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HENRI NOUWEN AND SPIRITUAL COMPANIONSHIP

I recently took a short backpacking trip in the North Cas-
cades of Washington State. I like to have an author accom-
pany me while sipping my instant coffee in the morning or
curling up in my sleeping bag at night. This trip, I brought
with me Henri Nouwen’s The Inner Voice of Love, described on
the back cover as his “secret journal” - written during a pe-
riod of intense doubt, low self-esteem, anguish, and despair.
Nouwen writes with great clarity and purpose, and I was
moved reading his intimate sharing.

In one entry, he writes of our need to share our struggles,
pain, and anguish with others, so that need may be af-
firmed and acknowledged. Indeed, Nouwen continues, our
suffering can be of service to others, when shared judicious-
ly, and with caution.

Nouwen says, “You will always need people who do not need you but
who can receive you and give you back to yourself” T was struck —
what a beautiful description of spiritual companionship,
encapsulating the essence, calling, and profound gifts of
spiritual companionship!

I'm in my sixth year working for SDI. During this time, I've
had countless conversations with folks about our work as
spiritual directors and companions. Sometimes these dis-
cussions are easy, but more often context is necessary for
those unfamiliar with our modalities. So, I describe our
practices of deep listening, contemplation, and compassion-
ate service, in service to helping others on their own unique

by Matt Whitney

spiritual journeys. These approaches help us all to recall
and behold our deep, and innate, connection with God, The
Divine, The Universe, or however we might each name The
Ground of All Being.

Let’s contemplate this together - how are each of us received
by someone “who does not need us,” and who “gives us back
to ourselves?”

What does it mean that someone needs nothing from us?
Let’s start with the fact that we have many relationships
in life, with varying degrees of responsibilities and obliga-
tions. As a partner and a parent, [ have a responsibility to
be loving and caring to my spouse, and my son. If we are
friends, it’s important that we find fun things to do togeth-
er, as well as help each other out in our struggles, or even
with more mundane tasks such as moving or working on a
house project. Professional colleagues pool their efforts in
common causes and purposes. And so on. All of these rela-
tionships can blossom as we get to know one another, and
become more intimate over time. Perhaps eventually to the
point of finding safety and comfort in sharing our spiritu-
ality with each other. After all, mutuality and reciprocity
are the most precious gifts of our relationships. We give as
much as we get.

One question I often hear in response to my own descrip-
tions of a spiritual companion is: “why can’t that person
just be an intimate partner, or a good friend?” To which I re-
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spond, “On occasion, they can be!” But what I have found,
and I imagine you may have as well, is that our sufferings
and longings are too intimate, too delicate, and too easi-
ly misunderstood by even our partners and closest friends.
Within us may be truths so hidden that we don’t know how
to properly speak of them. This can become problematic if
we are tempted to overshare, as it may confuse or even be-
come a burden to those whom we live and work with. As
it turns out, our colleagues, friends, and partners actually
need quite a bit from us - as does every good relationship.

This includes the inevitable need to be selective, and even
guarded, in sharing our most intimate spiritual selves.

Conversely, though a partner or friend might mean well,
they are likely not attuned to the deep listening that would
be most helpful to us. They may want to correct us, solve
our problems, and make us feel better. The intentions are
good, but these responses can be awkward, even harmful,
to understanding our unique journeys.

continued on next page

You will always need people who do not need
you but who can receive you and give you back
to yourself.

- Henri Nouwen
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A spiritual companion can give us uninhibited
safe space to untangle and declutter the surface
of our lives, such that the depths within us can
be excavated. Much like clearing weeds from a
garden, these depths are given air to breathe

and light to reveal.

This is what Nouwen means by “need.” Our partners need
us to be loving, contributing partners. Our colleagues need
us to be productive and helpful. Our friends need us to be...
friends. They also need us to be complete and caring people
in their lives.

