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for people engaged in Godly listening
From the Editor
Thank you to those who have
contributed to this edition of
the newsletter. The creativity
and depth of reflection that
emerges from our membership
is always a source of interest
and pleasure to me. I want to
encourage everyone to
consider contributing to our
quarterly newsletter. Take
your courage in your hands
and send that poem, article, reflection or photo to me, and let it be
shared amongst your ANSD colleagues.

photo: Deciduous
Fagus—Cradle
Mountain May 2014

In this issue:

The copy deadline is located at the bottom right hand corner of the front
page. Email your contribution to me at svpilgrim2@gmail.com
 include your name and address at the bottom of your attached
document, as well as in your covering email
 a few biographical details are always welcome
 let me know if there are specific formatting issues
 in your email, specify what documents, files etc you have attached
I will send you a email to confirm I have received your contribution.

Heartsong

p2

Book Review

p3

Professional Indemnity

p3

True Learning Beyond the

pp4-8

ANSD Conference details

p9

ANSD Conference Prayer

p9

Notice of ANSD A.G.M.

p10

Stretching the outreach of
access to personal spirituality

p10

The Prophetic Dimension to the pp11-12
Practice of Spiritual Direction

Denise

National Office Bearers

Regional Representatives

President: Sally Longley

Queensland: Denise Brosnan

Tasmania: Denise Stephenson

E: sally@longley.com.au

Denise Brosnan

3 Drew Street

P: 0439 675 571

East Devonport, TAS 7310

E: ansdqld@hotmail.com

P: 03 6427 8548

Secretary: Liz Anne Smith
E: lizannes24@gmail.com

E: svpilgrim2@gmail.com

Editorial Information
Newsletter Editor:
Denise Stephenson
3 Drew Street
East Devonport, TAS 7310
E: svpilgrim2@gmail.com

Canberra & Region:
Treasurer: Elizabeth Palmer

Sue Dunbar

South Australia / N.T.

288 William Street

E: suedunbar53@yahoo.com

Caroline Pearce

Bathurst, NSW 2795
P: 02 6331 3550
E: palmerea@fastmail.fm
Statutory Secretary:
Adrian Jones

5 Stour Street

Sydney: Mary Hagan

Gilberton, SA 5081

PO Box 288

P: 08 8344 4357

Quakers Hill, NSW 2763

E: chpearce@adam.com.au

P: 02 9626 2899

P: 03 9439 1545
E: amjones7@bigpond.com

Your contributions are
very welcome.

E: mhbethany@bigpond.com.au
Next Edition
Conference Edition
July / Aug / Sept
(Conference Edition)

13 Aanensen Court
Montmorency, VIC 3094

Items for inclusion in the
newsletter can be sent to
the Editor at the above
address (email is
preferred).

Victoria: - vacant

Copy Deadline: 15 Aug 2014

W.A. - vacant

ANSD Newsletter April / May / June 2014

1

http://www.ansd.org.au

Heart Song
The song of your heart
and the heart of your song
is the ESSENCE of you.
Your song is within you
The sound of your song is always echoed back to you.
God sings your song to you all the time,
That is how you recognize God’s voice.
You are not called to write or finish your song
It is already complete.
You are called to LIVE it,
To SING it joyfully,
To EMBRACE it fully.
TRUST the harmony within you
You KNOW it,
You have heard it before
You are drawn to its sound.
Your heart song awakens you in the morning,
It plays in your spirit as you rest.
It calls to you when you are restless
Dance with me and find peace.
It carries you from your first breath to your last
One day it will leap forth to return to the heart of God.
Your song is unique
and will never be heard again.
LEARN IT
LIVE IT
Within you is your heart song
Your purpose is to sing your heart song.
It is a melody of TRUTH and WISDOM
A symphony of STRENGTH.
The heavenly choirs sang your song to you
as you were birthed from the heart and mind of God
into your mother’s womb.
Don’t let the noise of this world drown it out.
Pay attention to it.
LISTEN to it,
LEARN to SING it
It is the most beautiful sound
You will ever know
Kathryn Robbie
October 2007
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BOOK REVIEW:

