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ABSTRACT

In this research project Portfolio, the author articulates the importance of
community in spiritual formation in three ways. First, the author shares
autobiographical details that reveal her transformation from unbelief to surrender
to God’s love, in and through the community of faith. God’s love sustains her in
remaining in her local church to participate in missio Dei (God’s mission) in
community despite relational challenges. Second, the author proposes a spiritual
formation model, in the context of the full gospel story, to explain that Christians
are invited to participate in missio Dei and are formed into Christlikeness in the
process. Christian faith should have a communal perspective and be future-
oriented. Christians are pilgrims journeying together to the new creation. She
developed a process named “BLESS” to help Christians handle relational
challenges in their church community so that they can continue be part of the
local church to participate in missio Dei. Third, the author describes a research
project that she conducted in which she examined the impact of group
companionship on spiritual directors’ spiritual and professional lives. To do so
she arranged contemplative evocative group supervision, facilitated by a certified
spiritual director supervisor. This research project confirmed that group
companionship in facilitated contemplative evocative group supervision brings
spiritual and professional growth. This manifests in enhanced awareness of God’s
presence as well as self-awareness for the spiritual directors and more welcoming

spaces to better serve their directees.
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EPIGRAPH

My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going.

I do not see the road ahead of me.

I cannot know for certain where it will end.
Nor do I really know myself,

and the fact that I think I am following Your will

does not mean that I am actually doing so.

But I believe that the desire to please You does in fact please You.
And T hope I have that desire in all that I am doing.

I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire.
And I know that, if I do this,

You will lead me by the right road,

though I may know nothing about it.

Therefore I will trust You always

though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death.
I will not fear,

for You are ever with me,

and You will never leave me to face my perils alone.
Amen.

—Thomas Merton, “A Prayer of Unknowing”

X1



TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF TABLES XV
LIST OF FIGURES XV
ABBREVIATIONS XVl
GLOSSARY XVil
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION—A PERSONALIZED NECKLACE FOR
DANCING WITH THE TRINITY 1
CHAPTER 2: SPIRITUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY—THE STORY OF A
PRAY-ER DANCING WITH THE TRINITY 10
Jesus’ Invitation: Shall We Dance? 11
God Carried Me to Another Dance Floor: Canada 16
Scene One: My Life 19
Scene Two: My Study 19
Scene Three: My Work 20
Scene Four: My Parents’ Conversion 21
Scene Five: My Finances 22
Knowing My Enigmatic Dance Partner 23
Clinging to My Dance Partner 31
Intimate Conversations with My Dance Partner 40
To Leave or to Stay on this Dance Floor? Your Will, Not Mine! 51
CHAPTER 3: A MODEL OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION— DANCING
WITH THE TRINITY IN MISSIO DEI 57
Defining Missio Dei (God’s mission) and Mission 59
Defining Spiritual Formation 60
The Full Gospel Story as the Context of This Model and Its Implication on
Spiritual Formation 62
Foundational Beliefs of This Model 63
The Triune God is Love 63
The Trinity is the Perfect Example for Human Communities 65
Christian Spiritual Formation and Mission are Inseparable 66
Spiritual Formation 1s Inseparable from Connection with Others 67
Trinitarian Spirituality 1s a Holistic Spirituality 68
The Model of Dancing with the Trinity in Missio Dei 69
The Three Communities in the Context of This Model 69
The Trinity 70
The Church 71
The New Creation 72
The Interaction with God and Others in Spiritual Formation to Participate in
Missio Dei 73
The Metaphor of Dancing in the Trinity, Church, and New Creation 76
Dance within the Trinity — the Divine Ballroom Dance 77

The Triune God Invites Christians to Dance — One-on-one Ballroom Dance
and Round Ballroom Dance 78

Xil



Dance in the New Creation — Round Ballroom Dance 79

The BLESS Process and Its Applications 81
Relational Challenges in the Local Church 82
The Five Components of the BLESS Process 84

B: Bring the relational challenges to light 85
L: Listen to the Holy Spirit 87
E: Eternal love from God and by God 88
S: Safe and supportive community &9
S: Surrender to God’s Love 90
The Five Components of the BLESS Process in Jesus’ Praying in
Gethsemane 91
B: Bring relational challenges to light 92
L: Listen to the Holy Spirit 92
E: Eternal love from God and by God 93
S: Safe and supportive community 93
S: Surrender to God’s love 93

Applying BLESS 94

The Implications of the Model “Dancing with the Trinity in Missio Dei” 99

The Connection Between This Model and My Research Project 100

CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH PROJECT—A COMMUNITY OF SPIRITUAL
DIRECTORS DANCING IN FACILITATED CONTEMPLATIVE

EVOCATIVE GROUP SUPERVISION 103
Opportunity and Response 104
Definition of Key Terms 107
Supervision, Permission and Access 107
Context 108
Models and Other Resources 110

My Spiritual Autobiography and Proposed Model of Spiritual Formation 110
Other Resources 111
Project, Methodology and Methods 112
Field 113
Scope 115
Methodology 117
Method 118
Phases and Timetables 121
Ethics in Ministry-based Research 122
Findings, Interpretations, Limitations, and Outcomes 124
Findings 124
Findings from Pre-project Interviews 127
Feelings about the FCEGS sessions 128

The Impact of Interacting with Peer Directors on Participants’ Spiritual
Life 128
The Impact of Interacting with Peer Directors on Participants’ Professional
Growth 131

Perceived Differences Between Group and One-on-One Supervision 133

Xiil



Factors Contributing to the Impact on Participants’ Spiritual and
Professional Lives
Findings from Post-project Interviews

136
139

The Participants’ Expectations Concerning Peer Support Moving Forward

Interpretations
Limitations
Outcomes

Implications and Conclusion

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION—GOD CAN USE LESS TO BLESS

APPENDICES
Appendix 1: Agenda and Guideline
Appendix 2: Spiritual Director Self-Supervision Form
Appendix 3: Spiritual Director Contemplative Reflection Form
Appendix 4: Spiritual Director Remembered Dialogue Form
Appendix 5: Spiritual Director Post-Supervision Form
Appendix 6: Suggestions for Different Roles in the Research Group
Appendix 7: Guideline for Sharing of the Research Group
Appendix 8: Pre- and Post- Project Interview Questions
Appendix 9: Post-meeting Reflection Form
Appendix 10: A Template Letter to the Tyndale Association of Spiritual
Directors and Canadian Fellowship of Christian Spiritual Directors
Appendix 11: Information Letter
Appendix 12: Research Study Consent Form
Appendix 13: French Pantoum Written by Participants

REFERENCES

X1V

141
143
152
154
155

159

165
166
168
169
170
173
174
175
176
178

179
180
182
183

185



LIST OF TABLES
Table 1: Questions for Self-Examination
Table 2: Being a Safe and Supportive Community
Table 3: Demographic Data of the Participants
Table 4: Phases and Timetables
Table 5: Findings from Pre-project Interviews
Table 6: Participants' Responses Re. Their Spiritual Lives
Table 7: Participants’ Responses Re. Professional Growth
Table 8: Perceived Differences of Group Supervision
Table 9: Perceived Differences of One-On-One Supervision
Table 10: Perceived Contributing Factors

Table 11: Participants' Expectations about Peer Support

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1: The BLESS Process

Figure 2: Word Cloud of Participants’ Feelings

XV

95

98

114

121

127

129

131

133

134

136

142

&4

128



CCPC
CFCSD
CSD
CSDS
DMin
FCEGS
MDiv
MTS
SD
TASD

ABBREVIATIONS

Canadian Council of Professional Certification
Canadian Fellowship of Christian Spiritual Directors
Certified Spiritual Director

Certified Spiritual Director Supervisor

Doctor of Ministry

Facilitated Contemplative Evocative Group Supervision
Master of Divinity

Master of Theological Studies

Spiritual Direction

Tyndale Association of Spiritual Directors

XVi



GLOSSARY

BLESS Process: It is a process to help Christians handle relational challenges
encountered in the local church. There are five components in this process. They
are B (Bring the relational challenges to light); L (Listen to the Holy Spirit); E
(Eternal love from God and by God); S (Safe and supportive community); S
(Surrender to God’s love).

Contemplative Evocative Questions: Open-ended questions which create a
contemplative atmosphere to help people stay in the present moment and be aware
of God’s presence (Conroy 2018).

Dechurched People: People who used to attend church at least once per month
but are now attending less than once a year (Davis and Grahm 2023, xxi1).

Directee: A person who receives spiritual direction.

Facilitated Contemplative Evocative Group Supervision: Multiple spiritual
directors in a group setting receiving supervision facilitated by a trained spiritual
director supervisor. The approach helps participants express their feelings and
experiences 1n an explorative way (evocative) in an environment that fosters
attentiveness to spiritual experiences and God’s presence (contemplative).

Fellow Directors or Peer Directors: Spiritual directors relating to each other in
equal standing. There is no subordinate relationship between them. Fellow
directors and peer directors are used interchangeably in this portfolio.

Group Companionship: At least two people accompanying each other as a
community.

Perichoresis: The mutual indwelling and equal relationship among the three
divine Persons of the Godhead in the Trinity.

Presenting a Spiritual Direction Case: When bringing a directee’s case to
supervision, spiritual directors introduce the directee’s background information,
highlight the focus of supervision, and present a snapshot of the dialogue from the
spiritual direction session. There are supervisory forms which help spiritual
directors record the process and dialogue. Usually, the presenting spiritual
director and fellow directors will read the dialogue to facilitate supervision.

Round Ballroom Dance: Also known as choreographed ballroom dance. A cuer
reads out a choreography sheet to direct the dance. There is no leader or follower
in the dancing couple. They only need to listen to the cuer and move their bodies
accordingly.

Spiritual Direction: A relationship that allows one person to assist another in
discerning God’s activity and presence in his or her life (Calhoun 2015, 133).
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Spiritual Director: A person who provides spiritual direction. In this portfolio,
the term “directors” 1s used to refer to “spiritual directors.”

Spiritual Director Supervisor: A spiritual director who supervises directors.

Spiritual Formation: A process of becoming Christlike through the
transformative work of the Holy Spirit and human beings’ responses to it in the
community of faith. It is for the sake of individuals and the world.

The Church: All Christians worldwide. There is only one Church. All people
who believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of the living God and their saviour from sin
are Christians and automatically members of the Church. The Church is a
community whose members are in relationship with each other.

The Local Church or the Local Congregation: Communities of faith where
corporate practices, like communion and baptism, take place. The local church or
local congregation 1s within the Church. In this portfolio, the term “the local
church” and “the local congregation” are used interchangeably.

Please note that all Bible passages are rendered from the New International
Version (NIV) unless otherwise stated.
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CHAPTER 1:
INTRODUCTION—A PERSONALIZED NECKLACE

FOR DANCING WITH THE TRINITY

“What are you going to do after your graduation?” This is a question that |
did not ask myself when I decided to apply for the Doctor of Ministry in Spiritual
Formation (DMin) program in 2021. I have been repeatedly asked this question
during my studies by my pastors, brothers and sisters in Christ, and friends. I
pursued my DMin to experience spiritual transformation and prepare myself for
God’s use. I believe that God will reveal his plan to me at the right time. My
studies are my offering to God from a heart that is surrendered to him.

I first felt inferior when I compared myself to my cohort. They are all
experienced, gifted, and ordained pastors. They seemed to have ideas about what
they would like to explore and study through this DMin program, and what
implications it would have for their future ministry. Unlike my cohort, I did not
have any areas that I wanted to investigate. | was only responding to God’s
calling, based on my belief that God is good and always blesses those who love
him.

There were a lot of class discussions and presentations in the program,
which are not my strength. I felt that I was less than the rest of my cohort: less
stellar, less qualified, and less competent. The list could go on. As I started the

1



program, I chose to persevere as I had in my Master of Theological Studies
(MTS). T found strength in the fact that God confirmed my calling through the

Chinese hymn “3 B #& R F BRF& = BREX” (I Have Decided to Follow Jesus)

before I began the DMin program.

A drastic change in my first year of the DMin program showed me that
God was with me. This gave me the courage to carry on. The project for our first
year was to write a spiritual autobiography. This was new to me, and because
English is not my first language, it was not an easy task. Initially, I could only
write a dull and boring spiritual autobiography—a list of my life events in
chronological order. After the residency in January 2022, I suddenly realized that
everyone’s story is unique. Only I can tell the story of my relationship with God. I
was immediately freed from the bondage of telling stories in a certain way. |
received the power and boldness to express myself in my own way. I change
voices throughout my spiritual autobiography, which includes narratives,
dialogues with God, and self-talks. This became Chapter 2 of this portfolio.

My spiritual journey started with Jesus’ invitation to me to dance. I, a
clumsy dancer, learned to know Jesus, my dance partner, through scripture and
prayers. I learned the basic steps and surrendered to Jesus’ leading. God placed
me in my church to further practice interacting with others and glorifying his
name alongside my community. There were challenges, especially in relating to
others. These continue even now. However, I have experienced God’s presence in
every challenge as he stretches me further. He led me to remain in my local

church, to lay down my agenda, and to surrender to him out of love.



The next project of the DMin program was to construct a spiritual
formation model. If writing a spiritual autobiography challenged my writing
skills, creating a spiritual formation model elevated the challenge by demanding
more abstract thinking. I was not certain what a spiritual formation model was or
how to construct it. All I knew at that time was that I needed to pray fervently for
God’s wisdom.

God is always so faithful. In December 2022, while I was driving home
after praying at Tyndale, a Chinese Christian song rang in my ears. It was called

“ILVER” (“The Melody of My Heart”). The lyrics are:

SR RRE R, BER—EmE, wiEE LR
You have mercy on me and I give my unceasing thanks to you.
I pray that I will offer my life to you till my last breath.

SRARHE B ZRBEGN, FE— R R,
I pray that you will cleanse and accept me with your grace.
I hope that I can follow you all my life.

Fm | B AL ATRE, AR A,
Oh God! I totally trust you. I wholeheartedly rely on my saviour.

SEIREOCOEME, BEFRESHE
I find hope in your grace, please remember me.

The song is about trusting in God and being willing to offer oneself to him. At
that time, this seemed to be a prayer by the Holy Spirit indwelling in me when 1

didn't even know what to pray for. Through the name of this song, God prompted
me to remember a novel that I had read in my teenage years, “ElZE > (The
Music of Round Ballroom Dance). I don’t know anything about dancing, but I

searched and found inspiration: round ballroom dance can be an image of

Christians listening to God and responding to God’s will as a community, unified



to glorify him. The image of a round ballroom dance was a springboard, helping
me to formulate a spiritual formation model.

I proposed a model named “Dancing with the Trinity in Missio Dei” to
explain that Christians are formed into Christlikeness to prepare them for
participating in missio Dei (God’s mission). Christians grow spiritually in the
process of their participation. This model is anchored in the eternal love of God.
There is reciprocal love within the Trinity. God reaches out and invites human
beings to have fellowship with him and participate in his mission. God invites
Christians to dance with him both individually and communally, to accomplish
missio Dei of making all things new. It is important for Christians to put their
faith in the context of the full gospel story, which covers creation, fall,
redemption, and new creation. With this cosmic vision of faith, Christians will not
only focus on their personal salvation but also recognize that they have a role in
missio Dei. Christians should be future-oriented, since they are journeying
towards the new creation.

Through Christians’ response to the work of the Holy Spirit, they are to be
transformed into Christlikeness so that they can participate in missio Dei and
grow in the process. They demonstrate God’s transformative power by living a
Christian life, both individually and in communities such as local congregations.
The local congregation plays a significant role in spiritual formation, nurturing
Christians to be missional by encouraging private spiritual practices and providing

corporate spiritual experiences. Nevertheless, Christians may face relational



challenges in congregations. These challenges may drive Christians to leave their
congregations if they do not have a communal perspective of faith.

God allowed me to experience some struggles with my local church,
which helped me formulate the BLESS process. These challenges, though minor,
triggered mixed feelings about staying in my congregation during the time that I
was crafting the BLESS process. The BLESS process can be used in two ways in
the local congregation. These contemplative evocative questions can be used for
self-examination to handle the relational challenges, or they can be used as
prompts by Christians who serve as a safe and supportive community to those
facing challenges.

I would like to mention that there is a disjointedness between my model of
spiritual formation and the research project. One of the essences of my model 1s
that Christian spiritual formation is inseparable from other people. Christians can
learn from each other and grow together on their spiritual journey. The
importance of group companionship in spiritual formation led me to formulate my
research project. Yet retrospectively, I considered that testing the workability of
the BLESS process’ applications might have formed a stronger connection
between my model and research project.

My research project, described in Chapter 4, was a joint effort with
numerous communities and individuals. I had found the ministry of spiritual
direction lonely, as I am, like most spiritual directors a solo practitioner. In
formulating my model of spiritual formation, I affirmed the importance of

community. I had a strong desire for community and ongoing learning. God led



me to attend a workshop on group peer supervision. I also talked to seasoned
spiritual directors and supervisors. This prompted me to conduct a study on the
impact of interacting with peer directors in group supervision on the spiritual and
professional lives of spiritual directors.

I am very grateful that Debbie Laginskie, a Certified Spiritual Director
Supervisor (CSDS), was courageous enough to venture with me into this research
project. Alongside this, Maria Chan graciously offered a facilitated contemplative
evocative group supervision (FCEGS) for myself, Debbie Laginskie, and another
spiritual director so that we could experience the impact of iteracting with peer
directors in FCEGS. I then chose to conduct research to explore the impact of
group companionship on the spiritual and professional lives of spiritual directors
in FCEGS. Debbie Laginskie facilitated the group supervision for directors in my
research project. Conducting this research project with a group of humble and
compassionate spiritual directors was a Spirit-filled experience.

Thanks to Debbie Laginskie’s facilitation and the presence of the Holy
Spirit, the group companionship in FCEGS had a positive impact on the spiritual
and professional lives of the project participants. Through the interaction with
peer directors, participants sensed God’s presence in the group sessions and grew
in their self-awareness. The FCEGS provided them with a safe and secure
environment where they were willing to be open and vulnerable. Participants
identified hindrances to providing spiritual direction. They learned and grew

together in a group. The outcome of this research project showed that participants



benefitted from a group setting to grow as spiritual directors. Yet one-on-one
supervision is valuable and not to be replaced by group supervision.

I faced many challenges in my doctoral studies. These challenges were
opportunities for growth. After completing my spiritual autobiography,
formulating a model of spiritual formation, and conducting research, I examined
the link between them. I am deeply convicted that these three projects were all
from God. God showed me that they were like precious gems, linked together to
form a unique and personalized necklace by the common thread of community
and love—God’s love and love among believers.

God also showed me smaller gems that were part of this necklace. These
included the content of some course materials and the experience of residencies.
One gem comes from Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s book, L.fe Together, which we read
during the course “Formed Together.” Bonhoeffer says that we need to be grateful
members of Christian community, which is created in and through Christ. When I
measure myself according to Bonhoeffer’s ideas about believers in Christian
community, I fall shamefully short of what he describes. Christine Pohl addresses
the challenges of human nature and Christian community in her book Living into
Community. Pohl writes, “Growing into the likeness of Christ and into the church
as it 1s supposed to be, cannot be separated from the messiness and
disappointments that are part of human relationships” (Pohl 2012, 3). Despite its
messiness, God still loves his Church and so should I. I am part of the Church,

including its imperfection, so there is no excuse for me not to love the Church.



I received another gem from the course “Journey through Suffering and
Dying.” The importance of community stood out in this course, which surprised
me. During this course, I interviewed five people who were involved in palliative
care, which was a touching experience. The chair of a hospice’s board shared that
she believes that caring for people and walking with them on their dying journey
makes us human. A palliative care doctor mentioned that we are losing
communities and people are dying without community support. Rob Moll’s book
The Art cf Dying teaches that because Christians believe in eternity, they are not
only connected with their living siblings in Christ, but also with those who are
deceased and with God (Moll 2010, 166). This broadened my perspective on the
scope and time span of Christian community and further confirmed that Christian
faith 1s future-oriented. Christians are on a journey towards the new creation.

The cohorts and professors of the DMin program created a supportive and
loving community. I started my DMin in May 2021 during the COVID-19
pandemic. Despite classes being online, our cohort gradually built a sense of
closeness. It was not until June 2022 that our cohort had our first in-person
residency. Despite this, when my cohort met face-to-face, we hugged each other
like old friends. I have many good memories of interactions with other cohorts
and beloved professors also: dining out, strolling in the evenings around
Tyndale’s campus, sharing good and bad news, and worshipping together. These
interactions are precious stones on my necklace of “community and love.”

I personalized my metaphorical necklace by reviewing my spiritual

journey, proposing a model of spiritual formation through participating in missio



Dei, and experimenting FCEGS with a group of wonderful spiritual directors. 1
learned and experienced a lot in the DMin program. Now, I wear this necklace to
continue my dance with my beloved Triune God to be spiritually formed and
missional on my way towards the new creation. I invite you to be a part of my

community by journeying with me through this portfolio.



CHAPTER 2:
SPIRITUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY—THE STORY OF A

PRAY-ER DANCING WITH THE TRINITY

I suppose that all people from Hong Kong have heard about Chung King
Mansion, a giant building in a prime location in touristic Tsimshatsui. In recent
years, they associate it with many people from South Asian and African countries,
cheap accommodations, and restaurants. Some have reservations about even
entering the building. However, in the 1960s, Chung King Mansion was a pioneer
in commercial-residential complexes. It was a decent building with high-end
shops selling jewellery and furs.

My parents operated a guest house in Chung King Mansion from the
1960s, when the nightclub business in Hong Kong was 1n its golden era, until the
early 1980s. Our guest house hosted nightclub performers from all over the world.
I was born in 1964 and was the only child who resided with my parents, though I
have two elder brothers and two elder sisters. Before my parents started the guest
house, my family lived on Hong Kong Island. My brothers and sisters were
already attending local schools when my parents left, and so my siblings remained
on Hong Kong Island, living with my uncle’s family. They only came over to stay

with us as a family during the holidays.
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Since my siblings were not living with me, I had no playmates. I had to
use my rich imagination to create stories to entertain myself. I had some crazy
ideas. I imagined there were small, weird creatures living under the sink. I
intentionally made a lot of foam when I washed my hands because I dreamed that
the foam and water would become beer for these creatures. Whenever I washed
my hands, I could picture that they held up a cup to receive the foam and were
revelling in joyful dance. T also made stories from watching some dirt patterns on
the painted walls. These stories evolved when a pattern of dirt changed or
enlarged. There was a story that started with a baby bear, and then her mom came
into the picture. Finally, the baby bear and her mother went into a forest to enjoy a
feast with gusto. This might have reflected my time with my mom and my desire
to be with her.

My alone time came to an end when my mom sent me to kindergarten at
the age of three. I did not enjoy attending school, and after a year in kindergarten,
I decided that I was not going to school again. I cut my shoestrings so that I did
not have shoes for school. I was rebellious and wild at heart, even at a young age.
My eldest sister, who is eight years older than me, came to live with us around
this time to start secondary school in Tsimshatsui. Since she could take care of

me, my parents let me stay home until I began primary school at age six.

Jesus’ Invitation: Shall We Dance?

Swear to me, you daughters of Jerusalem:
Do not disturb or awaken my love until she pleases.

—Song of Songs 8:4, NASB
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My parents were atheists, but there were traditional religious Chinese
statues in our house. One was a male figure with a red face, frowning eyebrows,
and a sword. The other one was of a female god sitting on a lotus. My eldest sister
became a Catholic in her secondary school years, though later she converted to
Protestantism. My father opposed this fiercely. He confiscated the religious art
that my sister collected. I had no idea what was going on, but I was inclined to
believe that my father was right, as he was the top authority in our family.

This was the first time I heard about Jesus. Then something happened,
which marked the beginning of my spiritual journey. One normal summer night, I,
a seven-year-old loner, was sitting on the floor with a wandering mind as usual. |
looked up. Then I thought, “There you are, Jesus!” I saw him standing on the bed
with his right hand stretching to me. How did I know that it was Jesus? I have no
idea, but the robe as white as snow and his gentle gaze gave me an inkling that
Jesus was revealing himself to me. What was he trying to tell me? Was he
condemning me, a wicked little creature? No, he did not seem condemning to me,
nor did I feel frightened.

Many years later, when I became a Christian, I realized that Jesus was
inviting me to dance. A lifetime of dancing with my loving partner started, though
I was so ignorant about who Jesus was and what he wanted from me at that time.
Did I truly see Jesus, or was it only a construct of my rich imagination? Even
now, I am not totally sure, but the image has been firmly imprinted in my mind

for half a century. I mark this encounter as the beginning of my spiritual journey.
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Meeting with Jesus did not cause a miraculous transformation. I was
mischievous, though people always perceived me as quiet and timid. I stole
money from my father and hid it under the flooring. I would kick and fight with
boys when teachers were not around. I copied my classmates’ homework, and did
not work to get admitted to a good school. I was aimless. Nevertheless, I got good
results in the open examination for secondary school. I was admitted to a
Christian school which had a terrific reputation. There, I found a sacred space in a
small chapel on the second floor of the main building. I could not articulate
exactly what it was, but I found that my wild heart was calm when I was in the
chapel.

I first felt Jesus’ love in 1977. The Rev. Billy Graham came to Hong Kong
to speak at several evangelistic gatherings towards the end of my first year at this
secondary school. Though I did not have any interest in Christianity, I perceived
this gathering as a school activity and attended alongside my peers. When I heard
that Jesus died for my sin on the cross, I was moved. How could it be? Why did
he care for me, a sinful creature? His love conquered me. I went with one of my
close friends to the stage to respond to his love. I thought, “Jesus, you must be
calling this little girl, whom you first revealed yourself to when she was seven, to
turn her eyes on you again. You wanted this distracted little girl to realize that you
were there, holding her.” His love sparked a fire in me, but it was an infatuation. I
got over it very soon.

There were so many distractions and temptations that made me reluctant to

focus on Jesus. One of them was some spiritual experiences with the evil one.

13



Satan tried to entice me to stray from Jesus and dance with him instead.
Throughout my adolescence and early adulthood, I was very curious about the
spiritual world and my future. I regularly checked my horoscope and Chinese
zodiac. I also visited temples, drew lots, and consulted psychics for palm
readings. I was searching for my identity but in the wrong direction.

I see now that I must have opened myself up to demons at that time. This
resulted in encounters with evil spirits that lingered for many years. There were
times when I went to bed and felt something pressing on my chest, which made
me feel suffocated. I could neither move nor cry out. Chinese people say that this
happens because a ghost is lying on you. There were also times when I felt that
my soul flew out of my body. Interestingly, I was not scared by these events. I
was simply annoyed because my sleep had been interrupted.

On the other hand, an experience with meditation did frighten me. In my
mid-twenties, | went to a yoga centre to learn more about the practice. I was
attracted to the teaching until they started introducing the participants to
meditation. They were chanting, “empty your mind; unite with the cosmos.” 1
almost immediately emptied myself. I felt lost. Then I thought, “Oh, where am |
going? That vast darkness is going to suck me in! No! No! I want to be back at
home!” This was the first spiritual experience that really scared me. After that, I
dared not attend their yoga class again.

My interest in the spiritual world showed my desire to connect with a god.
I know now that Jesus is the King of kings and Lord of lords. I must have broken

his heart by forgetting him and turning to all these evil spirits, yet he was so
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patient. He was lovingly waiting for me to notice him. I was an aimless wanderer
on the dance floor who found that there were many dangerous figures eyeing me,
like crouching lions.

At the time, however, these spiritual experiences did not seem important
compared to the other things going on in my life. In 1982, I was admitted to the
Chinese University of Hong Kong, even though I did not have any ambition to
study. I majored in geography because I got good marks in it without much effort.
I graduated in 1986 and still did not know what I should do. I started working as a
community organizer for a social advocacy agency. In 1987, my parents were
each diagnosed with cancer, only a few months apart. I quit my job and became
their main caregiver. In 1988, I was admitted to a Master of Social Work program
for people who did not hold a prior social work degree at the University of Hong
Kong. By the time I graduated in 1990, I had lost both of my parents. My father
passed away in March 1988, while my mother died in April 1990.

After my mother’s death, I moved out of my parents’ apartment because I
did not get along with my brother and sister-in-law who were living there. 1
bought a tiny apartment with my inheritance before starting as a social worker.
Things seemed to go well, but I felt empty. My parents’ deaths took away a part
of me that could never be replaced. After working for a few years, I went to
France to study French for a year for fun. I returned to Hong Kong at the end of
1996, just before its return to the Chinese regime in 1997.

