperative about this kind of self-disclosure is that directors claim their thoughts and feelings 
as their own. This promotes open dialogue and cooperative conversation rather than competitive, 
combative, or adversarial conversation. Thoughts and feelings are legion and worldwide. They are "in 
the air," so to speak. As directors and directees enter into cooperative conversation around them, 
they develop interesting notions and are able to discern God's presence in ways that neither is able to 
do alone.4 
 
Ironically, appropriate self-disclosure on the part of the director also supports directees in 
differentiating themselves and their relationships with God from that of the director and others. In 
addition, as directors communicate themselves to directees where appropriate, directees feel less 
isolated, alone, crazy, or distressed—feelings that are common in particular kinds of faith  
invitations— and much more at ease with themselves and aware of the presence of God. (We see this 
as both paradoxical and incarnational.) 
 
When beginning directors are not appropriately self-disclosive, they can appear to directees as either 
detached observers or experts on the matters of the directee's spiritual life. Such attitudes militate 
against the notion that directors and directees wait attentively in a place of unknowing for God to be 
made known, and against the understanding that both director and directee are unexpectedly 
surprised by the presence and activity of God in the directee's life. 
 
As supervisors, we spend a lot of time assisting new directors in learning the art of appropriate self-
disclosure. Such disclosure is indicative of a number of important realities. It indicates that directors 
know what they are feeling, thinking, imagining, and sensing during the direction conversation. It 
indicates that they trust their directees enough to be able to say how they are responding to them. It 
indicates that they have the courage and willingness to be self-disclosive. And it indicates that 
directors know when and where to be appropriately self-disclosive. This is another place where it is 
very helpful for supervisors to serve as the directees for new directors during part of a supervision 
session. In a recent supervision class of new directors, one of us told a poignant story and asked the 
new directors to tell us how they felt in response. There were six students in the class, and there were 
six different felt responses. This was wonderful. It gave us the opportunity to demonstrate several 
things that may happen when directors respond to directees from the place of their own felt 
experience. One of the new directors, a very astute and wise woman, walked out of the class saying, 
"Boy, do we have a lot to learn.” 
 
As supervisors, we are always learning from our work with beginning directors They teach us how to 
be present with them in ways that are meaningful and helpful to them in their work with their 
directees. Inevitably, they introduce us to beautiful melodies, encourage us to participate in old 
refrains, and invite us to participate in the dance of supervision. 
 
 

The Rhythm of the Dance 
 
In those moments in educational settings when we get to observe a really fine spiritual director at 
work, it is clear that spiritual direction is an art form. There is a rhythm in the direction relationship—
between silence and sound, between savouring gifts and lamenting losses, between director, directee, 
and God—that is akin to the rhythm of music. In the familiar "Hallelujah Chorus" from Handel's 
Messiah, this is seen or heard immediately. Melodies and harmonies are punctuated throughout by 
rests, places of quiet, the absence of sound, and all are supported by rhythms of stability and 
particularity. This is what makes the sound so arresting and part of what makes music an art form. 
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In supervision, we help beginning directors get acquainted with the various rhythms, sounds, and 
silences that pervade a particular spiritual direction relationship. The more attuned they and we 
become to such music, the more fully we are able to enjoy and participate in the dance that God leads. 
It is a privilege to support beginning directors. It is a graced experience of God's cosmic dance. 
 
 
Notes 

 
1 Walter Burghardt, "Contemplation: A Long Loving Look at the Real," Church (Winter 1989): 15. 

2 See Maria Bowen, "Dimensions of the Human Person in Relationship and the Practice of 

Supervision," chapter 5 in this book, on working with various dimensions of the self in spiritual 

direction. 

3 Thomas Merton, Spiritual Direction and Meditation with What is Contemplation? 

Wheathampstead, Hertfordshire, England: Anthony Clark Books, 1950), 

4 This understanding of cooperative conversation comes from dialogues about such matters with Eric 

Greenleaf, Ph.D., author of The Problem of Evil (Phoenix: Zeig, Tucker & Theisen, Inc., 2000), a work 

that addresses what can be done in the aftermath of the sweep of evil into people's lives. 

 