EMERGENCE FOR LIFE NOT FALL FROM GRACE

The whole world changed in 1857. In that year, medical science discovered that the
conception of human life involved sperm from a male, fertilizing an egg from a female.
Prior to that, the popular and scientific understanding was that the sperm carried the full
adult potential; the female was merely a repository, an environment conducive to human
growth. The world was never the same again. Consider the ramifications of further
developments about 100 years later, when the contraceptive pill became available to
women, as well as the development of in-vitro fertilization (IVF). What thresholds will be
crossed next?
The conception cameo is a microcosm of Kevin Treston’s latest book , Emergence for Life not Fall from Grace
(Making sense of the Jesus story in the light of evolution). The book explores the emergence of human
consciousness against a backdrop of cosmic evolution. Recall that in the late 1800’s Darwin produced his
seminal work on evolution, and that the theory of natural selection became broadly accepted in the scientific
world. Then came the science of cosmology with its theories about a rapidly expanding universe, and about the
common origin of all things. As people began to grapple with these new insights, they inevitably asked
questions about the many established frameworks of meaning which had been constructed over centuries.
Kevin became intrigued with the Christian framework as told in the Scriptures. The long story about Creation,
the Garden of Eden , Adam and Eve, through to Christ. He discovered that this framework seemed no longer to
satisfy the many questions raised by the new sciences. His book, in fact, could justifiably have been entitled It
Beggars Belief!
Within that religious framework of meaning, Kevin focuses on the Christ story: who do we now understand
Christ to be, and what was his mission? In one sense, Kevin’s book is a personal account of his faith journey, and
of the thresholds he has crossed along that journey. In another sense, it is a beautifully articulate account, of an
alternative, plausible interpretation of the Christian story. Kevin concludes that the old Fall/Redemption story,
whilst always present among Christians, no longer satisfies the emerging consciousness. He has come to reason
and believe, that the story which makes more sense, is the one of emergence, of growth, of Love. His re-telling
of the Christ story is well worth the read.
Do yourself a favour; treat yourself to a delight. Read this small volume (130 pages), and feel the stirrings in
your consciousness. You may never be the same!
[Published by Mosaic Press: contact@mosaicresources.com.au. Cost of book:$22.95]
Garry J. Everett. August 2013.

Professional Indemnity Insurance

Members who have looked at this site have found it a
straight forward and reasonably affordable option.
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The ANSD Executive has been exploring Professional
Indemnity insurance options for those who are offering
Spiritual Direction. Colin Thornby has let us know of a
website offering online insurance for spiritual ‘healers’.
If you would like to look at this option, go to
www.insurancehouse.com.au.
Click on health professions, then occupation, - ‘spiritual
direction’ To join, click on health professionals module.

http://www.ansd.org.au

True Learning Beyond the Classroom: Silent Retreats with Young People
Glenn Loughrey
(This article appeared in www.contemplativejournal.com in March, 2014)

“ Be still, be very, very still; and above all else, do not wobble.”

(a Zen saying)

“There is a way between voice and presence where information flows. In disciplined silence it opens.
With wandering talk it closes.”
(Rumi)

