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ANSD 
for people engaged 

in holy listening 
 

The Role of Spiritual Direction is a talk that was given at the conference of the Australian 

Network for Spiritual Direction by Canon John W Stewart, the National President.  The 

Conference, celebrating the tenth anniversary of the Network, was held at St John's Ministry 

Centre, Morpeth, NSW in May 1999.  
 

 

 

The Role of Spiritual Direction 
 

Imagine I have a bowl here at the front.  

 

I place in it  

• everything Marnie, Veronica and Ed have given us this weekend, 
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• everything we have experienced this weekend in so many other ways,  

and then I add  

• significant experiences from our own journeys over the years  

and finally  

• memories from the ANSD journey over these past ten years.  

 

What kind of creation would we have?  

 

Would all these ingredients mixed together, and cooked for the required time at the 

appropriate temperature, produce a spiritual director?  

 

And, if so, what would the spiritual director look like?  

And what-would she/he do all day?  

 

 

Come with me, in your imagination, on an adventure this morning, addressing our topic 

through several lenses:  

• my own experience and reflection,  

• some voices from the tradition in which we stand,  

• some brief recollections of the ANSD decade,  

• and the pudding created in this mixing bowl and focussed particularly in Norman Lindsay's 

classic novel The Magic Pudding, first published in 1918.  
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The Magic Pudding is a story about a bear called Bunyip Bluegum, a fine, round, splendid 

fellow.   He lives in a small house in a tree with his uncle Wattleberry, who is more square 

than round with a face covered in red whiskers.  The whiskers are so large they get in the 

soup, and Bunyip has to eat outside.  He pleads with his uncle to remove them, but gets in 

reply:  

 

As noble thoughts the inward being grace  

so noble whiskers dignify the face.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Bunyip, in crisis, decides to leave home and see the world.  He meets Bill Barnacle the sailor 

and his friend, Sam Sawnoff the penguin bold, with their puddin' called Albert.  They become 

firm friends and share many adventures.  

 

They have several encounters with puddin thieves — a possum with one of those sharp, 

snooting, snouting sort of faces, and a bulbous boozy looking wombat in an old long tailed 

coat with a hat that marked him down as a man you couldn't trust in the fowl yard.  

 

After several skirmishes with the puddin thieves, an appearance in court, they settle down to 

enjoy life in a new home, complete with an exercise yard for the puddin — away from 

thieves.  
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So what do spiritual directors do?  

 

 

1. Spiritual directors accompany people on their journeys.  

 
Bunyip makes up his mind to set out on his life's journey but must decide the precise nature 

of this journey.  He must choose whether to be a Traveller or a Swagman.  The poet, Egbert 

Rumpus Bumpus helps him with his discerning:  

 

The Poet thought deeply, put on his eyeglasses, and said impressively-  

Take my advice, don't carry bags,  

For bags are just as bad as swags;  

They're never made to measure.  

To see the world, your simple trick  

Is but to take a walking stick-  

Assume an air of pleasure,  

And tell the people near and far  

You stroll about because you are  

A Gentleman of Leisure.  

 

As Bunyip journeys, he learns a lot about his companions — sitting round the campfire in the 

evening they tell yarns and sing songs and share their experiences.  They sing the Puddin' 

Owners Anthem:  

 

The solemn word is plighted  

the solemn tale is told,  

we swear to stand united  

three puddin' owners bold.  

 

When we with rage assemble,  

let puddin' snatchers groan;  

let puddin' burglars tremble,  

they'll ne'er our puddin' own.  

 

Hurrah for puddin' owning,  

hurrah for Friendship's hand,  

the puddin' thieves are groaning  

to see our noble band.  

Hurrah, we'll stick together;  

and always bear in mind  

to eat our puddin' gallantly,  

whenever we're inclined.  

