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_________________________________________________


Introduction

This book comprises nine primarily Jesus-centric chapters, a foreword, a very useful introduction, an appendix, and a useful bibliography that will no doubt assist the reader who wants to explore either more deeply or more broadly. 

	Foreword


Jesuit priest Peter Henriot importantly highlights, in his foreword, that ‘to be close to Jesus is to be moving out in service of others.’ He notes that the basic insight, around which Dyckman and Carroll write their book, ‘is that all prayer and spiritual direction is focused on response.’ They contend, he writes, ‘that authentic prayer leads the individual person to respond to Christ within their own contexts. ‘Each responds in a unique way, to unique situations in which he or she finds the Lord calling His people. But all respond outside themselves in service. Each mystic becomes a prophet,’ (p.x). ‘The knowledge of Jesus in his mission comes primarily from following him in his mission.’ Therefore the test of an authentic encounter with Jesus, within the context of prayer and spiritual direction, is always: what difference does prayer and spiritual direction make in my life of service? Is my faith alive with the works of justice and shalom? 

	Introduction


So what prompted the writing of this book? The authors lament that there simply must be more people who can offer spiritual direction because ‘it is so necessary, so frequently asked for, so seemingly unobtainable.’ 

They offer their ‘reflections on the role of the spiritual director to encourage those already involved in the task, to build upon the natural gifts of those people who feel called to begin, to increase the number of hearts willing to hear in this way, and, in all of this, to help the Church be the Church, not for itself, but for others’ (p. 4). 


	Faithing.


Faith is a journey, a verb, but more than that, “faith” is a relationship within which we are challenged too greater honesty and transparency, ‘to awareness of those areas of our lives where we hold back or refuse to face ourselves or to let others see us as we are…Real conversion (‘metanoia’) is centred on God; it results from a deeper turning toward [God’s-self] rather than a closer inspection of ourselves’ (p.9).

Dyckman and Carroll emphasise that we are converted many times, ‘and this endless series of large and small conversions, inner revolutions, leads to our growth in Christ. Faith is really the readiness to enter more deeply into this process of letting God shape us, stretch us and lead us to new depths of trust, love and freedom, by changing our image of [God], of ourselves, and of reality…Everything is sold for the pearl of great price because God turns us around by the intense experience of love’ (p.10).   

	Contemporary Spirituality.


	Defining Spiritual Direction.


	Presuppositions of the Director.


	Presuppositions about Prayer.


	Problems in Prayer.


	Praying Through the Desert.


	Prayerful Decision Making.


	Mystics and Prophets.



	What, for you, were the key components of the book?


Most useful for me were the chapters “Defining Spiritual Direction,” “Presuppositions of the Director,” and “Presuppositions about Prayer.” 

In “Defining Spiritual Direction,” Dyckman and Carroll write of a journey –  ‘Perhaps the director does have more experience, certainly a bit more objectivity, and sometimes more knowledge, but, still, both parties of the relationship travel together a road always respected as mysterious to the other’ (p.21). 

Moreover, they define “spiritual direction” as an ‘interpersonal relationship in which one person assists others to reflect on their own experience in the light of who they are called to become in fidelity to the gospel.’

We’re reminded that ‘the spiritual director specifically desires to help people see their experience in the light of faith, to see the journey as a faith journey, to envision and trust God’s guiding hand in the process. Both director and directee desire to take the raw material of this objectification and discern where God is calling, speaking, challenging, leading’ (p.24). 

What do you think of this? ‘Spiritual direction does not aim only to enable others to feel good about themselves, their God, and their world. Within a Christian context the mission of the Church is always central. The aim of spiritual direction is [love] and mission. We are a people engaged in a project of fashioning the world in Jesus…We see ourselves very deliberately as part of the bellows that fans the fire and helps it to stay alive and burning. But the fire is to warm the world, the kingdom, not just the one we are directing. Though we may deal with the personal, private parts of one’s life, we hope to be conscious and assist another to be conscious, of the call outward as well as inward. The director is a filter helping others to experience God’s love, supporting, trusting, and encouraging their knowledge so that “as God first loved us, we can also love one another” (1 Jn 4:11). The spiritual director sees success in terms of the engagement in apostolic mission…’ (p.28).

‘As directors, we hope to help others to become more and more who they uniquely are, more comfortable with that unique person, and more able to freely give that person to others, to all.’ (p.28). Or as our authors write: ‘we judge the effectiveness of our relationship by the depth to which this relationship has called the other to life, to love.’