When I first mentioned running a silent retreat at
the school where I serve as chaplain, the response
was underwhelming to say the least. Despite the
fact the students had hinted at their openness to
contemplation in the responses to the biannual
student survey, skepticism was the order of the
day. In the survey, the students indicated that
spirituality was something that came from within.
They seemed to be saying religious and other
institutions offering answers were remote and
external. They appeared to be at the beginning of
an inward journey but were not sure what that
looked like.
But in spite of the initial skepticism, two things
happened. We commenced meditation across the
whole school and initiated silent retreats. Our meditation is loosely based on the work of John Main and
Brother Lawrence—and I mean loosely. I discovered at the beginning of this process that many staff and
students were already on a spiritual journey and had begun to develop their own spiritual practices and
rhythms. To maximize the benefit, I invited the staff to lead the meditation in a style which suited them and
their students, usually for about five minutes or so, two or three times a week. This was a great foundation for
those who would become involved with our three-day silent retreats.
No Quick Fix
Initially, silent retreats were offered as an opportunity for senior students about to enter final exams to take
some much needed space to unwind. As such, for most of the staff, silent retreats were seen as a tool to help
solve problems students may have. The retreat was seen as some kind of therapeutic miracle worker. Many still
see it this way. If a student indicates they are going on Silent Retreat, teachers inform me of what issues they
would like to see us address with that student over the retreat. They want to know how the silent retreat will
“fix” a young person, solve a problem, or make a difference to a certain perceived problem. The silent retreat
for them is a cure all. It has to have a certain declared outcome to be of value.
Well, the truth is the retreat doesn’t fix, cure, or adjust an individual according to our wishes. What happens on
a silent retreat is, like the retreat itself, mysterious and peculiarly personal. Silence works as the wind blows,
where and when it will. The learning for both students and staff is full of grace and particularity. It is free and
differentiated. It happens without being sought and it does so in precisely the way each person needs and is
ready to receive. Even if they don’t know they are.
Western appropriation of mindfulness and contemplation tends to be instrumental. To be considered valuable,
it has to be both practical and logical and must lead to a scientifically proven outcome of possessions such as
happiness, health, wellbeing, and wealth. In the endeavor to harness contemplation and silence for our own
purpose, we have emptied it of the very ingredients that lead to contentment. We have diluted the mystery and
ignored the transcendent, yet we are unaware that the emperor has no new clothes at all.
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True Learning Beyond the Classroom (cont.)
It is only when we open ourselves to the mystery of the created world, including ourselves, and seek
that which is beyond us, hidden and elusive, that the benefits of mindfulness, contemplation and
silence begin to be experienced. Silent retreats do not always solve problems or result in wonderfully
“happy” moments. Sometimes, and this is the case more than not, students uncover unresolved
emotions, experiences, and past events or future fears. They are forced to recognise where they are,
what they may need to make friends with, and resolve to do what is necessary. There is nowhere to
hide and no way to avoid the unavoidable.
Yet this works best when they do not come with problems to solve, things to fix, or ideas to tie down.
Trying to control the weekend experience for our own purposes leaves us empty, unfulfilled and
frustrated and may in fact make things worse when we return to ordinary life. The sense of failure can
be crippling.
Opening to the Silence
For the students, the only decision they make is to open themselves up to, and to listen for, what is
being whispered in the silence surrounding them. What they discover is diverse, unique, and specifically
for them. They experience the best of education: true learning that is not premasticated for them. It is
new, so new that nobody else has received that particular learning at that particular time in that
particular way.
And the same goes for those who lead the retreats. As adults, teachers, and pastors we are experts at
manipulation, of giving the impression that students are free to experience something for themselves,
all the while ensuring we get the type of outcome we want. Leaders want to be in control, maintain
their power, and do only what they are comfortable with. If you don’t believe me, try to bring change
into the classroom teacher’s life and see what happens! And teachers aren’t the only ones. Pastors and
parents respond in a similar manner fearing that they will lose control. One pastor said to me “I’m fifty.
I am too old do something new!”
Somebody once said: ‘The most powerful person in the world is the person who gives away power.”
God demonstrated that with the incarnation of the Christ, and the Christian church has been delegated
to continue that tradition in all it does, although it can be easily lost in the (occasional!) bureaucratic
and institutional use of power.
The Place
Place is important. Having the right
retreat space sets the tone and provides
the underpinning for all else we do. The
site we use has been carefully picked for
that purpose. Getting off the bus kickstarts the retreat. This is no ordinary
place. It is different. You feel it. And so do
the students. The noisy chatter stops.
They seem to do everything with just a
little more attention, as if they are aware
they have begun their quest by being
transported to a very different place.
Perched on the mangrove-guarded edge of the Moreton Bay on Australia’s eastern coast, Santa Teresa
Retreat Centre is as mystical as it is picturesque. Started by the Cenacle Sisters who worked with the
indigenous community on the nearby North Stradbroke Island, the Centre remains intimately
connected to its roots. On the wall outside the chapel are samples of soil taken from the nearby island,
from an indigenous mission in Alice Springs, and from the site itself—creating a web of earthiness,
which is the spirit of the place.
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True Learning Beyond the Classroom (cont.)
A slow walk around the centre includes a visit to the main chapel and the chapel of the Blessed Sacrament, an
explanation of the Stations of the Cross, and a visit to the recently laid labyrinth and prayer walk. An air of
serenity begins to settle across the group. Across the way is the Carmelite church. As we enter there are audible
gasps at the beauty of stained glass windows in the setting sun. We stay some time here, allowing the sanctity of
the space to invade our souls. Some sit, others walk slowly around the church, while others just stand and soak
up what is on offer, whatever that may be for them. They don’t know it yet, but this will become a sacred space
for them as part of their experiment in silence.

