RESISTANCE IN SPIRITUAL DIRECTION

In his excellent treatment of resistance, psychiatrist and spiritual director Gerald May observes: "The human mind is an endless source of inventiveness when it comes to avoiding the implications of spiritual experience." Avoidance aptly sug​gests the psychoanalytic phenomenon of resistance, in this instance, as it occurs in relationship to our spiritual lives. Resistance can be defined as an unconscious response that is part of all normal growth in which the person avoids some issue, some experience, or some insight by some form of avoiding behavior. It is caused by the ambivalence we all feel toward change in another or ourselves.

After many years of personal prayer and of spiritual direction with others, I am inclined to make an even stronger assertion than May: Most of us are engaged in endlessly inven​tive evasion not only of the implications of spiritual experience, but often, and more confusingly, of the experiences of God that we claim to desire. God gently lures us into intimacy and unexpectedly explodes us into mystery. Such encounters with mystery are simply too much for most of us until our capacity expands and our tolerance increases over the course of our spiri​tual development. Most of us lose our nerve somewhere between the lure and the explosion. As T.S. Eliot wrote in the Four Quartets, ".. .human kind/Cannot bear very much reality." Paul Tillich put it slightly differently and sympathetically: "If you've never run away from your God, I wonder who your God is." Evasion is directly related to both the closeness of God’s approach to us and to our instinctive withdrawal from God's presence. Experiences of God as mystery evoke awe, even fear, in the face of the numninous and uncontrollable otherness of God.

This dynamic of fear of and flight from intimacy with God-the holiness of God, the unpredictability of God, and even the tenderness of God-occurs because our small, condi​tioned sense of self is threatened in both obvious and subtle ways by such encounters. The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius consist of a pedagogy for progressively learning to live more intimately and consistently in the mystery of God's love for us. The Exercises evoke and nurture, when rightly experienced, a profound conversion experience. Subsequently, they seek to stabilize retreatants so they might continue to develop an increasing capacity to bear more grace, to become more God​ filled, and thus to become so God-possessed that God can act in the world in and through them. This ongoing process extends well beyond the experience of the retreat itself and ripens over a lifetime. Frequently this process finds particular expression in successive retreat experiences.

This developmental mystical process consists of contin​ued, successive transformations. Nothing is ever the same again once we and our directees begin to surrender to God and commit ourselves to traverse the entire path. Whenever we glimpse a potential need to change, most of us find a con​venient way to avoid the agent or circumstances of that change. All our defenses arise, not because we so choose, but because we are naturally self-protective of our present sense of self and way of life. This is not necessarily willful or even conscious. Consequently, directors need to understand these dynamics thoroughly. They simply happen, and our response as directors can make an enormous difference in our directees' lives.

Resistance is a technical psychological term that aptly accounts for these endlessly varied and subtle responses. Nevertheless, it is not a term we as directors should ever use with directees. Should we accusingly ask our directees, "'Why are you resisting?", a likely response could be even greater defensiveness. Resistance, though, can be a helpful concept through which to identify and reflect on some very typical experiences all of us have both as directors and as 

pray-ers.

Resistance in Spiritual Direction

As defined above, resistance constitutes unconscious avoidance. Our ambivalence about change in another or our​selves accounts for these subtle reactions. Like Susan in the verbatim that ended Chapter 1, we are often unaware of the fear that prevents us from claiming and intending what we desire. Although we want, for instance, greater intimacy with God as Susan did, we are also unwilling or not yet ready for the way our lives might change were God to fulfill that desire. We often want a change that we are not entirely willing to implement. Most of us find changing our behavior or our commitments threatening.

By definition, everyone resists at some time or another. This resistance is entirely unconscious so we can't help it until it becomes conscious. The intensity and depth of this avoid​ance admits of degrees: mild, moderate, or serious. This notion of degrees is extremely important for spiritual directors who may not be trained clinicians. In her direction session, Susan's willingness to explore the block she was experiencing in prayer indicated that her level of resistance was quite mild. Once Susan could recognize her fear of the very intimacy with

God she also wanted, she was able to relax. Susan was suffi​ciently relaxed during the session that she could allow God to be with her in her fear. The ability of a directee to respond to such an exploration of potential resistance confirms for the director the appropriateness and timeliness of gently working with this material. With the help of her director, Susan was able to move toward her desire for greater intimacy with God in a way she could not when she was alone and unaware of her fear. Within the context of therapy or psychoanalysis (from which this concept emerged), resistance usually refers to avoidance of something the therapist wants to address with a counselee. The therapist usually feels it immediately and directly. As 1 adopt and apply the unconscious dynamics referred to by this term, I identify three distinct ways in which the dynamics of resistance are experienced within the spiritual direction conversation.