The changes in my family, studies, and work were jolting. I was a loner. I

had no parents and was single. I wandered on the dance floor refusing to cling to
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any person or community. During this precarious period, God showed me the way
forward like a faintly lit beacon. At my mom’s sick bed, I uttered my first prayer
because she was in great pain. I do not remember what I said. A miracle did not
happen. My mom was still in anguish and blamed herself. Perhaps it was because
I did not know God and had no idea whom I was praying to.

God moved my friends to invite me to church, yet my heart was hardened.
I did not want to be in a church community. Nothing that God said at the time
could penetrate and enter my guarded heart. I was so blinded by my arrogance
that I could not see that God was beckoning me. My friends’ passion for sharing
the gospel with me was sapped because of my stone heart. There was a long
period in which God was silent before I left for Canada, like the period between

the Old Testament and New Testament.

God Carried Me to Another Dance Floor: Canada

You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on
eagles’ wings and brought you to myself.

—Exodus 19:4

Perhaps there were too many distractions and entanglements in Hong
Kong. God carried me on his back, like an eagle, to another dance floor where 1
could have a fresh start: Canada.

After staying in France for a year, I returned to Hong Kong at the end of
1996 and found a social work job in a prestigious agency. I purchased a more
spacious apartment while the property market in Hong Kong was rising. All

seemed to be well, but I did not feel that I belonged in Hong Kong. Nostalgia for
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my days in France made me feel unsettled. Moreover, after its return to the
Chinese regime, Hong Kong society generally slanted towards the Chinese
Government. I felt like a stranger in the city and I lost my sense of belonging. One
of my friends picked up an application form for immigration to Canada for me.
The form sat on my bookshelf until September 1999, when an unexpected
incident finally led me to undertake the tedious task.

A powerful typhoon came to Hong Kong in September 1999. At that time,
I was extremely busy organizing a youth camp for one thousand participants.
Without any warning, a strong storm signal was hoisted. I was stuck at home for a
time and had not thought to bring any work home with me. I found the
immigration form that had sat on the bookshelf for almost two years. I do not
know where T got the patience to complete the form, given that I did not have any
intention to go to Canada. God must have been working at that time even though |
had not turned to him yet. Three months later, in December 1999, my application
to immigrate Canada was approved. I had to get there within a year.

I had no plans to immigrate to Canada, but I took the opportunity to visit a
friend in Toronto the following December. At that time, landed residents had to
spend at least six continuous months in Canada to maintain their status. I spent
only one month in Toronto before returning to Hong Kong. I believed that I had
lost my landed resident status, since I was supposed to move to Toronto by mid-
2001. However, nothing 1s too difficult for God.

The Canadian Government changed its immigration laws i 2002. Landed

residents had to spend just two out of five years in Canada. This allowed them to
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become permanent residents. This meant that I could keep my resident status if [
moved to Canada by December 2003 and stayed for two years. That was exactly
what I did when I found that the social, political, and physical environment in
Hong Kong had become too oppressive for me. The change in Canadian
immigration law provided me with a way out. I finally immigrated to Toronto in
December 2003 to comply with the permanent residency requirement.

Compared to Hong Kong, Toronto was such a boring place. I found
myself thinking, “Why am I in this miserable place? There is only terrible
weather, icy roads, dull and insipid buildings, and monotonous shops. Oh, the list
can go on! How can I stand 1t?” This was my cry when I was waiting for a bus
during a bitter, freezing day in my first year in Toronto. I now believe that God
thrust me to Toronto because I was awry in Hong Kong. On this new dance floor,
with fewer distractions, I gradually found quiet time, which allowed more
sophisticated questions to surface: Where did the universe come from? Who
created me? What was my purpose? Where would I go when I died?

I met some Christians through my eldest sister. I would eventually become
part of their church. At that time, however, I still did not have any interest in
attending church. Instead, I joined their social activities. I knew I needed
supportive friends. I was very self-centred and did not want to conform to any
community. However, the urge to seek answers to my existential questions grew
until I was willing to join a seekers class in 2006. In the first class, the teacher
gave us free reign with some craft materials and taught that everything has a

creator. This hit me. I knew that the Bible talked about creation. I thought, “Since
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God 1s the only one who claims that he is the creator of the universe, I should
believe in God and try to experience him.”

I finally realized that I must turn to God, my creator who knew my past,
present, and future. After my conversion, God opened my eyes to see what he had
done for me even when I strayed from him. God showed my past to me as if they

were movie scenes. Here is what [ saw:

Scene One: My Life

God said, “Who raised you from death after you suffered carbon monoxide
poisoning when you were sixteen? Do you still feel the scar on the back of your
head? You hurried to put on your nightgown after your bath, then you lost
consciousness. It was me who allowed you to thud to the ground and alert your
mom. When you woke up, you only saw that your mom was panickily rubbing
medicated oil on your temple, but do you know that I breathed air into you to give
you life again?

“In 1986, you traveled to Turkey. There was a commotion on the hectic
crossroads in Istanbul. A giant bus came to a shuddering halt beside you just a
few inches away. All passersby gawked at you. Do you know that I stretched out
my hand to stop the bus from hitting you? You felt a frisson of fear descending

your spine. You did not give thanks to me, your secret protector.

Scene Two: My Study
God continued, “In your aimless antics, you were wasting the talents that I

gave to you. I brought you to that prestigious Christian secondary school, but you
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mingled with those naughty students and loitered in the mall after school. Your
teacher gave you a very low grade for your conduct and made you sit in an area
designated for bad students. You still did not feel ashamed. You even got revenge
by frequently calling your teacher’s home phone and then hanging up. Do you
know that if it were not for me, you would have been expelled from school?

“You thought that you would be satisfied with a minimum wage job. I led
you to work as a salesperson in your summer holidays to open your eyes to see
how dreary your co-workers’ lives were. I brought you to the Chinese University
of Hong Kong, though you had no aspiration to study. You did not treasure it.

“I created you in my image, and therefore, you had my compassion. But
this was overshadowed by your egotistic personality. You joined the social
service team in your freshman year, which ignited your care for society. You
attempted to switch your major to social work but failed. Do you think that I was
holding back any blessings for you? If you had graduated with a bachelor’s in
social work, do you think that you would have pursued a master’s in social work?
Without a master’s degree, do you think that you would have found a decent
social work job in Canada? I know your future. I plan for you long before you are

aware of the way that your story is going to unfold.

Scene Three: My Work
Then he said, “You had no idea what you could do with a degree in social
science after your graduation. I brought you to a social advocacy agency to serve

marginalized people. This rekindled your caring heart for the needy. It also
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motivated you to pursue a master’s degree in social work. You then discovered a
clearer career path.

“Searching for a job in Toronto without Canadian work experience 1s
challenging. Do you think that it was merely a coincidence that there was a new
long-term care centre for Chinese people looking for a social service coordinator
when you were desperate to find a job? I planned that for you. You were anxious
to get a job in mainstream society after working a year in this Chinese long term
care center. You rumbled and complained. I kept you in this centre for two and a
half years because I wanted you to have friends and a support network. Try to
think about who helped you practice driving before your road test and who is still
a phone call away whenever you need help. You have no idea how I place people
around you for your benefit.

“You thought that spending a year in France to learn French was merely a
rosy vacation and unrelated to your career. You were hired as a care coordinator
in an organization under the Ministry of Health, even though the competition was
keen. They offered the position to you because they thought that you could
replace a coordinator for the French caseload. You were trepidatious, because you
knew that you could not communicate in French for professional use. Do you
know who made your manager change her mind and reshuffle the caseload? I was

behind the scenes.

Scene Four: My Parents’ Conversion
He continued, “Do you ever question why your father, a stubborn atheist,

got baptized just a few days before his death? I listened to your eldest sister’s
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fervent prayers. Your father almost wanted to hear the gospel when his health
started to decline, but he was too proud. I finally revealed myself to your father
when he was in the hospice. I called his name. He recognized me right away
because I am his creator. Do you know that he was so eager to be baptized that he
dipped his fingers into the water before the pastor confirmed his faith?

“Do you think that your mom decided to be baptized solely because she
was a traditional Chinese woman and would follow in her husband’s footsteps?
That was not sufficient. Your mom felt my love when she attended church
gatherings. Do you remember how peaceful she was when she was baptized? Her
face radiated with joy and love, though she was in the end stages of her cancer.

“Your parents are my beloved children. They are with me now. You don’t
have to worry. You will see them again in Heaven. You lost your earthly parents,
but I am your heavenly father. I welcome you to my home. You can enjoy

fellowship with other brothers and sisters, which is enriching and enjoyable.

Scene Five: My Finances

Finally, God told me, “I did not send you to a well-off family, but 1
consistently provided you with what you needed. Though you suffered significant
financial losses when your property was devalued in the 1998 Asian financial
crisis, you still had sufficient resources to immigrate to Toronto. In me, you lack
nothing, my dear daughter.

After seeing all this, I responded, “God, what can I say after watching all
these episodes? You bestow blessings on me. My only regret is that I did not turn

to you earlier.”
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Knowing My Enigmatic Dance Partner

Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you
sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded.

—James 4:8, NKJV

“Brothers and sisters let’s welcome our first-time visitor, Dora! Can Dora
stand up?”

It was my first time attending a regular church service. I reluctantly stood
up and felt embarrassed when hundreds of eyes focused on me. I had hidden
myself in the last row of the congregation, but an experienced and responsible
usher spotted me. I thought, “This is why I don’t like going to church.” It was
December 31, 2006, and ended up being the start of my regular involvement in
church. T had no idea what a Christian life or community meant. I simply went
with the flow and signed up for Sunday school, cell group, and worship.

The natural starting point for me was to attend a Sunday School class for
new Christians. At one of these classes, | remember a teacher saying, “Please fill
in the blank: Through what means can you learn more about the Bible? Yes, the
answer 1s by listening to cassette tapes.” “What? By listening to cassette tapes?
Are we in the 70s?” I muttered to myself, stunned. I decided to change to another
class.

There were not many choices, so I joined the class meant to prepare people
to be baptized. When asking about joining, I was blunt with the pastor teaching
the course: “Can I join your class? I have no plan to be baptized yet,” I said. The
pastor was young and allowed me to attend without asking more questions. Then,

a miracle happened: I was baptized on June 24, 2007.
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I recall my cell group leader saying, “Dora, come and pick a book to read
in the new year.” She had purchased a pile of spiritual books for the group
members as gifts for 2007. “Let others choose first,” I replied. I wanted to appear
considerate, but I had no interest in reading any of the books. When I took mine,
Prayer Works by Brother Andrew was the last book remaining because the cell
group members preferred reading Chinese books.

“Let’s share about what we read in two months,” said my cell group
leader. I did not turn one page of the book until a week before the meeting. Once I
started, I could not put it down. The story of smuggling bibles into iron-curtain
countries was my kind of adventure. Alongside the main story, Brother Andrew
shares how he prayed for his ministry. This taught me an important principle: you
must know God for your prayers to work. I started reading the Bible and praying
in February 2007. I finished reading the Bible through for the first time in
November 2007. There were a lot of parts that I did not understand. Nevertheless,
reading the Bible over and over, from the book of Genesis to Revelation, became
an indispensable spiritual practice for me from then on.

Brother Andrew’s book taught me the importance of knowing God. God is
my dance partner, though he was enigmatic to me at that time because I had been
estranged from him for so many years. There was so much to learn so I could
dance with God. He not only taught me how to move with him but also with my
Christian community, step by step, with patience.

My old self once again enticed me to withdraw from the church

community and become a loner. At a cell group meeting, I became impatient with
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a scattered, unproductive discussion. On my way home, I complained to God,
“Why am I wasting time going to these meetings? Do the people know what they
are saying?” I tried to think of how to describe the discussion. Pointless?
Superficial? Illogical? Then I cried, “Oh, God, help me. Should I stop attending
this cell group? I want to be left alone.”

Then an idea came into my head: “Perhaps, you can help them. Stay in the
group for the sake of others instead of yourself.” T did not know at the time that
this was God’s doing. He knew me well. The idea suited my arrogant personality
at that time perfectly. I was so naive then. How could a new believer like me help
others? Nonetheless, I stayed in the cell group. This was the first time that God
proved persistent about keeping me in Christian community.

I was asked to serve on the usher’s team by the team leader. Later, I found
out that she asked all the new converts to do this. I accepted the invitation. This
was my first opportunity to serve within the congregation. Every Sunday
morning, [ was eager to arrive at church early to clear the trash left on the floor or
in the sanctuary chair pockets. I made sure that there were Bibles and hymn books
available for the congregation. I greeted my fellow Christians with a joyful heart.
I enjoyed being a part of my church.

To grow in my faith, I not only read the Bible diligently but also attended
various seminars and courses. I was like a sponge, avidly absorbing biblical
teaching. At that time, I was working in the health care sector. I attempted to
apply for the Master of Public Health Management program at the University of

Toronto in 2007 and 2008, but I was not admitted. This turned out to be a
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blessing. If I was admitted, I would not have had time to establish a regular
devotional time. Because I did, I developed a desire to read the Bible in its
original languages. I started to consider going to seminary. My cell group leader
was attending Tyndale Seminary at that time. She brought me booklets on the
master’s programs. The seed of this desire to study theology stayed in my heart,
waiting for the best time to germinate.

Little by little, I came to know my enigmatic dance partner better. |
learned how to move with God and his people. I started as an inept dancer. I
noticed that was changing, even though I could not explain how.

Once before my conversion, I was excited to watch the Toronto Pride
Parade. I thought that Christians were not open-minded enough to accept
differences. However, God taught me, “‘I have the right to do anything,” you
say—but not everything is beneficial. ‘I have the right to do anything’ but not
everything is constructive” (1 Corinthians 10:23). I realized that in the past, when
I was still wandering and acting according to my will, it was like going to an all-
you-can-eat restaurant. I could pick whatever I liked but in general, the food
quality was less than stellar. In contrast, God prepares an elegant and carefully
planned menu for me, even with exquisite dinnerware. I can enjoy the feast with
gratitude.

One day, when I read, “If you love those who love you, what reward will
you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that?” (Matthew 5:46), I felt an
urge to call a friend in Hong Kong who had hurt me. Perhaps this was a nudging

from the Holy Spirit. My friend was astonished to receive my call. I was relieved
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after that brief talk. I forgave my friend and moved on. I also reconciled with my
brother, whom I did not get along with, when I visited Hong Kong in 2007. This
was the work of the Holy Spirit.

Another time a non-believer said in a group meeting, “I am doing very
well. I have my career, health, and family. What is the point of believing in
Jesus?” An idea popped up in my mind immediately: “It is only because you don’t
have a converted life to compare with. You cannot tell what you are missing.”
Though I did not tell that non-believer what I thought, the inner response
surprised me. It must have been the work of the Holy Spirit.

A while later, I noticed that there were not enough people to serve in my
cell group. I wondered, “Can I help? I just converted two years ago. How can I
serve?” This was a huge change for me. Before, I never wanted to belong to or
contribute to a community. I gradually became more involved in different
ministries in my church.

At another point, one of my sisters in Christ issued an invitation to me:
“Dora, do you want to pray out loud together with us?” “Oh no, I don’t know how
to pray,” I responded. It was fine for me to talk to God in private, but I did not
know why I would voice my prayers out loud. It seemed so awkward. That is no
longer true. I am not sure when I started to feel so comfortable praying with
others. At the time, my sister in Christ commented, “Dora, you are a pray-er!”
“Really? What does this mean?” I wondered. But I just kept this comment in my

heart to ponder.
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One thing I prayed for at the time was a family. This was a significant
change. When I was younger, I always said that if I married, I would prepare for
divorce right away. I did not believe in marriage. The idea of building a family
seemed foreign to me. This changed after I became a Christian. I did not know 1f
it was because of loneliness or because I learned the lesson that “it is not good for
man to be alone” (Genesis 2:18). Regardless of how it came about, I started
praying for a family.

Miraculous things happened as a result. I started to connect with my future
husband. As a new believer, I turned to mature believers in my cell group
whenever I had questions, like “What 1s the difference between Satan and the
devil?” My future husband was one of these mature believers. He patiently
answered many of my questions. He spent time sending me elaborate answers
containing scripture references. I was amazed by his knowledge of the Bible, but
the most important things to me were his humility and faith. However, he was an
extremely introverted person. He hardly spoke in meetings. Because of this, I did
not expect that he would be my soul mate. But God had a plan for us.

Because of a misunderstanding, my future husband and I started
communicating through email. “Do you know a good place for dining out with
seniors?” he asked me during a conversation about eating out with our cell group.
Perhaps he thought that I was a gourmet. “What 1s the occasion? Celebrating your
mother’s birthday?” I asked. It was just a blind guess. “How do you know that?”
he asked. Happy to have gotten it right, I blurted out, “Of course, I am smart.” I

meant it as a joke. However, I realized that he did not know me well. What if he
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took it seriously and thought that I was arrogant? T did not want others to
misunderstand me. I decided that I must let him know that I was just kidding. 1
decided to send him an email to explain.

Then, we started to chat through email. I was surprised to learn that his
mother and I had the same birthday, but thirty-six years apart. Although we came
to know each other better this way, I still did not imagine that we would develop
an intimate relationship. We were so different. Then I met a couple that changed
my thinking.

I received a call one day from a former colleague. “Dora, I just came to
Toronto and would like to find a social work job. Would you be available to meet
and chat?” We met and caught up. She and her husband both worked with me in
Hong Kong, though on different teams. All our mutual friends were awestruck by
the news that they were getting married. They were both Christians. The husband
was a typical IT guy—quiet, shy, and not good at communication—but he was
kind and gentle. The wife was sweet, caring, and got along with people easily.

“What do you want to order?” my former colleague asked her husband in a
tender way. Her husband just smiled but gave no reply. She decided for him:
“Let’s have stir-fry rice noodles with beef. I know that it 1s your favourite.” Her
husband was still smiling and did not say a word. As I watched the couple, I
marvelled at the harmony between them. My former colleague took care of her
husband wholeheartedly. She served him tea and food and even paid the bill. I
expected the man to do all these things, not the woman. I realized that there might

be another way for couples to interact with each other.
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Afterwards, I said, “Well, God. I may be too finicky. My past dating
choices did not work out. I don’t know what is good for me. I surrender my desire
for marriage to you.” Interestingly, this couple just showed up once and
disappeared. They seemed to be messengers from God, sent to deliver a brand-
new perspective to me. They vanished like a wind after the mission was complete.

Then, my future husband and I started dating. We agreed that the most
important thing was to confirm whether God approved of our relationship, so we
asked him to reveal his will to us. We prayed, but we neither received objection
nor approval from God. Despite this, we felt peace and decided to get married
despite being so different.

When we discussed our plan with my future father-in-law, he said, “You
two are totally different but can complement each other.” After three sessions of
pre-marriage counselling, our counsellor determined that we did not know each
other well enough. She did not think it was worth continuing our sessions. She
said that we could come back after getting married if needed. My future husband
and I were relieved.

With God’s blessing, I was married to my husband on July 10, 2010. This
was meaningful for us because we believe, like many Christians, that ten
symbolizes completion for worldly matters, while seven symbolizes completion
for spiritual matters.

Before getting married, I asked my future husband, “When we are married,
can we pray together daily?” This 1s the wisest request that I have ever made. It 1s

not easy to pray as a couple, especially after a conflict. Because we did so, God
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became central to our marriage and helped us respect one another’s needs. He
glued us together. My husband has used the metaphor of a clock to describe our
relationship. “She is the second hand, while I am the minute hand. She is efficient
and fast to act, but I am as slow as a snail. Yet we move in the same direction.”
This is so true.

My marriage requires commitment. Before we had even gotten married, I
offered to stay with my future parents-in-law, as they were getting old and frail.
However, I underestimated the challenges that would come from our different
socioeconomic backgrounds. My husband wisely kept the condo that I lived in
prior to our marriage. This allowed us to shift between our condo and my in-laws’
house. This gave me reprieve, but it added other difficulties. Our stuff was
scattered between the two residences. Whenever I wanted to find something, the
first question I asked was, “Is it at our condo or at their house?” Every time we
changed locations, we had to carry laundry, clean clothes, and our laptops. One
day, when I was carrying laptops on both shoulders and bags of clothing in both
hands, I burst into tears. I was so frustrated. I could not handle it. I begged God
for our own house. We started actively house-searching, but this added another

stressor on top of everything else.

Clinging to My Dance Partner

Hear my cry for help, my King and my God, for to You I pray.
-Psalm 5:2
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I was invited to join the training course for Sunday school teachers. While
in it, I was taught that, “When you teach Sunday school, you must first understand
the needs of your brothers and sisters.” This is one example of how the church
community equipped me to serve. I taught adult Sunday school from 2010 until
2014. T also helped in the finance department. At the same time, my husband and I
were leading a cell group for couples. During this period, I actively served my
church. I grew as a result. Serving and growth go hand in hand. I followed a
typical growth path in my faith.

I went on a tour of Tyndale University. After that, I would occasionally
receive calls from them. The person would ask, “Dora, how are you doing? I am
calling from Tyndale Seminary. Are you still interested in studying in seminary?”
I kept delaying the decision. I felt unsettled. We were still living out of two
residences. | wanted to find a permanent house, then plan my studies. However,
our house-searching lasted for years.

We had many concerns with the homes we saw: “This house is too small
for holding cell group meetings.” “The layout 1s awkward.” “It is not within
walking distance to our parents’ house.” “Wow, too expensive. It is not worth that
much.” “It is not close to stores or the bus stop.” We were looking for a double-
garage house within walking distance of my in-laws. There were not many houses
on the market, and prices were soaring. I searched through the internet listings
daily and went to almost all the open houses in the area.

Finally, a raised bungalow opposite my in-laws’ house came up. My

realtor asked me to consider increasing our offer. I was not fond of it. There was
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not sufficient natural light and only two bathrooms. However, there were twelve
potential buyers. The review of offers lasted for hours. We gave up. We put in an
offer on another house. It was turned down. Later, we found out that it had been
used for growing marijuana. I said, “I am so glad the owner did not take our
offer.” God protected us from buying that house. He was accompanying us on the
journey of searching for houses, even though I was not fully aware of it at that
time.

Another time, I remarked through tears, “It is my birthday. I thought God
would have let us buy a house as my gift.” I was crying after we missed out on
another house. The buyer put in a bully offer. People were praying for us, but at
the same time, they thought that we were too rigid with our parameters. In fact,
we had expanded our area, agreeing that it would be fine if we were within a ten-
minute drive from my in-laws. We put in an offer on a house that we both liked,
but the owner’s realtor played a trick, so we lost the bidding war.

I asked, “God, do you want me to stay with my in-laws? If you do, please
let me know so I can surrender my will to yours.” He did not answer.
Nevertheless, my husband and I prayed persistently throughout the four years of
house searching. We neither lost heart nor uttered a complaint about God. We
upheld the principle of not leaving Satan any stronghold.

The house searching process was debilitating to me. I would cry when I
walked by other people’s houses. I asked God when we could have our own

house. Many nights, I wet my pillow with tears.
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Since finding a home was taking so long, I decided I could not wait until
the search was complete to go to seminary. The seed that had been planted was
ready to germinate. I started studying at Tyndale in April 2013. My pastor advised
me, “I think you should go for Christian education or Biblical studies.” This made
sense. [ was an analytical person. Moreover, it matched my wish to study the
Bible in its original languages, which is what led me to consider seminary in the
first place. Despite this, I was uncertain. I decided to complete my mandatory
courses, then figure out my concentration.

When I arrived at my first class, “Theology of the New Testament,” I was
astonished to find that my classmates had all prepared beforehand. I remarked,
“What? You have read the textbooks and recommended readings before the class
already?” I thought that I just had to show up in class and then complete the
assignments. It was exciting to meet Christians from other denominations and
expand my faith community. Their backgrounds varied widely: a pastor’s wife, a
missionary, a nurse preparing to retire, and a lay pastor. They had a clear desire to
equip themselves for their future ministries. I did not have any plan. I just wanted
to know God better. Furthermore, there were many theological terms that I did not
know in English, since I attended a Chinese church and mainly read the Chinese
Bible. I seriously underestimated the workload. I wondered, “Should I turn back?”
Then I decided, “I have already started. I will hang on.”

At first, I was frustrated at the marks I received. They were mediocre,
despite a lot of effort on my part. I remember thinking, “I gota ‘B’ again?” I

doubted my ability, but I still pressed on. Then, in the summer of 2013, T decided
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that I would take five vacation days to finish an assignment. I thought, “Why
don’t I try to fast and pray in those five days?” Before that, I had occasionally
fasted once a week for prayer. But this was the first time that I fasted for five
days. On the last day, a Chinese hymn popped into my mind while I was praying:
T | e ORER BREERMSE L. BHRIRELE. WEREA .
BEEEESLES] .
Lord, T wholeheartedly surrender to you. I sacrifice myself at your altar

with no fear. Have mercy on me. Use me now. I am following the Holy
Spirit in every moment.

I was not particularly fond of music. Nor did I remember hymns well. I did not
expect that this hymn would become my prayer. I had a clearer sense that God
was leading me from that time on.

One time, I asked a tutor for the course “History of Christianity,” “How
should I write a reflection paper? Do I need to quote the content, or should I
mainly talk about my feelings?”” My frustration and anxiety continued to mount.
There were also changes taking place in my workplace. I was assigned to a health
care team handling urgent cases. We handled all sorts of needs, such as clients
being evicted because of bed bugs and clients with aggressive behaviour. I was
under tremendous pressure. In addition, we were still futilely searching for a
house. I cried out, “God, I am exhausted. I am done. Where can I find peace and
rest? Oh, Father Lord, please help me!” Then an image, like a photo, developed in
my mind. I asked, “God, what 1s that?” I saw a park bench under the warm sun in
a fully blossoming garden. Someone in a white robe was sitting on the bench. 1

realized it must be Jesus, my dance partner, though I could only see his back. It
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was so inviting. I said, “Yes, I would like to take a seat and rest beside you, Jesus.
God, you are good.” God gave me this image in October 2013. It has become a
haven for me since then. Whenever I feel weary, I can go into that garden and sit
with Jesus to experience indescribable peace.

Nevertheless, my stress did not go away. It kept increasing. I took my
third course at Tyndale in early 2014. I got a better grade, but it was still not up to
my expectations. In the past, I got good results even without putting in a great
deal of effort. My seminary experience was the opposite. I wondered, “God, I
always did well in my studies. Why is it so strenuous for me this time? I put in
extra effort but got so-so results. Why can’t I get good marks at Tyndale?” “Do
you study to glorify yourself or me?” God asked me. This was the first time that |
heard God’s voice. Before that, I always wondered what it meant to hear God. 1
heard God but not audibly. What a paradoxical experience. I kept my mouth shut
after hearing God’s answer. I knew that I should put myself aside and glorify God
in my studies. Nevertheless, I could not handle the stress from my work, study,
and house search. Therefore, I took a break from my studies after completing my
third course in April 2014.

In mid-2014, I began seeing a counsellor at Tyndale. She asked me, “Tell
me more about your feelings in searching for a house.” I was on the brink of
depression, sobbing and suffering from low energy and insomnia. Therefore, 1
decided to seek professional help. I met with her three times and cried

unceasingly in her office.
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Meanwhile, I continued to wrestle with God in prayer. “God, I only want a
place that I can call home. I am like a nomad, travelling between two residences. I
cannot do 1t anymore. God, do you still love me?” God did not answer me
directly, but He sent people to bring me solace. People showed their love through
their actions: “Dora, I made curry chicken for you. Taste 1t!” “Dora, let me make
a shirt for you. I found a design that should be your style.” “Dora, I brought you
snacks.” These all happened within a week of my prayer. I thank God that he
confirmed that I was his beloved through people in my faith community.

In June 2014, our realtor advised us, “Let’s wait. Maybe the owner will
lower the asking price.” We planned to put an offer in for a spacious two-story
house with a double garage located a five-minute walk from my in-laws. We were
dreaming of how to utilize the house, as it was a large place for two people. I
thought, “We could even have Sunday school classes in that large room in the
basement. Maybe we can run a retreat centre in this house.” Then our realtor told
us, “The house was sold already.” My dream of settling down in a house was
broken once again. I fell back to the brink of depression. I was easily irritated and
cried when I was alone.

Then, my husband and I went to see a smaller house independently of one
another. He remarked, “It is you who does not want to have a small house.” I
replied, “No, it is you. I am fine with it being small. Do you want to put in an
offer?” The house was owned by the Salvation Army. It only had a single garage
and was just over half the size of what we had been looking for. It was also a

fifteen-minute walk from my in-laws. It did not match our criteria, but it was a
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bright, cute house. We put in the offer. Our realtor called and said, “The Salvation
Army accepted your offer.”