The Rule is Respect
The rules students are accustomed to remain at school; the retreat is not just another school camp. Here there
are no teachers, no students. All are learners, and all learn together, teaching each other.
The key word is respect. Respect not based on position, title or role, but on the fact that each one here is a
person who deserves reverence for simply being. Respect begins in respect for self and for the silence we have
come to explore. In their regular lives, students treat silence as do most people, with little thought or
acknowledgement. It is pushed aside by the busy cacophony of distraction. In so doing, they lose themselves,
their true selves, to the external advertising which has become their life. Respect for self and the silence living
within them is the first imperative of the Silent Retreat Rule.
The second is the same as the first, only different. Respect others and the silence within them. This calls for us to
leave space for others to meet with their true self in their own inner silence. We do not talk to, meet with, or
interrupt in any way the silence of others. We are to listen to the silence and be open to experience the infinite
possibilities it holds for us. Perhaps for the first time without organising, controlling or anticipating our every
doing, the rule asks for us to let go and allow whatever will be to be. All the distracting questions and queries
surface as the mind begins to respond to the request to be silent. Like the concert hall cough that begins when
we have sat still and quiet during a performance, our minds and our bodies seek to express their independence.
The simple Rule of respect for self, others, and the silence shared with them in creation, sets the parameters for
the weekend. And this Rule of respect extends to the relationship between participants. Where on most school
camps or retreats there is a clear demarcation between those who lead and teach and those who are the
students, that is not so on these silent retreats. Yes, the leaders are responsible for the event. But so too are the
students. In fact, a key learning for all begins with the understanding that, for this weekend, the students are to
see themselves as adults, not teenagers. It is suggested that what they are about to embark on would normally
be seen as an adult activity, and if that is the case, they will be treated as equals.
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True Learning Beyond the Classroom (cont.)
Everyone is on first name terms. Everyone regulates their own day—when to get up, when to eat, when to
rest, when to go to bed. There are no room inspections, no set time for lights out and no strict regulation
of how students use the time. It is up to them to maximise their experience by taking full adult
responsibility for themselves. A list of mealtimes, input sessions, and spiritual direction interviews are
made available and students are expected to attend, as would any other responsible person.
And it is not only in terms of routine that students are respected as equals. It includes what they bring to
and offer up to the group through their insights, questions, and experiences. The learning is not one-way.
It comes in so many different shapes and sizes according to the make up of the group.
The students’ insights are always powerful and profound—and we should not be surprised by this. It’s
there within all the time, even if we rarely see it. Is this because we over-program their education,
timetable out the possibility for insight, and formalise knowledge as something they acquire externally,
extinguishing the wisdom they have been born with? I fear so.
The Practice
The retreat follows a modified monastic routine consisting of three periods of discussion and meditation
every day; spiritual direction for each participant for thirty minutes every day; Eucharist on Sunday and
Monday mornings; greeting the sun on the Monday morning before the Eucharist, and shared meals.
These meetings are interspersed with spiritual reading based on The Pocket Thomas Merton,¹ rest and
quiet, walking the labyrinth, and attendance at morning and evening prayer at the Carmelite church
(which is optional but has become as significant for some students as the rest of the weekend, especially
when the Sisters include them in their prayer as they have become accustomed to doing.)
All is carried out with respect for the silence. Even meal times are taken in complete silence. It’s awe
inspiring to watch young people move quietly and gently into their meal, paying full attention to
themselves and their food. Little things happen. People clear others’ plates, return with their dessert,
