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Making the Decision to Refer: 
Spiritual Directors Look at the Potential Need for Counseling 

Introduction 

During the course of a spiritual direction relationship it 

sometimes becomes necessary for a director to suggest to a directee that 

she or he seek assistance from a psychotherapist in addition to or, in 

extreme cases, instead of, the spiritual direction being sought. A problem 

arises, however, in the director being able to determine whether or not 

that time has come in any given relationship. 

Various factors may contribute to the dilemma spiritual directors 

experience when faced with the potential need to refer a directee for 

counseling. Experienced directors may encounter difficulties in 

discerning the situation, perhaps through a reluctance to suggest to a 

long-term directee that she of he should “start over” with someone else. 

Or perhaps, while recognizing the need to a more therapeutic approach 

to a situation, the director has a lack of referral resources. A primary 

factor however, is inexperience on the part of the director. Addressing 

the period of inexperience which we all must go through at the 

beginning of our ministry is the focus of this project. 

 



Chapter 1 

The Proposal 

During my two years of intensive training in the Spiritual 

Direction Internship at the Benedict Inn in Beech Grove, Indiana, the 

question of how one, as a director, knows when it is appropriate to refer 

someone to therapy came up, from students, in more discussions and in 

more contexts than any other single question. In addition, instructors 

brought the topic of referrals to more class sessions than any other 

individual topic. Still, at the end of the training, my sense was that very 

few of the students felt as though they had a clear grasp of when they 

would want to refer someone. 

It became apparent to me that this is an area of more widespread 

concern when the question, “How do you decide when to refer a directee 

for counseling?”, was asked of a group of experienced spiritual directors. 

I heard some of them talking, but I didn’t hear any of them answer the 

question. It was this lack of clarity, even among directors with years of 

experience, that brought this area of concern to the forefront of my 

attention. 

Admittedly, until the situation has been faced anyone being asked 

this question is operating on speculation. It is therefore quite 

understandable that students in a training program would be anxious 

about finding some guidelines that go beyond generalities, in spite of the 

truth in the statement that the specific answer will be different for 

everyone. The fact that experienced directors could not formulate 

specific answers for themselves and share that process with others led 

me to ask: is there a common process that directors can engage which 
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will help uncover the answer to “how do you decide. . .” for that 

individual director? 

Definition of Terms 

In order to understand the significance of the question to be 

explored, it is important to understand the definition and scope of 

spiritual direction. In its most basic form, spiritual direction is a process 

of one person (the director) companioning another person (the directee) 

on that person’s journey of relationship with God. Because all aspects of 

a person's life impinge upon that person's relationship with God, no 

topic is strictly out-of-bounds for discussion. Direction is not, however, a 

forum for problem-solving, for finding relief from relationship 

difficulties or other painful situations or for dealing with aspects of 

situations that are removed from the awareness of relationship with the 

divine. It is along these boundaries that directors must make the 

difficult call regarding the appropriateness of referral to another form of 

care. 

For example, spiritual direction is not the place for an alcoholic to 

find help with becoming sober. It would be a place for a recovering 

alcoholic to explore how using alcohol damaged his or her relationship 

with God. In another situation, it could be appropriate to discuss how 

the chaos of a tumultuous relationship affects the directee’s prayer life, 

but if the discussion continually turns to seeking help with the daily 

problems caused by that relationship, a more therapeutic relationship 

may be needed. 

As in any professional field that deals with the intimate details of 

a person's life, it is vital that spiritual directors recognize the boundaries  



of their role as well as the boundaries of the material which they are 

equipped to handle. As more and more lay therapists enter the field, 

both as directors and directees, it may lead to some blurring of 

professional boundaries and roles. Thus while the focus of the question 

to be explored is what process does a director go through to decide when 

to refer someone to therapy, the underlying concern is with the 

maintenance of appropriate boundaries in order to best serve the needs 

of the directee. 

B. Cultural Context 

Historically spiritual direction has been the domain of clerical and 

religious. While enjoying a long tradition in this arena, spiritual 

direction has only entered the lives of the laity and moved into an 

ecumenical usage in the past fifteen to twenty years. Combining this 

with the more general public acceptance of psychotherapy over the 

course of only the past thirty to forty years, it is little wonder that there is 

not a strong tradition to guide directors today in the delicate area of 

combining therapy with direction. 

While there is more general acceptance of psychotherapy today, 

there are still some who attach social stigmas to the use of psychological 

help. Having to be aware of this in the direction relationship also 

contributes to the difficulty of suggesting it as a beneficial adjunct. 

Because of the wide range of cultures present in this country, 

directors also need to be aware of social and cultural differences that can 

influence behaviors and not simply assume that their own standards of 

what is acceptable should be overlaid on a directee as a basis for deciding 

that therapy could be beneficial.  



In being prepared to refer a directee for additional therapy, it is 

helpful to have a list of referrals available for those who may not already 

be familiar with a therapist. Directors should be sensitive to the financial 

situation of the directee and include some low-cost community based 

counseling for those who may not have access to insurance coverage. 

C. Significance for pastoral ministry 

In our current age of psychological sophistication, as more and 

more people are trained for the ministry of spiritual direction it is 

important for directors to be able to distinguish between 

psychological /spiritual issues that are a part of the everyday life of 

directees and the psychological issues that are deeper and require more 

specialized care than the director is trained to provide. It is at the point 

where the psychological issues threaten to dominate the direction 

sessions that the theological aspect, the aspect of the person's 

relationship with God, is lost. It is this very relationship which is to be 

the focus of spiritual direction. Without being able to discern the line, 

the director is in danger of losing that focus and diluting the benefits of 

direction. 