I was not excited. I knew that my husband always wanted a spacious
house with a double garage close to his parents’ home. We also knew an old
missionary who lived on the same street. My husband had visited and knew the
street and was not fond of it. I asked, “Can we break the agreement?” I asked our
realtor. The response: “They may sue you. The Salvation Army should have its
own lawyer. You don’t have any good reason to break the agreement.” Our realtor
agent seemed impatient with us, as we had been house searching for years. My
husband said, “It’s okay. Do not do anything. No matter what, it is from God.”
My husband was and continues to be so godly that he can be grateful to the Lord
all the time. I realized that he was right, but I still felt like I was missing
something. This was such a small house. Then God spoke to me during a prayer
time: “Do you need a big house, or do you just want to look good?” Yet again,
God knew me better than I knew myself. Perhaps it was all about my vanity.

When we went to finalize the sale, our lawyer recounted the house’s
history to us. “This house was donated by a Chinese man with the last name Chan
to the Salvation Army in 1976. He was an IT guy.” I thought, “What? The same
last name and profession as my husband’s? IT was not a popular profession in the
1970s. God, are you showing me signs that this is the house you have planned for
us? Oh, God, what can I say? I can only surrender to your will.”

Before moving in, I said to my husband, “I think that there is a senior in

our church living a few doors away from our new house. Let me find out.” When
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she heard that we were going to move in, our sister in Christ said, “Oh, you are

"7

our new neighbour! So good!” She was seventy-five years old, living with her
almost ninety-year-old husband in a house just five doors away from ours. “How
do you get to church?” I asked her. Transportation often makes it difficult for
seniors to get to church. She replied, “My husband used to drive me to church, but
he is old now. He attempted several times to renew his driving license. Our
children told him to give up driving. Therefore, I am taking the bus on my own to
church now.” I offered to give her a ride. She rejoiced: “Wow, this is really God’s
grace! In the past twenty-five years, my husband has been driving me to church.
He just stopped driving this year. It may be hard for me to take public
transportation in the winter. God is good.” Our sister in Christ and neighbour
could not stop praising God. This was our mission — driving this old sister in
Christ to and from church until she and her husband had to move to a condo
because of their declining health conditions. They moved in 2018. Her husband
accepted Jesus and was baptized in 2023. He passed away in 2024. Now she has
dementia. It has been worsening over the past few years. My husband and I have
supported her family throughout these difficult years.

When I look back now, I understand why God led us to this house, which
we still live in at the time of writing. God wanted us to take care of each other as
part of Christ’s body. We were in the same church, and it was so natural to
connect, though we did not know each other well initially. It was such a

wonderful arrangement to have this old sister in Christ as our neighbour.

Whenever my husband and I needed something, such as someone collecting our
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mail while we were on vacation, we could count on her. She was not the only
blessing that God prepared for us. The old missionary living on the same street
was a gift to us. He prayed for us until he passed away in 2017. We were
surrounded by God’s people. God placed us within a community of faith.

Thus, as of December 15, 2014, we finally had our home.

Intimate Conversations with My Dance Partner

My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me.
—John 10:27, NKJV

“God, s there anything I can do? Our brothers and sisters are being
persecuted by ISIS.” I talked to God when I was driving after watching the news
of twenty-one martyrs being killed on the seashore of Libya in February 2015 by
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Then, I was prompted to pray. This was
exactly what I had been doing ever since I converted. Prayers pulled me through
when depression was hovering over me.

I suggested an idea to my husband: “We have our own place now. Perhaps
we can invite brothers and sisters over to pray for the persecuted church.” He
fully supported this. We started to have monthly prayer meetings for the
persecuted church in April 2015. My perspective on God’s community was
further expended. I started to get a glimpse of what the Bible meant: If one part
suffers, every part suffers with it (I Corinthians 12:26a). Several people came
regularly to pray with us. We wept for persecuted Christians. At times we could

not continue praying out loud. In those moments, I believed that the Holy Spirit
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prayed for us. I find it interesting that I was initially led to pray by Brother
Andrew, who was passionate about supporting the persecuted church. Years later,
praying for our persecuted siblings in Christ became my focus.

I gradually settled into our house. I felt that it was time to resume my
studies at Tyndale. I started taking a course in July 2015. I reminded myself that I
studied for God’s glory and should put attaining good grades aside. Miraculously,
I received good results from that time on... until I began striving for my own
glory again.

The deacon responsible for prayer ministry called me one day. He said,
“Dora, we would like to invite you and your husband to hold prayer meetings at
the church for persecuted Christians.” Since September 2015, my husband and 1
have been holding monthly prayer meetings at our church for persecuted
Christians. Later, we added praying for Canada as another focus. I started the
course “Spiritual Formation” in 2015. It was one of the mandatory courses for the
MTS program. This course introduced me to many different avenues to
experience God. I knew some spiritual disciplines prior to attending this course,
but not in detail. The most important outcome was that this course led me to the
ministry of spiritual direction. I have been meeting with a spiritual director since
that time. It has been a transformative experience. It took me a while longer
before I realized that God was calling me to the ministry of spiritual direction.

At a revival meeting, I remember a speaker declaring, “If you desire
something, try to pray daily. I bet that after six months, you will see the change. If

not, come to me, and I will pay you five hundred dollars.” In doing so, he
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challenged us to pray consistently. My husband and I agreed: “We should pray
every day that God would rekindling the praying hearts of our brothers and sisters
in Christ.” We believe that prayer is the furnace of a church, which keeps a
community of faith burning with passion for Christ. In November 2015, we
started praying daily for a renewed passion for prayer in our church. We
witnessed significant changes, though we had hoped that there would have been a
great awakening in our church. We believe that this will happen in God’s timing.

In “Systematic Theology,” I was required to read John Thompson’s book
Modern Trinitarian Perspectives. Through his writing, I realized that we are in a
relationship with the Triune God. We know God the Creator, Jesus Christ, and the
Holy Spirit by faith (Thompson 1994, 21). This book provided me with a
trinitarian lens for viewing the Christian life, especially our salvation, our
participation in God’s mission, and how the fellowship within the Trinity serves
as the perfect example for human communities. Coming from an evangelical
background, I mostly heard about the work of Jesus Christ. This trinitarian
perspective opened my eyes. I became aware of the reciprocal love among the
three Persons of the Godhead.

In January 2016, I could not contact my best friend in Hong Kong for a
month. I started worrying. I called my best friend’s home. Her mother answered
the phone. T asked, “Auntie, what’s happened?” She replied, “Dora, my dear, she
has end-stage cancer. She is in the hospital now. The doctor said that she will not
live long.” My best friend’s mother was crying on the phone as she broke this

news to me. | prayed, “God, no, save her. She has not known you yet. I must go to
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see her.” We had known each other since we were twelve. We travelled half the
world together when we were young. I thought, “I cannot bear losing her. God,
help.”

God made it possible for me to see her. My manager approved my
vacation right away. My professor gave me an extra week to complete an
assignment. My travel agent found a next-day plane ticket for me. All this took
place on the same day that I talked to my best friend’s mother. Before I left, I
went to see my spiritual director as scheduled. She advised, “You are going to
save a non-believer’s soul. This is a spiritual battle. You don’t have prayer
support in Hong Kong. You must get someone to pray for you.” “How can I get
prayer support?” I wondered. Then I thought, “Why don’t I try to use WhatsApp
to communicate?” I set up a WhatsApp group to pray for my friend.

When I arrived, my best friend said, “I thought I would never see you
again. The doctor told me that I could only live for two days.” She broke into
tears when she saw me. She was in bad shape. She had a fever and wounds. She
was on oxygen and in pain.

I stayed in Hong Kong for seven days. I prayed with the WhatsApp group
daily. My spiritual brothers and sisters provided me with support and advice. I felt
like we were the four people making an opening in the roof to bring their friend, a
paralyzed man, to Jesus for healing. I was confident that God was working. By
the time I was preparing to leave Hong Kong, my best friend was off the
ventilator and her fever had subsided. This was God’s grace. Two weeks later, she

was discharged, in time for the Chinese New Year. What good news that was.
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Gradually, she recovered. I went back to Hong Kong at the end of 2016 and 2017.
She was doing well but was still stiff-necked and refused to believe in God.
Unfortunately, she relapsed and passed away in August 2019. I hope that she
turned to God when she was unconscious so that I can see her again in heaven.
Because of this experience, using WhatsApp groups became a regular means of
communicating prayers in my developing prayer ministry.

In the summer of 2017, our church decided to organize an Alpha course
for the first time. The organizing committee asked church members to participate,
saying that they would assign us roles. I said to one of my sisters in Christ, “Let
us sign up to serve in the Alpha course, though I do not know what I can do.” The
pastor responsible for the initiative overheard our conversation and responded,
“Dora, how come you do not know what position you should be in? You are an
intercessor. [ want you to co-lead the prayer team with another pastor.” This
would be the first time that our church had a dedicated prayer team for a program.
I quietly said to myself, “Intercessor? Really? I was a pray-er when I first
converted to God, and now I am an intercessor. Let’s see if this is God’s calling.”

I became the co-leader of the prayer team. It was important to pray before
the program started. Therefore, I set up a WhatsApp group and invited my
brothers and sisters to join. Forty days before the course commenced, all the
program logistics had been worked out. We began to pray for the ministry daily
through that WhatsApp group.

When I was explaining to the congregation how they could support Alpha

through prayer, a thought occurred to me: “The Triune God is present when we
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pray.” It was like God tapped my head. I suddenly realized that we were praying
to the Father while the Son sat at his right hand, interceding for us, and the Holy
Spirit indwelt us and taught us how to pray. The three Persons of the Godhead all
play a part in helping us pray and responding to those prayers. From that time on,
I no longer focus on a particular Person within the Godhead. T am more aware that
the Trinity is working together to form us spiritually.

That Alpha course is a beautiful, shared memory for our church. Never
had we been so united in our experience of God’s grace. We witnessed how God
placed people on different teams according to their gifts, how God’s love
penetrated each small group and touched the participants, and how God
transformed people’s prayer lives. Since then, a prayer team has become an
indispensable part of all our evangelistic endeavours. I became more involved in
my church and developed a deeper sense of belonging, which I had never had
with any community.

In May 2017, I prayed at Tyndale’s chapel. I asked God to show me how
he wanted me to serve. God used three phrases to speak to me. First, he said,
“Follow me.” Then he said, “The Lord needs you” (referring to the colt untied by
the disciples for Jesus to ride into Jerusalem). Finally, he said, “Feed my sheep.” |
replied, “Yes, God, I will follow you. I am at your disposal. But I do not know
how to feed your sheep. I still need to be fed.” God did not answer me.

A few days later, I was praying in the chapel again. I was halfway through
the MTS program and wanted to know which concentration to choose. God

instructed me, “Review the courses you have taken. By elimination, which
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concentration do you think that you should focus on?” I found that, aside from the
mandatory courses, everything I had taken was in the Spiritual Formation track. 1
did not realize it until God asked me to review my selection. I began my seminary
studies with a simple desire to read the Bible in its original language. I thought
that I would focus on Christian education. Instead, I was swept by God into
spiritual formation. It was amazing. I felt peace about going this direction.

Then, I was invited to serve as a deacon. Different people had encouraged
me to do this since 2014. T had declined the invitation several times. My pastor
invited me again in October 2017 and asked me to give him an answer by
December. I wrestled with God in those few months. I thought, “Brothers and
sisters will think that T should not be a deacon because, when compared with other
deacons, | am a new convert.” God challenged me: “Name the people who will
think in this way,” I could only name three. Then I said, “I am afraid that I cannot
get along with one of the leaders. You know who I am referring to.” I was looking
for excuses. God pushed back: “How will you know that you cannot get along
with him if you do not try serving alongside him?” I objected, “But I have a full-
time job, my studies, and many other duties.” He reassured me, “My grace is
sufficient for you.” I asked, “Can I wait till next year?” He asked in return, “How
long do you want to wait?” God and I went back and forth like we were playing
ping-pong.

The conversation ended, but I was still trying to see if there was any way
that I could escape serving as a deacon. I prayed again several days later, but God

was silent. “God, are you discontent?” This was the first time I asked after God,
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like a caring friend. He replied, “Please your God.” Then, I surrendered and
accepted the invitation to be a deacon. I started serving as a deacon in April 2018.
I led the social concern committee. I had a lot of plans, but God held me back. For
example, I planned to work with a neighbouring Korean church to care for the
community. God prompted, “Get to know the Korean church first. Your church
has never collaborated with them.” God was guiding my way in every step.

I had so many dialogues with God in those years. It seemed that we were
dancing a slow dance. We were face-to-face, whispering into each other’s ear.
Some conversations had long-lasting impacts on my relationship with God. One
time I said, “God, I have not heard from you for a while. Can you talk to me?”
This was in late 2018. T had been occupied with my studies and work and had not
been able to quiet myself to hear God for some time. He responded, “I love you.
You are my child whom I love. With you I am well pleased.” I wondered, “Who
am I, to deserve a response like what you said to Jesus?” I could not stop tears of
joy from flowing.

Another time, I saw Jesus tending a group of sheep. He looked at me
quietly, beckoning me to join him. I said, “Oh, yes, God, I will care for your
sheep.” T approached him timidly. A sheep came to me and rubbed its head on my
calf. I threw my arms around that sheep. I could feel its soft wool and warm body.
That was the first time that I experienced the sensation of touch in my prayers. |
looked at Jesus. He was gazing at me with appreciation. God reminded me that he
had told me to feed his sheep. I realized that I did not have the resources to feed

his sheep, but Jesus would lead me to the pastures. I only had to follow him.
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Then, in my vision, Jesus led the flock of sheep up a hill. I followed him without
hesitation.

During this season, I received training as a spiritual director. As |
practiced, directees gave me encouraging feedback. One said, “Oh, this image
speaks a lot to me!” Another said, “I have been a Christian for decades. I know
that God loves me in my head, but I cannot feel it.” After I shared about one of
my spiritual direction sessions, my supervisor said to me, “If I was you, I would
have leaped with joy! This is the Holy Spirit’s work which transformed your
directee.”

As I guided people, I was always communicating with God. I would say
things like, “Holy Spirit, help me. I don’t know what to say or ask,” “God, please
reveal yourself to this directee so that she can know that you love her,” “Oh, God,
did I say something stupid that screwed up this session,” and “Jesus, are you
trying to tell me something about my relationship with you through this directee?”

Jesus is the ultimate spiritual director. He is teaching my directees to
dance with him. Spiritual direction is such a perfect dance with the Trinity. I
imagine the process as dancing with Jesus, listening to the Holy Spirit, and
surrendering to the Father. I am so honored to be a dance partner to God’s
beloved children. I am grateful that he uses my physical presence to show them
that he 1s present with them, too. God is their loving dance partner. I love to see
my directees enjoy dancing with him. God, called me to be a spiritual director. I

thank him for allowing me, a lowly person, to share his wondrous work.
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As I approached the end of my degree in 2019, I wondered, “Should I
apply for graduation or shift to a Master of Divinity (MDiv)?” I did not want to
take nine more courses to complete the MDiv, but I was not sure what God’s plan
for me was. I wanted to be prepared for his use. One spiritual director supervisor
advised me, “If you are interested in this area, you can use your MTS to pursue a
DMin in Spiritual Formation.” This was what she did after graduating from the
MTS program. I thought, “Good. I have more time to discern God’s will.” I
graduated with my MTS in 2020.

In September 2020, I fasted for five days and asked God, “Should I apply
for the DMin program?” I did not get any answer. It was different than when 1
asked what my MTS concentration should be in 2017. I considered why I wanted
to pursue a doctorate. It was not for my sake, but to prepare myself for God’s use.
I thought that God might answer my question by paving the way for me instead of
giving me verbal confirmation like before.

God overcame one hurdle after another. Speaking to an administrator, I
said, “Oh, Tyndale does not have my transcript from the University of Hong
Kong? How come? When I applied for the MTS program, I provided the
transcript. I must apply for another one? I may not have sufficient time to do it
before the application deadline.” I asked my old school in Hong Kong to expedite
a transcript. Fortunately, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the University of
Hong Kong emailed my transcript to Tyndale instead of mailing it. I met the
application deadline. Then I needed to find references. “Sure, I can be your

personal reference,” my manager said when I asked. She sent her reference to
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Tyndale within a day. The instructor of my spiritual direction internship was
equally helpful, responding, “I am happy to provide you with an academic
reference.” I had the transcript and all my references ready within a few days. I
took this as God’s approval.

I was accepted to the DMin program in February 2021. My plan at that
time was to take an early retirement when I graduated in 2024 or 2025. I made a
mistake at work in early 2021, which changed my retirement plan. “I can’t believe
that I mishandled this case,” I told my spiritual director. I had been working as a
care coordinator for almost fifteen years. I had always thought that my
performance was well-above average. This showed me that I still made mistakes
and had nothing to boast of. It also reminded me that it would be difficult to
handle my work and studies at the same time. Fortunately, my work no longer
defined my identity like it did when I was a non-believer. If I could give up the
decent income and live a simple life, I could retire early. It would be pleasurable
to study full time. I could be like the disciples, who spent three and a half
transformative years with Jesus. After discussing this with my husband, I decided
to retire in June 2021. This was earlier than my original plans, which I blurted out
to God in mid-2018: “God, perhaps I can retire in six years.” “Why do you think
that it will be in six years,” God asked me. I had no response.

Thereafter, I left my retirement plan in God’s hands. But I still struggled
with worldly desires. Giving up a decent-paying job was unimaginable, especially
since there were a lot of people out of employment because of the pandemic.

Considering a possible loss of income made me feel insecure, even though God
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had shown me that my security was not built on my finances. I learned this when
my husband and I were victims of identity theft in 2018. Therefore, I went back
and forth before submitting my resignation letter in April 2021. As I prayed about
this decision, this Chinese hymn came to my mind:

RELRERBERE. [ ) EREETR, THEENE. X TEE.

KANEEE.
I have decided to follow Jesus. [...] The world behind me, the cross before
me. No turning back. No turning back.

Our congregational choir sang this hymn a few days later. I thought, “God, you

have clearly shown me your will. I will surrender to you.”

To Leave or to Stay on this Dance Floor? Your Will, Not Mine!
“Abba, Father,” he cried out, “everything is possible for you. Please take

this cup of suffering away from me. Yet I want your will to be done, not
mine.”

—Mark 14:36, NLT

It was ironic that when I felt intimacy with God over the past few years, |
also experienced challenges in my church relationships. One sister in Christ—a
church leader—became hostile toward my husband and me without any reason.
She ignored us, even when we tried to reach out. We did not disclose the situation
to anyone to avoid causing harm to our church. We buried our hurt. We walked
on eggshells and yet still felt rejected when this sister was around. It was stressful.
We were not the first victims of this behaviour. Her attitude made one sister in
Christ relapse into depression. When I found this out, I could no longer keep

silent. I raised my concerns with another church leader.
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That leader responded, “Don’t be oversensitive. She does that to me too.
Don’t take it to heart.” As I got more involved in my church, I came to know
different facets of the community. There were disappointing incidents. At the
same time, there were also encouraging testimonies. I could no longer perceive
my church as a homogeneous, united body. It was a complex community with
different views and feelings. I saw that it was messy. People often avoid this kind
of messiness. We do not deal with it and sweep it under the rug until someone
trips on the uneven surface.

During a spiritual direction session in late 2019, God asked me the same
question he asked Elijah when he was hiding in a cave: “What are you doing
here?” I had been struggling with my feelings about the church for a while. I was
considering withdrawing from my commitments. I just wanted to be an observer,
though I always believed that we had to build the congregation together. God told
me that [ must remain in a community of faith to witness his almighty acts. Again,
I surrendered to God’s will and continued leading the prayer ministry and social
concern committee.

One day, I asked God why I, unlike Jesus, had so many struggles in my
ministry. As I described before, in 2017 God told me, “Follow me,” “The Lord
needs you,” and “Feed my sheep.” This time, God asked me to reverse the order.
It became “Feed my sheep,” “The Lord needs you,” and “Follow me.” Jesus could
endure suffering because he had a mission. I had to start with “Feed My Sheep.”
“Follow me” meant to follow Jesus to the cross. I had to die to myself. My eyes

were suddenly opened. God gave me a new perspective. He taught me the need to
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die to myself and unite with him. This became the theme of my spiritual journey.
This would prove challenging.

Once again, God showed me a vision of Jesus tending a large flock of
sheep. This time, all the sheep were gone. “God, where are all the sheep,” I asked.
God seemed reticent. I panicked and wept like John when he learned that no one
could open the scroll in the book of Revelation. It was April 2020, the beginning
of the COVID-19 pandemic. I felt that my spiritual brothers and sisters were
disconnected because our church, following the government’s guidelines, was
closed. I was concerned about the spiritual life of our congregation. I and two of
my sisters in Christ, who also were trained spiritual directors, asked our pastoral
team if we could form a spiritual formation program for our congregation.

God answered my question two months after we started the spiritual
formation program: “The sheep are invisible.” But he said if they had a good
relationship with him, they would not get lost. We were on the right track in
providing spiritual formation to strengthen our spiritual siblings’ relationship with
God. After that course, we had provided one-on-one spiritual direction to
interested individuals. It was a breakthrough in spiritual care at our church.

I received a WhatsApp message in early May 2021. “Our dear sister C
passed away this morning. Please pray for her parents.” I wondered, “Is it an error
or fake news? I was messaging with her just a few days ago.” I could not believe
what I was reading. Unfortunately, it was real. Sister C was in her mid-forties.
She was passionate and caring. This was particularly devastating because we were

still mourning Sister A, who was in her fifties and passed away suddenly two
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weeks before that. “Are we going to hold a meeting to remember these two dear
sisters,” I asked my pastor. I still felt that I was part of my church and believed
that we should grieve together. The pastor asked me, “Why don’t you organize a
communal grieving?” I was willing to do so. As a community of faith, we should
not only be able to rejoice but also lament together.

Iinvited a psychotherapist to help us express our emotions via a Zoom
meeting. We sang hymns, people shared their memories of the two sisters, and we
broke people up into breakout rooms to further process our feelings. Many
members attended that gathering, even though some of them did not know the two
ladies well. We honored them as part of the community of faith. Some expressed
their regret that they did not get to know these sisters in Christ better. I thought
this was a good conviction: If we do not get to know our fellow Christians, we
may not have the opportunity to do so.

At this time, I still felt a sense of belonging to my church. However,
COVID-19 lingered. I did not agree with my church’s decision to check whether
people had been vaccinated to attend in-person worship. Therefore, I stepped
down from the deacon’s team. I was like a kite drifting away. I went farther and
farther from my church.

In 2023 1 was asked, “Would you be able to plan for a contemplative Good
Friday service this year?” My pastor still involved me in activities related to
spiritual formation. I was struggling because I was so distant from my church.
Moreover, I had a lot of DMin assignments due in March and April. Yet, I wanted

my brothers and sisters in Christ to experience God. I proposed a Tenebrae
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service, in which attendees walk into darkness to symbolize Jesus' walking toward
death. Those who participated felt God’s presence in the silence and guided
meditations.

God brought me back to the passage in which Elijah hides in the cave. I
cried out, “I feel like I have been hiding away from my church. I wanted this, but
I am not happy.” Just as he said to Elijah, God said, “Go back the way you came.”
God is always so humorous. Then, I read Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s L.fe Together.
This was my take-away: “I am not the creator of Christian community, so I should
thankfully join in on it.” What a good reminder. I decided to stay at my church
instead of changing to a different one. I knew that God was not calling me to
another church even though I had asked him to.

After I resumed in-person attendance in August 2023, I received several
requests for help. “Dora, would you be able to help on this committee?” “Come
serve on my team.” “Do you have time to lead meditation?” These requests all
came within a few weeks. I realized that there were not enough members to serve
in church. Nevertheless, I declined all these invitations. There was something
wrong here. Church leaders did not ask how I had been doing or why my husband
was not attending service with me. My husband and I were facing a lot of
challenges. We were providing around-the-clock care to my father-in-law, who
was in palliative care. My husband had unexpectedly retired early and was
experiencing health issues. My church only wanted me to serve. God sent angels

to care for Elijah, but I got nothing. My heart kept sinking.
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During Lent in 2024, 1 prayed, “God, you did not instruct me to go to
another church. I know that you want me to stay and serve, but I need to process
my feelings, a mixture of hurt, anger, disappointment, and sadness.” As a spiritual
director, I understand how important it is to be in touch with our feelings and find
healing. God responded tenderly, “Turn your eyes to the cross.” I thought, “Oh,
God, I know you pleaded for those who pierced you, but I cling to my
unforgiveness.” Tears rolled down my face. I had tried to be involved in my
church again. My relationship with the community had been a roller coaster. I
prayed for my church but had been treated coldly by its leaders. I wanted to
withdraw. Then I had a good talk with some brothers and sisters who still cared
for me.

I prayed again. “Father, help me. I am so weak and still struggling with my
church.” T was like the apostle Paul, who had two laws operating in him. I wanted
to forgive, but at times, I demanded that my hurt be healed first. God spoke to me
compassionately: “I am so sorry for what’s happened.” My hurt melted away
immediately. I received divine comfort. God knew, and he cared. What else did I
need?

I was ready to stay in my church with a grateful spirit. Forgiveness is both
a commitment and an act. Since God did not carry me to another dance floor, I
was prepared to love and serve my church again. I prayed, “God may your will be

done.”
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CHAPTER 3:
A MODEL OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION—
DANCING WITH THE TRINITY

IN MISSIO DEI

My spiritual autobiography is a story depicting God reaching out to invite
me to his fellowship. God forms me into a greater likeness of Christ, in the
community of faith through building relationships with him and others as dance
partners. I affirm the importance of community in my spiritual formation. Yet I
encountered relational challenges in the local church. God led me to learn from
Jesus Christ who endured all sufferings because of his mission to redeem human
beings and the whole creation. My experiences prompted me to reflect on the
relationship between spiritual formation and mission and its implication on
helping Christians endure difficulties in the community of faith.

In my observation, many Christians perceive “mission” and “spiritual
formation” as distinct aspects of Christianity, as they refer to “mission” as the
church’s action in sending people to evangelize and spiritual formation as being
still in God’s presence. This separation of “mission” and “spiritual formation”
often leads to a tension between the two aspects of a Christian’s spiritual life. It is
important to address this tension by exploring missio Dei (God’s mission) and its

relationship with spiritual formation. In this model, “mission” refers to what the
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Church is invited to participate in missio Dei of making all things new
(Revelation 21:5a). Every Christian is a missionary, being formed into
Christlikeness, to participate in missio Dei. Hence, spiritual formation and
mission are inseparable.

Once people convert to Christianity, they are entrusted to participate in
missio Dei, which takes place in the full gospel story, from creation to new
creation. However, because of individualism in the western world, nowadays
evangelism emphasizes fall and redemption, which is a partial instead of full
gospel story (Davis and Graham 2023, 191). This stance of evangelism stresses
accepting Jesus Christ as a personal saviour, which may lead Christians to take
their participation in the Church as a personal choice. Their faith lacks a
communal perspective, and therefore, some Christians may leave the Church
easily or not attend their local church when facing difficulties.

I propose a spiritual formation model— “Dancing with the Trinity in
Missio Dei”—to explain Christian spiritual formation and participating in God’s
mission are inseparable. Through interacting with the Triune God and others, in
one-on-one and communal settings, Christians are formed into a greater likeness
of Christ enabling them to participate in missio Dei, which takes place in the full
gospel story. With this understanding, Christian faith contains both communal and
future-oriented perspectives, anticipating the new creation. As mentioned,
Christians may have relational challenges in the local church, and T have created a
process named “BLESS,” which will help Christians face these challenges and

remain in their local church through surrendering to God’s love.
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Within this portfolio, I define the “Church” as all Christians worldwide.
There is only one Church. All people who believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of the
living God and their saviour from sin are Christians and members of the Church.
The Church is a relational community. I use “local church” and “congregation”
interchangeably to describe a localized community of faith where corporate
practices like communion and baptism take place. The local church or
congregation is part of the Church. In some of the references in this portfolio, the
authors use “the church.” I will interpret these quotes to mean either “the Church”
or “the local church,” depending on the authors’ intent, but I will not change the
wording of the quotes themselves.

To explain this model, I will 1) define missio Dei (God’s mission) and
“mission” used in this model; 2) define spiritual formation; 3) explain the context
of this model, which is the full gospel story; 4) discuss the foundational beliefs of
this model. After providing this information as background, I will explain the

model, “Dancing with the Trinity in Missio Dei” in details.

