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 Dorothea Epple PhD; LMSW is an Associate 

Professor with Spring Arbor University; a 

graduate from Loyola University MSW 

program and a graduate of the Institute 

of Clinical Social work. She has 20 years 

of clinical social work practice in Mental 

Health, Hospice, Addictions and 16 years 

of academic teaching. She completed the 

two year training for “Spiritual Direction” 

at the Haden Institute Ecumenical 

Program in May 2018. 



 This presentation will describe the similarities 

and differences of spiritual direction and 

psychotherapy. We will examine the nature of 

the relationship, holy listening, trust, 

storytelling, assessment, self-disclosure, silence, 

truth, parables, scripture, prayer, the presence 

of the Holy Spirit and the depth, breadth, and 

wisdom of walking with a spiritual director.  



 Define similarities and differences of spiritual direction, 

spiritual companion, social work, and psychotherapy. 

 Identify the process of spiritual direction and 

psychotherapy including the nature of the relationship, the 

nature of listening, holy listening, trust, storytelling, 

assessment, goals and interventions, transitions, self-

disclosure, silence, scripture, prayer, the presence of the 

Holy Spirit. 

 Identify the depth, breadth and wisdom of living a spiritual 

life as defined by Thomas Merton, Henri Nouwen, Cynthia 

Bourgeault, David Benner and Margret Guenther. 



 “There are two moments that matter. One is 

when you know that your one and only life is 

absolutely valuable and alive. The other is when 

you know your life, as presently lived, is entirely 

pointless and empty. Lent is about both. The 

first such moment gives you energy and joy by 

connecting you with your ultimate Source and 

ground. The second gives you limits and 

boundaries, and a proper humility, so you keep 

seeking the Source and ground and not just your 

small self.” 

 (Richard Rohr, Wondrous Encounters.)



 “Can you find out the depths of God? Or find out 
the perfection of the depths of God? It is higher 
than the heavens; so what can you do? It is 
deeper than Sheol; so what can you know? It is 
longer than the earth and broader than the sea.”

 Job 11: 7-9 

 Knowing and not knowing - Humility 

 Our ego desires structure, clarity, knowing, identity 

 We need a beginners mind – humble, patience

 Otherwise we only hear what confirms our 
understanding 

 Spiritual Direction is about – listening to the still small 
voice within   



 “My thoughts are not your thoughts, my ways are 

not your ways . . . As high as the heaven are 

above the earth , so my ways are beyond your 

ways, and my thoughts are beyond your 

thoughts.”

 Isaiah 55: 8-9 

 We cannot comprehend the work of God from 

beginning to end.” 

 Ecclesiastes 3:11 



 Spiritual Formation –
 Instruction and disciplines toward deepening of faith and 

spiritual growth.

 Spiritual Guidance –
 Assistance in the process of spiritual formation - through 

religious community, friends, family, coworkers, 
scripture, nature, art and . . . .

 Spiritual Direction –
 The spiritual director has traveled the path the directee 

is on

 Classic format includes director (channel of grace) and a 
directee - in one to one relationship 

 The Holy Spirit, manifested through the relationship 

 May, Gerald (1992).



 “No one is personally competent to be a 

spiritual director because the real director 

must always be God. And no one can be a 

good director without being awed by the 

sanctity of a person’s depth-relation-ship 

with God. The confidence and trust in good 

spiritual direction must be in God’s loving 

presence and grace, not in one’s own 

autonomous knowledge or skill – not even in 

one’s own prayerfulness” 

 (May, 1992, p. 218). 



 Spiritual Friend / Companion 

 Avoids the authoritarian term of director

 Provides honesty, compassion, common sense, humility 

 But can raise the notion of mutuality 

 Can become more a ‘spiritual conversation’

 Can interfere with perspective

 Social Work  & Psychotherapy

 Profession / Licensure / diagnosis / formal TX 

 Not big enough to incorporate human spiritual longing –

but there is overlap 

 May, Gerald (1992).



 SW & Psychologists

 Sigmund Freud

 Carl Jung

 Carl Rogers 

 Donald Winnicott

 Gerald May  

 Some integration of 

psychology and 

spirituality  

 Spiritual Directors 

 Margaret Guenther

 David Benner 

 Cynthia Bourgeault

 Tiden Edwards

 Thomas Merton

 Henri Nouwen  

 depth and breadth 

described throughout  



Henry Nouwen 

 “Spiritual direction is a relationship initiated 

by a spiritual seeker who finds a mature 

person of faith willing to pray and respond 

with wisdom and understanding to his or her 

questions about how to live spiritually in a 

world of ambiguity and distraction.” 

(Nouwen, 2006, p. viii) 



Thomas Merton

 “The Spiritual Directors first duty, if he 

wants to be an effective director, is to see to 

his own interior life and take time for prayer 

and meditation, since he will never be able 

to give to others what he does not possess 

himself.” 