II. Plan of Action for a Pastoral Response 

A. Because of the highly intuitive nature of determining the 

position of the line between psycho/spiritual and more strictly 

psychological issues, it may be that the difficulty in addressing the  



question at hand lies in the matter not having been explored as a 

process. Therefore, I propose to ask two groups of spiritual directors to 

take part in theological reflection to help define that process. 

One group will be asked to reflect on the question, “How do you 

decide when a directee should be referred to therapy?” The other group 

of directors will be asked to look at the issue from a more personal 

standpoint, focusing on the question, “As a directee, how do you decide 

whether to take an issue to direction or to therapy, or both?” 

By bringing the results of these two reflections together, I hope to 

pull out how the two processes converge or diverge to develop a model 

for use in helping students of spiritual direction become more 

comfortable with this process. 

B. By giving the two groups a framework within which to think 

about the questions being posed they will have some general guidelines 

to use in developing their responses, rather than trying to formulate an 

answer “off the top of their heads,” as is the case when a question is 

simply dropped on a group. 

In the planning phase, I intend to pull together a small group (2-3) 

of instructors and leaders from the regional group of Spiritual Directors 

International. From them I will seek guidance on the make-up of the 

two reflection groups; if more than one meeting per group might be 

necessary; possible evaluation questions and any other aspect as the plan 

becomes clearer. I am also open to using the same people for both 

reflections if that is deemed more desirable. The meeting with each of 

the reflection groups would be designed to be as identical as possible, 

with the major variant being the focus question. After synthesizing the  



sessions, I will make my conclusions available to anyone who wants 

them. 

C. 1. Goal: To develop a model or framework within which spiritual 

directors-in-training could develop a higher degree of comfort with 

making the decision about referring a directee to therapy. 

2. Implementation design: Two theological reflection sessions for 

each group to last a maximum of one and a half hours each. After the 

groups have been formed, members will be sent the question they will 

be asked to reflect upon, along with an outline of the process guidelines. 

The guidelines will be based on suggestions from Killen and de Beer. As 

facilitator, I will guide the process. Currently I plan to audio tape the 

sessions in order to capture the essence most accurately. 

Information gathered will be complied, analyzed and synthesized 

into a report to be available to the regional group of Spiritual Directors 

International, the group from which I will be drawing my participants. 

As part of this report I hope to develop a list of questions which directors 

could use as guidelines for themselves in discerning the potential 

relevance of therapy with a particular directee. An evaluation of the 

process by the participants, as well as my own reflection on the process 

will form the conclusion. 

Evaluation 

Evaluations will be developed in association with the planning 

group. The reflection groups will be asked to evaluate the usefulness of 

the process for clarifying their own thinking in regard to the focus 
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question, as well as how useful they believe the results would be for 

others. A written questionnaire will be developed for this purpose. 

 



Chapter II 

Planning and Implementation 

The Planning Stage 

I decided to base the process used in my theological reflection 

groups more or less on the model presented in The Art of Theological 

Reflection by Patricia O'Connell Killen and John de Beer. Because of the 

focus on personal experience during the reflection, this seemed to be the 

framework that allowed the most flexibility as well as allowing for the 

widest range of material for use in reflection. 

[ invited three spiritual directors who had also been member of 

the teaching staff during my spiritual direction internship to help me 

with the planning of my project. Scheduling for the meeting was such 

that one of them could not attend, so I went ahead with two people. 

In order to familiarize them with my topic I sent them each a 

packet of information consisting of my proposal, selections from Killen 

and de Beer which describe the process I was proposing to use and a 

loose agenda outlining what I hoped to accomplish during our meeting. 

During this meeting it was my intention to outline the group 

process I would be using, get feedback on my set-up, discuss how many 

meetings and how long the meetings should last, whether I should 

invite different people for each group or have the same people do both 

reflections. Because the people helping me with the planning stage have 

been in the spiritual direction community longer than I have, I also  



wanted some suggestions as to who might be good people to invite to 

participate. 

The discussion was extremely helpful in bringing more clarity 

and focus to my plan. In the process of answering questions and 

explaining how I envisioned the groups proceeding, I was able to more 

clearly define how I understood the process I would be using. For 

example, how that process of theological reflection differs from group 

spiritual direction, which can look very similar up to a certain point. 

As for the specific logistics, the consensus was that two separate 

groups, each focusing on one aspect would likely work better and that 

one meeting of a maximum of three hours would be reasonable. We 

also agreed, considering the population from which the participants 

would be drawn, that the discussion groups should be held during a 

week day rather than in the evening or on the weekend. 

I decided that issuing personal, verbal invitations was my 

preference, and that after receiving agreement, I would mail a packet of 

information with all of the necessary instructions, explanations and 

directions. 

The initial planning meeting was the only time we met face to 

face. After that two hour meeting, I wrote up the letter and guidelines 

for preparation for the reflection group meetings. Utilizing the 

wondrous world of cyberspace, I received feedback and suggestions from  



my planning assistants until the final product emerged. See Appendix A 

for samples of the materials that were sent to the participants. 

I decided to have the participants engage in the initial stages of the 

theological reflection prior to our meeting for two reasons: 1) to keep the 

amount of time I was asking them to commit to group work to a 

minimum, and 2) to allow them the flexibility of doing the individual 

reflection portion at a time and place that was comfortable and 

convenient for them without any artificially constructed time pressures. 