 

They sing songs at breakfast.  One of the great advantages of being a professional puddin' 

owner," said Sam Sawnoff, is that songs at breakfast are always encouraged.  None of the 

ordinary breakfast rules, such as scowling while eating, and saying the porridge is as stiff as 

glue hand the eggs are as tough as leather, are observed.  Instead, songs, roars of laughter, 

and boisterous jests are the order of the day.  For example, this sort of thing," added Sam, 

doing a rapid back-flap and landing with a thump on Bill's head.  As Bill was unprepared for 

this act of boisterous humour, his face was pushed into the Puddin' with great violence, and 

the gravy was splashed in his eye."  
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The English Anglican priest, Peter Ball, has written: "The director is a pilgrim offering a 

word of encouragement to other pilgrims as they pass by.  One of the great spiritual directors 

of this century was Gilbert Shaw and he wrote `There is only one director and that is the Holy 

Spirit I'm a pilgrim sitting at the roadside on the way to Jerusalem and as other pilgrims pass 

by I like to be able to give them a little word of encouragement to put them en route again'." 
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Our speakers at this weekend have looked at aspects of hospitality as well as openness to the 

unknown, the mystery.  Marnie drew our attention to Elizabeth Johnson's three paradigms of 

relationships.  In the third one, the kinship model, there is the call to proud but humble 

mutuality, evoking reverence, gratitude, at-one-ment.  

 

Our 1994 Conference in Brisbane looked at Growing Healthy Relationships.  

 

In 1995 in Adelaide Isobel Gregory, Mary Rose Fitzsimmons and Lister Tongue explored 

aspects of spiritual direction.  

 

In Sydney in 1996 Gordon Jeff also looked at the ministry of Spiritual Direction under the 

theme Companions on the Way.  

 

 

2. Spiritual directors listen to people's stories.  

 
Bill and Sam recite the story of how they acquired the Puddin'. It is a long song, and at points 

they disagree on the facts.  After recovering the stolen puddin' they sing songs in a reunion 

celebration.  There is a dark side to the story too — for they check out everybody they 

suspect of being thieves — a low larrikin kookaburra, an enraged flying fox, and even Uncle 

Wattleberry is accused of being the wombat in disguise.  The court case is a shambles of 

justice and it gives the opportunity for many stories to be told.  

 

The director is one who listens deeply to the story of another and seeks to listen for the 

deeper movement of God.   

 

Carolyn Gratton is an American psychologist and professor of spirituality. She speaks of the 

centrality of listening, describing how the guide helps the person focus on their feelings, their 

deformative habits of mind and heart, and to the blocks to healthy living. And as this is being 

explored, there will also be a listening for God's call in this person's life. 
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Thomas Hart also speaks about the importance of the ministry of listening.  He includes a 

helpful reflection on the spiritual director as a sacrament of God's love and presence in our 

lives.  God, in Christ, has entered human life and continues to be revealed to us through the 

lives of human beings.  
4
 

 

I have come to the view through my own experience that the spiritual director is primarily 

called to be an incarnation of the love of God to others.  This is an awesome calling, yet it 

offers much hope and much healing to people when it is undertaken in this spirit.  

 

In this Conference we have heard a lot about the need to know our own story — to know who 

we are and whose we are.  Veronica shared the very moving story about the poet Judith 

Wright being in a very dark place in her personal life because she has no story to fall back on.  

Marnie said that we are all seeking for identity, even as our songlines fade.  She spoke at 
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length about the place of the dreaming.  Ed described his 'frame of reference' as a helpful way 

of shaping our own stories.  

 

At our first Conference, in Adelaide in 1990, Veronica Brady told our nation's past story 

through the lens of the Exodus story and Denis Edwards told our future story through the lens 

of eschatology and cosmology.  

 

At the 1992 Conference in Melbourne, Br Bruce Paul, an Anglican Franciscan, led sessions 

on the human yearning for intimacy.  

 

 

3. Spiritual directors stand with people in times of difficulty and need.  

 
The puddin' owners undergo several times of trial at the hands of the puddin' thieves a 

possum and a wombat.    

 

 
 

On their first encounter, they stoush and send the thieves away.  The thieves appear later 

disguised as firemen and succeed in making off with the puddin'.  This plunges the owners 

into despair.  