organise drinks for those at their table and genuinely make space for each other. It is special. It is deeply
respectful of all.
All Are Learners
Silent Retreats work best when they are built on trust and respect, when the role of teacher and of
student is replaced by that of the learner. In other words, except for those things a leader needs to do
such as organize the weekend, run the sessions, and conduct the spiritual direction, all have an equal part
to play. Learning is then mutual as we learn from each other. We are responsible for ourselves and our
relationship with the rest of the group, and the effectiveness of the retreat lies within the group, not at
the feet of the teacher or the spiritual director.
“When’s lights out?” a student will inevitably ask.
When you want it to be.
[Uncomfortable looks all around.]
“I mean, when will you come around and make sure we are in our rooms?”
I won’t. You know what the weekend involves. So like any adult, you decide when you go to bed, when
you get up and how you behave.
‘”Awww… Okay.”
[Very uncertain about this.]
“So, what do we do now?”
Whatever you like.
“Really?”
Really. You know what this weekend cost yourself and your parents, I suspect you’ll want to get the most
out of it, so I also suspect you’ll think of that when you decide what to do next.
“What do we call you…Father Glenn?”
You can. But for the purposes of this weekend we are all adults, so Glenn is okay by me, if that’s okay for
you.
“Yes, Father Glenn…. I mean Glenn.”
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True Learning Beyond the Classroom (cont.)
What happens next happens all the time. They are in bed early (eight o’clock or thereabouts) and there is
no need for me to do anything, even if I were going to. They slowly begin to acclimate to the routine. They
begin to act as adults. And not only do they act as adults, they think and engage as adults.
This only works if the leaders remain outside of the traditional teacher/leader role. They are to act in the
manner they want the students to. They have to be open to learning from the students, to being mindfully
attentive to what is being said verbally, emotionally, and spiritually, and to respond as a peer. This means
avoiding the superficial and quick answers we are prone to give, and to stay in the moment of learning with
the young person in front of us. We are to acknowledge our own vulnerabilities and the learning we share
with them. This place of mindful being, one with the other, is the key to maximizing the benefits for all.
By loosening the grip of formal roles and expectations, you and they enter the space-in-between what you
are used to and where you will be. It is here, in this space, you both begin to learn from the uncertainty of
freedom—freedom to explore new roles, new ideas, new relationships, and new experiences. Together,
you have never been in this place before. At school the roles are formalized and structured; you each know
where you stand and what you do. Here, it is different, and it will take some getting used to. But by the end
of the weekend, all will share a new level of relationship and respect.
Shared vulnerability is important. If you are unwilling to share honestly and openly with the students and
they can sense you are not authentic, then the retreat will miss its
mark. They need to know you trust and respect them enough to share
yourself, your experiences, your fears, your hopes and your struggles
with them. The real ones. Not just diluted teacher to student stories.
These have to be the real thing. It may be appropriate to leave out
some deeply personal or distressing details, but they have to sense
that what they are hearing resonates with their experience as real.
In Conclusion
Thomas Merton suggested the least of learning is done in the
classroom and asserted that all education needs to be focused on
helping the person to discover themselves.² Silent retreats are not
added extras, some kind of mystical experience outside the
educational sphere. Silent retreats epitomize the very best of
education. They are person focused and personally owned. Students
are engage at every level; spiritually, intellectually and physically. They
have the freedom to discover themselves in relation to themselves,
others, creation and God, and to expose who they are without the
need to maintain their mask. The learning is theirs, and though they
may share it with others, it remains theirs alone. The learning here is
outside the present capability of regular education. Yet, it is my hope, it will not always remain so.