Implementation 

Having narrowed down the dates for the reflection groups to 

meet to the first week of October, I spoke with several directors at the 

regular meeting of the regional Spiritual Director’s International, on 

Sept. 12, 2001. After receiving three affirmatives for participation, I 

finished filling the groups by calling other member of Region 21.1 

through the end of that week. I mailed out the preparation packets to 

everyone the following Monday. That gave everyone about two weeks 

to go through the materials and prepare for the discussion. The groups 

assembled on the afternoon of Monday, October 1, 2001 and the morning 

of Thursday, October 4, 2001. 

Each group began with a simple prayer calling on the presence of 

the Holy Spirit to guide our listening and speaking. As each person 
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shared the results of their reflection, the others listened without 

interruption and we honored each sharing with a brief period of silence. 

In looking at the framework for theological reflection that was 

implemented in these groups, I had asked the participants to engage in 

the first two steps (focusing on and describing an experience) before they 

arrived. I defined for them an aspect of experience to focus upon for 

reflection, namely the decision process for referral to therapy. In order to 

find that process however, their focus needed to be more specifically 

upon the situation that had prompted the question within them of 

whether therapy might be necessary. 

Although no one was required to share the details of the situation 

they reflected upon, most thought that some background would help the 

rest of us understand better what was important in their process and 

how they came to ask themselves the questions that arose for them. This 

was as true for the group that was reflecting upon their own 

discernment process for personal counseling as it was for the group that 

was reflecting on the prospect of referring someone else. 

In describing for themselves the experience, they were able to 

move into the second step of the reflection, identifying the heart of the 

matter. This was also defined for them to some extent in that the heart 

of the matter that we were to explore in conversation was to be the 

feelings and questions that arose in them while focusing on the past 

situation.  



Thus when we gathered they were ready to enter into the third 

step of the framework, exploring the heart of the matter in conjunction 

with the Christian tradition of spiritual direction and cultural 

implications. 

After everyone had shared, we took a short break and then began 

the discussion portion. At this time I asked the participants what they 

had heard, looking for similarities or themes that might have run 

through each person’s sharing. The results of the discussion will be 

reported in a later section. This was the final part of the framework for 

theological reflection, the identification of new truths and insights. 

Before they left, I gave each person an evaluation and a self- 

addressed, stamped envelope, asking them to fill it out and send it back 

to me. I received them all back. 

 



Chapter III 

What the Groups Gained 

The six people who participated in the groups have been spiritual 

directors from six to “twenty-plus” years. Their occupations, in addition 

to spiritual direction, include: retreat work, working with students of 

spiritual direction, pastoral associate, retired diaconal minister. One- 

third were Protestant and two-thirds were Roman Catholic, which very 

closely reflects the make-up of the membership of Spiritual Directors 

International, Region 21.1, the organization from which the participants 

were drawn. To easily distinguish the two groups in this discussion, I 

shall refer to the group which reflected on referring a directee as Group 1 

and the group which reflected upon their own decision about seeking 

counseling as Group 2. 

In the course of the conversation with Group 1, it became clear 

that in looking for and watching God's presence in the life of a directee, 

there were similarities in each of the scenarios that had been reflected 

upon by the participants. None of the directees were manifesting serious 

mental illness; they were dealing, however, with severe stress in their 

lives. 

The feelings that were elicited in the directors were also similar. 

After periods of six to twelve months of hearing the same or similar 

words emerging during direction, the directors began feeling frustration 

on behalf of the directee and also with themselves; helplessness in that 
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all that they had to offer was not helping; anger at the situation or other 

people in the directee’s life and/or a feeling of being overwhelmed by 

the life situation of the directee. 

There seemed to be a general lack of movement or growth in the 

directees relationship with God as observed by the directors or reported 

by the directees. In coming to this conclusion, the kinds of questions that 

arose for the directors were: where is there movement in [this person's] 

life?; where is the drivenness and anxiety coming from?; what else do I 

have to offer?; is there an ability or willingness to go deeper? 

In looking at these issues, the element that was most striking for 

me was the amount of time which was allowed for the pattern to 

emerge. For these directors there was a developing recognition, over a 

fairly long period of time, that the directee’s issues were not being 

impacted by their spirituality. The stressors impacting the directee were 

clearly definable and there was clearly no change in either the level of 

stress or the directee’s relationship with God. 

As it became clearer to the directors that there was no movement 

in the directee, growing feelings of helplessness and futility with 

continuing with the direction arose. Alongside the consideration of 

whether counseling might be more appropriate, a question of justice 

arose: is it right to continue with direction if nothing is changing, is it 

ethical to continue taking money from this person when there is no 

progress?  



The answers to these questions will always depend upon the 

prayerful discernment of the director in conjunction with conversation 

with the directee. Each situation will have its own nuances and answers. 

Cultural and economic issues also need to be taken into 

consideration. In addition to the justice issue of continuing with 

direction when there is no apparent movement, the question of the 

directee’s ability to pay for counseling when it would not be covered by 

insurance points to the need to have good referrals that will offer a 

sliding scale. Additionally, the director needs to be clear that it is not a 

difference in cultural background between the directee and the director 

that is inclining the director to consider referral to counseling. The 

question arose in the discussion as to who determines, in the case of 

cultural differences, if therapy is required. When a lack of 

understanding, on either part, or a lack of agreement arises, how far can 

a director take insistence on a course of action without abusing the 

power of authority? 