 

"It's one of the most frightful things that's ever happened," said Bill.  "It's worse than 

treading on tacks with bare feet," said Sam.  "It's worse than bein' caught stealin' fowls," said 

Bill.  "It's worse than bein' stood on by cows," said Sam.  'It's almost as bad as havin an 

uncle called Aldobrantifoscoforttio," said Bill, and they both sang loudly —  

 

"It's worse than weevils, worse than warts,  

It's worse than corns to bear  

It's worse than havin' several quarts  

of treacle in your hair.  

It's worse than beetles in the soup,  

It's worse than crows to eat.  

It's worse than wearin' small-sized boots  

upon your large-sized feet.  

 

It’s worse than kerosene to boose,  

It’s worse than ginger hair  

It’s worse than anythin' to lose  

a Puddin' rich and rare.  
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They soon resolve to recover the puddin'.  They ask Henderson Hedgehog, a hard of hearing 

horticulturist, and a bad tempered parrot, and a bandicoot carrying a watermelon, all to no 

avail. They get assistance from a bumptious rooster and track down the puddin' in the custody 

of the thieves.  By a clever deceit they get him back and have a glorious reunion round the 

campfire, singing The Puddin' Owners Evensong:  

 

Let feeble feeders stoop  

to plates of oyster soup.  

Let pap engage  

the gums of age  

and appetites that droop;  

we much prefer to chew  

a steak-and-kidney stew. 

 

Let yokels coarse appease  

their appetites with cheese.  

Let women dream  

of cakes and cream,  

we scorn fal-lals like these;  

our sterner sex extols  

the joy of boiled jam rolls. 

 

We scorn digestive pills;  

give us the food that fills,  

who bravely stuff  

themselves with Duff,  

may laugh at Doctor's bills.  

For medicine, partake  

of kidney, stewed with steak  

 

Then plight our faith anew  

three puddin' —owners true,  

who boldly claim  

in Friendship's name  

the noble Irish stoo,  

Hurrah,  Hurrah, Hurroo!"  
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The director helps another person participate more deeply in the Mystery that is the 

underlying ground of all the questions.  This perspective comes from Carolyn Gratton in the 

work already cited.  She contends that what is important for people is struggling with the 

central questions of life rather than escaping into the authority of clearcut answers.  Spiritual 

guidance does not so much seek to provide answers as to sit in the presence of the Mystery 

that is the underlying ground of all the questions,  She quotes the poet Rilke who said to a 

young poet: try to love the questions themselves, do not seek the answers now, but live the 

questions themselves.  

 

The whole thrust of this weekend has been on the theme of reconciliation and we have seen 

that God is present with those in need and says, as Ed reminded us, "It's all right, I'm here." 

Veronica said "The sense of vulnerability and humility is the wound into which we need to 

enter."  

 

 

 

 

 

4. Spiritual directors act as midwives as new birth emerges.  
 

There are several examples of new life emerging in the characters of The Magic Pudding.  

The puddin' thieves repent of their thieving after their first skirmish:  

The puddin' thieves wept loudly while this severe rebuke was being administered, and 

promised, with sobs, to amend their evil courses, and in the future to abstain from unlawful 

puddin'-snatching.  "Your words," said the Possum, "have pierced our brains with horror and 

remorse;" and the  Wombat added:  "from this time onwards our thoughts will be as far 

removed from Puddin' as is the thoughts of angels."  

 

Bunyip is also transformed.  At the end of the story he decides to stop wandering along the 

road so the story will stop wandering through the book:  

Let us, then, remove to some safe, secluded spot and settle down to a life of gaiety, dance and 

song, where no puddin'-thief will dare to show a sacrilegious head.  Let us, in fact, build a 

house in a tree.  

 

Up on high  

No neighbours pry  

In at the window  

On the sly.  

 

Up in a tree  

You're always free  

From bores and bailiffs,  

You'll agree.  

 

Up on high  

Bricks you shy  

At bores and bailiffs  

Passing by.  