Defining Missio Dei (God’s mission) and Mission
The Latin word for “mission” is “missio,” which means “send” and 1s used
in Christian theology, referring to the act of God in sending. Missio Dei is the
foundation of Christian mission (Howard 2018, 198). Yet when talking about
“mission,” many Christians, in my experience, spontaneously link the term with
sending missionaries to foreign countries to evangelize and baptize people. This
thinking not only confines the scope of “mission” but also leads to the

misconception that mission is initiated by churches.
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Many theologians attempt to alter this misconception. Lesslie Newbigin
helps us define “mission” and “missions” by stating,

[mission] mean[s] the entire task for which the Church is sent into the

world. By ‘missions’ I mean those specific activities which are undertaken

by human decision to bring the gospel to places or situations where it is

not heard, to create a Christian presence in a place or situation where there
1s no such presence or no effective presence” (Newbigin 1989, 74)

Christopher Wright shares the same view in differentiating the two terms.
He supplements that whatever the Church does and says should be missional,
participating in God’s mission (Wright 2010, 26). Wright defines Christians’
mission in relation to God’s mission. He states, “Fundamentally, our mission (if it
is biblically informed and validated) means our committed participation as God’s
people at God’s invitation and command in God’s own mission within the history
of God’s world for the redemption of God’s creation” (Wright 2006, 22-23)
Wright does not define Christians’ mission as any specific activities, but he
focuses on Christians’ commitment and participation in God’s mission. Like the
Church, individual believers’ identity should be missional. Wright’s definition
helps us not only delineate “mission” and “missions,” but also affirms that the
scope of God’s mission covers the whole creation. Thus, in this model, the term
“mission” refers to the Church’s participation in missio Dei to renew the whole

creation.

Defining Spiritual Formation
It is essential to define spiritual formation before introducing the model. 1
would like to provide two definitions of spiritual formation, which I resonate

with, and then present one definition as the basis for this model. It is not easy to
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define the term “spiritual formation.” According to Jeffrey P. Greenman, because
it is not a technical term, the meaning is occasionally unclear. He defines spiritual
formation as “our continuing response to the reality of God’s grace shaping us
into the likeness of Jesus Christ, through the work of the Holy Spirit, in the
community of faith, for the sake of the world” (Greenman 2010, 24). Greenman’s
definition draws our attention to several dimensions of spiritual formation: the
process (continuing response), the initiator (God’s grace), the destination of the
process (likeness of Jesus Christ), the agent (the Holy Spirit), the context (in the
community of faith), and the benefit (for the sake of the world).

Evan B. Howard provides us with a definition of spiritual formation that
emphasizes both the involvement of the Holy Spirit and of human beings. Howard
writes:

I see spiritual formation as a Spirit- and human-led process by which

individuals and communities mature in relationship with the Christian God

(Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) and are changed into ever-greater likeness
to the life and gospel of this God. (Howard 2018, 18)

Howard recognizes the Holy Spirit’s participation as well as that of human beings
as crucial factors in the formation process (Howard 2018, 17). This may include
the efforts of spiritual directors as well as our own efforts.

I appreciate the elements raised by Greenman and Howard. I want to
integrate these two definitions into a definition of spiritual formation as a basis for
my spiritual formation model, “Dancing with the Trinity in Missio Dei.” This is
how I define spiritual formation:

Spiritual formation is a process of becoming Christlike through the

transformative work of the Holy Spirit and human beings’ response, in the
community of faith. It is for the sake of individuals and the world.

61



This model draws on all the elements of spiritual formation found in this

definition.

The Full Gospel Story as the Context of This Model
and its Implication on Spiritual Formation

The Bible is a grand narrative of missio Dei in redeeming the whole
creation. Timothy C. Tennent says, “In other words, the Missio Dei is the central
message of the Bible. The Bible, like the Missio Dei, 1s the story of God’s
redemptive, historical initiative on behalf of the creation” (Tennent 2010, 124).
Tennent suggests missio Dei follows the flow of creation, covenant, incarnation,
cross, resurrection, Pentecost, a return of Christ and new creation (Tennent 2010,
124). Christopher Wright also stresses that we should take the whole story of the
Bible as the context of missio Dei. He divides the whole story into four major
sections: creation, fall, redemption in history, and a new creation. God works in
this grand story to restore the whole creation to a new one (Wright 2010, 39).
God’s promise of making “all things new” (Revelation. 21:5a) propels the mission
of God (Wright 2010, 44).

No matter how the chapters of the full gospel story are divided, it is
imperative that Christians place their personal faith in this story. Evan Howard
suggests that the gospel is the story of creation, fall, restoration, and glorification
(Howard 2018, 24). He says, “Christian spiritual formation is and must be a
formation both within and into the Big Story” (Howard 2018, 24). The gospel is
the context that forms Christians who participate in the story. Howard calls this an

“all thing news” story (Howard 2018, 26). Christians are to embrace God’s
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mission of making all things new as their mission, and to participate in it. Alison
Morgan stresses the importance of understanding God’s story when discussing
discipleship training, which forms Christians spiritually. She writes, “We too need
to learn to help people see the big picture. If we do not, they will simply invite
Jesus into their story instead of accepting the invitation to enter his” (Morgan
2015, 226).

James C Willhoit corrects the misconception that the gospel is solely for
non-believers. In his book Spiritual Formation as .f the Church Mattered,
Willhoit mentions that it is common that people only perceive the gospel as the
entrance to Christianity, but it should be the context of the entire Christian faith.
He writes, “The gospel is the power of God for the beginning, middle, and end of
salvation. It 1s not merely what we need to proclaim to unbelievers; the gospel

also needs to permeate our entire Christian experience” (Wilhoit 2008, 27).

Foundational Beliefs of This Model
There are five foundational beliefs of this model: 1) the Triune God 1s
love, 2) the Trinity 1s the perfect example for human communities, 3) Christian
spiritual formation and mission are inseparable; 4) spiritual formation is
inseparable from connection with others; 5) Trinitarian spirituality is a holistic

spirituality. These beliefs will be expanded on below.

The Triune God 1s Love
The first foundational belief of this model is that the Triune God 1s love.

The Bible says, “Whoever does not love does not know God, because God 1s
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love” (1 John 4:8). In his work Theology for the Community ¢ f God, Stanley J.
Grenz writes, “‘Love,’ therefore, is not only the description of the eternal God in
himself; it is likewise the fundamental characteristic of God in relationship with
creation” (Grenz 1994, 72).

Thomas F. Torrance stresses that God does not distance himself from his
creatures but actively makes himself known to human beings and enables us to
communicate with him (Torrance 1996, 4). He explains that there is love within
the Trinity. The Triune God comes to us to share this perfect love with us.
Torrance writes:

In other words, that God is Love as this loving One in Christ and in the

Spirit, means that in their interpersonal reciprocal relations the Father, the

Son and the Holy Spirit are the Communion of Love which the One God

eternally is in himself, and indeed is also toward us. It is as this ever living

and acting Communion of loving and being loved that God is who he is,
the perfection and fullness of Love that will not be confined within the

Godhead but freely and lovingly moves outward toward others whom God

creates for fellowship with himself so that they may share with him the

very Communion of Love which is his own divine Life and Being.
(Torrance 1996, 5-6)

Drawing on Jiirgen Moltmann’s concept of the “Open Trinity,” Stanley J.
Grenz notes that amazingly, the Triune God, who enjoys mutual love within the
Godhead, loves human beings and invites us to share his fellowship (Grenz 2004,
82). God does not confine his love to the Trinity but extends it to all creatures to
participate in (Grenz 2004, 82). Richard Bauckham suggests that the outcome of
the invitations from the open Trinity is, “the uniting of all things with God and in
God” (Grenz 2004, 82). God promises that Jesus Christ will be the head over

everything for the Church (Ephesians 1:22-23). Christians have this future hope,
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which encourages them to remain in the Church, to participate in and experience
its fullness.
David Benner talks about the truth of God’s love in his book Surrender to
Love. He writes:
Regardless of what you have come to believe about God based on your
life experiences, the truth is that when God thinks of you, love swells in
his heart and a smile comes to his face. God bursts with love for humans.
He is far from being emotionally uninvolved with his creation. God’s bias
toward us is strong, persistent, and positive. The Christian God chooses to

be known as Love, and love pervades every aspect of God’s relationship
with us. (Benner 2015, 20)

The Bible clearly tells us that God 1s love (1 John 4:8) and he loves us with
everlasting love (Jeremiah 31:3). It is important to affirm that God loves humans

regardless of our feelings or experiences.

The Trinity is the Perfect Example for Human Communities

The second foundational belief of this model is that the mutual indwelling
and reciprocal love within the Trinity provides the perfect example for human
communities. Jirgen Moltmann discusses how some theologians in the nineteenth
century viewed the relationship between the Triune God and human communities.
Moltmann says, “They saw in the special union of the Triune God the exemplar of
true human community, first in the Church and also in society” (Moltmann 1983,
57). He proposes that the Trinity, with its mutual love and interaction, forms a
social paradigm as a model for human society. This perfect model is a united and
uniting society that includes a variety of individual personal qualities (Moltmann

1983, 58).
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Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki also discusses the implications of the Trinity for
human community, but she emphasizes the need for diversity. She writes, “The
model of a trinitarian God, irreducibly diverse yet one, suggests a world
community of irreducibly diverse communities, each of which is itself richly
created in and through the irreducible diversity of its members” (Suchocki 1997,
x-x1). The diversity exemplified in the Trinity gives Christians a model for
accepting each other’s differences. It is important for Christians to model their
communities after the Trinity, to pursue unity while also allowing space for

diversity.

Christian Spiritual Formation and Mission are Inseparable

Robert Mulholland inspiringly uses the analogy of breathing in and
breathing out to describe the relationship between spiritual formation and mission
with Christ. He suggests that spiritual formation is like breathing in while mission
with Christ 1s breathing out. It 1s impossible to solely focus on spiritual formation
or mission. The two work together to constitute a healthy spiritual life. Yet
technically, we need to breath in before breathing out (Mulholland 2013, 11).
Therefore, it 1s important that Christians learn some basic steps in spiritual
formation, such as reading the Bible and praying so that they can participate in
missio Dei. Like in dancing, people also need to acquire basic ballroom steps
prior to joining round ballroom dancing with others.

Mulholland further deliberates his viewpoint on the inseparability between

spiritual formation and mission. He writes
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Being formed in the image of Christ integrates believers into God’s

mission for the redemption of all creation, not simply as a specific role in

a particular mission, but as a life hid with Christ in God that incarnates

God’s redemptive activity in the midst of the world as it 1s. Spiritual

formation in Christ and mission with Christ are the inseparable

components in our participation in God’s redemption of all creation

(Mulholland 2013, 17).

Therefore, as Mulholland says, “Mission is an integral part of being human”
(Mulholland 2013, 12).

Mulholland also discusses God’s love and its relationship to Christian
spiritual formation and mission. He suggests that the ultimate expression of God’s
love is his sacrificing love for others and the creation revealed on the cross. To
demonstrate Christlikeness, Christians are to be God’s incarnate love in their
relationships with others and the world (Mulholland 2013, 13).

Christians not only show this love as individuals but also as a group, the
Church. John Thompson, in his book, Modern Trinitarian Perspectives,
emphasizes that missio Dei 1s primarily God’s work, but human beings are invited
to participate in it. He stresses that the Church, as the body of Christ, is enabled
by the Holy Spirit to be God’s witness. The Church is not a static group but is
reaching out to the world, to proclaim God’s presence and kingdom. God’s

mission is the core identity of the Church. Each member is called upon to join the

mission (Thompson 1994, 72-73).

Spiritual Formation is Inseparable from Connection with Others
Evan Howard stresses the importance of others to our spiritual formation.
Christian spiritual formation is not simply focused on “Jesus and me” but on the

relationship with others. Howard says, “Our life and our formation in Christ are
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corporate as well as individual endeavours. We are members of families,
congregations, cities, and other groups. Who I am 1s who we are” (Howard 2018,
152)

Robert Mulholland points out that spiritual formation should be put in the
context of the relationship with others. Because of self-centred culture, many
people consider their faith as a private matter (Mulholland 2000, 28-29). In fact,
Christians’ relationships with God affects how they relate to others, and vice
versa. Mulholland mentions that putting Christian spiritual formation in the
context of others impacts how believers evaluate their spiritual growth. For
example, the change in Christlikeness can be shown in Christians’ increasing or

decreasing compassion for others (Mulholland 2000, 29-30).

Trinitarian Spirituality 1s a Holistic Spirituality

The three Persons of the Godhead work together in missio Dei. John
Thompson stresses that the three Persons have their own specific mission in
missio Dei. The basis for understanding the mission of God the Father, who sends
his Son into the world, is that God is the creator. The Son, as the incarnate Word,
proclaims victory over sin and death and brings reconciliation to the world.
Meanwhile, the mission of the Holy Spirit 1s to work with the Son to accomplish
the mission of the Messiah. The Holy Spirit shapes Christians into the image of
the Son to unite them with the Son and enables them to participate in God’s
mission (Thompson 1994, 70-71).

Hence, to strive for a holistic spirituality, it is important to attend to the

three Persons of the Godhead instead of a particular one. In his work Spiritual
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Theology, Simon Chan proposes that trinitarian spirituality is a holistic
spirituality. He recognizes the spiritual importance of each of the three Persons in
the Godhead and examines the perils and strengths of attending to each. For
example, if Christians stress the importance of God the Father, they may value
creation because all things belong to God, but they may perceive God as a distant
and cold father (Chan 1998, 46). Chan urges that trinitarian spirituality can
counter this potential downfall. Chan writes:

Trinitarian spirituality i1s characterized by, first, form and stability and a

sacramental understanding of created things. Second, it seeks a personal

relationship with God through the person of Jesus Christ. Third, it is open

to the powerful workings of God the Spirit in signs and wonders as well as
in “holy familiarity.” (Chan 1998, 49)

Christians should not focus on a particular member of the Trinity but consciously

be aware of the work of all three.

The Model of Dancing with the Trinity in Missio Dei
To explain this model, I will 1) explain the three communities in the
context of this model; 2) discuss the interaction with God and others in spiritual
formation to participate in missio Dei; 3) elaborate on this model with the

metaphor of dancing.

The Three Communities in the Context of This Model
This model occurs in the context of the full gospel story. No matter how
this gospel story is divided, we can find three communities: the Trinity, the
Church, and the new creation. Christian spiritual formation takes place in the
community of the Church with God and other believers, while the Trinity is the

exemplar of divine community. When Christians place their faith journey in the
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full gospel, they become future-oriented with an anticipation of the community
that will exist in the new Heaven and new Earth. Christians are then like pilgrims
embarking on a journey towards the new creation.

It is important to note that the three communities are not separate entities.
Jesus says. “On that day you will realize that [ am in my Father, and you are in
me, and I am in you” (John 14:20), which shows that the mutual indwelling
within the Trinity as well as between the Trinity and Christians. Jesus is the head
of the Church. The Bible states, “And God placed all things under his feet and
appointed him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the
fullness of him who fills everything in every way” (Ephesians 1:22-23).

The new creation can be viewed as in a state of “already but not yet.” It
continues to develop until one day, in God’s time, the new Heaven and new Earth
established, and God is dwelling in it (Revelation 21:3). Hence, there is mutual
indwelling within the Trinity, the Church, and the new creation. However, to
facilitate explanations, I will focus on these three communities separately to

discuss the characteristics of each community.

The Trinity

The Trinity is self-contained but because the Triune God is love, who
invites human beings to join their fellowship. As mentioned, Jiirgen Moltmann
proposes the concept of the open Trinity. Dwight J. Zscheile also considers that
the Trinity is open and reaching out to human beings so that Christians can build a
relationship with the Triune God as well as others. Zscheile draws our attention,

particularly to the mutual indwelling of the three Persons in the Godhead. This
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communal, dynamic, and equal relationship among the three divine persons is
called perichoresis (Zscheile 2012, 13-14).

It is important to understand the implications of perichoresis on Christian
life. Stephen K. Moroney views the concept of perichoresis as leading us to
realize that Christians are encountering a relational and Triune God with
reciprocal love in himself. Human beings are made in the image of God, which
should mirror God's essence of being relational with the capacity to have

communion with God and others (Moroney 1996, 18).

The Church

Stanley J. Grenz, in his book Created for Community, shares a view that
the Church 1s formed by God. He further explains the relationship between the
Church and fellowship with God, others, and creation. Grenz writes

Viewed from the biblical perspective, the church is “people.” But not just

any people. The church is a special people, a people whom the Spirit 1s

forming together into a community. And the purpose of this people is to
live, as we continue to emphasize, in fellowship with God, each other, and
creation, thereby pointing in the direction that the Lord is taking all history

(Grenz 1996, 206).

This perspective has three implications for Christian faith, which Grenz
elaborates on further in his book. First, the Holy Spirit brings believers together to
form the Church. It is not a personal choice to be in the Church or not, but once
people repent and accept God, they are part of the Church. Second, the Church 1s
about fellowship with God, others, and creation. Grenz calls the Church “a

fellowshipping people, a community” (Grenz 1996, 212). Third, there is a

direction for this fellowship, which is to complete God’s work in the world and
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therefore, the Church is formed by a group of future-oriented people (Grenz 1996,

209).

The New Creation

God promises to make all things new, but that does not mean that he 1s
going to destroy the old creation. Stanley J. Grenz in his book, Theology for the
Community ¢ f God, views that the new creation will be different from the old one.
On the one hand, God will eliminate sin and all harmful things, and on the other
hand, God will make all things new through renewal and liberation. The merits of
human culture may be found in the new creation. Then, there is continuity and
discontinuity between the old creation and the new one (Grenz 1994. 645-646).

Grenz continues to discuss the characteristics of the new creation. First,
the new creation is the place of God’s presence. This is the promise of God’s
dwelling among his people and be their God throughout the Bible. Christians will
continue their fellowship with God in the new creation. Second, the new creation
1s a place of fellowship. The fellowship includes those with God, others, and other
creatures (Grenz 1994, 647-648). Grenz writes, “Peace, harmony, love, and
righteousness will reign everywhere” (Grenz 1994, 647). Third, the new creation
will be a place for glorification. In this new creation, all share the glory.
Christians will be in perfect conformity with Christ, which is in God’s plan.
Grenz describes what glorification means. He states

On that great day, the Spirit will mold us into one great chorus of praise to

the eternal Creator and Savior. Through this act of worship, we not only

glorify God, however, we also experience our glorification. By bringing us
to offer service and praise to God, the Spirit places us alongside of Jesus,
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who as the eternal Son glorifies the Father, just as he glorified him through
the completion of his mission on earth (John 17:4). (Grenz 1994, 648)

The encouraging news is that “Ultimately, therefore, the eternal community is the
extension and renewal of our earthly enjoyment of fellowship” (Grenz 1994, 649).
With this perspective, the new creation is not a stranger to Christians though it

remains as a mystery (Grenz 1994, 649).

The Interaction with God and Others in Spiritual Formation to Participate in
Missio Dei

Missio Dei 1s God’s work instead of the result of human beings’ effort. It
reflects the nature of God and is consistent with his actions (Thompson 1994, 68).
God is love, which manifests in the reciprocal love and mutual indwelling among
the three Persons of the Godhead. Because of love, the Triune God brings us
salvation and is always reaching out to invite human beings to join his fellowship.
God continues to shape his followers into the likeness of Christ and enable them
to be his witnesses to the world to renew the whole creation.

According to my definition of spiritual formation, which underpins this
model, the community of faith can help Christians grow into Christlikeness.
Christians can benefit in one-on-one or communal settings from others in their
spiritual formation process. For example, spiritual directors can help believers
develop a closer union with God and become attentive to their special vocation
(Burke 2012, 8; Merton 1987, 13).

The Triune God can also form Christians into Christlikeness in the

community. The local church plays a significant role in Christian spiritual
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formation. Christians can practice and grow their faith in local congregations.
Diane J. Chandler describes two roles that the local church plays in spiritual
formation. One is to help Christians be close to God in personal devotion through
different practices such as prayers and scripture reading. The other is to provide
corporate experiences for spiritual formation, such as worship and sacraments.
Chandler especially stresses that the local church provides a community where the
Holy Spirit is present and brings transformation (Chandler 2014, 295). Robert
Mulholland points out that the Church is the body of Christ and therefore, the
spiritual health of individuals and the community of faith are interdependent—a
holistic faith is both personal and communal (Mulholland 1993, 50).

Ruth Haley Barton describes the local church as a spiritual family.
Christians can survive without the support of the local church, but cannot grow
(Barton 2014, 294). Barton writes, “The role of the church in spiritual formation
1s to provide wise and loving safety and structure, teaching and guidance for
Christians at all stages of their growth and development as children in God’s
family” (Barton 2014, 294).

Despite the importance of the local church in spiritual formation, some
Christians stop attending church. Jim Davis and Michael Graham study the
churchgoing situation in the United States, which may shed light on
understanding the predicament of Christians in Canada. Davis and Graham
categorize “dechurched people,” which refers to those who decrease the
frequency of attending church to less than once a year (Davis and Graham 2023,

xxii), into two. The first did not stop attending church intentionally. The second
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group left church intentionally after experiencing hurt in their churches, such as a
lack of care during a crisis or discovering hypocrisy among church members
(Davis and Graham 2023, 24 & 124). With this dechurching trend, the
churchgoing population will decline, and the number of unchurched people will
increase (Davis and Graham 2023, 7). This is a worrisome trend.

There are challenges on Christian spiritual journey. It is significant for
Christians to recognize the key for spiritual formation in both one-on-one and
communal setting, is to surrender to God’s leading because of love. Robert
Mulholland encourages Christians to let God address the ways that they are unlike
his image. A great reversal comes about when Christians stop acting on their own
and instead allow God to act on their lives to bring about his purpose for them
(Mulholland 1993, 30-31). Mulholland says that spiritual formation “is a journey
of learning to yield ourselves to God and discovering where God will take us”
(Mulholland 1993, 32). Brokenness in our lives, which causes us to be unlike
God’s image, is a challenge, but God meets us where we are and offer us his
forgiveness and grace (Mulholland 1993, 37). To be formed spiritually, Christians
need to trust God and surrender to his love.

Love propels Christians to surrender rather than just obey God. David
Benner says:

If the core of Christian obedience is listening to God’s will, the core of

surrender is voluntarily giving up our will. Only love can induce us to do

this. But even more remarkable, not only can love make it possible, it can
make it almost easy. (Benner 2015, 58)

Benner elaborates on the spiritual transformation that comes about from

surrendering to God’s love. Christians need to be reborn by encountering God.
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Genuine spiritual formation happens when people first accept their true selves and
allow themselves to be loved unconditionally by God as they are (Benner 2015,
74). God is love. The aim of transformation is to restore human beings to God’s
image, which is love (Benner 2015, 85). Human beings are to become love, not
through disciplines, but as an overflow from our hearts (Benner 2015, 86).

The way to become love is to die to ourselves. Benner says, “The life of
love is a life of death to the kingdom of self” (Benner 2015, 87). Laying ourselves
down to God is a shift from stressing “I” to “we” (Benner 2015, 88). Benner says:

When I live with “me” as the basic reference point for life, I experience a

fundamental existential alienation. Not only am I alienated from others,

but paradoxically I am also alienated from my deepest self. For my

deepest and truest self is not an isolated self but finds its meaning and
fulfillment only in the “we” community. (Benner 2015, 88-89)

Benner explains that community, which gives us meaning, occurs when human
beings shift from focusing on themselves to others. This spiritual formation model
calls attention to the communal aspect of Christian faith and aims to help people
realize God’s invitation to participate in his mission of making all things new to

enjoy God and others.

The Metaphor of Dancing in the Trinity, Church, and New Creation

As mentioned, there are three communities in the full gospel story — the
Trinity, the Church and the new creation. Dancing is a helpful metaphor for
explaining the interactions within these three communities. Each is like a different
dance, including the divine ballroom dance of the Trinity, the one-on-one
ballroom dance of the Church, and the round ballroom dance of the new creation.

The Trinity reaches out to the Church, guiding Christians to dance through his
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presence and instructions. At the same time, Christians are dancing towards the
new creation in a round ballroom dance in which all things will be united in God.
The whole creation will follow God’s will, moving their steps according to the
instruction of the cuer and the music. The round ballroom dance of the new

creation will glorify God in its unity.

Dance within the Trinity — the Divine Ballroom Dance

Christians learn to interact with others from the Triune God. The Triune
God 1s relational. Dwight J. Zscheile draws our attention to “perichoresis,” the
communal, dynamic, and equal relationship among the three divine Persons of the
Godhead (Zscheile 2012, 14). Human beings are made in God’s image and,
therefore, mirror God's relationality through the capacity for communion with
God and others.

Matt Mordini, who has studied Carmelite spirituality, founded an
organization named “Theology of Dance.” He uses ballroom dancing to describe
the relationship among members of the Trinity. Mordini suggests that in the
Trinity, God the Father is the leader, while the Son follows and carries out the
Father’s plan. They share one music, which is the Holy Spirit, to unify the dance.
The three Persons are equally powerful (Theology of Dance. n.d.). The interaction
within the Trinity remains a mystery to human beings, but there are movements

among the three Persons. I call this movement “the divine ballroom dance.”
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The Triune God Invites Christians to Dance — One-on-one Ballroom Dance
and Round Ballroom Dance

The Triune God invites human beings to dance through Jesus Christ.
Baxter C. Kruger, the Director of Perichoresis Ministries, discusses the
perichoretic relationship in the Trinity. He proposes that the Trinity has a shared
life, which 1s full and abounding. There is passionate and joyous fellowship in the
Godhead (Kruger 2005, 22). Kruger uses the analogy of dance to illustrate the
movement within the Trinity, which extends to human beings. He proposes that
the Triune God, through the incarnation of the Son, reaches out to human beings
and invites us to join the great dance (Kruger 2005, 26).

Sharon Tam also uses the analogy of dance to describe the relationship
between God and his followers. She believes that God loves to see his children
enjoy his presence and imagines that the Triune God is like a father picking up his
children to dance with him (Tam 2015, 48). God can also lead a one-on-one
ballroom dance to teach Christians how to step—that is, how to interact with
others as his children (Hebrews 12:8).

Christians learn to dance with each other when living according to God’s
instructions as a community, such as loving each other (John 13: 34-35, Romans
12:10) and being humble (Ephesians 4:2, 1 Peter 5:5). Christians can either be
leaders or followers in dancing. They require someone to accompany them in
their spiritual development, for example, a spiritual director, who serves as a
dancing instructor or leader to facilitate the directee’s awareness of the Triune

God’s presence.
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Ballroom dancers all need to learn some basic steps, though there are
different dancing styles, such as a waltz or a tango. In the spiritual formation
process, Christians similarly must acquire some basic steps, such as understanding
the Bible and praying, but they will explore different sacred pathways to
experience God. Some may feel God’s presence in nature, while others may
prefer spending time in solitude.

Regardless of their dancing styles, Christians will encounter difficulties in
dancing with others. In dancing, toes might get stepped on, or one might have
difficulty following their partner’s lead. These experiences can be hurtful and
even lead dancers to leave the floor. It is crucial that dancers on the floor support
and encourage each other. For example, injured dancers may need to practice with

a group of supportive dancers to restore their confidence.

Dance in the New Creation — Round Ballroom Dance

God’s plan is to redeem the whole of creation. Therefore, the Church is
progressing towards the new creation. The way that everything will interact in the
new creation can be viewed as a round, or choreographed, ballroom dance. The
primary distinction between round ballroom dance and one-on-one ballroom
dance is the presence of a cuer who reads a choreography sheet to direct the dance
(Harold & Meredith Sears. May 11, 2024). In round ballroom dancing, there is no
leader or follower. The dancing couple only needs to listen to the cuer and move
their bodies accordingly. Likewise, Christians in the new creation will surrender
to God’s love and move according to his instructions. Round ballroom dancing is

for enjoyment rather than competition (British Association of American Square
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Dance Clubs, n.d.). Similarly, Christians dance towards the new creation to enjoy
God and one another.

Round ballroom dance is a united, but not uniform, dance. Though the
couples take the same steps and move in the same direction, there are no two
identical dancers on the dance floor. There are differences in their bodies and
attire. Christians are God’s agents in the world. Christians demonstrate the nature
of the Trinity, unity and plurality, which is seen in round ballroom dance. The
round ballroom dancing of the new creation glorifies God. All things will be
united in him.

As the new creation is at an “already but not yet” state, Christians learn
one-on-one ballroom dance and round ballroom dance simultaneously. They learn
one-on-one ballroom dance by imitating the reciprocal love and interactions of the
Trinity, and they learn round ballroom dance by following God’s will and dancing
with others in a manner that anticipates the new creation. No matter in one-on-one
or round ballroom dance, Christians are to surrender to the leader or cuer
wholeheartedly. Then, they can perform a harmonious and gracious dance, in
which they glorify the designer of that dance, and they also take delight.