The other area of discussion that came up for Group 1 was the 

initial interview. This is the time, it seems, when intuition once again 

comes strongly into play. Experienced directors said that if there is clearly 

a need for therapy at the time of the initial interview one will 

intuitively know that it “just won't work.” When pressed to be more 

specific, they were able to supply a few of their physical signals that tip 

them off to a problem. Some of the common signals might be a knot in 
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the stomach, feeling a need to physically back away, either person sitting 

with arms crossed. These are the sort physical signals that can vary from 

person to person and so it is important that each director learn their 

own signs. These examples might be a place to start looking for one’s 

own signals. 

As we were discussing the intuitive signals of the initial 

interview, other suggestions arose for beginning to recognize when long 

term direction might be hitting a snag. Questions such as: can I see God's 

presence in this person? If the answer is no, there is a problem 

somewhere. Other things to be aware of would be boredom during a 

direction session, or dread of starting a session with a particular person, 

a feeling of “oh, no, here we go again” could be an early signal of the lack 

of movement discussed earlier. 

The participants in Group 2 reported living a similar experience 

as that observed by Group 1. Group 2 participants felt that they were not 

making any movement in some area of their lives and this reflected a 

stress that demanded attention of some sort. Again the realization of 

“stuckness” took some time to develop, but coming to realize that 

month after month in their own direction sessions the issues were the 

same, they considered the possibility of seeking counseling. 

The questions these participants asked of themselves tended to be 

slightly different than the questions of the other group. In addition to 

being more oriented toward themselves, as they should be, their 
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questions also tended to be geared more toward the potential results. 

They asked such questions of themselves as: what would I get from 

counseling that I wouldn't or couldn’t get from direction?; what do I 

need?; why have I thought that God was not a part of the “stuckness”?; 

what is the truth under the pain and who will be able to ask the deeper 

questions that will help me find that?; is God enough for me to heal in 

this?; is this a problem or is it a journey? 

In the discussion, after all of the participants had shared, one of 

the things that stood out as most important for this group was that the 

discernment process did not end with the decision to seek counseling, 

that finding the right counselor was also a vital part of the process. In 

conjunction with that was an awareness of the relationship with one’s 

spiritual director and how the two modalities might work together. 

Each person in this group had a strong sense of knowing what 

was needed once the issue was confronted. The question arose during 

discussion as to whether “I trust that my directees know what they 

need”? 

In looking at the specific signs that indicated to them that 

counseling might be beneficial, this group was able to name a number of 

signs: projecting feeling onto others; a high level of anger or difficulty 

expressing that anger; resistance or confrontational reaction when an 

issue is raised; could they take the issue to prayer?; repressing feelings 

around an issue.  



Chapter IV 

Evaluation by Participants 

Participants were asked to respond to four evaluation questions 

which asked for a rating of 1 to 5 with 1 signifying poor or very little and 

5 signifying excellent or very much. The averaged responses for those 

questions ranged from 3.2 to 4.2, which I would interpret as average to 

somewhat above average. Specific questions will be discussed later. 

In response to the question “Has this reflection helped you in any 

way?” five people responded yes and one did not answer that question 

but in response to “In what ways,” did respond with affirmative 

comments. Thus I would say that all who participated did feel that they 

had gained something through that participation. 

To generalize what was said (specific responses can be seen in 

Appendix C), comments reflected gaining clarity on a referral process 

and the need to have resources for referral; being able to articulate more 

clearly the discernment process for referral; sharing experiences with 

other directors about when they sense that spiritual direction is not the 

primary need; recognition of growth and changes in self. 

All participants affirmed that the preparation materials were 

helpful in entering into the reflection. This was reaffirmed several times 

in comments about what was the strongest aspect of the process. Four 

people made comments about the preparation time which allowed for 

specific sharing. 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods 
College Library  



For the most part, something different caught the interest of each 

participant, although two commented on the similarities in everyone's 

discernment process. Other points of interest were that everyone was 

aware of the boundaries of spiritual direction; the ethical considerations 

of referral; and that the spiritual journey is a spiraling one. 

As previously mentioned, one of the strongest aspects of the 

process was considered to be the preparation time and the framework 

that guided the reflection process. Other aspects that were mentioned 

were the sharing from their own experience as spiritual directors as the 

basis for addressing the question of referral and listening to the director’s 

movement with a directee. 

In responding to the question about the weakest aspect of the 

process, only one response really addressed a weakness. This person felt 

that it was a weakness that there was not a counselor/ therapist included 

in the group to act as a balance for the group’s understanding and 

expectations of therapy. 

The last set of questions were ones which asked for ratings. Going 

through them individually, the responses follow. 

“How much did this process help you identify your discernment 

process?” 

Three 4's, two 3’s and one 1 for an average of 3.2 would indicate 

that most of the participants felt that the process was helpful to them. 
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“Did you gain new insight into the question?” 

Two 3's, three 4's and one 5 for an average of 3.8 would also 

indicate that the process was successful in eliciting new insight into the 

question for these participants. 

“How would you rate the facilitator?” 

Two 3's, three 4's and one 5 for an average of 4.2 indicate that the 

facilitator did a better than average job of facilitating the group 

discussion. 

“How important would it be to share the results o this reflection with 

the local SDI group?” 