 

Up in the leaves  

One never grieves  

Over the pranks  
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Of puddin'-thieves.  

 

If you would be  

Gay and free  

Take my tip and  

Live in a tree.  

 

 
 

 

The director offers a ministry of hospitality, teaching and spiritual midwifery.   

These insights are contained in the book by the American Episcopalian priest Margaret 

Guenther Holy Listening.  
5
  To offer hospitality.is to provide a space where a person might 

share their personal story and reflect on it in the presence of another.  As the story is shared a 

variety of responses are offered.  Regarding the role of teacher she says: the spiritual director 

is simultaneously a learner and a teacher of discernment.  What is happening?  Where is God 

in this person's life?  What is the story?  Where does this person's story fit in our common 

Christian story?   How is the Holy Spirit at work in this person's life?  What's missing?  She 

writes vividly of the role of the midwife in childbirth and she makes connections with the role 

of the director.  The midwife is present to another at a time of vulnerability, the midwife is a 

teacher, he or she assists at a natural event, sees clearly what the birthgiver cannot see, knows 

how and when to confront, and finally the midwife rejoices in the baby.  The central idea is 

that God is always actively bringing to birth a new creation in the hearts and minds of people, 

and the spiritual director/midwife is the one who attends to this process.  

 

During this conference Veronica has kept being hopeful about our future as God will act 

bringing the mystery of heaven and earth together.  Marnie's visit to the dysfunctional world 

of the Mad Hatter's tea party saw hope in the image of the common table of humanity.  

 

In 1993 the national conference was held in Perth and we were privileged to have Monica 

Furlong as our leader.  She came straight after three months with the women at the Balgo 

community and she shared many stories of experiences of God doing the impossible.  

 

In 1997 at the Melbourne Conference Peter Malone explored images of God and the human 

person by using snippets from film and television productions.  
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5. Spiritual directors help people see and respond to experiences of 

grace.  

 
The puddin' may be seen as a symbol or metaphor for God's provision and grace in human 

life. The first time we meet him is when Bunyip realizes his hunger:  

 

I have everything I require except food, but without food everything is rather less than 

nothing.  

 

"You'll enjoy this Puddin'," said Bill, handing him a large slice. "This is a very rare Puddin'."  

 

"It's a cut-an'-come-again Puddin'," said Sam.  

 

It’s a Christmas steak and apple dumpling Puddin'," said Bill  

 

"It’s --.   Shall I tell him?" he asked, looking at Bill.   Bill nodded and the Penguin leaned 

across to Bunyip Bluegum and said in a low voice, “it’s a Magic Puddin'."  

 

They had a delightful meal, eating as much as possible, for whenever they stopped eating the 

Puddin' sang out-  

"Eat away, chew away, munch and bolt and guzzle,  

never leave the table till you're full up to the muzzle."  

 

 
 

Another moment of grace is when a grave elderly dog named Benjamin Brandysnap comes to 

their aid after the Puddin' thieves have tied them up in a sack.  He sets them free, feeds them 

eggs and goes with them in pursuit of the stolen Puddin'.  

 

 

During this weekend Veronica has encouraged us to pray and let God into the world, waiting 

for love to act.  Mamie, too, has stressed the need for us to be waiting on God, and Ed spoke 

about the touchstone of our experience as the time when grace is received.  
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In the book by Peter Ball which I have already mentioned, he examines the tradition of 

spiritual direction in Anglican history.  In his introduction he describes the ministry in this 

way:  

 

I see spiritual direction as a relationship within which one Christian accompanies someone 

else along the journey of faith towards maturity as a follower of Jesus Christ.  It takes place 

in conversations which cover all aspects of life.  It is privileged and confidential; its aim is to 

be as honest and open as possible.  There is a clear recognition that God is important and 

present as a third party in the relationship.  It takes place against a background of prayer.  