Round ballroom dance uses ballroom steps (Round Dance Server, n.d.), so
the basic steps learned in one-on-one ballroom dance can prepare a person to
participate in round ballroom dance. Likewise, dancers who learn the moves of
round ballroom dance can transfer their skills to one-on-one ballroom dance.
Christians can practice round ballroom dance with those who are in the same

ministry as they respond to God’s calling in the similar way and can empathize
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with each other. For example, a group of spiritual directors or pastors can support
each other through listening to the cuer, the Triune God, to discern his will. The
experience of learning to follow God’s will can form Christians’ spirituality and
impact how they interact with others in the Church.

The interactions between members of the Trinity, the Church, and the new
creation are like a dance which originates from the Trinity and spreads to the
latter two communities through God’s grace and love. The best way of learning to
dance is to engage in dance. The Bible teaches,

Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is

faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love

and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit

of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the
Day approaching. (Hebrews 10:23-25)

It is important for Christians to keep dancing with God and others. Christians are
perfecting their dancing skills with the help of the Holy Spirit. This is how they
will become Christlike. With God and others, Christians are dancing their way

towards the new creation.

The BLESS Process and Its Applications
As mentioned, the local church plays an important role in Christian
spiritual formation. Yet Christians may stop attending church because of some
hurtful experiences. Congregations need to attend to these hurts to avoid harming
the Church. Therefore, I would like to propose a BLESS process to help
Christians face relational challenges in the local church. I will 1) explore

relational challenges in the local church; 2) explain the five components of the
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BLESS process; 3) identify the five components of the BLESS process in Jesus’

praying in Gethsemane

Relational Challenges in the Local Church

Because of human beings’ sinful nature, there are often relational
challenges in the community of faith, even in the Bible. Moses was maliciously
opposed by his siblings Miriam and Aaron (Numbers 12::1-2). People talked
behind the apostle Paul’s back (2 Corinthians 10:10). These are hurtful
experiences but can be opportunities for spiritual growth if they are dealt with
properly.

Daniel P. Miller, in his book What if I've Been Hurt by My Church,
acknowledges that the local church can be a source of pain for many different
reasons, including interpersonal issues and disagreements about the church’s
ministry (Miller 2024, 10). Miller proposes that because of our fallen nature, we
may offend each other, yet suffering these offences can be an opportunity for
spiritual growth, as described in Romans 8:28 & James 1:2-4 (Miller 2024, 16).
Miller also reminds Christians that it 1s important to display reconciling love in
the local church (Miller 2024, 13).

I appreciate that Miller recognizes the inevitability of offences in the local
church, but T would like to stress the importance of how Christians perceive and
handle these offences. When Christians place God’s will first and believe that
suffering can mature them spiritually, they will probably endure suffering in the
local church with hope instead of helplessness. Miller discusses what the Bible

teaches about responding to hurt feelings. He proposes several principles, which
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are 1) delay judgement (Proverbs 18:13 c.f. 2024, 19)); 2) consciously entrust
yourself to God in prayer (1 Peter 2:23 c.f. 2024, 20); 3) thoughtfully assess the
desire of your heart (James 4:1-3 c.f. 2024, 20-22); 4) pursue reconciliation
(Ephesians 4:2 c.f. 2024, 22-25); 5) pursue forgiveness (Matthew 18:23-35 c.f.
2024, 25-26). These are all important guiding principles for dealing with hurtful
experiences in the local church.

Sometimes Christians may have difficulties in putting these principles into
action because they have unacknowledged feelings. It is important to explore and
process these feelings first. Doing so with support from brothers and sisters in
Christ 1s significant. A trustworthy group of churchmates can carry injured
believers with compassion, which is essential in the healing process.

In his book Hape cfter Church Hurt, Joe Dobbins stresses the importance
of remaining in the community of faith after experiencing hurt. Dobbins
recognizes that Christians may pull away from their churches after being hurt. He
explains that Christians are in danger if they are disconnected from their
community of faith. These dangers include 1) not being covered by prayers or
encouragements when they are facing challenges; 2) not being protected from
spiritual attack; 3) not remaining spiritually healthy as they are disconnected from
other believers, which is the source of support, nurturing, and love; and 4)
becoming unsure of God’s love (Dobbins 2024, 24-27).

Dobbins holds the belief that God desires to heal the pain that Christians
experience in the Church. Based on his own experiences, he suggests that

Christians need to keep showing up in their churches for healing (Dobbins 2024,
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pilgrimage towards Christlikeness. I will elaborate on each component of the

BLESS process.

B: Bring the relational challenges to light

Christians face various challenges in the local church, such as
disagreements over church policies or conflicts with other church members. The
BLESS process focuses on dealing with relational challenges, meaning those that
occur between people. It does not focus on differing ideologies or disagreements
about the church’s ministry strategy. Miller provides us with some good examples
of relational challenges, such as being hurt by others’ comments or losing trust in
church leaders (Miller 2024, 10-11).

When examining these challenges, it is crucial to understand the nature of
Christian community and how believers should relate to one another. In his book
L.fe Together, Dietrich Bonhoeffer stresses that the Christian community is
formed in and through Jesus Christ. He writes:

It means, first, that a Christian needs others for the sake of Jesus Christ. It

means, second, that a Christian comes to others only through Jesus Christ.

It means, third, that from eternity, we have been chosen in Jesus Christ,
accepted in time, and united for eternity. (Bonhoeffer 1954, 21)

The idea that Christian community is initiated through Jesus Christ has critical
implications as to how Christians relate to each other and perceive their
community, including the local church.

In my observation, many Christians consider leaving the Church because it
does not meet their expectations. Bonhoeffer reminds believers that Christians

should not want social experiences—even good ones—more than they want to
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find Christ in a Christian community (Bonhoeffer 1954, 26). He states, “Every
human with a dream that is injected into the Christian community is a hindrance
to genuine community and must be banished if genuine community is to survive”
(Bonhoeffer 1954, 27). Bonhoeffer proposes that Christians should come to the
community simply to thankfully be with other believers (Bonhoeffer 1954, 28).

The local church should promote both unity and diversity, like the Trinity.
My observations and experiences show that it is not theological beliefs, but rather
relational issues, which make it hard for Christians to remain in their local
churches. These are often caused by individual differences, such as work and
communication styles. It is important for Christians to model their communities
after the Trinity, to pursue unity while also allowing space for diversity within the
local church.

To deal with the relational challenges that propel Christians to leave their
churches, one must be aware of them, acknowledge them, and seek to understand
them. Miller suggests that Christians should describe their hurt specifically—a
vaguely defined hurt may seem to be bigger than what it 1s (Miller 2024, 27-28).
Some Christians stop attending church without acknowledging and processing
their challenges. They change local churches but carry their concerns with them.
These relational challenges may surface in another church.

Christians may have blind spots about the true factors that cause them to
leave their local church. For example, Christians may leave their congregations
due to conflicts with their leaders, but the deeper problem may be an unmet need

for self-esteem and love which can only be met by God. God loves his children
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unconditionally. Affirming this fact helps Christians feel secure and gives them
confidence to face their flaws and challenges. David Benner suggests that God 1s
in love with his children, and their sins do not make him love them less (Benner
2015, 22). It is God’s love that empowers Christians to bring their challenges to

light so that they can deal with them.

L: Listen to the Holy Spirit

When facing challenges in the local church, one must seek wisdom from
the Holy Spirit. This is a process of discerning God’s will and laying down one’s
individual will. Christians need help to become aware of their challenges. The
nudging of the Holy Spirit and reminders from brothers and sisters in Christ can
provide this help. God sends the Holy Spirit to dwell in believers (John 14:16-17).
The Holy Spirit is the counselor to all Christians. He teaches them all things and
reminds them of God’s words (John 14:26).

Christians often wonder how to hear the Holy Spirit. Christians can listen
to the Holy Spirit in solitude and in community. God may speak through people in
an unintentional setting such as a casual conversation, or in a more intentional
place such as a counseling session. Leanne Payne discusses how to hear God in
her book Listening Prayer. She stresses the importance of being aware of God’s
presence. Christians need to practice being in God’s presence to go beyond their
senses and become aware of the unseen supernatural world. They can see the
unseen by faith (Payne 1994,130-131). Payne believes that the Bible 1s a unique

and powerful instrument that God uses to speak to people, but also that it is not
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the only way he does so (Payne 1994, 178). She mentions other ways to listen to
God, including dreams and visions.

Dallas Willard proposes that the general guideline for hearing God is that
Christians must become mature and develop a loving relationship with him
(Willard 2012, 39). He writes, “Our highest calling and opportunity in life 1s to
love him with all our being” (Willard 2012, 40). Yet Christians do not know how
to love on their own. God first loves them, which enables them to respond to his
love. Once they develop a deeper relationship with God, Christians know what

God is like and can hear him more accurately.

E: Eternal love from God and by God

The first foundational belief of this spiritual formation model is that the
Triune God 1s love. God’s love is the foundation of the other components of the
BLESS process. Christians can vulnerably bring their relational challenges to
light (B) because they believe that God cares for and accepts them as they are.
When dealing with challenges on their spiritual journey, Christians must turn to
God and listen to the Holy Spirit (L). A safe and supportive community (S) is one
in which Christians trust that they can share their challenges—they know that
people will accept them instead of judging them. This community brings God’s
love to his children. After processing their challenges, hopefully Christians will

freely surrender to God’s love (S).
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S: Safe and supportive community

Christians need a safe and supportive community to help them face
relational challenges and stay in the local church. They may discover brokenness
at the root of these challenges. For example, a desire for control might be the
cause of a critical spirit. Christians must vulnerably reveal their feelings and
flaws. A safe and supportive community accepts and loves people despite these
things. Such a community will not judge them, as human beings are imperfect.

Listening is a valuable service that safe and supportive communities can
offer to Christians struggling with the local church. Bonhoeffer proposes that
listening 1s a form of Christian service. He comments that those who cannot listen
to each other, cannot hear God (Bonhoeffer 1954, 98). Bonhoeffer explains that
Christians are to minister to each other through listening. He writes:

But Christians have forgotten that the ministry of listening has been

committed to them by Him who 1s Himself the great listener and whose

work they should share. We should listen with the ears of God that we can
speak the Word of God. (Bonhoeffer 1954, 98-99)

Ruth Haley Barton elaborates on the service of listening in her book L.fe
Together in Christ. She suggests that Christians enter God’s presence on behalf of
others and listen to God’s will for those to whom they are ministering. In doing
so, Christians should be aware of their own thoughts, which may interfere with
what God wants to convey through them (Barton 2014, 58).

Larry Crabb discusses the process of forming spiritual communities and
provides some insights regarding who can be in a safe community. Christians
facing relational challenges in the local church must let people enter their lives.

These people should be respectfully curious about others’ lives but not in an
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invasive way. They are broken in some ways but remain strong. They are
vulnerable but hopeful. They accompany those facing challenges on their spiritual
journey with God’s love (Crabb 1999, 170-171). Human love plays a significant
role in spiritual transformation.

David Benner stresses that spiritual friends provide emotional and spiritual
support. They are also honest, not just in the words they say, but also in the way
they exist alongside one another. Through the presence of trustworthy friends,
people feel safe and relax into sharing (Benner 2002, 71). Benner suggests that
human love 1s not perfect, but it still can provide support and show divine love.
Human love also teaches people to gradually surrender (Benner 2002, 81). When
people learn to surrender to trustworthy people, they can work progressively

towards complete surrender to God (Benner 2002, 82).

S: Surrender to God’s Love

Surrendering to God’s love is the desired outcome of the BLESS process.
David Benner suggests that Christians are more familiar with obedience than
surrender. He highlights the difference between these two terms. Obedience
means that Christians do what God requires, while surrender means submitting
their hearts to God. These are not mutually exclusive. Christians who surrender to
God also obey, but not all who obey surrender (Benner 2015, 55). Andrew
Murray discusses the life of absolute surrender, and how absolute surrender leads
to obedience. He writes, “Such a life has two sides—on the one side, absolute
surrender to work what God wants you to do; on the other side, to let God work

what He wants to do” (Murray 1981, 13).
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Fortunately, God sustains Christians’ surrendered posture, so Christians do
not have to worry. According to Murray, once God starts to work on believers and
accepts their surrender, he will maintain it (Murray 1981, 12). This is a process of
learning to trust God. When Christians trust and surrender, they experience God
in a deeper sense, which leads them to let go and let God work in them.

The BLESS process is based on holistic spirituality. It is grounded in the
love of God the Father, which manifests in his past, present, and future acts of
creation. It recognizes the importance of listening to the Holy Spirit, who may
work in an exciting and unexpected way. Finally, through this work of the Holy
Spirit, Christians are led to imitate Jesus Christ and surrender to God’s love.
Eternal love from God and by God empowers Christians to bring their challenges
to light, trust their community, and listen to the Holy Spirit. After processing their
challenges, Christians can choose to surrender to God out of love. With support
from their faith community, Christians can then continue their pilgrimage towards

Christlikeness.

The Five Components of the BLESS Process in Jesus’ Praying in Gethsemane
Jesus Christ 1s always the perfect model for Christians on their spiritual
journey. Christians are to imitate Christ so that they can be transformed into his
likeness (1 Corinthians 11:1, Romans 15:5, Philippians 2:5). The five components
of the BLESS process can be found in Jesus’ life. Jesus faced a lot of relational
challenges: being despised (Luke 4:26), being smeared (Matthew 12:24), and
even being betrayed (Mark 14:66-71). Jesus regularly prayed and listened to the

Holy Spirit (Mark 1:35, Matthew 14:23, and Luke 6:12). God affirmed that Jesus
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was his beloved son (Matthew 3:17). Jesus followed God’s will out of love (John
15:10). Though many people followed Jesus at that time, Jesus selected twelve
people to be his disciples and spend their lives together in an intimate way.

There are many examples in Jesus’ life, but I would like to suggest that
Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane contains all the components of the BLESS process. 1

want to explain with Bible verses.

B: Bring relational challenges to light

My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as
I will, but as you will. (Matthew 26:39b)

Father, if it is your will, take this cup [of suffering] away from me.
However, your will must be done, not mine. (Luke 22:42)

Jesus always followed God the Father’s will in his ministry (John 5:19),
but he found it challenging to face the cross. He was willing to bring these
challenges to God the Father.

According to Thabiti Anyabwile, God the Son and God the Father are
always together. When Jesus Christ was facing spiritual forsakenness, the
Godhead experienced separation for the first time (Anyabwile 2014, 27). This
could be viewed as a relational challenge for Jesus. Jesus knew this separation
was coming and that it would be unbearable, but he was willing to bring this

challenge to God the Father.

L: Listen to the Holy Spirit
Jesus prayed three times with breaks (Matthew 26:39, 42, and 44). It is

possible that Jesus was listening to the Holy Spirit in between these prayers.
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Then an angel from heaven appeared to him and gave him strength. So, he
prayed very hard in anguish. His sweat became like drops of blood falling
to the ground. (Luke 22: 43-44)

When Jesus prayed, an angel was with him. I believe that Jesus’ prayer

was being heard. The Holy Spirit was with him at that time.

E: Eternal love from God and by God

It is hard to explicitly find God’s love in Jesus’ praying in Gethsemane,
but from the bible verse that Jesus called God “Abba, father” (Mark 14:36a), we
know that there is an intimate relationship between Jesus and God, the Father.
There are another bible verses we know that God loves Jesus (John 3:35, John

5:20). God and Jesus are inseparable (John 14:10).

S: Safe and supportive community

Jesus went out as usual to the Mount of Olives. His disciples followed
him. (Luke 22:39)

And taking with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began to be
sorrowful and troubled. Then he said to them, “My soul is very sorrowful,
even to death; remain here, and watch with me.” (Matthew 26:37-38)

Jesus felt safe to reveal his feelings to his hand-picked disciples, even

though they failed to stay awake and pray with him.

S: Surrender to God’s love

“Nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” (Matthew 26:39b)
“However, your will must be done, not mine.” (Luke 22:42)
“Rise, let us be going; see, my betrayer is at hand.” (Matthew 26:46)

Jesus’ surrender to God’s love was shown in how he reacted to his arrest.

He allowed Judas to do as he planned to do and asked the one who fought back to
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stop (Matthew 26:50-52). Jesus even healed a man’s ear when it was chopped off
by one of his followers (Luke 22:51). Jesus knew that God could save him, but he
chose to surrender to God’s will so his plan could be fulfilled (Matthew 26:53-
54).

Surrendering to God’s love brings about an intimate relationship with
God, which is a blessing. The aim of the BLESS process is to help Christians
remain in the local church, so Christians may enjoy the abundant life God

promises to bless them with.

Applying BLESS

In recent years, many local churches have utilized online platforms to
expand their ministries and communities. Since my experiences with the local
church are mainly in-person, I will focus on applying the BLESS process to
Christians attending local churches in person.

The BLESS process can be applied in a local church in two ways. The first
1s when Christians face relational challenges that might lead them to detach from
their congregation. They can use the process as a self-examination tool to handle
those challenges and identify a safe and supportive community where they can
share their concerns. Alternatively, Christians who wish to serve as a safe and
supportive community to help others face their relational challenges and stay in
the local church may choose to implement the process to such ends.

The BLESS process 1s grounded in God’s love. It is important for
Christians to center themselves on God’s presence by spending some time praying

silently for the guidance of the Holy Spirit before applying the process. I propose
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some contemplative evocative questions in Table 1. Christians may use these to

examine themselves. Contemplative evocative questions are open-ended questions

that create a contemplative atmosphere to help people stay in the present moment

and be aware of God’s presence (Conroy 2018). In Table 2, I offer some

reminders for Christians who wish to serve as a safe and supportive community to

help others face their relational challenges and stay in the local church.

Table 1: Questions for Self-Examination

Component

Questions or Instructions

B: Bringing the relational
challenges to light

1.

2.

How would you describe your
relational challenges?

How do you feel when you think
about these challenges? Is there an
image or a metaphor that comes to
mind that describe how you’re
feeling?

Do these feelings have anything
that they’re trying to tell you?
About yourself? About what
matters to you? About God?
About your relationship with God?
Can you name your longings or
desires as you face these
challenges in your church life?
Can you name one or two things
that seem like barriers preventing
your desires or longings from
being met in this situation?
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Component

Questions or Instructions

L: Listening to the Holy Spirit

1.

Would you like to sit with God
and these challenges for a while?
(Sit in silence to communicate
with God).

What do you want to say to God
about these challenges? Does God
have anything to say to you or to
the challenges?

Do you have any feelings towards
the challenges after listening to the
Holy Spirit? Do these feelings
have anything they want to say to
you?

E: Eternal Love from God and by
God

. Where do you experience God in

these challenges?

What are your feelings towards
God as you think about these
challenges at church?

What might it be like to enter
these relational challenges in your
imagination and invite Jesus to be
there with you?

Does Jesus have anything he
wants to say to you in that space?
Is there a message or an invitation
from him for you there?

How do you feel in that imagined
space? How do you feel towards
Jesus?

Has anything shifted in you as you
experience him in the middle of
those relational challenges?

96




Component Questions or Instructions

S: Safe and supportive community 1. Who do you consider safe and
supportive that you can trust and
be vulnerable with?

2. Would you like to process your
challenges with these people
through a one-on-one meeting or
in a group?

3. Do you feel comfortable with
either of those options?

Is there another scenario that feels
more comfortable where you can
process with the people you have
identified as safe and supportive?

S: Surrender to God’s Love Take a moment to remember that you are
deeply loved by God. He loves you
completely. And he is with you in this. As
you allow your mind, soul and body to
relax into his love for you, please consider
the following questions:

1. Are there any invitations that you
are sensing in this moment from
God? If you are not sensing
anything just now, that’s okay.
Feel free to continue to enjoy the
love of God for you.

2. Ifyou did have a sense of God
extending an invitation to you,
how do you feel?

3. Isthere any barrier or resistance to
surrendering to God’s love?
(Please be assured that surrender
1s not a once-for-all thing. It is
totally understandable if you
hesitate to surrender. God’s love
for you is certain. He is patient
with you.)

Do you notice any change in your
feelings towards your relational
challenges after going through this
BLESS process? Has anything
shifted within you?
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Table 2: Being a Safe and Supportive Community

Component

Reminders

B: Bringing the relational
challenges to light

1.

Listening is a service that
Christians can offer to each other.
Please listen to what was spoken
and what has not. Your presence
and listening are great gifts to your
spiritual siblings. Please see them
through the lens of God’s love. Be
curious about their story.

. Please help your brother or sister in

Christ to explore their feelings
towards their relational challenges
by asking open-ended questions.
(Refer to the self-examination
questions above if needed.)

. Please allow space for your brother

or sister to share with a non-
judgemental posture.

L: Listening to the Holy Spirit

. It 1s important to maintain an

intimate relationship with God to
be sensitive to God’s voice.
Please pray for your brother or
sister while they are sharing.

. Please listen to God on behalf of

your brother or sister.

E: Eternal Love from God and by
God

. Please imagine how God sees and

loves your brother or sister. You
can be God’s love in-person to
them.

Please remember that validation
and affirmation are important. If
your brother or sister shares their
experience of God’s love, it would
be good to validate their feelings
and affirm their experiences.

S: Safe and supportive community

. Please keep the shared information

confidential to foster trust.

. Remember that God works in your

brother or sister’s life. You solely
have to be there, to support and
love him or her, not to offer
solutions.
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Component Reminders

S: Surrender to God’s Love 1. Please appreciate your brother or
sister’s vulnerability and
willingness to share.

2. God is patient with your brother or
sister. Their surrender will happen
in God’s time. Even if there seems
to be no progress, God is still
working.

Everyone has a part to play to help each other keep dancing in the local
church. Those who are self-motivated can use the BLESS process for self-
examination. However, it will be more effective if Christians can be proactive in
approaching those who need help in their local church. This way, Christians can

be transformed together by God’s love.

The Implications of the Model “Dancing with the Trinity in Missio Dei”

Now that I have explained my model of spiritual formation and the
BLESS process, I want to highlight some implications of this model. First, this
model starts with the Triune God’s love reaching out to human beings. Christians
are invited to participate in missio Dei. They are gradually transformed to become
love themselves, because God is love, by surrendering to his love. This is a
perfect circle, starting from and ending with love. Christian spiritual formation 1s
all about love overflowing from believers’ hearts, not about head knowledge and
following instructions. These are helpful but not the decisive factors in
transforming Christians into Christlikeness.

Second, to broaden Christians’ perspective, church teaching must focus on

the importance of the full gospel story. As mentioned previously, evangelism in
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the twentieth century focuses on fall and redemption (Davis and Graham 2023,
191), which are central and essential, but they are not the whole story. Christian
faith 1s not a private matter, it has a communal aspect. Christians must place
themselves in the full gospel story to recognize that missio Dei 1s to redeem the
whole creation. Christians are entrusted to participate in missio Dei, which takes
place in the full gospel story. Local churches must cover the full gospel story in
their teachings. With this cosmic vision, Christians will gain a communal
understanding of their faith and become future-oriented.

Third, accompanying people on their spiritual journey is a soul care
ministry, which is a way of being there for others. In his book Sacred
Companions, David Benner writes,

Stated positively: spiritual friendship is a gift of hospitality, presence and

dialogue. While all of these have a component of doing—that is, they have
to be lived out—they are grounded in ways of being. (Benner 2002, 46)

Though many Christians have caring hearts, not every Christian is suited to serve
as a safe and supportive community. It would be helpful to have screening
questions, such as their listening skills and ability in refraining from offering
solutions, for Christians to reflect on their preparedness for this type of spiritual

companionship.

The Connection Between This Model and My Research Project

The spiritual formation model stresses the importance of community.
Apart from the local church, other forms of Christian community are also
important, including spiritual directors. Spiritual directors help their directees

focus on their relationship with God and respond to God’s will (Howard 2018,
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79). Spiritual directors can be perceived as leaders and mentors within the
Christian community.

Maria Del Pilar Gonzalez Gateman expresses concern that many Christian
leaders are lonely. Based on her observations of her ministry context, she suggests
that loneliness arises from having a limited number of trained clergy in each
parish or from a lack of likeminded people (Gateman 2020, 77-78). I have found
that spiritual directors also often feel lonely because they practice alone and are
not affiliated with any agency or church.

Like other Christian leaders, spiritual directors can learn from their fellow
directors. Gateman uses a metaphor of dance to illustrate Christian leaders’
interaction with Jesus and others during spiritual formation. She proposes that
Christian leaders learn directly from Jesus while at the same time learning from
each other, either from experienced dancers or those learning to dance (Gateman
2020, 103-104).

Mary Rose Bumpus and Rebecca Bradburn Langer suggest that spiritual
directors are like dancers. New spiritual directors may feel clumsy and worry
about stepping on others’ feet. They need supervisors to help them listen to the
music, respond to the rthythm, and learn some basic steps (Bumpus and Langer
2015, 49). Not only new spiritual directors, but all spiritual directors, regardless of
their experiences, need ongoing supervision to help them grow spiritually and
professionally.

My research project was brought about by my observation that spiritual

direction can be a lonely ministry and my belief that spiritual directors need
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supervision and mutual support to learn and grow. Facilitated contemplative
evocative group supervision can meet these two needs simultaneously, so |
explored spiritual directors’ experiences in this setting to see how the experiences

of group companionship impacted their spiritual and professional lives.
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CHAPTER 4:
RESEARCH PROJECT—A COMMUNITY OF SPIRITUAL DIRECTORS
DANCING IN FACILITATED CONTEMPLATIVE

EVOCATIVE GROUP SUPERVISION

Spiritual directors need to have support in their spiritual and professional
lives so that they can better serve their directees. Receiving ongoing supervision
helps spiritual directors be accountable to both their directees and themselves as
trained directors. In my experience, as most spiritual directors are lone
practitioners, unattached to any agency, mutual support in a community of
spiritual directors is helpful. Facilitated contemplative evocative group
supervision (FCEGS) provides peer support for directors and helps them become
more aware of God’s presence as well as any inner hindrances to providing
service to their directees. It is a kind of spiritual formation for the sake of
directees’ benefit. Directors grow spiritually and professionally when they are
free from any blockages preventing them from providing spiritual direction. For
my research project, I studied the impact of group companionship on directors’

spiritual and professional lives in FCEGS.
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Opportunity and Response

The supreme gift that anyone can give another is to help that person live
life more aware of the presence of God.

—David Benner

A person who practices spiritual direction without supervision is like
someone who sails in stormy seas without a life raft. It is neither wise nor
compassionate to your own soul nor to the souls of those you companion.

—Paula Gamble-Grant

Spiritual direction is a ministry in which directors accompany directees on
their journey towards God and help them to attend to God’s presence in their daily
lives. In her book Looking into the Well, Maureen Conroy says,

Because spiritual directors are intimately involved with others’ lives and

religious experiences, they need others to accompany them as they help

and support their directees. Since they experience various interior

movements while directing, they need the caring presence of another
person to explore these movements. (Conroy 1995, 3)

Conroy advocates for the supervision of spiritual directors. She recognizes that
both individual and group supervision can be rich experiences (Conroy 1995, 91).
To grow and better serve directees, spiritual directors need regular
supervision. The Code of Ethics and Manual of Practice by the Tyndale
Association of Spiritual Directors (TASD) states, “Spiritual directors demonstrate
accountability by receiving regular supervision from a qualified supervisor
(Certified Spiritual Director Supervisor) or by engaging in group supervision with
peers” (TASD 2017, 4).

Maria Chan describes three different types of spiritual director

supervision. Individual supervision consists of a trained supervisor and a spiritual
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director. Peer group supervision consists of a group of directors supervising each
other. Facilitated group supervision consists of a group of peer directors and is
facilitated by a trained supervisor (Chan 2023).

Alongside supervision, spiritual directors need peer support. In a
conversation with several directors, they expressed their desire to connect with
other directors and learn from each other. One took leadership in gathering his
classmates together after their internship concluded in 2021. They met every other
month to support each other in providing spiritual direction. Members of a long-
time peer supervision group expressed to me that they found support within that
setting that they could not obtain from their church. It was easier for them to
communicate with and learn from each other because they all understood the
ministry. The above conversations show that there are spiritual directors who
desire and affirm the value of peer support as they engage in their ministry.

I know of two major professional bodies of spiritual directors in Canada:
TASD and the Canadian Fellowship of Christian Spiritual Directors (CFCSD).
These organizations organize regular professional development and networking
opportunities for spiritual directors. I attend TASD’s gatherings regularly, and
those organized by the CFCSD occasionally. These meetings are good
opportunities for spiritual directors to learn and grow in their ministry, but it is
hard to foster in-depth relationships among directors because of time constraints,
large group sizes, and varied attendance.