In “Presuppositions of the Director,” Dyckman and Carroll help us to reflect on our biases and presuppositions as spiritual directors. They do this under the headings: Human Motivation; God’s Will; Affectivity (‘our attitudes towards feelings’); Growth, Human Maturation, Consciousness; Conscience; and Love.   

The standout quote in this chapter is the following one. It has some great metaphors:

‘We believe that human beings constantly have to giver up what they have for whatever it is that they do not yet have. They do this on the word of someone who loves them. We believe that Jesus constantly stands before us inviting us to get out of the boat and walk on stormy waters, saying: “Give up what you have, and follow me.”

We are constantly in the process of redefining ourselves, surrendering unessential parts and discovering new and deeper realities within. A child struggling to take its first faltering steps is not unlike a shy person trying to develop the courage to reach out and risk rejection. A promiscuous person, struggling under God’s leading love, tries to be honest, authentic, and faithful in a relationship, but slips and falls. This kind of struggle is at the very heart of human growth.

It is as if we are all on a trapeze, swinging. Just as we become comfortable on one bar we have to let go, and wait, our feet firmly planted in mid-air, for the other bar to come into our grasp. We can only let go, wait, and recover, because someone on the ground is shouting encouragement to us: “You can do it.” God is the source of that encouragement, but the director is often the means for that encouragement to be heard and heeded” (p. 38).  

In “Presuppositions about Prayer,” Dyckman and Carroll remind us that prayer is ‘actually a process of falling in love, letting [God] gradually draw us to [God’s self]. As we become more and more aware of [God’s] tenderness, [and] graciousness, we open our entire being to that love…The paradox is that the more we surrender, give up independence as it were, the more we find…true freedom. Prayer, then, necessarily involves a growth in freedom – not the freedom to be whoever we want, but the ability to freely become who God is calling us to be; not the freedom to do whatever we want, but the freedom to love others as we have been loved, in ever widening circles’ (pp.47-48). 

Looking at prayer as a loving relationship heightens, for us, the importance of letting God love us. Albeit, from personal experience this is often easier said than done! 

Prayer, as relationship, helps us to become aware of God in all of life. Prayer is gift, a gift we are given. ‘It only demands our waiting presence.’  ‘Prayer is also life in response within a relationship.’ ‘Prayer is life.’

They conclude this chapter by writing that ‘all growth in prayer is finally coming to know and to love God and [God’s] people.’ Their reflections on prayer, they say, ‘everywhere imply that the subject matter of spiritual direction is the entire gamut of one’s life. We become [as spiritual directors] a filter helping others to know God’s love in all their being, as they accept the gift of prayer given to them, let God love them, and respond ever more radically to life.’ 

	What was challenging about the book?

In all of life, Dyckman and Carroll write, there is ‘a call to grow, to stretch, to risk.’ I like that! Certainly the “grow” and “stretch” bits; the challenge will be around “risk” and the ways God might be inviting me to live more riskily, more trustingly.  

	What did you take away from the book?


I really loved the linkage between spiritual direction and mission, between “the mystic” and the “prophet.” I want to recover my own unique reflection of the image of God. Thomas Merton has written, “to become a saint means to be myself…to live well myself is my first and essential contribution to the well-being of all [humanity]…” I increasingly need to learn to live well with myself in order to live well with others, in order to be for others. 

The inward and outward journeys are essential. Ensuring that our formation and growth is about “both / and,” rather than “either / or” is an important role of the spiritual director.   

I will also take away the very important Christocentric emphasis that this book models. 

What part of your ministry will benefit from this book?

My practice, if indeed that’s what I end up doing, will benefit from the weaving together of the inward and outward dimensions of a prayer and spiritual direction journey. 

I will be always reminded that the “fruit” of effective spiritual direction is not ‘what mystical experiences the directee may have had, or the amount of peace they enjoy, by the number of books they publish, or by how long they have endured a difficult marriage. First and central in our framework as Gospel companions to other human beings is the belief that we with others are part of a process of gradually putting on Christ and becoming ever more fully incarnations of [God’s for all creation’ (p. 40).  

I will also benefit by the reminder, which this book provides with regards to the centrality of love – God’s love for me/us, and my/our love for others in ever widening and deepening relationships.  

	Would you recommend this book? Why? Who would you recommend it to?


If the amount of lightly pencilled underlining in this book, by the reviewer, is any indication of its usefulness, then this book is indeed a very worthwhile and useful read for anyone interested in deepening and broadening their understanding of prayer, and also in their practice of spiritual direction. It mixes together three characteristics that are often separated: depth, conciseness, and realism. 

It is a rich and rewarding read, one that I highly recommend.   