Glenn Loughrey

1.
2.

Inchausti, Robert; The Pocket Thomas Merton, 2005, New Seeds Books, Boston &
London
Merton, Thomas, Love and Living, Edited by Naomi Burton Stone and Patrick Hart,
Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 1979 p.4

Photos included with this article are used with permission
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ANSD Conference Prayer

ANSD National Conference

God of life and love
who constantly invites us to wholeness
be with us as we begin our journey towards our
ANSD Conference:
“Beyond the Edge:
Spiritual Transitions for adventurous souls.”
Grant harmony and wisdom to the NSW Regional
Group
who are preparing to host this Conference.
Grant peace and insight to our Presenter,
Andrew
that he may be guided by Your Love
and in turn may lead us deeper into mindfulness
of your Caring Presence.
Bless all who will participate in the Conference
with openness and the willingness to hear Your
Voice.
May we build community together and continue
to carry forward Your Word to our world
in love and hope.
We ask this through Christ,
Word of Promise and the Spirit who dares all.
Amen.

Fri 8th—Sun 10th August 2014

Sydney
St Joseph's Centre for Reflective Living
Baulkham Hills

Beyond the Edge:
Spiritual Transitions for Adventurous
Souls
Dr Andrew Mayes

Come and listen, play and explore new
thresholds
‘beyond the edge’ ...

Post– Conference Workshop
with

Conference Presenter: Dr. Andrew Mayes
Monday 11th & Tuesday 12th August
venue: St Joseph’s Centre for Reflective Living
Baulkham Hills

Day 1

SPIRITUAL FORAMTION:
What is going on? Spiritual Direction within a
spirituality of struggle and joy.

Day 2 FORMED IN HIS LIKENESS:
Discovering startling and refreshing images of
Jesus to inspire spiritual formation.
Registration forms available from the ANSD website
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Stretching the outreach of access

Notice of Annual General Meeting 2014

to personal spirituality
Experience living purposefully into your very own story
is a series of 30 short video segments providing realworld practical strategies to:
 Recognize and appreciate inner inklings
 Harness inner energies and unlock wisdom
 Develop a template for living vibrantly
according to universal life and living patterns.

ANSD Annual General Meeting
Saturday 9th August 2014
5.20pm
(following Regional meetings at 5.00pm)
at St Joseph’s Centre for Reflective Living
66 MacKillop Drive, Baulkham Hills, NSW

These videos address the question, “How can the
spirituality that is in all of us be called forth (with and
without religious language) through guided and
consistent reflection on ordinary life and living
experience especially in those who don’t do much
serious reading and who use iphone or such
technology?”

AGM AGENDA
Ordinary business:


Welcome



Present



Apologies



Minutes of last AGM



Executive Report (President’s Report)



Financial Report



Election of:


President



Secretary



Treasurer



Regional Representatives (at least 5)



Membership Committee (3 members not

Another goal of these videos is: How to enable all
people, especially those without religious language
and who use iphone or such technology, to live
purposefully into their own interweaving stories that
are true, freeing, gracious, and hopeful.
Series 1 (Experiences 1-10) was released in August
2014 and is available on the website
www.virginiawatersselfcare.com.au. These 10 videos
present aspects of living into life as a sacred journey
through our personal experiences of invitations to
embrace change, growth, discovery, movement.
Series 2 (Experiences 11-20) will be released around
Easter 2014. These 10 videos present deeper and
richer aspects of inner growth/balance:
“continuously expanding our vision of what is
possible
stretching our souls
learning to see clearly and deeply
listening to our intuition
taking courageous challenges at every step along
the way.” (“…” Caroline Adams)

on Executive)
Nominations will be accepted from the floor of the
meeting, but prior consent to nomination must have
been obtained from anyone nominated but not present
at the AGM.


Specific business if any:



Brief Regional Reports



ANSD Conference 2015

Series 3 (Experiences 21-30) will be released towards
the end of 2014. These 10 videos present ways to
nurture ourselves and others as we each embrace
our particular flavour of the invitation to engage in
sacred journeying.
Patricia Lucy Tierney, rsj, (an inner wisdom
consultant, Supervisor, and Spiritual Director) is the
author.
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The Prophetic Dimension to the Practice of Spiritual Direction