By receiving group supervision, spiritual directors can grow spiritually

and professionally, in order to better serve their directees, through mutual support
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and learning. Jane Vennard says, “Peer supervision has become a staple of the
formation and practice of spiritual direction and companionship” (Vennard n.d.)
The companionship that comes from group supervision makes it different from
one-on-one supervision. It provides various perspectives and group support. It is
worth exploring the impact of this kind of companionship on directors’ spiritual
and professional lives.

There are advantages and disadvantages to peer group supervision with a
contemplative evocative approach. Conroy explains that directors in peer groups
provide each other with a variety of insights, based on their individual gifts.
Directors can become more patient and accepting of themselves when they realize
that their peers share similar struggles. Peer group supervision can provide group
learning experiences and foster the formation of spiritual communities. However,
they may become competitive when they try to offer insights to each other
(Conroy 1995, 100-102). These advantages and disadvantages can also be found
in facilitated group supervision, but with the facilitation of a trained supervisor,
potential downfalls may be avoided.

To study the impact of group companionship on spiritual directors in
FCEGS, I organized a research group consisting of five practicing spiritual
directors. They took place in meetings facilitated by Debbie Laginskie, a Certified
Spiritual Director Supervisor (CSDS). This is how Conroy explains the
contemplative evocative approach:

A contemplative presence refers to a recurrent attentiveness to the spiritual

director’s experiences and God’s presence. An atmosphere is created in

which such attentiveness can take place. An evocative approach means

that supervisors can help reveal directors’ interior experiences in a free-
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flowing and open-ended way. Supervisors assist them in discovering their
interior realities through an exploratory, revelatory approach. (Conroy
1995, 40)

I had three research focuses: 1) to explore the impact of group
companionship on the participants’ spiritual and professional lives through
FCEGS, 2) to explore the factors that contributed to the outcomes, and 3) to

explore the participants’ expectations regarding peer support in the future.

Definition of Key Terms
Practicing Spiritual Director: Spiritual directors who have completed their
internship and are currently providing spiritual direction to at least one directee on
a regular basis, not less than once every other month.
Group Companionship: At least two people accompanying each other as a
community.
Facilitated Contemplative Evocative Group Supervision (FCEGS): More than
one spiritual director in a group setting receiving supervision facilitated by a
trained spiritual director supervisor. This type of group supervision adopts an
approach which facilitates participants’ expression of their feelings and
experiences. It is explorative (evocative) and takes place in an environment which

fosters attentiveness to spiritual experiences and God’s presence (contemplative).

Supervision, Permission and Access
This research project was conducted under the supervision of Dr. Mark
Chapman and conforms to the Canadian ethical guidelines in the Tri-Council
Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans. Maria Chan

granted her consent to use the FCEGS supervision forms that she designed.
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I asked the Chair of TASD and the CEO of CFCSD (see the letter in
Appendix 10) to invite their members to join this research project. Permission to
carry out this research project was granted by the Tyndale Research Ethics Board
(REB) on October 30, 2023. An information letter (see Appendix 11) and a
consent form (see Appendix 12) were sent to interested spiritual directors. The
information letter explained how to report any ethical concerns about the project
and stated that all findings would be made available to the participants. Signed
consent forms were received from all participants prior to the start of the project. I
made a minor amendment after sending these materials out. I did not use Group
Peer Supervision (GPS) as the name for this research project group to avoid
confusion with the method called “peer group supervision,” which is not

facilitated by a trained supervisor.

Context

I began a one-year spiritual direction internship at Tyndale University in
September 2019 and have been practicing spiritual direction since then. During
the internship, interns regularly connect with peers as they learn together. In my
experience, after completing the internship there was limited opportunity for
sharing our experiences and concerns within our ministry. I long for a community
of spiritual directors who can share concerns and struggles and support each
other. In my network of spiritual directors, most are lone practitioners who are not
attached to any agencies. I believe that I am not the only one who has a desire for

community.
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Spiritual directors usually receive intense supervision during their
internship. Most of these interns develop a practice and work towards becoming
Certified Spiritual Directors (CSD) with the Canadian Council of Professional
Certification (CCPC). Applicants for the CSD designation are required to have
received supervision for a minimum of twelve months (Canadian Council of
Professional Certification n.d.). According to Maria Chan, most spiritual directors
discontinue supervision upon receiving CSD status (2021, 106). If spiritual
directors are not receiving regular supervision, they may lack growth
opportunities.

To support this research project, Maria Chan kindly offered five FCEGS
sessions for Debbie Laginskie (the facilitator of the research group), myself, and a
third spiritual director. These took place in August and September of 2023. This
helped Debbie Laginskie and me to learn about and experience FCEGS.

The experience of interacting with peer directors in this FCEGS was
different from my previous experiences. During and after the completion of my
spiritual direction internship, I engaged in peer group supervision. The interaction
with peer directors in these group supervision sessions provided me with insight
into my strengths and weaknesses as a spiritual director through discussion. This
was helpful. In FCEGS, peer directors accompanied me in God’s presence to
explore my inner movements, which revealed concerns that could be barriers to
serving my directees. This was a spiritual formation process. Although the
supervision focused on my experiences, it aimed to benefit my directees by

helping me realize possible stumbling blocks, with a group of peer directors
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waiting on God. The focus and format of FCEGS made the group companionship
experience different. I was vulnerable when I honestly revealed and faced my
inner struggles as a spiritual director in the group supervision. Yet in FCEGS,
peer directors were compassionately present with me, accepting me without
judgment. I was blessed by my peer directors and facilitator. This reinforced my
desire to study the impact of group companionship in FCEGS on the project

participants’ spiritual and professional lives.

Models and Other Resources
The theme of community, which played a central role in my spiritual
autobiography and model of spiritual formation, overflowed into this research
project. The metaphor of dancing can also be applied to the interactions of
spiritual directors in FCEGS. Peer directors learn to dance well with the Trinity

and their directees through mutual support in FCEGS.

My Spiritual Autobiography and Proposed Model of Spiritual Formation

Even before my conversion, I felt that Jesus was inviting me to develop an
intimate relationship with him, to dance with him. After I converted to
Christianity, I started to know him, my dance partner, through scripture, prayer,
and service. I realized that I am building a relationship with the Trinity. I am a
pray-er dancing with the Trinity.

The term perichoresis 1s used to describe the mutual indwelling of the
three Persons of the Godhead. This idea affirms that God is fundamentally

relational. Being created in the image of God, human beings are also relational
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Looking into the Well, is my main resource. It provided me with the components
of FCEGS, agendas for different sizes of groups, and guidelines for the facilitator.
I also needed to learn about small group fellowship. I received insight
from Larry Crabb’s book Becoming a True Spiritual Community and David
Benner’s book Scared Companions. Crabb discusses the structure of a spiritual
community and its foundation in the Trinity. To develop a spiritual community,
people need to accept others into their lives, see what others can become, and be
ready to receive Christ’s intervention (Crabb 1995, Ch. 16). Meanwhile, Benner’s
book provided me with the features of a spiritual accompaniment groups, such as
prayerful listening and the sharing of spiritual experiences. This book also covers
how to start such a group and what the expectations are (Benner 2002, Ch. 8).

These two books gave me insight into fostering supportive companionship.

Project, Methodology and Methods
This is an evaluative study seeking to understand the impact of group
companionship on spiritual directors’ spiritual and professional lives in FCEGS.
A Certified Spiritual Director Supervisor (CSDS) led the meetings. There were
pre- and post-project interviews with individual participants which used open-
ended questions to explore the effects of interacting with peers on the participants.
After each meeting, participants provided their feedback through post-meeting

reflection forms.
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Field

I aimed to recruit four to six practicing spiritual directors who were not
attending any peer supervision groups or facilitated group supervision at the time
of recruitment. There were considerations for setting this group size. Lucy Tucker
suggests that the number of participants in a peer supervision group should be
between five and eight, so that participants can have the opportunity to present
and there will not be too few participants if someone cannot attend (Tucker 2020,
68). Paul Bramer, a seasoned spiritual director who has been participating in a
peer supervision group for years, proposes that the optimal size of a peer
supervision group is four to six members (Bramer 2013, 2). With this group size, |
knew that each participant would have an opportunity to present at least once.

After sending invitations to the TASD and CFCSD members, thirteen
practicing spiritual directors indicated their interest in joining this research
project. In consultation with Debbie Laginskie, the facilitator of the group, I
registered six spiritual directors, aiming for diversity in gender, ethnicity, years of
experience, and certification status. During the pre-project interview, I found that
one of the six spiritual directors was participating in group supervision at that
time, and therefore did not meet the project criteria. In the end, there was a total
of five participants. I labelled them Participant 1 (P1) through Participant 5 (P5)
for easy reference. There was one male participant in the group. To protect his
privacy, I presented the demographic data of participants, not including gender, as

follows:
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Table 3: Demographic Data of the Participants

Participant | Demographic Data

1 - Certified Spiritual Director (CSD)

- had been providing SD for § years

- on average, providing 6 SD sessions per month
- no supervision in the past 12 months

- no regular contact with fellow directors.

2 -CSD

- had been providing SD for 4 years

- on average, providing 15 SD sessions per month

- received monthly supervision in the past 12 months

- attended meetings organized by TASD and CFCSD several
times a year.

3 - qualifying CSD (accumulating SD hours for certification)

- had been providing SD for 12 years

- on average, providing 10 SD sessions per month

- received one supervision session in the past 12 months.

- regular connection with fellow directors in a different capacity.

4 - qualifying CSD

- had been providing SD for 3 years

- on average, providing 4 SD sessions per month

- no supervision in the past 12 months (P4 resumed SD practice
in September 2023, one month prior.)

- connected with internship cohort several times a year and
attended TASD meetings several times a year

5 - qualifymng CSD

- had been providing SD for 5 years

- on average, providing 5 SD sessions per month.

- received 3 supervision sessions in the past 12 months.

- attended meetings organized by TASD and CFCSD several
times a year.

These participants were all trained by the Spiritual Direction Internship
Program at Tyndale. They were providing four to fifteen spiritual direction
sessions per month. Two participants did not have any supervision sessions in the
past twelve months, one because her supervisor was on sick leave and the other
because she had just resumed her spiritual direction practice a month prior to this

research project group. There were two other participants who had received three
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supervisions sessions or less in the last twelve months. The remaining participant,
who was providing fifteen spiritual direction sessions per month, had monthly
supervision.

One participant did not have any regular contact with other directors after
her graduation, which was several years ago. One participant kept in contact with
her internship cohort and attended meetings organized by TASD occasionally.
Two participants attended meetings organized by TASD or CFCSD several times
a year. One participant connected with peers many times a year because of her
voluntary commitments.

This group met over Zoom between October 2023 and February 2024. The
participants lived across Ontario, and it was hard for them to meet in person.
Since the COVID-19 pandemic, spiritual directors have become used to meeting

using an online platform.

Scope
This research project aimed to measure the impact of group
companionship on participants’ spiritual and professional lives in FCEGS.
Regarding the goal of contemplative evocative approaches to supervision, Conroy
says:
The overall goal of supervision is to help spiritual directors to grow in
self-awareness and interior freedom in order to stay with directees’

experiences and to be attentive to God during direction sessions. (Conroy
1995, 9)

This means there may be areas in directors’ spiritual lives that will hinder them

from effectively providing spiritual direction. It is crucial for spiritual directors to
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be aware of these hindrances. Through supervision, spiritual directors can have a
better understanding of their hindrances, which will increase their capacity for
attending to directees’ spiritual experiences.

Conroy mentions that there are three dimensions of contemplative
evocative supervision: 1) exploring interior movements; 2) bringing areas of
darkness into the light; and 3) growing in interior freedom to linger with
directees’ experiences (Conroy 1995, 9-12). I adopted these as the goals of
FCGES and employed them in the pre- and post-project interview questions.
During the interviews, I explained the essence of the three dimensions based on
Convoy’s elaborations as follows:

1. Exploring Interior Movements
a. Consolation, moving towards God: feeling the guiding
presence of the Holy Spirit, experiencing spiritual joy,
gratitude, peace, and love, having empathy and compassion
for directees (Conroy 1995, 7-8, 10).
b. Desolation, moving away from God: not feeling God’s
presence, experiencing frustration, agitation, anger, and
boredom (Conroy 1995, 8-9).
2. Bringing Areas of Darkness into the Light
a. Recognizing hindrances, for example areas of resistance or
woundedness, in serving as spiritual directors (Conroy
1995, 10).
b. Recognizing weaknesses or strengths as a spiritual director
(Conroy 1995, 11).

3. Growing Interior Freedom for Directees
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a. Growing one’s capacity to accepting directees’ spiritual
experience after recognizing the directors’ hindrances in
attending to directees (Conroy 1995, 11).

This research project focused on the participants’ experiences in group sessions.

Methodology
I used a qualitative approach to data collection. Merriam and Tisdell
describe the characteristics of qualitative research. They say:
The following four basic characteristics are identified by most as key to
understanding the nature of qualitative research: the focus is on process,
understanding, and meaning; the researcher is the primary instrument for

data collection and analysis; the process is inductive; and the product is
richly descriptive. (Merriam and Tisdell 2015, 15)

This project focused on understanding the impact of group companionship on
participants’ spiritual and professional lives in FCEGS through open-ended
questions in pre- and post-project interviews as well as a post-meeting reflection
form. The goals of FCEGS determined the design of group supervision sessions,
which had an influence on the group interaction. Therefore, it is hard to tell
whether the design of FCEGS or the interaction with peer directors led to the
outcomes of the project. Yet in my interview questions, I stressed the connection
between interaction with peer directors and the impact of the session. For
example, in the post-meeting reflection form, I asked, “Any impact on your
spiritual life through interaction with peer directors in today’s session?” Hence,
the focus of this project was on the impact of group companionship on the
spiritual life and professional growth of spiritual directors.

I was the primary person collecting and analyzing the data. I used a word
cloud to present participants’ feelings from the meetings. I also categorized the
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responses from the post-meeting reflection forms into different themes. The
findings were analyzed quantitatively by counting the responses in each category,
and qualitatively by quoting participant responses when appropriate. The pre- and
post- project interviews provided qualitative data about the participants’

experiences.

Method

Conroy suggests an agenda for two-hour FCEGS sessions for four to six
people. Time is allocated for presentation, exploration, group prayers, group
feedback, and group learning (Conroy 1995, 95-96). Paul Bramer shared the
agenda for his peer supervision group with me. They schedule a two-hour meeting
with prayers, two presentations, reflection, and time for silence (Bramer 2013, 1).
For the FCEGS group that I attended in August and September 2023, facilitator
Maria Chan scheduled a one-and-a-half-hour meeting with one presentation. She
also included consultation questions to deal with common problems in the
ministry of spiritual direction, which may be helpful for the professional growth
of spiritual directors (Chan n.d.).

Based on the above agendas and my experience in the FCEGS sessions led
by Maria Chan, I determined that a one-and-a-half-hour meeting should be
sufficient for project participants. In consultation with facilitator Debbie
Laginskie, I designed an agenda for a one-and-a-half-hour FCEGS session with
one presentation and intermittent prayer times, leaving room for feelings and

reflection to unfold (see Appendix 1).
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Whenever the group met, the director who presented a SD case was
required to complete four supervision forms designed by Maria Chan (see
Appendices 2 to 5) to record the SD session and identify areas to be explored in
the supervision meeting. Debbie Laginskie explained how to fill out these forms
before the project started.

Conroy discusses the role of the facilitator in peer supervision groups. The
facilitator’s responsibilities include keeping the focus on the presenting director
and creating a contemplative atmosphere (Conroy 1995, 99). Paul Bramer shared
his guidelines for the presenting director, facilitator, and responding peer
directors. In Bramer’s guideline, the presenting director has to preserve the
anonymity of their directee, and the facilitator has to remind participants of the
intent of the group meeting (Bramer 2013, 3). With reference to Conroy and
Bramer’s suggestions, I created a guideline for the different roles (see Appendix
6). I served as the project administrator, performing tasks like organizing Zoom
meetings and collecting data.

It is important to create a safe and secure environment for sharing. Debbie
Laginskie shared the guideline Companion with Each Other with me on July 8§,
2023. T attended an online training on peer supervision by Jane Vennard
organized by Spiritual Directors International from June 7 to 28, 2023. Vennard
discussed a guideline for sharing as well. With reference to the above resources, |
developed a guideline for sharing within this research project group (see

Appendix 7). This guideline stressed the importance of welcoming different
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thoughts, not offering solutions to the presenter, maintaining confidentiality, and
silently praying for the presenter.

In regard to data collection, I conducted pre- and post-project interviews
with individual participants to explore the impact of group companionship on
their spiritual and professional lives in FCEGS. I drew on the three dimensions of
FCEGS to design open-ended questions for these interviews (see Appendix §).
Participants were also asked to fill out a post-meeting reflection form within a
week of a FCEGS sessions (see Appendix 9).

The data collected was primarily qualitative. No categorization of
responses took place until all the data was collected. I transcribed all the pre- and
post-project interviews. The responses were presented qualitatively. One of the
post-project interview questions asked what contributed to the outcomes of the
group supervision. A question on the post-meeting reflection form also explored
this. Therefore, I combined the responses of these two questions in the findings.

I searched for themes in the responses to all the questions in post-project
interviews and post-meeting reflection forms. Participants sometimes provided
more than one response to each question. I categorized the responses by theme
three times 1n different time periods to ensure consistency of coding. The results
were presented quantitatively and supplemented with direct quotes from
participants. I used a word cloud to present the feelings of participants during the
sessions, as captured in the post-meeting reflection form.

The coded data was assessed in light of the focuses of this research

project. The focuses were: 1) the impact of group companionship on the spiritual
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and professional lives of practicing spiritual directors in FCEGS; 2) the factors
which contributed to these outcomes; and 3) participants’ expectations regarding
peer support moving forward. The data drawn from the post-meeting reflection
forms and post-project interviews were the basis for assessing all of these. The

details are shared in the section on findings.

Phases and Timetables
I started to formulate a research idea in April 2023 and had opportunities
to discuss the idea with scholars, instructors, supervisors, and experienced SD
practitioners. The research was launched in October 2023 with an information
session and completed in February 2024 with a wrap-up session. The phases and
timetable are summarized in Table 4.

Table 4: Phases and Timetables

Phase Schedule Progress/Development
Planning | May to August Consultation with relevant organizations
2023 (TASD and CFCSD) and individuals (peer

spiritual directors, spiritual director
supervisors, and a trainer for spiritual
director supervisors)

Confirmed Debbie Laginskie, a CSDS, to
facilitate this research project group.

September 1, 2023 | Submitted Field Research Proposal

September 22, CFCSD sent out an email to inform its

2023 members about this research project and
asked interested spiritual directors to contact
me.

October 7, 2023 Sent out emails to members of TASD to
inform them of this research project and
mvited them to indicate their interests.
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April 2024

Phase Schedule Progress/Development

October 18, 2023 | Shortlisted six spiritual directors who would
be potential participants in this research
project. I sent out an email to inform them
that I was waiting for approval from the
Tyndale Research and Ethics Board (REB) to
start the research.

October 25, 2023 | Held an information session for the six
selected spiritual directors to explain the
details of the research.

Execution | October 30, 2023 | Received written approval from Tyndale
REB.

Execution | October 30, 2023 Sent out an information letter and a consent
form to the six selected participants.

October 31 to Signed consent forms received from all

November 5, 2023 | participants before the pre-project interviews.

November 1-10, Pre-project interviews (One participant did

2023 not meet the criteria, so there was a total of
five participants)

November 15, 29, | Group supervision meetings.

December 6, 2023,

and January 10, 17

and 31, 2024

February 7, 2024 | Wrap-up session.

February 12-16, Post-project interviews.

2024

Data From February 17, | Compilation and coding.
analysis 2024, to early

Early April 2024

Reviewed and discussed findings with the
facilitator of this research project group.

April 15, 2024

Submitted research report.

Ethics in Ministry-based Research

In this research project, 1, as a fellow spiritual director, served solely as an

administrator and data collector.

According to Sensing, there are four core ethical principles guiding

research projects. They are non-malfeasance, autonomy (or self-determination),

beneficence, and justice (Sensing 2022, 115).
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Regarding non-malfeasance, the risk of power differentiation between the
researcher and participants was minimal. I clearly explained my role prior to the
launch of this research project, and I had no supervisory role for the participants.

Regarding autonomy, I sent an information letter and consent form to
spiritual directors through TASD and CFCSD. The information letter explained
the details of this research project, including the goal, schedule, data collection,
potential risks and benefits, and ways to safeguard confidentiality. Spiritual
directors joined this research project voluntarily and could withdraw their consent
without consequences at any time. The facilitator of this group supervision is a
practicing spiritual director supervisor. One of the participants was once her
supervisee, but that participant chose to attend the group of her free volition,
knowing who would be leading.

Beneficence refers to a commitment to minimize the risks associated with
the research project. I knew that during FCEGS process, participants might
experience emotional and/or spiritual challenges. These were expected to be
minimal, no stronger than watching a touching movie. In the information letter, it
was clearly stated that if participants needed assistance in facing these emotional
or spiritual challenges, they were encouraged to process the experiences with their
own spiritual directors or spiritual mentors. The facilitator of this group
supervision also offered individual spiritual direction sessions to participants at a
reduced rate if needed. No participant sought assistance from the facilitator.

Justice, one of the core ethical principles, means that “those who take on

the burdens of research participation should share in the benefits of the knowledge
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ground” (Sensing 2022, 115). The participants in this research project were aware
that they might gain several benefits. They were: 1) to receive group supervision
under the leadership of a CSDS; 2) to experience group companionship with
fellow directors; 3) to have the opportunity to understand spiritual direction
practices through sharing across different perspectives; and 4) to be engaged in
group learning and fellowship.

It is important to safeguard the confidentiality of research project so that
the participants are not identifiable to those outside of the group. I addressed this
issue in the information letter and consent form. I promised to keep the
participants anonymous in the public presentation of the data. I had the consent of

the only male participant to refer to him as female in presenting the findings.

Findings, Interpretations, Limitations, and Outcomes
Having explained the methodology for this research project, I will now
present the data obtained, my reflections on the findings, areas for improvement
in this research project, the impact of this research project on different parties

involved, and the implications for the ministry of spiritual direction.

Findings
There were two methods of data collection in this research project: the pre-
and post project interviews with individual participants conducted over Zoom,
and the post-meeting reflection form filled out after each session by each

participant, sent to me within a week of each meeting date.
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The group met over Zoom eight times from the end of October 2023 to
early February 2024. The duration of each meeting was one and a half hours. The
first session, on October 25, 2023, was a meet-and-greet and information session.
All participants, including the facilitator and me, used an image or object to
express how each of us defines spiritual direction. The facilitator and I briefed
participants about the FCEGS approach, the purpose of each supervision form, the
sharing guidelines, and the data collection methods. No data was collected in this
meeting. | received signed consent forms prior to conducting pre-project
mterviews from November 1, 2023, to November 10, 2023.

Our second meeting was held on November 15, 2023. Originally, the
spiritual director who did not meet the criteria of this research project group was
scheduled as the presenter. I replaced him and became the first presenter for this
research project group. This helped participants understand how to fill out the
supervision forms and oriented them to the format as well as the flow of the
FCEGS process. Once again, no data was collected in this meeting.

The group met again on November 29, 2023, December 6, 2023, January
10, 2024, January 17, 2024, and January 31, 2024. At each meeting, a participant
presented a SD case for group supervision. Each participant presented once. After
each session, participants were required to submit post-meeting reflection forms
to me within a week of the meeting.

The last meeting was a wrap-up session held on February 7, 2024, which
was not in our original plan. When this research project group was half finished,

the facilitator and 1 realized that it would be beneficial to participants to have a
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wrap-up meeting to reflect on and share their experiences with one another. The
participants concurred with the suggestion. In the meeting, participants shared
what they experienced during the project and blessed each other. This meeting
was not in the original research proposal, and therefore, no data was collected.
After this session, I conducted post-project interviews in the week of February 12,
2024. All the data collection was completed by February 16, 2024.

As there was only one male participant in the group, it would have been
easy to identify him. To protect his privacy, I decided to present all participants as
female with his consent. I quoted some of participants’ responses to the research
questions directly. The findings of this research project are presented in the

following order:

o Findings from pre-project interviews.

e Feelings about the FCEGS sessions.

e The impact of interacting with peer directors on participants’
spiritual life.

e The impact of interacting with peer directors on participants’
professional growth.

e The perceived differences between group supervision and one-on-
one supervision.

e Factors contributing to the impact on participants’ spiritual and
professional lives.

o Findings from the post-project interviews.

e The participants’ expectations concerning peer support moving

forward.
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Findings from Pre-project Interviews

In the pre-project interviews, participants were asked about their prior

interactions with peer directors. They were also asked if their interactions with

peer directors helped them to be aware of their inner movements and areas of

darkness, and whether those interactions increased their capacity for directees. In

general, the participants had difficulty answering the question. I replaced the

question with a more general one regarding the impact of interactions on their

spiritual and professional growth. Participants were then able to provide more

details. These pre-project findings are summarized in Table 5.

Table S: Findings from Pre-project Interviews

Participant | Contact with Peer Directors | Impact

1 No contact N/A

2 Occasionally attended She gained more information
meetings organized by TASD | but mostly related to
or CFCSD (several times a professional information.
year).

3 Regular contacts with peer It was her supervisor instead of
directors (more than several | peer directors who helped her
times a year because of her realize her inner struggles as a
voluntary commitments). spiritual director. She was

reminded to care for her soul
and take rest by some peer
directors.

4 She met with her mternship Her cohort mainly shared
cohort once a quarter and practical issues, for example
attended meetings by TASD | workload management and
occasionally (several times a | resources.
year).

5 She attended meetings by She usually received
TASD several times a year. affirmations of what God was

trying to tell her at that time
when she attended TASD
meetings.
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Table 6: Participants' Responses Re. Their Spiritual Lives

Impact No. of From No. of
Responses | Participants

Increased Awareness or Understanding of God 10 4

Increased Self-Awareness or Understanding 8 3

Insights Into Serving as a Spiritual Director 4 2

Feelings of Peace or Joy 4 2

An Awareness of a Community 3 2

Others 3 3

Four participants responded that they had increased awareness or understanding
of God. This could indicate an experience of God’s presence or a growing
awareness of God. P5 experienced God’s presence and wrote, “God speaking his
presence to me—and this theme was carried through the entire session for me and
for [the presenter].” P1 realized that God is at work despite her SD sessions that
might seem to lack impact. P4 witnessed how the Holy Spirit worked and felt a
sense of awe and wonder. P5 understood God’s love and expressed a feeling of
belonging to the group.

Responses indicated an increase in self-awareness or understanding, P3
revealed, “I am more confident of who I am and who God is in our relationship,”
after presenting a SD case. In another post-meeting reflection form, P3 mentioned
that she needed to further develop her awareness of feelings. Both her self-
awareness and relationship with God were impacted. Sometimes, responses
indicated a need to pay more attention to something and sometimes indicated an
awareness of how they were interacting with others in the group. P1 realized that
she needed to seek God. She wrote that the session “gave me awareness that I

may be missing something in my perception of spiritual movement in a session—
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caused me to seek God for greater openness and greater awareness.” Meanwhile,
P2 expressed that she had an increased awareness of withholding judgement when
someone’s approach was different from hers.

Some responses suggested a shift in their thinking about serving people as
a spiritual director. P2 talked about her calling as a spiritual director. She wrote,
“Perhaps the biggest impact was the affirmation of my sense of calling to the
work of spiritual direction.” In another post-meeting reflection form, she
recognized that God’s grace and strength were what she needed to serve as a
spiritual director. P4 stressed the importance of a director’s self-care during a SD
session and added that there is room for a director’s personality in the SD
ministry.

Three participants specifically mentioned how they felt in the sessions. P4
expressed that she felt peace on two of her post-meeting reflection forms, though
she did not elaborate. In one post-meeting reflection form, she said, “I truly just
feel a deep deposit of peace after each session. It’s remarkable and I am so
grateful.” P5 felt joy that P3 saw herself as worthy and loved exactly as God made
her. P1 had feelings of inner peace, freedom, and safety.

In two of her post-meeting reflection forms, P5 mentioned a feeling of
community when in the group. She wrote, “The experience of intentionally sitting
with others for the sake of another all in God’s presence, I found to be powerful
and peaceful and humbling. This was true community.” P1 found a rich

community in this group, which was what she needed.
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Three responses touched on other areas. They related to the importance of
using imagery in SD, employing physical senses as well as emotions in SD, and

inspiration received from hearing how a presenting director cared for her directee.

The Impact of Interacting with Peer Directors on Participants’ Professional
Growth

There was a question in the post-meeting reflection form about the impact
of interacting with peer directors on participants’ professional growth. The
participants’ responses are shown in Table 7.