Two 5's, two 4s, one 3 and one no response averages to 4.2 

indicating that those participating think that it would be beneficial to 

share a compilation of their thoughts with other spiritual directors. 

 



Chapter V 

Personal Reflection 

In reflecting on this project as a whole, I used the same 

framework I used with my groups, as set out in Killen and de Beer. I first 

wrote out the narrative of my experience from the inception through 

the conclusion of the theological reflection groups that I conducted. 

There were three feeling states that stood out for me: the dread of asking 

people to participate, the relief when I had finished asking people to 

participate and the excitement and satisfaction of completing what I felt 

were well run groups. 

These feelings evoke a series of images, first of a person curled up 

in a ball, then of that person laying outstretched, relaxed and finally the 

person standing with arms open and reaching upward, face to the sky. 

This speaks to me of a person growing in trust of God’s presence in the 

world and as seen through other people. This movement is exactly the 

focus of spiritual direction. 

As spiritual directors it is our ministry to see, and to help those 

who come to us to see, the presence and movement of God in their 

lives. It is not until the person before us is not able to see God in her or 

his life; is in obvious pain in some area of life; and spiritual direction is 

not helping, that the consideration for professional counseling need 

arise. We can never make the decision for another that counseling is the 
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necessary course of action but we can be the signpost that raises the 

question, just as we are the signposts that raise other questions in terms 

of the individual's relationship with God. 

The questions that arise are ones of relationship and movement. 

The director is asking, am I able to see God's presence in this person's 

life? Is this person able to recognize God's presence in his or her life? Is 

there movement in the relationship with God and not just change in 

the circumstances of life? These are questions that can’t arise until the 

director and directee have been working together long enough to have 

developed a relationship between themselves. 

The groups responded very positively to the method of 

theological reflection I chose to use. They appreciated the framework 

and the opportunity it afforded them to do their personal reflecting prior 

to our meeting as a group. I think that reserving the time together for 

discussion only, rather than trying to have them do both their personal 

reflecting and the discussion together, allowed the groups to feel less 

pressure and to have a discussion of the material which was richer 

because of their preparation. 

I must admit that in not wanting to intimidate anyone I did not 

tell them that they were engaging in theological reflection until after the 

groups had concluded. I do think, however, that decision left them freer 

to express themselves simply as who they were without any pre- 

conceptions about having to be “deep.” I think that the participants each 
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learned something about themselves as directors, and I was able to pull 

out of their discussion pertinent questions that could be of help to 

beginning directors, which was my goal. 

What I learned from the two groups is that the things that have 

led directors to wonder if a directee would benefit from therapy are the 

same sorts of things that have led directors to wonder if they themselves 

would benefit from therapy. Primary among these is a lack of 

movement around some issue that is causing prolonged distress. More 

important, however, is the impact this insight can have on the young 

director’s ability to discern if the subject of therapy needs to be 

approached. If the director can put herself or himself in the shoes of the 

directee and begin to answer the basic question, “What would I need if I 

were in that situation?” the process has begun. 

In addition to the basic question just stated, I have compiled a 

short list of questions that might be used as a starting point for 

discerning the potential need for therapy. It is not a comprehensive list 

and not all of the questions would apply in every situation. It is 

intended as a basic starting point. I don’t believe that every time a 

director wonders if therapy might be needed that the answer will be yes. 

Thus these questions are a guide for the discernment, not for the choice. 

After thinking about and answering enough of these, or other questions 
Zz 

the director may very well discern that suggesting therapy would not be 

necessary and/or appropriate at that time. 
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As the director, the directee and the true director, the Holy Spirit, 

come together in a journey of relationship, it is the relationship with 

God that is most important. If it becomes clear that the directee needs 

psychological help in order to better live in relationship with God and 

others, the kingdom is served in suggesting that help. On the other 

hand, if it becomes clear through discerning the issue that psychological 

help is not necessary to continuing the journey with God in the 

directee’s life, the kingdom is still served through the continuation of 

that journey. 

 



Basic Questions for Discerning Counseling Needs 

How am I feeling about this person? Am I feeling: frustration, anger, 
helplessness, futility? 

How long have I been feeling this in relation to this directee? 

Am I hearing the same problems month after month? How long have I 
been hearing the same things? 

Is there a lack of movement in this person’s relationship with God? 

Is this person willing to bring God into the issue? 

Is our discussion more focused on problems to be solved than on God's 
presence in the problems? 

If I were saying the things I'm hearing, what would I need? 

Is there some incongruity between the words and the behaviors of this 
person that spiritual direction does not seem to be addressing? 

What might be available to this person in counseling that I am not able 
to provide? 

Where is the Holy Spirit in this situation? 

Is there any possibility that there are cultural differences at work here 
and I am seeing a problem from my viewpoint that doesn’t exist 
from the directee’s viewpoint? 

Do I trust that this person knows what s/he needs? 

How willing, or able, is this person to take the issues presented to 
prayer? 

Remember, there is time available. Rarely is it necessary to make an on- 
the-spot assessment and decision about referral.  



Bibliography 

Edwards, Tilden. “Immediate Givenness to God in the Spiritual 
Direction Relationship.” Presence Vol. 1, No. 2, May, 1995. 

Edwards, Tilden. Spiritual Friend: Reclaiming the Gift of Spiritual 
Direction. New York: Paulist Press, 1980. 

Geromel, Eugene. “In Sweat and Tears: ‘Working It Through’ with 
God.” The Best of the Review - 3. pp. 266-271. 