Rob Culhane

Meat, and I mean red meat, was the staple when growing up in the late nineteen fifties to the late nineteen
eighties. The meat was cheap and readily available because my family lived in the middle of a grazing district of
sheep and cattle. Pork and chicken were only occasionally eaten and turkey only at Christmas. It was impossible
to imagine a meal without an inch thick piece (25 mm) of streak. Men died prematurely in their mid-forties from
coronary heart disease due to all the red meat they consumed. Then a wok arrived in our kitchen. We had been
eating various Asian dishes for years, but only in restaurants or with Indian friends. Italian food had been a
frequent guest at our table already. But now strips of beef were combined with ginger, chilli and lemongrass;
and noodles were added. In mid-life, my tastes had widened and I needed a new low fat diet for the second half
of life.
Many in our churches have been raised on a diet of prayer like steak. It has never changed; nor did it need to. It
nourished and sustained them. It was impossible to imagine any other forms of prayer than the ones they have
grown up on. But then, either due to mid-life or exposure to other exotic tastes experienced when travelling to
SE Asia, the steak diet came to be considered bland or lacking life. Something elusive is sought, something
more exotic and ‘authentic’. But it is unlikely that they will at this point ask the question: ‘Is there anything else
available on the menu at my church?’ The local church would generally be the last place these seekers would
consider finding something new, or an engaging expression of spirituality.
These changes in our society and sometimes, the expectations of those in our churches, have led me to
consider how we, as spiritual directors, are ‘leavening’ the culture of our churches, where the focus is
frequently on ‘committees, cakes and fetes’ which would to all appearances run quite happily without the
agency of the Holy Spirit. Is it time to announce (to those few who may listen), that the local church can be a
place where spiritual practices are reclaimed and learnt; a place where our prayer life is deepened? And has not
the time arrived for us to propose that the traditions and teaching of the ancient church should challenge the
barren secular and scientific world view of modernity? It may come as a surprise to some directors, but there is
a prophetic dimension to our gentle voices and practice that will put us curiously out of step with modern
society, but in sync with those who want to deepen their experience of God and long for an authentic
spirituality which is relevant to their daily lives.
To be prophetic within the Christian tradition, is not to speak angrily of a perceived corruption of a Western,
modern expression of democratic rights, or that some powerful group is seizing power. It is to recall people’s
attention to the standards and practices of God that have become corrupted, neglected or ignored. This was
the practice of the Old Testament prophets who would draw attention to the neglect by God’s people of God’s
standards of righteousness set out in the Torah. This often included condemnation of the injustice of the day
(which was demonstrated by the failure of God’s people to keep the ethical demands of the covenant), but it
also included a call to purify their religious practices from the idolatrous influences of their day. (This was the
underlying principle which empowered Dr Martin Luther King’s castigation of white American society: it
believed it was fundamentally a ‘Christian nation’, but was not producing the ethical fruits of Christian faith in
terms of racial discrimination and racial integration.) When we feel disquiet about the spiritual condition of the
church and have a desire to call attention to the deep and rich tradition of spirituality which has characterised
the churches in the past (whatever our denominational heritage), we are responding to the Spirit’s prodding to
be prophetic. We are right to be disturbed when there is a preoccupation with fundraising or incessant activity
focused on the church community or as serving the world outside which results in a barrenness of the soul and
empty activity. It was our desire to live in the fullness of God’s presence (which we first experienced through
spiritual direction and then impelled us to be trained), that is now unfortunately marginalised by the busyness
many live, even those engaged in ‘good’ religious activities.
If the practices of prayer, fasting, service, hospitality, giving to the church and other gospel imperatives have
been laid aside or steamrolled under the need to respond to the urgent and pressing demands of parish life, we
are rightfully concerned with what has been forgotten. When we recognise that an adherence to the formal
expression of religious practice is held without a lived spirituality, our observation of this gap is the call by God
to recognise we have something to offer those who are unaware of the need to integrate their faith with their
daily life. A Christian faith which has become divorced from either public church attendance or private life is a
barren faith, a symptom that the secular spirit of this age has marginalised faith to the private sphere and
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The Prophetic Dimension to the Practice of Spiritual Direction (cont.)
silenced it in the public square. Spiritual directors are
therefore cultural dissidents, standing against the
prevailing winds of secularism with their insistence that