Table 7: Participants’ Responses Re. Professional Growth

Impact No, of From No. of
Responses Participant
Insight into Handling Directors’ Emotions 10 4
Interacting with Directees 7 5
Acquiring Practical Skills and Resources 6 2
Accepting Friends as Directees 2 2
Self-care 2 1
Others 3 2

FCEGS explores directors’ inner movements, which can be perceived
through emotions felt during SD sessions. Participants expressed impacts on their
professional growth related to emotions. Some recognized the role of emotions in
SD sessions. P3 wrote,

I learned that emotions could be a gift for spiritual direction during the

session. It helps a director to develop his or her listening skills to the

sharing of the directee. It helps the director to show empathy in the

session. It draws the director to listen to his or her inner voices and seek
the discernment of the Holy Spirit for holy indifference.

Participants also sometimes felt affirmed, as P1 experienced. She said,

“affirmation that although I had a real struggle with deep triggers: 1 was present
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well with my directee.” Some responses reflected on handling emotions from
different perspectives. P1, in another meeting, wrote,
the value of both aspects as a SD: maintaining holy indifference in order
to serve well versus sharing my own emotion — good to hear the pros and
cons of each from the other SDs — remaining objective sounds more

professional but both is needed, which requires good discernment ‘on the
fly’ during a session

All participants gave responses related to interacting with directees. In a
session where P3 brought a SD case for supervision, her peers helped her accept
herself, which helped her accept her directee. In the same session, P1 expressed
that she was mspired to be more patient with her directees. PS5 was reminded that
her directees were all different. P2 found that each encounter with her directee
could be an opportunity for her personal growth. She wrote,

Yes—the value of looking to see where and how the experience of the

directee may parallel {with} my own experience, and how that, in turn, may

affect the way I relate to the directee. Each encounter with a directee
becomes an opportunity for my own personal growth as well.

Some responses related to acquiring practical skills or resources.
Participants learned new skills or were reminded of some skills. P2 responded that
she learned new skills and received new resources, though she did not specify
what. PS was reminded to use silence in her SD sessions more often and learned a
different way of applying imaginative practice. PS5 also mentioned that she learned
from the facilitator by observing her skills in listening, accompanying the
presenter, and asking questions.

P4 brought up a case involving accepting friends as directees, so this came
up in some responses. P1 mentioned that her perspective on accepting friends as

directees had been challenged while P4, who brought up the concern, confirmed
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that she would not accept friends as directees going forward because a feeling of
mutuality was lost in the relationship.

P4 expressed in two of her post-meeting reflection forms that she was
beginning to recognize the importance of self-care. Three responses addressed
other topics. They were a feeling of solidarity, an affirmation of the importance of
a question from a peer director, and an image of a puzzle piece to remind the
participant to be faithful to what she had.

There were three responses which showed that participants learned from
each other in this research project group. P3 expressed that there was shared
wisdom in the group and P1 realized that others in the group noticed things she
herself did not. P2 observed and learned about how others pick up on the

emotions of their directees.

Perceived Differences Between Group and One-on-One Supervision

Participants contrasted what they experienced in group supervision with
their prior experience in one-on-one supervision. There were three participants
who gave responses to the perceived differences of one-on-one supervision.
Tables 8 and 9 show what they said.

Table 8: Perceived Differences of Group Supervision

Difference No. of From No, of
Responses Participants
Exposure to Multiple Perspectives 9 3

Amplified Messages or Support
Learning and Growing from Others
Group Support

An Awareness of Interacting with Others
God Speaking through Different People
Others

W |[W| | |co
W =[N |W[= |
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Table 9: Perceived Differences of One-On-One Supervision

Difference No. of From No, of
Responses Participants

More In-depth 4 3

More Focused 2 1

Others 1 1

Three participants expressed that they were exposed to multiple
perspectives in group supervision. In all her post-meeting reflection forms, P2
responded that there were a variety of perspectives represented in group
supervision. P4 acknowledged the presence of multiple perspectives in group
supervision in two of her post-meeting reflection forms. The following are some
of the participants’ responses:

the ability to consider my case study from various perspectives as each

member of the group brought questions and insight from a slightly
different angle (P2).

In group supervision, the clarifying questions could be multi-focus for the
presenter to reflect from different peer directors in the group (P3).

In group supervision, you get to hear different questions and perspectives
(P4).

Four participants expressed that the message or support was amplified in a
group. The impacts of different activities in the group, including prayer and
listening were increased in a group setting. P2 acknowledged this after three
different sessions. In one of her post-meeting reflection forms, P2 wrote,
“Stronger sense of support as a group of people joined in prayer for the director.”
P1 had a similar response. She said, “Appreciated the amplification of God’s

voice through multiple people listening, praying, sharing.”
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Participants responded that they could learn from each other and grow
together in group supervision. PS5 wrote,

This way of sitting in—experiencing another person’s story—one which I

have not personally encountered, but will in some form one day, is an

amazing way of growing as a SD. Now I am mindful and somewhat

prepared for something in the future. It feels pre-emptive, and not just
reactive.

P3 felt that all members could benefit from group supervision and grow in
their practice of SD. She said,
The group supervision gathers wisdom and discernment from the Lord to

encourage each other. The session does not only grow the one who shared
and supervised but all of us.

Regarding group support, P5 felt cared for by the group. She had a sense
of community and not being alone. P2 mentioned that she was in good company.
Regarding interacting with others in a group, P2 felt that there was an opportunity
to be an observer in a group supervision and she was sensitive to her involvement
in the group to avoid over-participation. P1 mentioned that because of her loyalty
to the group, she still attended the session even though she was not feeling well.

Three responses touched on other aspects of the process. These mentioned
that group supervision was more evocative, noted the benefits of being silent
together, and appreciated the balance of attention from the facilitator and peers.

Three participants directly addressed the experience of one-on-one
supervision. All three found that one-on-one supervision was more in-depth. One
participant stated, “one-on-one felt more knowledge based.” I placed this in the

“others” category.
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Factors Contributing to the Impact on Participants’
Spiritual and Professional Lives

To explore the factors which contributed to the impact on participants’
spiritual and professional lives was one of my research focuses. This was
explored by looking at data from both the post-meeting reflection form and the
post-project interviews. The findings from these two sources are shown in Table
10.

Table 10: Perceived Contributing Factors

Factor No. of Response | From No. of
Participant
A Safe and Secure Environment 16 5
Group Participation 14 5
Supervisor/Facilitator 10 5
Participants’ Vulnerability 5 3
Listening to Peer Directors 4 2
Space for Silence and Listening 9 3
Centering Exercise 7 3
Reflective Listening 2 1
Evocative Approach 2 2
Unhurried Approach 2 2
Others 6 4

All participants provided responses which could be categorized into “a

9 66

safe and secure environment,” “group participation,” and “supervisor/facilitator.”
The above were the top three factors contributing to the impact of this research
project group on the participants’ spiritual and professional lives. The safe and
secure environment was the most important factor. Some participants provided
detailed responses which helped us understand what they meant by a safe and

secure environment. P1 said, “safe to share my true deep feelings and struggle; a

sense that the group could relate to what I went through and did not judge me,”
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while P2 wrote, “certainly a safe environment for sharing, listening to others
speak into the life and situation of the director.”

Group participation encompassed a broad range of different responses, but
all were related to being in a group. Some participants simply responded that
“participation in a group was another factor (P2),” or “the community (P5).”
Other responses were about group dynamics, like “recognizing that we were
offering support as a group took some (self-inflicted) pressure off of me (P2),”
and “Once I have done my presentation, I feel a loyalty because they have been
for me. I have to be with them. An obligation but in a positive sense (P1).” The
responses were also about feelings. For example, P4 wrote, “Being in the group, I
felt deposit of peace, real gift of the Holy Spirit. So needed.”

I consistently referred to Debbie Laginskie as the group facilitator to avoid
confusion between her and the supervisor of this project. In participants’
responses, they usually addressed Debbie as the supervisor. Therefore, I listed
“supervisor/facilitator” as one of the factors. The group facilitator was an
important factor which impacted the participants’ spiritual and professional lives.
Participants responded that the competency of the facilitator was a significant
factor. Some mentioned that the facilitator’s gentleness and skills created a safe
environment for them to share. P1 wrote, “Debbie’s reflective listening, giving
frequent and long space for silent reflection & prayer, her gentle manner all create
a safe environment and help to reveal underlying 1ssues.” P5 stated, “The words

and demeanor of Debbie to create this rich, safe environment feel vital.”
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Regarding people’s willingness to be vulnerable, P4 mentioned that peer
directors who demonstrated vulnerability created a safe space for further
vulnerability. P1 expressed that as the group got to know each other better, they
were willing to share and be vulnerable. I listed “listening to peer directors” as a
factor. Responses on this front involved people mentioning actively listening to
the presenter (P3) or benefitting from questions asked by their fellow directors
(P2). There are six responses that I categorized as “others.” These were related to
peer directors asking for resources (P2), presentation preparations (P2), directees’
self awareness concerning their feelings (P3), and the value of clarifying
questions (P4).

I identified some factors which related specifically to the format and
approach we took to the meetings. Among these factors, “space for silence and
listening” received many responses. The silent periods helped participants to
focus on listening to God. P4 wrote,

I feel that there are several opportunities to pause in the session and to

hear from the Holy Spirit. The silence periods throughout are also

important. We are continuously being redirected to the Holy Spirit and
leaning on Him.

The centering exercise was another important factor that benefitted
participants’ spiritual and professional lives. At the beginning of each session, the
facilitator started with a centering exercise. Participants felt that it helped them to
feel safe to share. P1 stated, “Debbie started with a centering practice. Doing the
sharing, each share something personal, already set up the space for

vulnerability.”
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Findings from Post-project Interviews

In the post-project interviews, I asked questions relating to the impact of
group interaction. These were again based on the three dimensions of FCEGS,
which are: 1) exploring interior movements as a spiritual director; 2) bringing
areas of darkness as a spiritual director mnto light; and 3) growing in interior
freedom as a spiritual director. After participating in FCEGS, participants had a
better understanding of these three dimensions and could provide detailed
responses.

Participants were more aware of their inner movements when providing
SD. Overall, participants noticed movement towards God in FCEGS. Participants
also discussed the significance of group interaction in helping them move closer
to God. PS5 responded,

Being in a group is different. When you are presenting, there is a huge

movement towards God with all the people holding you. By the time that I

got to know the people [directors in the group] praying for me. This

community is compelling you towards God. You don’t have a choice.

Even when you are not presenting, as part of the group holding people up,

1t 1s so sacred. It 1s such an honor to watch the movement and what’s
happened.

P1 said, “When I share a SD case, the whole group dynamic draws me
closer to God.” Even when she was not the presenter, she had a sense of hope that
God would show up in her SD sessions as he did for other directors. P3 expressed
that the questions and encouragement from other directors touched her and
affirmed that God was with her. P2 appreciated others’ perspectives even though
they were different from hers. She considered that this acceptance was a sign of

moving towards God.

139



Participants mentioned other factors in the group which brought them
closer to God. P4 responded that the pattern of listening and speaking gave space
for noticing the interior movements. P2, who had experience in a holy listening
group, anticipated God’s presence when she attended every FCEGS session. P1
recalled that in two of the FCEGS sessions, she could not perceive what the rest
of the group could. She took it as a kind of disorientation, not a moving away
from God. This motivated her to seek God earnestly.

Regarding the dimension of bringing darkness into light, participants
recognized that they had a better understanding of themselves as spiritual
directors, but not really of their darkness. P1 mentioned that group supervision
required her to be vulnerable with her peers. She said, “It is scary, but definitely
valuable.” P1 added that the group was a safe place so she could be vulnerable.
She experienced freedom in doing so. P2 responded that she always doubted her
giftedness and calling as a spiritual director. This doubt surfaced again in this
research project group. Instead, the group confirmed her calling.

P3 talked about her awareness of being a spiritual director while she was a
presenter and a supporter to the presenting director. She said,

When I was under supervision, it really set me free from my framework of

thinking. When some other shared, make me realize that I have that
darkness or maybe not darkness that I have to be aware and address to.

P4 realized that directors might be bound by their own thinking styles, and
that her weakness as a spiritual director was taking on emotions. P5 responded
that as she presented later, she knew that the group was a safe place to open and

understand herself.
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Regarding growing interior freedom, all participants did not think of this
aspect a lot prior to the post-project interviews. Nevertheless, they all thought that
interacting with peer directors in FCEGS had an impact on their interaction with
directees. P1 and P3 expressed that their compassion towards directees increased.
P1 said, “P3’s presentation is a good reminder for me to have more compassion
for my directees and to look at them deeply. My frustration shrinks the space for
my directees.” P3 reflected on this aspect. She responded, “Once I set myself free
from my thinking framework, I have more compassion and space for my
directees.” P2 and P5 considered that exposure to different directees in group
supervision helped them normalize the various religious experiences of a wide
range of directees. P4 also said that group supervision widened her perspective of

directees a bit.

The Participants’ Expectations Concerning Peer Support Moving Forward
The last focus of the project was to explore participants’ expectations
regarding peer support moving forward. I asked the participants about this in the
post-project interviews. In the original design, the question about their
expectations on this front was related to the three dimensions of FCEGS. 1
changed it to a more general question about their expectations concerning peer
support. The group facilitator offered the participants an opportunity to continue
engaging in FCEGS after the research group. Participants’ responses reflected
their thoughts about engaging in group supervision in the future. The findings are

shown in Table 11.
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Table 11: Participants' Expectations about Peer Support

organized by TASD a priority
in the future and would
continue FCEGS with the
facilitator.

Participant | Personal Desires Suggestions for the Ministry

1 Recognized that this type of | It would be good to let more
group was what she wanted directors be aware of FCEGS
and would continue FCEGS | through sharing and
with the facilitator. demonstration. It was important

to involve SD interns.

2 Expected other directors SD is a lonely practice. It would
would hold a mirror to help be good to be in group
her see her shadow side. She | supervision to receive feedback,
had committed to join another | but one-on-one supervision is
group supervision but would | also valuable.
join FCEGS led by the
facilitator of this research
project group if that group
did not work out.

3 Preferred to one-on-one Directors could join both one-
supervision personally as on-one and group supervision
there could be in-depth so that they would understand
discussion. She expressed different types of supervision. It
that she might join group took time to grow a community.
supervision once in a while.

4 It was hard to expect similar | It would be nice to organize
outcomes of this group from | FCEGS on a cohort basis.
other groups as every group
or facilitator is different. She
would continue FCEGS with
the facilitator.

5 Recognized the importance of | It would be good to help
being in a group. She would | directors be aware of the benefit
make joining meetings of FCEGS not only from a

financial perspective (sharing of
cost) but also from the
perspective of growing together.

In the wrap-up session, participants were asked to write a poem in the

French Pantoum style to describe their experiences in the group. This was not part

of the data collection, but the poems were rich and beautiful. They depicted
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feelings of being together, sharing, and listening to each other. These poems

marked an awesome conclusion to the group experiences (see Appendix 13).

Interpretations

The findings of this research project reveal several important areas of the
participants’ experiences in FCEGS. The participants’ feelings about FCEGS
were predominantly positive, and included empathy, compassion, joy, gratitude,
and acceptance. Empathy was the prominent feeling showing that peer directors
could relate to each other. There were other feelings, such as curiosity,
anticipation, or confusion stood out. Confusion was one common feeling of the
project participants. Sometimes participants had difficulties understanding what
the presenting director was trying to convey. For example, P4 wrote, “This will
sound ironic, but I was very confused! I was trying to figure out what was
confusing or frustrating for the presenter.” Despite this confusion, participants
could still empathize with each other

There were also some unexpected feelings, such as fear and grief. It was
important to welcome various feelings even though some feelings seemed to be
negative or non-desirable as they reflected participants’ inner movements.
Spiritual directors learn to be honest to their feelings and adopt an open attitude
towards different feelings. They also need to discern what these feelings are
trying to tell them. The feelings expressed by the participants gave us a glimpse of
their experiences with their peer directors. I interpreted the other findings

according to the three focuses of this research project.
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First, it 1s exciting to find that the group companionship in FCEGS had
positive impacts on participants’ spiritual lives. They gained a deeper awareness
and understanding of God as well as themselves. They were affirmed as spiritual
directors and experienced feelings of peace or joy in the sessions. There were also
impacts on participants’ professional lives. They learned more about how to
handle emotions, changed how they interacted with directees, and gained insights
in specific areas as well as new skills.

These positive impacts are related to the approach of FCEGS, which aims
to meet the three dimensions of supervision. First, FCEGS aims to explore
directors’ interior movement. We can find that results relating to “increased
awareness or understanding of God,” and “insight into handling directors’
emotions” showed that participants noticed how they felt as well as their
awareness of God during SD sessions. Second, though participants did not feel
that they were uncovering their darkness during supervision, they gained self-
awareness about serving as spiritual directors through interacting with peer
directors in FCEGS. As seen in the findings, participants’ self-awareness grew
through their experiences in FCEGS. The third goal of FCEGS is to grow in
interior freedom to serve directees. Participants felt like their interactions with
directees improved and that they were more compassionate towards them. Though
FCEGS focuses on directors’ interior movements, the aim 1s to better serve
directees.

The post-project interviews revealed the impact on participants’ spiritual

and professional lives, through the lens of the three dimensions of FCEGS.
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Participants provided more detailed responses in the post-project interviews than
the pre-project interviews. There are probably two reasons for this. First,
participants had limited regular contact with peer directors before the research
group, so they had difficulty answering the pre-project questions. Second, after
attending FCEGS, participants experienced and could better understand the three
dimensions.

There are some encouraging results from the post-project interviews.
Regarding interior movements, all participants said that they were moving closer
to God, but their responses focused on various aspects of this. They also felt that
being in a group context was impactful.

Regarding bringing areas of darkness to light, participants did not resonate
with the term “darkness.” P2 used the term “doubt” (about her intuition,
giftedness, and calling for SD) instead of “darkness.” P3 was also uncertain if
“darkness” was the best term to use. Yet participants said they grew in their self-
awareness, which is significant in serving directees. According to Conroy,
directors are human beings who have their own brokenness and hidden areas
which hinder them from serving their directees effectively. When directors can
notice and address these hindrances, they become free to empathize with their
directees’ experiences (Conroy 1995, 4).

The last dimension of FCEGS is growing interior space for directees, or,
in other words, becoming more accepting of directees. All participants responded
that they changed how they interacted with directees, mostly in regard to a

growing awareness of differences, like P4 and P5 mentioned. P1, P2, and P3 all
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expressed that their compassion for their directees increased. The participants
expressed similar feelings in response to the question about professional growth
on the post-meeting reflection forms. P1 said “inspired me to be more patient with
directees.” P2 wrote, “Each encounter with a directee becomes an opportunity for
my own personal growth as well.” It is lovely to know that participants had more
acceptance and compassion for their directees after the research project. This is a
sign of both spiritual and professional growth.

It is worth highlighting that being in a group context made a difference in
participants’ experiences. There was shared wisdom in the group and group
supervision helped all participants grow. The impacts on participants’ spiritual
and professional lives were brought forward not only by their direct experiences
but also by their participation in others’ experiences. It is exciting and enriching
to find that participants learned from both the facilitator and other directors.

Being in a group context also brings different perspectives, which is one of
the advantages of group supervision (Convoy 1995, 100). Therefore, participants
were exposed to multiple perspectives through FCEGS. Their interaction with
their fellow directors positively impacted them. Participants also felt the message
or support was being amplified when multiple participants shared similar
thoughts.

Gathering directors into a group of peers will not necessarily bring about
these positive impacts. There are other factors contributing to this outcome, such
as the maturity of group members, group dynamics, and the leadership of the

facilitator. P2 noted during the process that the group was “a mature group.” This

146



means that they were mindful of one another as they interacted. The following are
some examples.
Once I have done my presentation, I feel a loyalty to support others
because they have been there for me. I have to be with them. It is an
obligation but in a positive sense, a psychological thing but valuable. 1
owe them something. It is okay if God can use that, I will show up and

give them valuable feedback as I have received my feedback which were
so valuable. (P1)

[T was] sensitive to my own engagement as a member of the group. Does it
look like I am paying attention, do I seem disengaged to others, beware of
over-participating. (P2)

I felt that there might be a feeling of neglecting or leaving behind [one
participant]. Perhaps next time, I need to step back and listen to others in
the group. (P3)

Conroy discusses the advantages and disadvantages of peer group
supervision with a contemplative evocative approach. One of the disadvantages 1s
that there may be competition among members, as they may think that their
approaches are the best (Conroy 1995, 102). This research project group
demonstrated maturity in respecting each other. They valued others’ perspectives
instead of dismissing them.

Conroy also mentions that participants in peer group supervision may find
it difficult to cultivate trust and bonding (Conroy 1995, 101). This research
project group built trust quickly, which is again not an automatic product of a
group setting. P1 said, “I am growing in my respect for each director as we get to
know each other better, which results in me taking their input even more
seriously.” P5 expressed, “Having journeyed together for six sessions, [we]

experienced ourselves as safe, getting to know each other more.”
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The second focus of this project was to explore the factors that impacted
the participants’ spiritual and professional lives. The top three factors were
identified by all participants, meaning there was a consensus that they were
important. “A safe and secure environment” was the most prominent factor. The
belief of FCEGS is that directors need to bring their darkness into light to
experience freedom. This requires being vulnerable enough to disclose one’s
brokenness or weaknesses. It is important that directors feel safe in doing so. A
safe environment is a crucial factor in building a spiritual community. Participants
in this research project group started to have a sense of community, though the
group would probably need more time to form a stronger bond.

In his book Becoming a True Spiritual Community, Larry Crabb discusses
the church as a spiritual community. He proposes a process for developing a
spiritual community. He stresses the significance of a safe environment and being
vulnerable in building a spiritual community. The process consists of three parts:
1) being willing to be vulnerable, to disclose our brokenness and allow others to
enter our lives; 2) seeing beyond the surface and believing in the new identities
that we can have because of God’s work; 3) touching each other’s lives as we
communicate whatever the Spirit gives to us with each other (Crabb 1999, 169-
170). A safe environment that fosters vulnerability is the start of building a
spiritual community. The findings also show that “Participants’ vulnerability” is
another important contributing factor to the impact of group companionship.

Providing a “Space for Silence and Listening” allowed participants to let

their feelings unfold and bring them into God’s presence to discern his will.
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Conroy highlights the importance of providing time for quiet prayer so that
participants can be in touch with God, listen to the presenting director, ask God
for insight to share with the presenter, pray for the presenter, and help the
presenter review their inner movement (Conroy 1995, 93-94).

David Benner, discussing the formation of spiritual accompaniment in a
small group, also mentions the significance of silence. He mentions that people
seeking spiritual accompaniment should be attentive to God. Silence can cultivate
this prayerful attentiveness (Benner 2002, 168-169). The findings of this research
project show that participants considered intermittent silent time for listening to
the Holy Spirit as one of the top three factors affecting the impact of their
experience.

Some of these factors are interrelated. “A Safe and Secure Environment”
can further foster participants’ “Participants’ Vulnerability,” and are related the
competency of the facilitator and the format of the sessions. The facilitator plays a
crucial role in creating a safe environment through approach and format. P5
wrote, “I feel safe within the format and Debbie’s quiet leading.” We can find
several elements here: a safe place, the format, the facilitator, and the approach. I
put this response under “a safe and secure environment” as the participant’s felt
safety was the outcome of other contributing elements.

The final focus of this research project was understanding participants’
expectations regarding future peer support. Participants gave different answers to
this question. There are advantages and disadvantages of being in a group, so it 1s

not easy to give a definite answer about what one wants and expects in the future.
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P4 gave a fair response. She said, “I will not put that [expectation] on everybody.
Having Debbie there is helpful as she is so skillful, setting the tone, I will have
expectation but not that every group is exactly the same. Not expecting everyone
like that. Everyone has different strengths. [I] Want to do it [FCEGS] again.”
Nevertheless, all participants found the value of group supervision. Some
participants (P1, P4, and P5) suggested that it would be good for more directors to
be aware of FCEGS. It would be worth exploring further how FCEGS shaped
participants’ expectations regarding interactions they will have with their peers
down the road.

The pre-project interviews showed that participants did not have frequent
regular contact with peer directors. Group supervision provides an arena for
directors to share and receive feedback, which is valuable. The group
companionship in FCEGS not only helps directors connect but also grow in their
spiritual and professional lives to better serve their directees. However, group
supervision is not a replacement for one-on-one supervision. Some participants
explained that in one-on-one supervision, directors can explore a supervision
focus deeply. P1 had a question about group supervision, which is inspiring and
worth further exploration. In one of her post-meeting reflection forms, she
reflected:

There were times when I wondered whether it would have been more

helpful for the presenter if we had gone in other directions with this. One-

on-one supervision would have allowed for more focused movement. With
various peer directors commenting or questioning, we stalled on the issue
longer than may have been helpful. The presenter was constrained by the

group context and could not bluntly ask for the conversation to shift in a

different direction (perhaps because she was being respectful and

considerate of what each peer directors had to contribute). This may not
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accurately represent the presenter’s feelings, but this is still a hypothetical
drawback to group supervision.

For those directors who are serving high numbers of directees, they may
need more frequent opportunities to present their cases for supervision. For
example, a director providing SD to ten directees monthly, who is in group
supervision with five directors taking turns to present SD cases, will receive
supervision specifically for him or her every five months when he or she has
provided fifty SD sessions. This is probably not an ideal situation. Therefore, for
those directors with numerous directee, they may consider to attending one-on-
one and group supervision alternatively to ensure that they receive sufficient
supervision and peer support.

Lucy Tucker proposes that there are three components to supervision:
education, consultation, and self-reflection (2020.14). New spiritual directors may
need more education and consultation, while experienced directors will engage in
more self-reflection (Tucker 2020, 16). The participants in this research project
group had been providing SD for three to twelve years. It seemed that they
focused less on education and consultation. There was a designated time for
consultation in our agenda. The facilitator invited participants to bring up
concerns in providing SD and participants raised questions and sought resources
and solutions. As an observer, I found that participants occasionally had

consultative questions, but not in every session.
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Limitations

There are some limitations to my research. First, in retrospect, I realized
that T attempted to cover a lot. My initial desire was to explore the impact of
group companionship on participants’ spiritual and professional lives. I asked
questions beyond the focus of my research. My post-meeting reflection form, for
example, inquired about participants’ feelings in the session. The questions in the
post-meeting reflection form could have been streamlined to adhere to the focuses
of the project.

Further, the questions I asked in the pre- and post- project interviews
narrowly focused on interaction with peer directors in relation to whether the
three goals of FCEGS had been attained. The questions should have been
broadened to explore the impact of interacting with other directors, more in line
with the questions on the post-meeting reflection form. This would maintain the
focuses of this research project across all data collection methods. The question
about participants’ expectations concerning peer support moving forward could
have been framed more broadly. For example, I could have asked, “How does the
experience in this research project group shape your expectations about your
interactions with fellow directors in the future?”

Second, it would be better to have clear definitions for certain terms. For
example, I directly adopted the three dimensions of FCEGS proposed by Conroy
as the goals of my research project. It would have helped to think through how to
express these concepts in a more widely understood way. The use of “darkness”

in the second dimension caused some confusion. Another example is when |
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asked participants whether they had regular contact with their fellow spiritual
directors. I wanted to know how frequently they met with their peers for spiritual
and professional support. One participant spent time with friends who are spiritual
directors, but they did not talk about their ministry, so it did not count for the
purposes of my research. I could have conducted a pilot test of the interview
questions prior to collecting data, so I could refine the questions and avoid any
confusion.

Third, I should be more careful in giving examples to avoid leading
people’s opinions. When I asked what factors contribute to participants’ growth
on the post-meeting form, I included “e.g. a safe and secure environment for
sharing, evocative approach to encourage revealing your true self.” Participants
indicated that “A safe and secure environment” was an important factor, while
two responses stated that the “evocative approach” contributed to their growth.
Based on my observations and the post-project interviews, I believe that “a safe
and secure environment” was genuinely a significant factor for the participants.
Nevertheless, I should have avoided giving examples, especially since it might
not have been necessary.

There is certainly room for improvement in the design. It would be good
to build in an evaluation tool to get feedback from the facilitator. The facilitator
and I discussed what we observed after each session. We were excited to witness
God’s work 1n the participants’ spiritual and professional lives. The facilitator

also read my draft research report and appreciated the participants’ responses.

153



Nevertheless, I believe feedback from the facilitator, collected in a structured

way, would enrich this research project.