Thomas Merton 

 “The director is not a psychoanalyst. He should 

stick to his divinely given mission, and avoid two 

great mistakes. First, he should not become an 

amateur in psychotherapy. He should not try to 

concern himself directly with unconscious drives 

and emotional problems. He should know enough 

about them to recognize their presence. . . . 

Secondly, he should realize that psychological 

problems are very real and that when they exist 

they are beyond the range of his competency.” 

(p. 49)   



 Spiritual Direction
 Nature of the 

Relationship

 Spontaneous human 
relationship

 Director is willing to be 
known in her 
vulnerability 

 Guenther (1992) 

 Director helps directee 
recognize and follow 
inspiration of grace

 Arrive at the place God 
is leading

 Thomas Merton 

 Psychotherapy
 Nature of the 

Relationship

 Person to person

 Boundaries with 
therapist own sharing 

 Kind Regard

 Non-judgmental 
acceptance 

 Unconditional positive 
regard 

 Atmosphere where 
client is free to change 

 Carl Rogers 



 Jesus – the model and teacher 

 Assisted the Samaritan Women to discover her 
thirst for God & the Living Water 

 & to experience the mercy of God in truly being 
known, accepted & Liberated 

 In the context of a genuine relationship we 
encounter Christ in the other

 An experience that changes one forever. 



“Those who drink of the water 

that I will give them will never 

be thirsty. The water that I give 

will become in them a spring of 

water gushing up to eternal 

life.” (John 4:13-15). 



 Spiritual Direction

 Holy Listening

 Hospitality, welcoming

 Safety, sharing the story, 

discernment 

 Margaret Guenther

 Listening within to the 

Holy Spirit 

 Feeling understood and 

known - An encounter 

with Christ 

 Directee may come to 

know and feel known by 

God as a result of 

spiritual reading, 

meditation, prayer 

 Psychotherapy
 Nature of Listening

 Active listening

 Feeling understood 
and known  and 
comes to know their 
self 

 The client comes to 
feel known by the 
therapist 



 Spiritual Direction
 What brings you in?

 Yearning for God

 A crisis or a blessing

 Nagging inner 
disquiet

 Conversion 

 Calling 

 Sense God expects 
something with my 
life 

 Psychotherapy
 What brings you in?

 Loss

 Crisis

 Conflicts, anger, 

 Desire for 
reconciliation

 Parent child conflict

 Marital conflict 

 And . . . . . . . . 



 Spiritual Direction
 Trust –

 Developing trust is 
part of the process 

 Without trust a 
directee may 
hesitate to listen 
within 

 Directee may arrive  
expecting an 
existential encounter

 Psychotherapy
 Trust –

 Developing trust is 
part of the process 

 Without trust a 
client may not make 
gains in therapy

 Client may not be 
aware of their 
existential needs or 
desires 



 Spiritual Direction
 Assessment, Goals and 

Interventions

 Spiritual Formation

 Capacity to live a 
spiritual life from the 
heart 

 Listen within and 
follow the inspiration 
of grace 

 No formal agenda 

 No licensure 

 There is a code of 
Ethics for spiritual 
directors 

 Psychotherapy
 Assessment, Goals and 

Interventions

 Bio-psycho-social-
spiritual-cultural 
assessment 

 DSM-5 diagnosis

 Formal treatment plans 

 Insurance forms 

 State Professional 
Licensure 

 Code of Ethics 
 NASW, 

 Counseling, 

 Psychology



 In spiritual direction, while not the goal, 

therapy can happen 

 In therapy, while not the goal, an 

experience of the spiritual may occur. 

This may or may not necessitate two 

different helpers depending on their 

training and skill and the needs of the 

individual seeking help. 



 Spiritual Direction
 Wounded 

 Being Wounded -

 Helps us 
understand Life, 
Death, 
Resurrection

 If we do not 
transform our pain 
we will transmit it

 “Wounded and 
powerless before 
the Mystery of Full 
Life” (Richard Rohr)  

 Psychotherapy
 Wounded 

 Losing our 
Foundation

 Being Wounded

 Transference and 
counter-
transference in 
relationships 

 Re experiencing 
early wounds

 Gaining insight

 Moving forward  



Ephesians 1 (17)

Having the eyes of your heart 

enlighten that you may know 

what is the hope to which He 

has called you.



When my Beloved appears,

With what eye do I see Him?

With His eye, not with mine,

For none sees Him except Himself

 Annemarie Schimmel

“The eyes with which we look back at 

God are the same eyes with which God 

looks at us”

 Meister Eckhart

 Richard Rohr - Sept 26, 2018 – daily meditations



 Spiritual Direction
 Self-disclosure

 Focused on prayer, 
meditation, spiritual 
reading, experience 
of God within 

 Humility 

 Dark Night of Soul

 Pain and promise 

 Psychotherapy
 Self-disclosure

 Ability to share ones 
innermost sorrow & 
joy 

 Recognize 
transference and 
countertransference 
reactions  

 Honesty

 Humility 

 Sense of loss in moving 
forward 

 To accept growth we 
must leave behind 
something of the past 



 “Until we have personally lost our own 

foundation and then experienced God 

upholding us so that we come out even 

more alive on the other side, 

the theological affirmation of the paschal 

mystery is little understood and not 

essentially transformative. It is a mere 

liturgical acclamation.”