all of life is where God is seen and experienced.
We have a responsibility imparted with the gift of our
training to gently challenge the status quo of our
church’s institutional life, to place spirituality at the
heart of the church’s practices and activities. The
unsettled awareness of what is wrong and what might
be is another expression of the charism of spiritual
direction with its prophetic dimension at work. We are
not, due to our commitment to live out of a life of
prayer, content with the status quo of our churches in
some areas of its parish life. As consequence of this
holy discontent, we find ourselves on the margins of
the church’s life, a voice of dissent; we are an
embodied message that says life with God and
exploring what this might mean in all of life is what the
‘it’ is all about. Our role then, is one of being a witness;
a witness to the tradition that has shaped our life and
training and a witness to the decline of a faith
integrated with life and institutional expressions of
Christianity. To those who will listen, we testify by
virtue of who we are and what we say, to what might
be, the real, the eternal and the God who is above all
and in all.
But it can be costly if we recognise this prophetic
impulse of the Spirit and respond to his prodding to be
a witness. We may feel a profound sense of
apprehension that a rationalistic Western emphasis of
the mind which has encouraged a separation between
the mind and heart has become the norm in some
quarters of church life. For some parishioners, it is not
just a disillusionment with the institutional leadership
of their church and the hurt, which a cold, inflexible
leadership has caused either them or those they know,
but a belief that things could be better, but are not.
Other churches may emphasise experience (of God)
but seem to downplay the importance of the place of
Scripture in shaping one’s understanding of God. They
seem adrift from the moorings of the traditional
orthodoxies which comprise the faith and are more
beholden to the latest insights of psychological or
managerial techniques. In the face of these phantomlike forces which shape and work within our
institutions, it is easy to despair and believe we are
powerless. Paradoxically, the very institution we love
and serve, for whom Christ died (Eph 5:25), has
become like one of the ‘powers and principalities of
this world’ that Paul spoke of (Eph 6:12; Col 2:8).
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What might this prophetic dimension of our calling
and ministry look like in practice? It could mean that
we work with our church’s leadership, especially the
priest or minister, offering to run church retreats or
even short courses on different prayer practices
through Lent. Another possibility would be running a
week of guided prayer using the Ignatian approach.
(The book by Anita Woodwell, On Holy Ground,
Canterbury Press, 2008, has excellent material on
running a week of guided prayer.) The theme of this
year’s ANSD Victorian chapter is ‘Welcoming the
stranger’. How will we welcome those who have
come to faith and join our church communities? Do
we automatically recruit them for the morning tea
roster or committee to restore the roof and then
leave them? Or could they be encouraged to join a
pastoral group which incorporates spiritual direction
and various other spiritual disciplines as a way of
sustaining their experience of God? After a person
has learnt the basics of the faith or undertaken an
enquirers course, they may ask the question, ‘What
now; what’s next?’ Such a course or introduction to a
prayer group could be offered when they have
moved toward the end of the basic introductory
course run in their local church. For example, a new
comer might be introduced to a pastoral group which
intentionally includes different elements of the
spiritual disciplines and prayer practices; after they
have undertaken the Rite of Christian Initiation of
Adults (for Roman Catholics), or Alpha (for
Evangelicals), or the catechumenate (Anglo-Catholic
Anglicans). In reality, it’s our imagination which limits
us, our fear of failure or the mistaken belief we have
nothing to say and that our effort will not make a
difference. It will.
Rob Culhane
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Australian Network for Spiritual Direction Inc.

for people engaged in Godly listening

The Australian Network for Spiritual Direction, an ecumenical
endeavour, is committed to fostering spiritual direction and
to the training of spiritual directors in the Christian
Community.
We believe spiritual direction to be a vital ministry in the
continuing transformation of all people. It is one of many
ministries by which people are set free to take their share in
God's ongoing work. It is a ministry of guidance taking many
forms, and is exercised by women and men, lay and
ordained.
The challenges and benefits of spiritual direction are both
personal and corporate in nature. This historical ministry is an
effective tool for helping people address the complex issues
of our time.
The Network is committed to:


encouraging spiritual directors in their work



offering opportunities for care and nurture through
regular gatherings and communications



supporting national, regional and local training programs

We welcome to membership and involvement in the
Australian Network for Spiritual Direction all who desire to
support this work.
This Statement was adopted by the original committee
in Canberra in 1989
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