Outcomes

Even though there were limitations to my research project, there were
some exciting outcomes. Through group companionship in FCEGS, participants
became more aware of personal hindrances to serving their directees. Participants
(Pland P3) explicitly mentioned that they were freed from their usual thinking or
past bondage. When directors become freer, their capacity for welcoming their
directees’ spiritual experiences increases. Some participants (P1, P2, and P3)
expressed that their compassion towards directees also increased and that they
were made more aware of their hindrances when they witnessed how other
directors interacted with their directees. One participant (P2) revealed that her
calling as a spiritual director was confirmed. These are some of the amazing
outcomes of this project.

We created a model for FCEGS by producing agendas, forms, and
guidelines for this research project group. The format included frequent silence
for listening. The supervision forms were designed by Maria Chan. Guidelines
helped us delineate the roles of the facilitator, presenters. and members, which
enabled sharing. All these contributed to the impact of this research proect on the
directors’ spiritual and professional lives. They could be used to run FCEGS in
other settings or as a reference in designing a similar group supervision process.
Some participants felt that one-on-one supervision was more focused and allowed

the presenting director to have more control over the process. When the facilitator
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offers group supervision in the future, she intends to include a fifteen-minute one-
on-one time with the presenting director if he or she needs.

All the people involved in this research project group, including the
facilitator and I, grew in the ministry of spiritual direction. The facilitator gained
experience in leading FCEGS and will continue to provide it. I, as the researcher,
was grateful to witness how the Holy Spirit worked in the group and impacted the
participants as spiritual directors. I would like to find ways to introduce this group
supervision approach to other practitioners so that they can evaluate if 1t fits their

supervision need.

Implications and Conclusion

The spiritual directors involved in this research project experienced the
benefits of group companionship in FCEGS. They grew spiritually and
professionally. Most of them expressed that they recognized the importance of a
community of spiritual directors and would continue participating in group
supervision. They empathized with one another, since they were all in the same
ministry. The loving and caring bond developed in this group reinforces my
conviction that we are relational beings who reflect the perichoretic fellowship of
the Trinity. Terry Wardle in his book, Healing Care Healing Prayer, discusses
the importance of being in an intimate Christian community for those who
provide soul care for others. Wardle says:

Without that [a small, intimate community of Christians], she [the

caregiver in helping professions] runs the risk of moving away from well-

being in the very process of pointing others toward wholeness and
maturity. In the end, the failure to commit to the outward journey will
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compromise her and the people she feels called to serve. (Wardle 2001,
72)

I believe that community support is necessary for spiritual directors. They
need to be in groups with consistent attendance to develop trust and foster
vulnerability so they can share their deep feelings. These communities will
support the spiritual directors’ practice. Different types of groups can foster a
sense of community, such as learning communities or group spiritual direction.
FCEGS is a good option for spiritual directors to consider.

Spiritual directors need to be continually nurtured spiritually and
professionally to better serve their directees. Spiritual directors are usually aware
of one-on-one supervision, but group supervision can reduce the sense of being
alone in the ministry and increase the effectiveness of the ministry through mutual
learning. There are different approaches to group supervision. Some may stress
practical skills, while FCEGS focuses on exploring directors’ interior movements,
with peer directors listening to the Holy Spirit on behalf of the presenting
directors. The group companionship in FCEGS and other group supervision
approaches may be different. I suggest that spiritual directors try FCEGS so that
they can determine if the experience of interacting with peer directors is what they
need. It is also important to have spiritual director supervisors who are called to
this role and understand the approach.

The project participants indicated that the supervision sessions impacted
their spiritual and professional lives, whether they were presenting or providing
feedback. When applying for one’s spiritual director certification from the CCPC,

only the hours spent presenting can be counted. This may deter directors from
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attending group supervision, since it has a cost but only part of their investment
counts towards their supervision hours.

Several other factors were identified as contributing to the participants’
spiritual and professional lives. These included the format and approach of the
group supervision, the competency of the facilitator, and the safe and secure
environment that enabled them to be vulnerable with one another. Each of these
factors 1s worth further exploration. Those who are interested in supervising
others may want to explore the contemplative evocative approach, while those
who are interested in group supervision might focus on how group interactions
create a safe and secure environment that develops trust and fosters vulnerability.

The facilitator played a crucial role in the outcome of this project. She set
the tone for the group sessions, helped create a safe and secure environment, and
guided participants to focus on the presenter. From what I understand, there are
some peer supervision groups where directors take turns facilitating the meetings.
It is worth exploring the differences between the group companionship
experienced through these two types of supervision, their merits, and the
participants who would benefit the most from them.

It is also worth further examining the impact of demographics on the
results. For example, there was only one male participant in this group. I found
that at times the male participant took a broader view of things and could give a
more objective view. He noticed how members interacted with one another, while
the female participants were more focused on what people felt. Similarly, the

participant with fewer years of experience seemed to anticipate learning more
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about resources to use and techniques to practice. However, as there were only
five participants in this group, it may not be appropriate to draw any conclusions
about how this process would affect other people in these categories.

As the researcher, I was awestruck as I witnessed this wonderful group of
spiritual directors interacting with each other in the presence of the Holy Spirit. I
felt like I was watching dancing teachers who were eager to learn so that they
could lead others to dance graciously. They shared their challenges with the
group. With the help of the facilitator, they listened to the Holy Spirit together,
shared what they heard, supported the one being taught, and at the same time,
gained insight themselves.

It was an exciting and encouraging experience for me to conduct this
research project. I am grateful that God prepared people for me, including the
facilitator of this research project group and participants with various gifts. They
all possessed humble spirits, respecting and appreciating each other. It was
delightful to witness how the group interacted and grew together. I encourage
spiritual directors to explore group experience in different types of supervision so
that they can find the type that helps them most.

I sincerely hope that the participants’ experiences in this research project
will help directors appreciate the value of group companionship, as well as the
benefits of FCEGS. Spiritual direction can be a lonely ministry, but walking and

growing together with a group can be a significant support for directors.

158



CHAPTER 5:

CONCLUSION—GOD CAN USE LESS TO BLESS

It is surreal to write a conclusion to this portfolio. It seems like the start of
my DMin was not long ago, and there are still a lot of things for me to reflect on.
Perhaps I can view this conclusion as being in an “already but not yet” state. It is
too early to put a period to signify its completion, but it lays the foundation for
further development.

Had I not accepted God’s invitation to follow him, as described in Chapter
2—my spiritual autobiography—I would never have had the opportunity to go on
the journey of being loved by God and loving him in return. God brought me to
the Church to nurture and form me, through serving and fellowshipping with my
brothers and sisters in Christ. Eager to learn, I started studying at Tyndale. My
theological training and experiences with God taught me that God is a Triune
God. This changed my perspective on spiritual formation. I sought out Trinitarian
spirituality, which is a holistic spirituality emphasizing the importance of all three
Persons of the Godhead.

While I was learning to serve others, I faced relational challenges in my
church. I brought these difficulties to God, who showed me how Jesus endured all

suffering for love’s sake. I gradually learned to lay myself down and surrender to
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God’s love. This was a back-and-forth process, but it led me to stay in my church
so I could love God and others.

In Chapter 3, I developed a model of spiritual formation: “Dancing with
the Trinity in Missio Dei.” It was rooted in my conviction that the Trinity invites
people to join his loving fellowship. Through the redemptive work of Jesus
Christ, Christians are saved and belong to the Church, the body of Christ. The
Church is invited to participate in missio Dei. Hence, Christian faith should be
communal and future-oriented.

Christians are formed into a greater likeness of Christ to prepare them for
participating in missio Dei and through their participation. This spiritual
formation process can be understood as learning one-on-one and round ballroom
dancing. Christians can learn directly from dancing with the Trinity or other
believers in one-on-one ballroom dancing or in a communal setting, like a round
ballroom dance with a group. The skills and learning experiences between these
two types of ballroom dance are transferrable. God teaches Christians to remain
with other believers and live out the Christian life together, primarily in the local
church.

Yet like dancing, people may step on others’ toes, there are relational
challenges in the local church. Hence, I developed the BLESS process to help
Christians handle these relational challenges in the local church through the
empowerment by God’s love. This requires listening to the Holy Spirit and
support from a safe community. Hopefully, Christians will surrender to God’s

love and remain in their local church to grow more like Christ. Christians who
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stay in their local church continue to be formed spiritually in the process of
participating in missio Dei. | adopted a contemplative evocative approach in
designing questions and suggestions for those who want to apply the BLESS
process. It can be used as a tool for self-examination when someone encounters
relational difficulties in their church. It can also be used by those serving as a safe
and supportive community for others who are navigating relational challenges.

In Chapter 4, I shared about the research project I designed to explore the
impact of group companionship on the spiritual and professional lives of spiritual
directors. I took this approach because I felt the need for community as a spiritual
direction practitioner. During the project, I recruited a group of five practicing
spiritual directors to attend facilitated contemplative evocative group supervision
(FCEGS) led by a Certified Spiritual Director Supervisor.

The research confirmed that group companionship had a positive impact
on directors’ spiritual and professional lives. Participants experienced God’s
presence and became more self-aware. They gained insight in handling their
emotions. They developed new skills, as well as refreshing others. Being in a
group had an impact on the participants. They were exposed to other perspectives
and felt supported by the group. Most importantly, the impact on the participants
had implications for their interactions with directees. FCEGS helped participants
bring things that hindered them from practicing spiritual direction to the best of
their ability to light. Participants became more compassionate and accepting

towards their directees.
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The research also explored what contributed to this growth. In addition to
the group itself, a safe and secure environment, the facilitator, participants’
willingness to be vulnerable, and the format of the meetings all benefitted the
participants.

Based on this, I concluded that it is good for spiritual directors to have
support from their fellow directors. They can grow together spiritually and
professionally. T would like to quote some of the poems written in the last session
by the participants in order to share some of what they experienced. One wrote:

We explore and embrace our brokenness

We welcome and listen to each other

We grow in our self-awareness and freedom
A journey we travel together

This is a good summary of what the participants experienced and the outcome of
the group. Another one wrote:

From each plate, taste wine, taste bread

Our gentle Shepherd Host is able

In this circle, we are fed
The soul friends gather at the table

This participant used a feast to describe the gathering in which they shared and
experienced God’s presence. All the poems are wonderful and touching. They are
included in Appendix 13.

The group companionship in FCEGS may provide a sense of community
for spiritual directors. I suggest that spiritual directors try FCEGS and determine
if it is the kind of group experience that they need at their stage of spiritual and
professional development. It would be good to have a follow-up study examining

how to apply the BLESS process. I would love to find out if the questions in the
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applications of the BLESS process are useful, what the impact is on the users,
who can benefit from the process, and how it can be improved.

In the research project, there are many areas for further investigation. They
include the approach and format of FCEGS, the group dynamics that enabled the
group to function in a safe and supportive way, and the impact of the facilitator on
the outcome. I hope that this project can spark other research ideas that will
benefit the ministry of spiritual direction.

I found that crafting this portfolio was a back-and-forth process, with a lot
of reflection, revision, and rewriting. When I realized that “community and love”
was the thread connecting all three of my DMin projects, I removed less relevant
sections of my spiritual autobiography. This revised spiritual autobiography gave
me insights that allowed me to modify the BLESS process and its application. My
research findings reminded me of my experiences in community and, therefore, I
revised my spiritual autobiography again. These are only some examples to
illustrate that the process of creating this portfolio was not linear. Similarly,
during spiritual formation, we sometimes gain insights that help us understand our
past experiences, and sometimes we linger with those experiences for a longer
period before leaping forward. The direction—Christlikeness—is still clear.

“What are you going to do after your graduation?” This question 1s
becoming harder to ignore as I approach the final stage of my DMin. I did not
start this program expecting to clarify anything about my spiritual journey or
ministry. I simply followed God’s guidance and trusted that God would use me

one way or another. I merely have to cling to and surrender to him.
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At the beginning of my studies, I felt that I was a less compared with my
classmates. Interestingly, some of the participants in my project also shared that
they did not feel good enough. I believe that I am still less, but now I realize that
we all are less. God can use less people to bless others. This is my humble wish
that this portfolio will bless my dear brothers and sisters in Christ and fellow
spiritual directors. We are not alone on the journey. God blesses us and holds us

together.
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Appendix 1: Agenda and Guideline

First Meeting
Part One — Introduction
Opening prayer (1-2 mins) (the facilitator)
Self-introduction and check in (10 mins) (the administrator)
About this group: purpose, design, dates and time, communication
(8 mins) (the administrator)
Discussion on the covenant for the group: explanation of the proposed
covenant, feedback, final covenant for all to follow in the coming
meetings. (10 mins) (the facilitator)
Break (5 mins)
Part Two — Peer Group Supervision Support
Silence -- prepare us for the supervisory process (2 mins)
Presentation (15 mins)
Clarifying questions (5 mins)
Silence — in the presence of the Holy Spirit (3 mins)
Group shares insight and feedback (25 mins)
Silence — space for the presenter to interact with the Holy Spirit (3 mins)
Presenter’s sharing (3 mins)
Prayerful silence for the presenter (2 mins)
Group Learning — sharing (10 mins)

. Consultation questions (10 mins)
. Silence and closing prayer (2 mins)

Agenda for 2 to 6™ Meeting

Peer Group Supervision Support

Check in and centering (7 mins)

Silence -- prepare us for the supervisory process (2 mins)
Presentation (15 mins)

Clarifying questions (5 mins)

Silence — in the presence of the Holy Spirit (3 mins)
Group shares insight and feedback (25 mins)

Silence — space for the presenter to interact with the Holy Spirit (3 mins)
Presenter’s sharing (3 mins)

Prayerful silence for the presenter (2 mins)
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10. Group Learning — sharing (10 mins)
11. Consultation questions (10 mins)
12. Silence and closing prayer (2 mins)

Guidelines and Questions
1. Questions for the presenter’s sharing
e How did I feel in the process?
e Did the session help me better understand myself?
e Did the session help me better serve as a spiritual director?

2. Questions for group learning
o What is the takeaway for me in this session?
e How does this impact me as a spiritual director?
e Anything that I need to take to my own spiritual director? (No need to
share but just a reminder for all participants.)

Adapted from material created by

Bramer, Paul. 2009, 2013. Introduction to Peer Group Supervision and Peer
Group Supervision for Spiritual Directors, shared with the researcher, July 10,
2023.

Conroy, Maureen, 1995. Looking into The Well: Supervision of Spiritual
Directors. Chicago, IL: Loyola University Press.

Vennard, Jane, interviewed by the researcher, July 7, 2023.

—————— Peer Supervision Training, organized by the Spiritual Direction and
Spiritual Companionship, June 7 to 28, 2023.
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Appendix 2: Spiritual Director Self-Supervision Form

To engage in after each spiritual direction session.

Directee Pseudonym: Date:

No. Session: Time:

1. Take a few deep breaths to ground yourself in God.

Using the Examen, reflect back on the session.

a) What brought joy or thanksgiving in this session?

b) What troubled or challenged me about this session?

c) Where did I experience God’s presence/movement in the session?
2. What is still lingering in me?

3. Where do I sense this lingering in me?

Dimensions of human experience: What I sense or can identify:

Body sensations

Feelings/emotions
Thoughts

Intuitions/imaginations

4. What do I desire for the relationship between the directee and myself?

5. What might God be inviting me to notice? (e.g., parallel processes,
simultaneous graces)
6. What do I desire for my directee?

7. Where do I sense any unfreedom in myself? (e.g.,
transference/countertransference; relational challenges)
8. What do I desire for myself?

9. Where do I sense God’s movement/presence/reassurance?

10. Is there anything here that might benefit from supervision?

Designed by Maria Chan 2023 as inspired and adapted from Maria Tattu Bowen and Together in
the Mystery ©2020 in grateful conversation with Bruno Brantschen, SJ; Elisabeth Fink-Schneider;
and the Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction faculty at San Francisco Theological Seminary.
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Appendix 3: Spiritual Director Contemplative Reflection Form

To be submitted 48 hours prior to facilitated group supervision

Director Name Supervision Date
Supervisor Name Directee
pseudonym
Session Meeting #: Direction In person
Information Date: Conducted Via voice alone
Time: Via video
conference

1. In the context of supervision, briefly introduce your directee to your
group, disguising name and any distinguishing details that may reveal his

or her identity.

2. How did you respond to the Holy Spirit after self-reflection?

3. From your self-reflection, describe what you sense is the core issue being
brought to supervision?

4. Given your predominant reaction to the core issue, what is your
supervision focus?

5. What consultation questions have arisen related to this supervision focus?

Designed by Maria Chan 2023 as inspired and adapted from Maria Tattu Bowen and Together in

the Mystery©2020 in grateful conversation with Bruno Brantschen, SJ; Elisabeth Fink-Schneider

and the Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction faculty at San Francisco Theological Seminary.
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Appendix 4: Spiritual Director Remembered Dialogue Form

To be submitted 48 hours prior to facilitated group supervision

Director Name Supervision Date
Supervisor Directee
Name Pseudonym
Session Meeting #: | Direction In person
Information Date: Conducted Via voice alone
Time: Via video
conference

1] ARENAS OF LIFE: Please circle where this part of the Remembered Dialogue
sits withing the following notable arena/s of life:

a] Intrapersonal b] Interpersonal c] Systems and Structures d] Environment

Designed by Maria Chan 2023 as inspired and adapted from Maria Tattu Bowen and Together in

the Mystery©2020 in grateful conversation with Bruno Brantschen, SJ; Elisabeth Fink-Schneider;

and the Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction faculty at San Francisco Theological Seminary.
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INSTRUCTIONS
On the lefthand side of the grid:

1. Please find space to prayerfully record what you can recall for that part of
the dialogue that
a. Either illustrates or
b. gives context to your supervision focus.
2. Please note that the RDF is not a verbatim i.e., word for word account of
part of, or a recording of the entire spiritual direction conversation.
3. Rather, the RDF relays
a. sense of what transpired and
b. takes note of particular vocabulary used.
These are two overt gifts of the RDF.
4. Expect the RDF to be approximately two pages in length.
On the righthand side of the grid
1. Please find Dimensions of the Human Experience for
a. the directee’s body responses and
b. for the director’s
1. body responses
. feelings
1. thoughts, and
1v. intuitions/imaginings.
2. This provides an opportunity for you to reflect on
a. the inner movements and
b. reactions that accompanies your Remembered Dialogue.

Not every space on the grid needs to be filled in, but rather those dimensions of
human experience that were particularly touched around that particular piece of
dialogue.

Designed by Maria Chan 2023 as inspired and adapted from Maria Tattu Bowen and Together in
the Mystery©2020 in grateful conversation with Bruno Brantschen, SJ; Elisabeth Fink-Schneider;

and the Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction faculty at San Francisco Theological Seminary.
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Appendix S: Spiritual Director Post-Supervision Form
Gifts to receive, unpack and reflect upon after supervision

1. What, if any, new freedom has arisen for you in the supervision process?

a. Intrapersonal

b. Interpersonal

©

Systems/Structural

d. Environmental

2. What new skills have you learned that you would like to integrate?

3. What will you take away from this supervision process?

a. For your own personal life

b. As encouragement when meeting next with this directee or other

directees?

c. For your own call as a spiritual director?

Designed by Maria Chan 2023 as inspired and adapted from Maria Tattu Bowen and Together in
the Mystery©2020 in grateful conversation with Bruno Brantschen, SJ; Elisabeth Fink-Schneider;

and the Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction faculty at San Francisco Theological Seminary.
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Appendix 6: Suggestions for Different Roles in the Research Group

1. Presenter

e Present the issue as it relates to you as a director, not as your directee
as the subject of discussion.

e Think of some questions that you would like to ask the group, your
concerns, and how the situation brings your awareness to issues related
to yourself.

2. Responder

e Focus on the presenter rather than the directee.

Seek for discernment of the Holy Spirit rather than problem-solving.

e Become present and sensitive to the presence of God for the sake of
the presenter.

o Keep peer group material confidential.

Trust in what the Spirit wants to say through you.

e Provide companionship and listening. Companionship — encourage
each other, be sensitive to each other’s needs, and give objective
feedback.

e Refrain from giving advice.

3. Facilitator

e Remind the group of the purpose and focus of the meeting
e Offer direction to keep the meeting adhering to the rules, for example,
no cross-talk
e Foster a contemplative atmosphere and focus on director’s experiences
e Maintain the order of the meeting so that the group has a predictable
and reliable structure and participants can develop trust.
4. Administrator

Arrange Zoom meetings.

Send reminders to participants.

Arrange the schedule of the presentation.

Record Zoom meetings as part of the data collection for the research.
Serve as a timekeeper at the meetings.

Adapted from material by
Bramer, Paul. 2009, 2013. Introduction to Peer Group Supervision and Peer
Group Supervision for Spiritual Directors, shared with the researcher, July 10,
2023.
Conroy, Maureen, 1995. Looking into The Well: Supervision cf Spiritual
Directors. Chicago, IL: Loyola University Press.
Vennard, Jane, interviewed by the researcher, July 7, 2023.

—————— Peer Supervision Training, organized by the Spiritual Direction and
Spiritual Companionship, June 7 to 28, 2023.
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Appendix 7: Guideline for Sharing of the Research Group
We commit to foster a safe and secure space in our group meeting to
support each other through adhering to the followings:
F — Focus on the presenter and be curious with what is being shared.
R — Refrain from offering solutions; don’t fix others’ situation

I -1 -statement in giving responses, for example, “I notice...”, “I
wonder...”

E — Encourage and welcome all thoughts and feelings
N—No to “why” questions

D — Double Confidentiality, keep all sharing and materials confidential
and at the same time, not to bring up what has been shared again even within the

group.

S — Silence, holding a loving and prayerful space for the presenter for his
or her interaction with God.

Created by the researcher with reference to a guideline named Companion with
Each Other by Debbie Laginskie, shared with the researcher on July 8, 2023, and
the notes of session one (June7, 2023) of an online training on Peer Supervision
Group by Jane Vennard, organized by the Spiritual Direction and Spiritual
Companions from June 7 to 28, 2023.
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Appendix 8: Pre- and Post- Project Interview Questions

1. Pre-project Interview questions

1. Do your current interactions with peer directors have any impact on
the following aspects? If so, please kindly share your experiences.
1.1 Exploring Interior Movements as a Spiritual Director
* Noticing your experiences of moving away from God
* Noticing your experience of moving towards God
1.2 Bringing Areas of Darkness as a Spiritual Director into the Light
* Noticing your unfreedom as a spiritual director
* Bringing the areas of unfreedom to conscious
» Facing the areas of unfreedom in God’s presence
» Knowing your weaknesses and strengths as a spiritual
director
1.3 Growing in Interior Freedom as a Spiritual Director
* Growing in inner space to understand your directees’
religious experience with freedom
» Growing in inner space to accept your directees
2. 1In general, do your current interactions with peer directors help you
grow as a spiritual director? If so, please describe your experiences
and your views of the affecting factors.
3. Any expectations towards your future interactions with peer directors
on the above aspects?
3.1 Exploring Interior Movements as a Spiritual Director
3.2 Bringing Areas of Darkness as a Spiritual Director into the Light
3.3 Growing in Interior Freedom as a Spiritual Director
4. Tfyes, any suggestions to meet these expectations?

2. Basic information

No. of years in practising spiritual direction:
Average no. of spiritual direction session provided per month in the past
twelve months:
No. of current directees:
Status:

0 Qualifying Certified Spiritual Director (not yet certified by the
Canadian Council of Professional Certification)

0 Certified Spiritual Director (CSD)

Year of Certification:

0 Qualifying Certified Spiritual Director Supervisor

0 Certified Spiritual Director Supervisor (CSDS)

Year of Certification:
Frequency of receiving spiritual direction supervision in the last twelve
months:
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3. Post-project Interview questions

1.

3.

Did your interactions with peer directors in the GPS group have any
impact on the following aspects? Please kindly share your experiences.
1.1 Exploring Interior Movements as a Spiritual Director
* Noticing your experiences of moving away from God
* Noticing your experiences of moving towards God
1.2 Bringing Areas of Darkness as a Spiritual Director into the Light
* Noticing your unfreedom as a spiritual director
* Bringing the areas of unfreedom to conscious
» Facing the areas of unfreedom in God’s presence
» Knowing your weaknesses and strengths as a spiritual
director
1.3 Growing in Interior Freedom as a Spiritual Director
* Growing in inner space to understand your directees’
religious experiences with freedom
» Growing in inner space to accept your directees

In general, did your interactions with peer directors in this GPS group
help you grow as a spiritual director? If so, please describe your
experiences and your views of the affecting factors.

Any expectations towards your future interactions with peer directors
on the above aspects?

3.1 Exploring Interior Movements as a Spiritual Director

3.2 Bringing Areas of Darkness as a Spiritual Director into the Light
3.3 Growing in Interior Freedom as a Spiritual Director

4. Tfyes, any suggestions to meet these expectations?

Adapted from material created by
Conroy, Maureen, 1995. Looking into The Well: Supervision cf Spiritual
Directors. Chicago, IL: Loyola University Press.
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Appendix 9: Post-meeting Reflection Form

What kinds of feelings did you have during today’s session with your peer
directors?

Were you aware of any impact on your spiritual life through interaction
with peer directors in today’s session? If so, can you identify the impact?

Were you aware of any impact on your professional growth as a spiritual
director through interaction with peer directors in today’s session? If so,
can you identify the impact?

What were the factors affecting the above impacts? e.g., a safe and secure
environment for sharing, evocative approach to encourage revealing your
true self.

Did you experience any differences between group supervision and one-
on-one supervision? If so, what were they?
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Appendix 11: Information Letter

Research Study Topic

Exploring the Impact of Companionship on the Spiritual Lives and Professional
Growth of Practising Spiritual Directors in Facilitated Contemplative Group
Supervision

What?

Why?

Researcher: Dora Yeung

This research project study will recruit four to six practising spiritual
directors to form a facilitated contemplative peer supervision group named
the Group Peer Supervision (GPS) group, led by Debbie Laginskie, a
Certified Spiritual Director Supervisor (CSDS). I will be the co-facilitator.
Participants will be engaged in one-on-one pre- and post-individual
interviews to explore their experiences of companionship with peer
directors and whether the interactions have had impact on their spiritual
lives and professional growth in the ministry of spiritual direction.

The GPS group will adopt a contemplative approach to foster a supportive
environment for peer directors to have self-reflection on their interior
movements in spiritual direction sessions. Participants will take turns
presenting a spiritual direction session that they want to bring to group
supervision.

The only risk for participants is that they may need to deal with the
emotions stirred up in the process even after the group meetings. They are
encouraged and advised to follow up with their own spiritual directors, but
Debbie Laginskie has also kindly agreed to provide spiritual direction at a
reduced rate if needed.

The benefits for participants are: (1) to receive group supervision under
the leadership of a trained supervisor; (2) to experience companionship
with fellow directors.; (3) to have the opportunity to understand spiritual
direction practices through sharing from different perspectives; (4) to be
engaged in a group learning and fellowship experience.

This 1s formal group supervision, and there is a charge of $60 for the six
sessions.
Facilitated contemplative group supervision provides space for different

perspectives and can build mutual support among fellow directors.

Spiritual directors need regular supervision to demonstrate accountability
to directees and directors themselves.
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Appendix 13: French Pantoum Written by Participants
#1

A journey we travel together

In the presence of God

We welcome and listen to each other
A discerning heart 1s developed

In the presence of God

We explore and embrace our brokenness

A discerning heart 1s developed

We grow in our self-awareness and freedom

We explore and embrace our brokenness
We welcome and listen to each other

We grow in our self-awareness and freedom
A journey we travel together

#2

A priceless gift to have friends listen

To the stories we would share

With one ear tuned to the great physician
Who will all our burdens bear

To the stories we would share

We seek for meaning deep below

Who will all our burdens bear

The depths of which we scarcely know

We search for meaning deep below

With one ear tuned to the great physician
The depths of which we scarcely know
A priceless gift to have friends listen

#3

Deposit of peace
Heaven touched down
A holy feast

His Spirit abounds

Heaven touched down

On this cloud of witnesses
His Spirit abounds

On this adventurous ride
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On this cloud of witnesses
A holy feast

On this adventurous ride
A deposit of peace

#4

The soul friends gather at the table
Each of us a son and daughter

Our gentle Shepherd Host is able
To guide to rest by living water

Each of us a son and daughter

From each plate, taste wine, taste bread
To guide to rest by living water

In this circle, we are fed

From each plate, taste wine, taste bread
Our gentle Shepherd Host is able

In this circle, we are fed

The soul friends gather at the table

#5

Together we are God’s love in person
known and knowing God together
with freedom and gentle compassion
we open our hearts in sacred surrender

Known and knowing God together
faithful wondering

we open our hearts in sacred surrender
joyfully receiving

Faithful wondering

with freedom and gentle compassion
joyfully receiving

together we are God’s love in person
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