On the other hand, a spiritual companion doesn’t need us
at all in these ways. They don’t require our service or assis-
tance. When I meet with mine, I don’t need to dress nice-
ly, or pretend that I'm in a good mood. I arrive just as I am,
with all my “baggage” This is a great gift and a huge relief!

Nouwen adds that a spiritual companion “gives us back to
ourselves” As we all notice the tangles of our busy lives, and
the anxieties and fears we carry, we eventually realize there
are things deep within us that yearn and long in ways we
may not be able to properly name. A spiritual companion
can give us uninhibited safe space to untangle and declut
ter the surface of our lives, such that the depths within us
can be excavated. Much like clearing weeds from a garden,
these depths are given air to breathe and light to reveal.

Many of the world’s spiritual traditions speak of the True
Self. This True Self is our Spiritual Essence, the Child
of God, Transcendent Awareness, the Eternal Self, The
Ground of Our Being. This depth is you - the real You that
spiritual companionship gives back to us!

There is much work we must all do to discover our True Na-
ture: learning to integrate our pain, understanding our suf-
fering, and alchemizing these into the living wisdom that
weaves itself through all of us eternally.

Though my descriptions of spiritual companionship change
depending on the conversation, I always say: “Everyone
should work with a spiritual companion.” This includes
you! If spiritual companionship is not part of your routine
of care, I encourage you to check out our

. Spend some time researching
potential Spiritual Directors, Companions, and Guides to
work with, and connect with a few. They are the kindest
folks I know and typically offer free introductory sessions
if you ask.

And may you find a person who needs nothing from you,
but can receive you, and give you back to yourself.

Matt Whitney

SDI Creative Director



https://www.sdicompanions.org/find-a-spiritual-director-companion/
https://www.sdicompanions.org/find-a-spiritual-director-companion/

Regional and Affinity
Gatherings for
spiritual directors and
companions

Affinity Groups
Include:
BIPOC

LGBTQIA+

Educators

a Community Group
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Mid-Atlantic/DC

Any SDI Member can join
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Northwest in-person
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You finally came to me at thirty-eight,
not at twenty. el
In college, those weighty vedas, those
lavender-faced deities with too many
arms,

had seemed too exotic and remote. -
I’d wanted only poems then, feathery- .
volumes I could lift with a finger : -
and consume easily. -

I had no interest in India.

So you waited beneath your gingko tree,

chuckling.

Ganesh, Lord Destroyer of Obstacles,
elephant-headed son of Parvati.

You drank your brown water in another
land, standing in your power,

Knowing the exact moment of my life

to lumber through me, weighted with
brilliance.

One-tusked, bejeweled, massive,
deliberate, incorruptible;

holding a crook to goad the future to
a rightful place, and a noose to snare
illusions.

TO GANESH

You} steady gait mesmerizes your
falth?ul We stand in the blistering sun,

stuttering pralse craving the very brush
of your hide o LY
to split us open, scattering oﬁr b1tterness
like a thousand moths, w
leaving only sugar, a sweet trac€ at the
bottom of your cup.

I know I am a lotus flower, a white
bloom floating on water.

I tell myself that is all I am.

Laugh at my ignorance, Lord. Open my
eye. Let me see

that I am the mud as well as the bloom.

Standing on your back, let me finally see
over that damned wall to Love, limitless
Love.

Jennifer Revill is a poet, spiritual director, entrepreneur and leader at her Unitarian Universalist church in Mas-
sachusetts. She received a Master of Arts in spirituality from Merrimack College, where she serves as an aca-
demic development consultant. Her company, The Mobile Mystic, creates opportunities for engagement and
dialogue about contemporary spirituality. You can reach her at revill[@merrimack.edu.
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Teachings on the Desert Mothers and Fathers,

St Teresa of Avila, and St. John of the Cross

with Dr. David Denny and Tessa Biele.
Begins November 1, 2023

SHIMWEBINAR

Download

Coming Oct 2023
FREE

INNER INVITATIONS chapter now!
BY LUCY TIERNEY

An experiential guidebook for nurturing

inner balance, healing and freedom.