Resistance to Spiritual Experience

The first form resistance takes in spiritual direction is directees' avoidance of religious experience itself. The spiritual direction conversation focuses on the directee's relationship with God. When directees avoid something in this relationship, their avoidance has nothing to do with the director; it is part of the

God-human relationship. Directees frequently move away from God's inbreak into their lives because something about the expe​rience frightens them. This something might be the surprise of God's initiation in the relationship, the intensity of God's pres​ence, the directee's affective response, a perceived threat to self​ image, a change in the way prayer is experienced, or a sense that unpleasant or undesirable consequences will follow. Any of these might result in a countermovement. God draws close and the directee finds a way to flee. The following narrative illustrates resistance to some aspect of the directee's relationship with God.

Sister Grace, in her early twenties and contemplating making final vows in her community, wondered how the women ahead of her in the formation process could be sure they were ready to make this commitment. One Saturday morning, she was dis​cussing this with a friend who was planning to make final vows in a few months. Her friend said to her, "Have you tried asking God about this?" Grace replied, "I hadn't thought about that," and actually went to her room to pray. When she prayed, asking if God wanted her to make final vows, she experienced her bed​room suddenly filled with light, more than the sun streaming through the windows could account for. And she felt deeply loved by God. However, this surprisingly immediate response to her prayer and the intensity of God's love and presence frightened her and she fled her room.

Her Friend noticed her pacing one of the corridors and com​mented, "I thought you said you were going to pray." Grace responded, "I did, and God is in my room right nowl" Her friend asked the next logical question, "Then what are you doing out here? Don't you think you should go back?" Grace replied, "I've got enough of an answer for nowl" She did go back to her room, and the light had faded. The overwhelming palpable sense of God's presence and love was no longer there.

In this example, Sister Grace's fiend models excellent spiritual direction skills. She focuses Grace on a direct encounter with God as the basis for her decision making. When Grace prays with this intention, she receives far more than she expected. God's response is clear and unmistakable, at least in terms of God's inviting her to an ongoing relationship. Grace realizes that this epiphany already indicates pretty clearly the direction in which God is inviting her. But she is neither totally ready to welcome the implications of that invitation nor able at this moment to remain present to God in the face of this awesome and loving numinosity. She physically leaves. But when her friend challenges her, she receives the support she needs to return to prayer and does so. Had her friend not met her at that moment, she might not have returned to prayer and may have even forgotten to mention this experience in a later spiritual direction conversation.

In the silent, enclosed retreat, dynamics such as those in the previous narrative are usually fairly evident to the director. Directees who become self-reflective will also notice these responses, perhaps after the fact, and yet often feel helpless to do any better. In Grace's case, she abruptly ended the experience by physically leaving her room. There are many more subtle ways

of slowing down, moving away from, or stopping the intimate communication of God with a directee. One reason spiritual direction proves so helpful, especially during a retreat process, lies in a director's ability to recognize when the directee is mov​ing away from the spiritual experience being offered. Gently helping the directee return to prayer and receive the intimacy or grace being offered supports the directee's development.

Within the process of the Exercises, a retreatant may develop resistance to a particular exercise rather than to what is transpiring between the directee and God. In this case, the director needs to invite the retreatant to move to the next theme or process only when he or she is graced with the readiness to do so. Expressed repugnance to a particular theme or exercise usually indicates that the timing is off. Typically, the next move​ment appears spontaneously in the directee's prayer before the director introduces it. This preliminary emergence of content or affective disposition suggests the appropriateness of proceed​ing. If the director moves faster than the directee's prayer can support, the directee is likely to develop resistance both to the director and to the process of the Exercises.
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