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It is not wise to treat lightly what most generations of Christians have agreed is essential.

—Eugene H. Peterson

Many years ago in Baltimore I heard Pete Seeger play the five-string banjo. I was seized with the conviction that I must
do it too. I was in graduate school at Johns Hopkins University at the time and had little money, but poverty was no
deterrent in the rush of such urgencies: I went to the pawnshops on East Baltimore Street the next morning and bought a

banjo for eleven dollars.

I found an instruction manual in a used-book store for fifty cents. I was on my way. I applied myself to strumming and
frailing and three-finger picking. I had neither the time nor the money for formal instruction, but in odd moments between

seminars and papers, I worked at making the sounds and singing the songs Seeger had introduced into my life.

In the years following, the impetus of the first enthusiasm slackened. I repeated myself a lot. From time to time I would

pick up another instruction book, another songbook.

Occasionally someone would be in our home who played the banjo, and I would pick up a new technique. At such
moments I became fleetingly aware of a great pool of lore that banjo players took for granted. I recognized some of the
items from the footnotes and appendixes in my instruction books. Eventually I realized if I was going to advance, I would
have to get a teacher. It wasn't that I lacked knowledge —my stack of instruction books was now quite high. It wasn't that
I lacked material —there were already far more songs in my books than I could ever learn well. But I didn't seem to be

able to get the hang of some things just by reading about them.

I have not yet gotten a teacher. It was never the right time. I procrastinated. I am still picking and singing the same songs I
learned in the first few years. My crisp, glittering banjo sound that used to set feet tapping and laughter rippling now

bores my wife and children to tears. I am not a little bored myself. I still intend to find a teacher.

Soul instinct

1of5 2018-07-10, 8:40 PM



Finding a Spiritual Director | CT Pastors https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/channel/utilities/print.h...

A desire for prayer was kindled in my early life. When the embers cooled, as they did from time to time, I applied the

bellows of a lecture or a book or a workshop or a conference . [IiCieVangelicalifiovementynpvaichsrewiupysave

But what? As I groped for clarity, I found out what I did not want. I didn't want a counselor or therapist. I was not
conscious of any incapacitating neurosis that needed fixing. I did not want information; I already knew far more than I
practiced. It was not for lack of knowledge that I was unsettled. And it wasn't exactly a friend I wanted, a person with

whom I could unburden my inner hopes and fears when I felt like it.

I knew from my books that in previous centuries, spiritual directors were a regular part of the life of faith. I also knew that

@if88ISH Spiritual intensities were dangerous and the heart desperately wicked: anyone entering the lion's cage of prayer
required regular, personal guidance. But this knowledge, like the footnotes and appendixes in my banjo books, was

outside the orbit of my associations.

Besides, I like doing things on my own. Figuring them out. Mastering skills. Fasting. Frailing. Double-thumbing.

Meditating. I was all right for a person who was uninstructed or unmotivated to get help, but I was neither. It was better to

srike out through virgin teritory on my own. SIS INEVAS UESpIS EbedE e S U EIONE

All the same, going against the grain of training and inclination, I found myself with a focus prayer: "Lead me to a

spiritual director."

I considered various friends and acquaintances. Somehow no one seemed right. I sensed they would not understand my
needs. I may have been wrong in this—in one instance, I know now that I was. But no one seemed to be the answer to my

prayer for a spiritual director.

I was in no real hurry. I kept alert. In the course of this waiting and watching, I met a man whom I gradually came to feel
was the right person. The more I knew him, the more confident I became that he would understand me and guide me

wisely.

At this point I greatly surprised myself: I didn't ask him. I was convinced I needed a spiritual director. I was reasonably
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sure this person would help me. And suddenly [fClfRiSIgreaticlictancelolapproachnimy We were together quite

regularly, and so I had frequent opportunities to approach him. I procrastinated.