 

The director listens for God's call in the concrete aspects of a person's life situation 

(discernment).  In their classic contemporary work, Barry and Connolly consider the 

fundamental tasks of a spiritual director to help the directee pay attention to God as he reveals 

himself, and help the directee recognise his reactions and decide on his responses to this God. 

Earlier in this book, the authors have considered the two questions that flow from the human 

relationship with God: "Who is God for me, and who am I for him?".
6
  

 

Spiritual direction is the positive nurture of man's relation with God, the creative cultivation 

of charismata; the gifts and graces that all have received  

This is the view of Martin Thornton, writing in the English context in 1984.
7
  He 

distinguishes it from pastoral counselling which responds to problems and emergencies.  

Spiritual direction deals with the ordinary events of daily life seeking to discern the presence 

of God in everything, not just providing help in need.  

 

At the 1991 conference in Canberra, Brian Gallagher led sessions on Ignatian discernment 

and helped us consider the role of spiritual direction and the human experience of God.  

 

In 1998, again in Canberra, Sr Mary Aquin O'Neill led sessions under the title Seeking the 

Presence. . .Companioning each other.  

 

 

 

 

In conclusion  

 
In recent years there has been a renewed interest in this ancient ministry and books abound 

exploring the historical developments, the theological and spiritual content and the links with 

modern psychological and psychiatric knowledge.  This network itself has experienced a 

continual growth from the early days when a handful of devotees met in Canberra and the 

dream was brought to birth.  Ten years on we have welcomed many people to share the 

journey with us, we have been richly fed and inspired by people of wisdom and grace.  

 

Yet there is also much misunderstanding, not least around what the two words spiritual and 

direction mean.  There are some who restrict the content of spiritual direction to discussion 

about the prayer life of the directee or pilgrim, whilst others affirm that it is a ministry which 

addresses the whole of a person's life.  My own view is that spirituality is to do with the 

whole of life and so conversations in direction might range over a whole spectrum of human 

experience.  The notion of direction also conjures up various interpretations.  For some it is 

quite clearly a case of a skilled wise person giving specific 'directions' to a novice, whilst for 
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others the ministry is more to do with accompanying people while they discern the direction 

in which God is calling them.  

 

Kenneth Leech, writing in the English context in 1977, traces the historical development of 

this ministry from its beginnings in the ministry of Jesus himself.
8
  His chapter on spiritual 

direction in the Christian tradition has a helpful section on the marks of a spiritual director. 

From the tradition, he says, the spiritual director appears, first, as a person possessed by the 

Spirit, not in any sense hierarchical, but purely and simply charismatic, characterised by 

holiness of life and closeness to God.   

Secondly, s/he is a person of experience, someone who has struggled with the realities of 

prayer and life.   

Thirdly, s/he is a person of learning, especially steeped in Scripture and in the wisdom of the 

Ancestors.  

Fourthly, the spiritual director is a person of discernment, the person of perception and 

insight, the person of vision, who can read the signs of the times, the writing on the walls of 

the soul.  

Finally, s/he is a person who gives way to the Holy Spirit -- the relationship of direction is to 

be one in which the channels of grace are opened, and the Holy Spirit is able to move freely 

in the Christian person, drawing  him/her to a closer union and a greater freedom as a child of 

God.  

 

 

I give thanks to God for the renewal of this ministry and for all those who have said YES to 

God's call to participate in it.  

 

I give thanks, too, for the growth of ANSD and for its service to the church and wider 

community.  

 

I pray that God might continue to bless us and those we serve in God's name.    

 

And may we continue to enjoy eating the Magic Puddin'.  

 

 

Canon John W Stewart, the National President 

May 1999 
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Copyright of images and poems from The Magic Pudding.  

It was unclear to ANSD who owns copyright to the images, quotes and poetry from Norman 

Lindsay's classic novel The Magic Pudding, first published in 1918.They are readily available 

on the web. We attempted repeatedly to contact Odana, to confirm our use but we did not 

receive a response. ANSD will not receive any financial rewards for use of the images here. 

 
 

 

The views expressed in this talk do not necessarily express those of the current 

membership of ANSD.   