Green, Thomas H. Friend of the Bridegroom:Spiritual Direction and the 
Encounter with Christ. Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 2000. 

Groeschel, Benedict. Spiritual Passages: The Psychology of Spiritual 
Development. New York: Crossroad, 1983. 

Kelcourse, Felicity. “Discernment: The Soul's Eye View.” From: Out of 
the Silence: Quaker Dimensions to Pastoral Care and Counseling. 

Killen, Patricia O'Connell and John De Beer. The Art of Theological 
Reflection. New York: Crossroad, 1994. 

Kinast, Robert L. Let Ministry Teach: A Guide to Theological Reflection. 
Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1996. 

Kinast, Robert L. What Are They Saying About Theological Reflection? 
New York: Paulist Press, 2000. 

Kornfeld, Margaret. Cultivating Wholeness. New York: Continuum, 
1998. 

Lonsdale, David. Listening to the Music of the Spirit: The Art of 
Discernment. Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 1992. 

27  



May, Gerald G. Care of Mind/Care of Spirit. San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1992. 

McCarty, Shaun, S.T. “On Entering Spiritual Direction” Review for 
Religious , Vol. 35, 1976. 

Vennard, Jane E. “The Compassionate Observer, An Experiential Model 
for Formation” Presence, Vol. 4, No. 3. September 1998. 

Whitehead, James D. and Evelyn Eaton Whitehead. Method in Ministry: 
Theological Reflection and Christian Ministry. Franklin, WI: 
Sheed & Ward, 1995. 

Willis, Robert J. “Professionalism, Legal Responsibilities and Record 
Keeping.” Presence. Vol. 1, No. 1, January, 1995. 

 



Appendix A 
Materials sent to Participants 

Kathalin Walker 
P.O. Box 53504 
Indianapolis, IN 46253-0504 

317.475.9496 

Dear (name), 

First of all, thank you for agreeing to participate in my pastoral project on October 4, 
from 9 am- noon. It is my hope that each person who participates will gain some new 
insight into the issue we will be addressing, as well as helping to contribute to the 
development of the field of spiritual direction. 

This project is one of the final requirements for completion of a Master of Arts in 
Pastoral Theology from St. Mary of-the-Woods College. I have chosen to focus on 
an aspect of spiritual direction because I recently completed the Spiritual Direction 
Internship at the Benedict Inn and transferred the credits I earned there to the MAPT 
program. 

While going through the SDI program one of the most frequently addressed 
questions centered on how a director decides when it is appropriate to refer a directee 
to psychological counseling. Many valid suggestions were given as to when a 
director might want to consider making that referral, but the question of how to make 
that decision was not as adequately addressed. 

By taking the group through a process that is designed to elicit new insights from a 
situation, I hope to begin developing a model which can be used in training programs 
to help directors-in-training feel more comfortable about their ability to make a 
decision regarding referral. 

The process which we will be using will require some preparation on your part prior 
to our meeting as a group. The preparations and what you can expect to happen 
during our meeting are detailed on the following page. 

You each have my everlasting gratitude for your willingness to participate. 

Peace, 

 



I am starting with the basic assumption that at some point in your practice as a 
spiritual director, you have considered the question of whether or not to suggest to a 
directee that she or he seek psychological counseling. The conclusion which you 
came to is not the important point, simply having taken the possibility under 
consideration is where our concern lies. 

The following framework describes the method of exploration this inquiry is to take. 
The first three steps should be completed prior to our meeting. 

Remember a situation in which you considered referring a directee to therapy. 
Initially just look at the facts of the situation. Write down as much as you can 
remember. Narrate the event by stating who was involved, what happened, where it 
occurred, how it occurred. Avoid analyzing or interpreting anything at this stage, just 
look at the facts. If you start to write something that includes the words “because” or 
“I think”, stop right there. That line of thinking goes into interpretation of the event. 
Actually writing it down will help provide clarity to the narration and help you not 
become bogged down in analyzing it. 

(You will NOT be asked to share this event or any of its details with the group.) 

2. Name one or two key feelings, in yourself, that are brought to light by your 
narration. Sit with those feelings and allow whatever questions they bring up to 
emerge. Please record these questions. It is these feelings and questions that we will 
be using as the basis of our group discussion. 

3: Returning to the situation which you narrated above, what questions do you 
remember asking yourself at the time? What elements did you take into consideration 
in making the decision about suggesting further counseling? We will also be looking 
at these questions during our discussion. 

The final piece of the framework is the discussion which will take place in a group. 
Each person will be asked to share the feelings and questions which were brought 
out by the situation considered, and then whatever questions came up at the time of 
the event. The group will be given an opportunity to clarify anything that may not 
have been clear. We will honor the sharing with a short period of silence between 
each person. This process is planned to take twenty minutes maximum per person. 
Again, we will not be sharing the situation that each person examined, but rather will 
be focused on the questions that were elicited. 

After everyone has shared, we will take a short break and then return for group 
discussion of what we have heard, looking for patterns, similarities and differences 
in what is set before us. I estimate the complete discussion process should take a 
maximum of three hours. 

My primary role will be as facilitator, keeping us moving and on track in the 
discussion. I will be audio taping the session to aid in my pulling together the results 
for my project paper. The tapes will, of course, be erased when I have finished.  



OR 
I am starting with the basic assumption that at some point in your career as a spiritual 
director/directee, you have considered the question of whether or not to take an issue 
of your own to psychological counseling. The conclusion which you came to is not 
as important as having taken the possibility under consideration. 