Learn how to attune to the unique invitations for
growth that arise from within you. Drawing on
universal wisdom, Lucy Tierney offers trustworthy
guidance for spiritual growth - for everyone.

This book is for you if:

=> You are spiritual but not religious.

=> You want to deepen your personal spirituality
within your faith tradition.

=> You are recovering from toxic religion and
seeking to safely reconnect with spirituality.

www.experiencelivingpu rposefully.com
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Camlnando' Walkl I

Greg Mellor is Catholic Chaplaln‘at Caln‘orma State Prlson Sacramento in Folsom, California. Heis a spmtual
director and a member of the 2017 SDI New Contemplatives Initiative cohort. This poem is inspired by one -
of many cell-side conversations during which he encounters an abundance of divine wonder. You can reach

him at gjmellor@gmail.com.
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for Spiritual Directors and Companions

Srspoed by the work of Huston g4
Imdh, Racmon Pannikar, and Bede /
J/ufﬁb ; Ja.ndét, and other
lumenarces.
A 12 Jesswon Course,
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Share Contemplative Meditation
and Mindfulness Skills While
Deepening Your Own Practice

Become a Certified

Meditation and
Mindfulness Leader

Join Sage Institute's
200-Hr Online Meditation

With Sensei Sean Murphy, 6-Year SDI Board
Member, Zen Buddhist Teacher, Meditation
Instructor — University of New Mexico
Begins October 2023

Learn more and apply today at
www.sagetaos.org

er Training Program

Are you ready to take the steps to
find a spiritual director/companion?

Find a Spiritual

Director/Companion Guide

SDI provides an easy, inviting way for seekers to
find a spiritual director or spiritual companion, to
find a training program, and/or a retreat center.

Search now at sdicompanions.org

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON
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IGNATIAN SPIRITUAL DIRECTION

CO-HOSTED BY
NICHOLAS COLLURA

.u\v ’ 3 '"("'"—h\ .

A 12 SESSION COURSE
STARTS JULY 18

l“}' AND LORI STANLEY @l‘M
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Whatever your
spiritual orientation,

wherever you are
in your journey,

We are with you.

BECOME AN SDI MEMBER

All SDI Members receive discounts on SDI's educational offerings,
and gain exclusive access to our various online resources, such as
Discussion Forums, Group Spiritual Companionship and our new,
beautiful online version of Presence Journal.

N

Choose the membership that is right for you!

For those who are For all kinds of
training to become spiritual companions

VENUS  spiritual companions. NEPTUNE and deep listeners.
(STUDENT) (STANDARD)

- +
: ‘ For those who are 0 ', Forour most active
v ..  abletosupport SDI b t : and supportive

JUPITER  ata higher rate. CQSMQS companions.

(ENHANCED) (PREMIUM)

Join us today at sdicompanions.org.
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The friend who can be silent with us in a moment
of despair or confusion, who can stay with us
in an hour of grief and bereavement, who can
tolerate not-knowing, not-curing, not-healing,

and face with us the reality of our powerlessness,

that is the friend who cares.

- Henri Nouwen




Listen is an outreach publication of SDI - The Home of Spiritual Companionship. When

you visit the SDI website at www.sdicompanions.org, you can learn about retreats,

programs, conferences, and other educational events related to spiritual companionship.

You can read descriptions of the spiritual direction relationship from a variety of spiritual

traditions, and discover excellent questions to ask yourself and any potential spiritual

directors you choose to interview. To locate a spiritual director or companion, go online
to Find a Spiritual Companion Guide. More than 6,000 spiritual directors are listed at

www.sdicompanions.org.

The Home of Spiritual Companionship
PO Box 3584 | Bellevue, WA 98009
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