[Edinittake e Ton g o geffortie toofof iy telictances T didniGyentto share whawas most essertiallto me; T wantediig
CheTiSRepIeas eSS NOAtheOISIVEIip — o kind of elitist spirituality fed by the incomprehension or misunderstanding

of outsiders but which would vanish the moment even one other comprehended and understood . [IfVanitcdifoIbeNmIcharse

I had no idea T had those feelings. IS STl UpPHSCHEEETS A ETouE ORIl
S EeGiO RO e erEANeS e P MEIRORSAID ' whilc the theology was sound. the relevance (o my

condition was not. What I detected in myself was not a fight for theological integrity but a battle with Spifitualipride]

It took me exactly one year to ask John to be my spiritual director. But it was not a wasted year. Now I knew @jIGastione

BUESoIoBYiousItodiseeingitiend] At the same time, I understood one component of my spiritual loneliness, of not

having anyone appreciate the intensity of spiritual struggles and disciplines.

Again, pride: pride isolates.

Soul benefits

In our first meeting, John asked what my expectations were. I didn't have any. I had never done this before and didn't

Know what to expect. T only knev RGO O EpIOTEI NS pETSONAI e SIO NSO N AP S !

In reflecting on what has developed in these monthly conversations, three things stand out.

1. My spontaneity has increased. Since this person has agreed to pay attention to my spiritual condition with me, I no
longer feel solely responsible for watching over it. Now that someone experienced in assessing health and pathology in
the life of faith is there to tell me if I am coming off the wall, I have quit weighing and evaluating every nuance of
attitude and behavior. I have always had a tendency to compulsiveness in spiritual disciplines and would often persist in
certain practices whether I felt like it or not, year in and year out, in a stubborn determination to be ready for whatever the

Spirit had for me. I knew the dangers of obsessive rigidity and tried to guard against it. But that was just the problem. [
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I immediately gave up being "supervisor" and shared "disciplinarian" with my director as well. The psychic load was
reduced markedly. I relaxed. I was no longer afraid that if I diverged from my rule, I would be subject to creeping self-
indulgence, quite sure it would now be spotted in short order by my director. I trusted my intuitions more, knowing that

self-deceit would be called to account sooner or later. eI AUHNAIEA Ny SUCFEU eI TpTay SN0

no longer had the entire responsibility for deciding how to shape the disciplines. I found

myself more spontaneous, more free to innovate, more at ease in being nonproductive and playful.

2.1 have become aware of subjects I rarely, if ever, discuss with other people in my life that I regularly bring to my
@iFEGIORNT hese are not shameful things, nor are they flattering things about which I am modest. [Iieyjarcliieundanc)

FF8RESY 1 don't want people to lose interest in me and look for a more exciting conversationalist in the same way they

have gone looking for a better banjo player. But these matters take up a great deal of my life. NIjidifCCioRexpressing

Now, because there is this person with whom I don't have to hold up my end of the conversation, [JiaVeISpacelandlSistie

to take expeditions into the ordinary. I rememhered James Joyee's insistence that literature deals with the ordinary: the

and saw the analogy to what was going on in these conversations.

3. I have been struck by the difference of being in touch with an oral tradition as compared to a written one. |
discovered prayer masters of the church at an early age and subsequently immersed myself in their writings. Their

experience and analysis are familiar to me. I profit from reading them. Some of them seem very alive and contemporary.
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In meetings with my spiritual director, I have often had the sense of being drawn into a living, oral tradition. I am in touch
with a pool of wisdom and insight in a way different from when I am alone in my study. It is not unlike the experience I

have in worship as I participate in Scripture readings, preaching, hymn singing, and sacraments. These are not so much

subjects you know about as an organic life you enter ino. S EGC O ATAAEUIIE o SO HIGUEESS

Quite obviously none of these experiences depends on having a spiritual director. None of them was new to me in kind
but only in degree. I do not want to claim more for the practice than it warrants. Some people develop marvelously in

these areas without ever having so much as heard of a spiritual director.

Stil. for most o the history of the Christan faith, it was expected that a person should have a spiritual director. Tt was not
responsibility and maturity increase in the life of faith, the urgency of having a spiritual diector increases.

S@ren Kierkegaard wrote in his Concluding Unscientific Postscript that spiritual direction "must explore every path, must
know where the errors lurk, where the moods have their hiding places, how the passions understand themselves in
solitude (and every man who has passion is always to some degree solitary, it is only the slobberers who wear their hearts

wholly on their sleeves); it must know where the illusions spread their temptations, where the bypaths slink away." [lig

Itstrikes me that it is not wise to treat lightly what most generations of Christians have agreed is essential.
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