The following framework describes the method of exploration this inquiry is to take. 
The first three steps should be completed prior to our meeting. 

3 Remember a situation in which you considered seeking counseling, either 
instead of, or in addition to, spiritual direction. Initially just look at the facts of the 
situation. Write down as much as you can remember. Narrate the event by stating 
who was involved, what happened, where it occurred, how it occurred. Avoid 
analyzing or interpreting anything at this stage, just look at the facts. If you start to 
write something that includes the words “because” or “I think”, stop right there. That 
line of thinking goes into interpretation of the event. Actually writing it down will 
help provide clarity to the narration and help you not become bogged down in 
analyzing it. 

(You will NOT be asked to share this event or any of its details with the group.) 

2. Name one or two key feelings, in yourself, that are brought to light by your 
narration. Sit with those feelings and allow whatever questions they bring up to 
emerge. Please record these questions. It is these feelings and questions that we will 
be using as the basis of our group discussion. 

3. Returning to situation which you narrated above, what questions do you 
remember asking yourself at the time? What elements did you take into consideration 
in making the decision about further counseling? If you decided in favor of taking the 
issue to counseling either instead of, or in addition to, spiritual direction, what 
prompted that decision? We will also be looking at these questions during our 
discussion. 

The final piece of the framework is the discussion which will take place in a group. 
Each person will be asked to share the feelings and questions which were brought 
out by the situation considered, and then whatever questions came up at the time of 
the event. The group will be given an opportunity to clarify anything that may not 
have been clear. We will honor the sharing with a short period of silence between 
each person. This process is planned to take twenty minutes maximum per person. 
Again, we will not be sharing the situation that each person examined, but rather will 
be focused on the questions that were elicited. 

After everyone has shared, we will take a short break and then return for group 
discussion of what we have heard, looking for patterns, similarities and differences 
in what is set before us. I estimate the complete discussion process should take a 
maximum of three hours. 

My primary role will be as facilitator, keeping us moving and on track in the 
discussion. I will be audio taping the session to aid in my pulling together the results 
for my project paper. The tapes will, of course, be erased when I have finished.  



St. Mary of-the-Woods College 
Master of Arts in Pastoral Theology 

Consent for Audiotaping 

As a participant in Kathalin Walker's pastoral project, I hereby give my permission 
for audiotaping of group discussion. 

I further understand that the proceedings and the tapes are confidential, that no 
identifying information will be used in reporting the conclusions of the project. 

I also understand that the tapes made will be destroyed upon completion of the 
project. 

Signature 
  

Please sign and bring this form to the group meeting. Thank you. 

 



Appendix B 

Questionnaire 

Please return this questionnaire in the self-addressed stamped envelope 
provided by October 10, 2001. 

How long have you been a spiritual director? 

Do you have an occupation in addition to spiritual direction? 
If so, what? 
  

Has this reflection helped you in any way? 
In what ways? 

If not, why do you think that is? 

Was the preparation material helpful in entering this reflection? 

Of all that was said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest the 
most? 

What, in your opinion, was the strongest aspect of this process? 

What, in your opinion, was the weakest aspect of this process? 

For the following questions, please use a scale of 1-5 with I being poor or very 
little and 5 being excellent or very much. 

How much did this process help you identify your discernment process? 

Did you gain new insight into the question? 

How would you rate the facilitator? 

How important would it be to share the results of this reflection with the 
local SDI group?  



Appendix C 

Copies of the returned evaluations follow. 

 



Questionnaire 

Please return this questionnaire in the self-addressed stamped envelope provided by 
October 10, 2001. 

How long have you been a spiritual director? é (EATS 

Do you have an occupation in addition to spiritual direction? /A\/,» 
If so, what? 
  

Has this reflection helped you in any way? \/e S 
In what ways? 
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If not, why do you think that is? 

Was the preparation material helpful in entering this reflection? Yi&D 

Of all that was said and gE this conversation, what a nists) 
the most? 9c pkg 2 ct y 22 cornet tonters J SP 
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9) UH Crt Lo Sterile its of LHe S OAs 
What, in your opinion, was fhe Strongest aspect of this process? 
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For the following questions, please use a scale of 1-5 with 1 being poor or very little 
and 5 being excellent or very much. 

2 How much did this process help you identify your discernment process? 

sa Did you gain new insight into the question? 

J How would you rate the facilitator? 

“/ How important would it be to share the results of this reflection with the 
local SDI group?  



Questionnaire 

Please return this questionnaire in the self-addressed stamped envelope provided by 
October 10, 2001. 

How long have you been a spiritual director? T-10 peta 

Do you have an occupation in addition to spiritual og ld 
If so, what? Melis at Lago of. bt lal 

Has this reflection helped you in any a 
In what ways? _Z/« LP vv ¢ “rr ey Che try Tenn 

, aythey on 0 ntl Le 
culms) ge is 

, wh; Een ro “erate. 3 

Was the preparation material helpful in entering this reflection? pa 
L 

Of all that was said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest 
the most? 

cH a Sty dx L Dele 

[Fleets hell fall Lan e 7 2 

What, in your opinion, was the strongest aspect of this process? 

je pHzrrasig- [De - Qte ribo lim FAL eA 
/ 7 / : / 

What, in your opinion, was the weakest aspect of this process? : : 
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For the Tue questions, please Z a scale of 1-5 with 1 being poor or very little 
and 5 being excellent or very much. 