 Richard Rohr – daily meditations



“Tend only to the birth in you and 

you will find all goodness and all 

consolation, all delight all being 

and all truth” 

(Guenther, 1992). 



 “Hope is the current that flows through 

carrying us toward the future. As we let 

ourselves yield and go with it, it will open 

us toward the authentic unfolding of our 

being. The opposite is also just as true; any 

form of resistance, be it nostalgia, clinging, 

bitterness, self-pity, or self-justification, 

will make it impossible to find that current 

of hope, impossible for hope to carry us to 

our true becoming.” (Cynthia Bourgeault )



 Spiritual Direction

 Silence

 “The fruitful silence 

in which words lose 

their power and 

concepts escape our 

grasp is perhaps the 

perfection of 

meditation.” 

 (Thomas Merton) 

 Psychotherapy

 Silence

 Silence may be 

uncomfortable but 

also effective in 

therapy 

 Silence is necessary 

to pull our thoughts 

together

 If nothing less, 

silence makes us 

anxious and we talk 



Spiritual Direction
 Stages of Life 

 Parables & metaphor 

 Jesus’ four kinds of soil 
(Matt 13; 4 - 9)

 John of Cross –
Dark Nights

 Teresa of Avila’s –
Interior mansions 

 James Fowler  -
stages of spiritual 
development

Psychotherapy
 Stages of Life 

 Sequential 

 Freud 

 Eric Erikson

 Jean Piaget 

 Abraham Maslow

 Lawrence Kohlberg

 Carol Gilligan 



Hinduism Teaches 4 Stages of Life
 1) The student

 2) The householder

 3) The forest dweller or hermit
 Slow patient learning and letting go 

 Emptying out to create readiness for new fullness

 4) The beggar or wanderer 
 The wise or fully enlightened person

 Not overly attached to anything 

 Detached from everything

 Ready for death 

 Richard Rohr - Meditations@cac.org

mailto:Meditations@cac.org


You can’t accomplish or work up to union 

with God, because you’ve already got it –

 “Before the world began you were chosen, 

chosen in Christ to live through love in his 

presence” (Ephesians 1:4)

 Awakening, not accomplishing. 

 Realization, not performance

 You cannot get there, you can only be there.

 Grace

 Richard Rohr – daily meditations – September 19, 2018



Henri Nouwen
 “The journey inward is the journey to find the 

Christ dwelling within us. The journey outward is 
the journey to find the Christ dwelling among us 
and in the world. The journey inward in 
communion requires the disciplines of solitude, 
silence, prayer, meditation, contemplation, and 
attentiveness to the movements of our heart. 
The journey outward in community and mission 
requires the disciplines of care, compassion, 
witness, outreach, healing, accountability, and 
attentiveness to the movement of other people’s 
hearts. These two journeys belong together to 
strengthen each other, and should never be 
separated.” (Nouwen, 2010, p. 128)



Thomas Merton
 “At the center of our being is a point of nothingness 

which is untouched by sin and illusion, a point of pure 
truth, a point or spark which belongs entirely to God, 
which is never at our disposal, from which God 
disposes of our lives, which is inaccessible to the 
fantasies of our own mind or the brutalities of our 
own will. This little point of nothingness and of 
absolute poverty is the pure glory of God written in 
us, as our poverty, as our indigence, as our sonship. It 
is like a pure diamond blazing with the invisible light 
of heaven. It is in everybody, and if we could see it, 
we would see these billions of points of light coming 
together in the face and blaze of a sun that would 
make all the darkness and cruelty of life vanish 
completely.” Merton goes on to say that we cannot 
get to it; it can only get to us by flowing outward 
from our innermost being.     (Merton, p. 345) 



 “Now don’t let the word “mystic” scare you. It 
simply means one who has moved from mere 
belief systems or belonging systems to actual 
inner experience. All spiritual traditions at 
their mature levels agree that such a 
movement is possible, desirable, and even 
available to everyone.”

 Richard Rohr – daily meditations

 Center for Action and Contemplation 
Meditations@cac.org

 Mystical Experience
Tuesday, January 24, 2017

mailto:Meditations@cac.org


“. . . bear with patience all that is 

unresolved in your heart . . . Love 

the questions themselves. . . . For 

everything must be lived. Live the 

questions now, perhaps then, 

someday, you will gradually, without 

noticing, live into the answers.”

 Rainer Marie Rilke  
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