/ How much did this process help you identify your discernment process? 

or Did you gain new insight into the question? 

a How would you rate the facilitator? 

How important would it be to share the results of this reflection with the 
local SDI group? 
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Questionnaire 

Please return this questionnaire in the self-addressed stamped envelope provided by 
October 10, 2001. 

How long have you been a spiritual director? Coord & yeed) 

Do you have an Setibation in addition to spiritual direction? 
If so, what? y da TER Sor 

HL proses) 
Has this reflection helped you in any way? \ e.S E it 

In what ways? . ¢ Sor Zr] Zoic of Aettrrints posiabid fend 
o Don Lobby Omek rt an On2libs arlinlsre Aire SL con pyfoocd 

1d) rey nicl TB = Horcglest Sl par aod sro odin h fet acme of El 

propel Zr Zhe cette prod lor ot racy fiat ez P22; prsaent cia L 2tcogrees 

7 reepats <= idlrg res ZA nt rr PLT DUE sd) rg A Dowra 

ee res me F Fete) 

Was the preparation material helpful in entering this reflection? Ne S 

Of all that was said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest 
the most? 

Vor wd Lt Aan pts sce Zor ae i 

last ents Hs cp rossen { Ody offic Cl) ~~ eneo . LA : 
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hat, in your opinion, was the strofigest aspect of this process? 
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What, in your opinion, was the weakest aspect of this process? : 
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For the following questions, please use a scale of 1-5 with 1 being poor or very little 
and 5 being excellent or very much. 

How much did this process help you identify your discernment process? 

7 Did you gain new insight into the question? 

% How would you rate the facilitator? — #7 oC ird areoe) ei@ellinl so 

How important would it be to share the results of this reflection with the 
local SDI group? 
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Questionnaire 

Please return this questionnaire in the self-addressed stamped envelope provided by 
October 10, 2001. 

How long have you been a spiritual director? «<0 7 Nedeyg 

Do you have an occupation in addition to spiritual direction? _2&s* 
If so, what? 72, 248 A. “v0 

Has this reflection helped you in any way? etl 
In what ways? ng , Lech plo eo AT 4 Ale 

: sy] 

rbed 
If not, why do you think that is? 

Was the preparation material helpful in entering this reflection? po 

Of all that was said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest 
the most? Fe Rtrree bert 724-7 ErrieLs ee ZA Arce Fz 
fr ET a fee TR Leelee 

What, in your opinion, was the strongest aspect of this process? : , 
Lor : 2x Zhe Aoi” ‘ IPL PL Ere BEA peep Zl 
NA CAP LALPE A 2h. ACCA eo 

he A rr. ; 

What, in your opinion, was the weakest aspect of this process? 
/ i 

ad rl 
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For the following questions, please use a scale of 1-5 with 1 being poor or very little 
and 5 being excellent or very much. 

“/ How much did this process help you identify your discernment process? 

4/ Did you gain new insight into the question? 

4 How would you rate the facilitator? 

- How important would it be to share the results of this reflection with the 
local SDI group?  



Questionnaire 

Please return this questionnaire in the self-addressed stamped envelope provided by 
October 10, 2001. 

How long have you been a spiritual director? / 5 vrs 

Do you have an occupation in addition to spiritual direction? Yes 
If so, what? _ Spy) Goardovn Mivsskrres 

Has this reflection helped you in any way? _ 7e ¢ 
In what ways? 

Mare army I re fervial frecssg 

If not, why do you think that is? 

Was the preparation material helpful in entering this reflection? Je S 

Of all that was said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest 

the most? 

T he 51 milat1 lies Ih Buy pleco ec of os seer rr mgt 

~ What, in your opinion, was the strongest aspect of this process? 

Pr par alson b whorw be a vi 4 

What, in your opinion, was the weakest aspect of this process? 

i) 

For the following questions, please use a scale of 1-5 with 1 being poor or very little 

and 5 being excellent or very much. 

2 How much did this process help you identify your discernment process? 

H Dua you gain new insight into the question? 

How would you rate the facilitator? te 
3 How important would it be to share the results of this reflection with the 

local SDI group?  



Questionnaire 

Please return this questionnaire in the self-addressed stamped envelope provided by 

October 10, 2001. 

How long have you been a spiritual director? __& yoav > 

Do you have an occupation in addition to spiritual direction? Ie Ti red 
If so, what? _Aiacopal win ster - Juited Tet hod 

Has this reflection helped you in any way? = 
In what ways? 
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7 
If not, why do you think that is? & ho werd Ne ed To no L 
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Was the preparation material helpful in entering this reflection? _ jc > 

Of all that was said and heard during this conversation, what caught your interest Tt 
= < 

the most? each pet toe) par? pe a ne ree rr 

[Fou hola rie ¢ 27 SL apes a 

What, in your opinion, was the strongest aspect of this process? di i z 

prep el or 77 tl © he fo tel Si i <r 
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What, in your opinion, was the weakest aspect of this process? 
Ls de lo ES 

Th © re el 12 HC He Ca [7c 2 ve 7 te re 
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For the following questions, please use a scale of 1-5 with 1 being poor or very little 

and 5 being excellent or very much. 

J How much did this process help you identify your discernment process? 

5 Did you gain new insight into the question? 

5 How would you rate the facilitator? 

— 

5 How important would it be to share the results of this reflection with the 

local SDI group? 
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