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SPIRITUAL FORMATION

(Probing questions, suggestions, and encouragement in areas of personal and spiritual growth)

Spiritual Formation
in the Seminary Community

Mentoring

by Dick Daniels

Recent inquiry related to faith development demonstrates that spiri-
tual formation does occur in conjunction with the other dimensions of
human development.! The crucial question for the seminary focuses on
its responsibility for that development at the stage or level students
bring to their theological education.

Daniel Levinson’s research on adult development identifies the
“novice” phase of adult life which includes the following periods: the
early adult transition (17-22 years), entering the adult world (22-28
years), and the age 30 transition (28-31 years). Within the novice
phase, Levinson postulates four tasks which are common and essential
to the process of entry into adulthood:

1. Forming a dream and giving it a place in the life structure.
2. Forming an occupation.

3. Forming love relationships, marriage and family.

4. Forming mentoring relationships.?

The concept of mentoring is used by many writers in discussing spiri-
tual development or formation. Kenneth Leech and Tilden Edwards
have provided a historical review and numerous examples of individu-
alized spiritual mentoring in the Christian tradition.? Some writing has
also described the corporate possibilities for spiritual guidance through
small groups.* The seminary is a natural setting in which this can be
made available.

Seminary faculty members fulfill many varied roles: teaching, advis-
ing, leading in worship/liturgy, research and writing, membership in
professional organizations, leading small groups, participation in re-
treats and seminars, contributing to denominational and church life at
all levels, and representing the institution off-campus. In addition to the
classroom setting, though, the opportunity for faculty to relate to stu-
dents is of primary importance for several reasons. Alexander Astin’s
significant work within undergraduate higher education demonstrated
the importance of student involvement with faculty and staff for in-
creased personality and behavioral changes.’ He found that the fre-
quency of faculty-student interaction has a stronger relationship to stu-
dent satisfaction with the college experience than any other single vari-
able identified. The writing of Katz and Hartnett on graduate and pro-
fessional education and Gordon E. Jackson on faith formation in profes-
sional clergy support this same conclusion: “The nature of the graduate
student’s relations with faculty is probably the single most salient
feature of the graduate department climate.”¢ “A conclusion we have
reached from this study is that with few exceptions the most important
people in the faith formation of our sample beyond early home life
were seminary professors.. .. Perhaps one reason for this was the
readiness of these soon-to-be clergy for clergy models. In the seminaries
they found them.””

Several terms are used in the literature of spiritual formation, but the
primary ones are spiritual direction and spiritual mentoring. Writers on
the subject have suggested various definitions. Shawn McCarty has
helped to distinguish between “spiritual” and “direction” and to clarify
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some possible misunderstandings. “Spiritual direction is not ‘spiritual’
in the sense that it is concerned with the life of the spirit or the life of
the soul as somehow disengaged from the mind and body.. . . There is
a focus on the ‘spiritual’ dimension of the person, but with an aware-
ness of and an attentiveness to the fact that other dimensions of the per-
son’s life can help or hinder growth in holiness. . . . Nor is spiritual di-
rection ‘direction’ in the sense of being overly directive.. . . The direc-
tion does not tell who they should be or what they should do. And this
fact . . . precludes fostering an unhealthy dependence of the directee or
director.”®

The following definitions offer additional insight into the meaning of
mentoring and direction:

1. “In a word, [the spiritual director] is only God’s usher, and must lead
souls in God's way, and not his [or her] own.”

2. “Spiritual direction has been that form of pastoral care which offers
direct help to another person to enable that person to let God relate
personally to him or her, to respond to God personally, and to live
the consequences of that relationship.”1®

3. “Spiritual direction is the particular discipline of listening with a soul
friend to the ways the Spirit is uniquely moving through our whole
life, deepening conversion into the joy and mission of God in Christ.
The relationship also involves attention to the disciplines under-
taken by a person to assist ongoing, daily listening. Such spiritual
guidance personalizes theological education in terms of this person’s
gift, call, and need, in the context of the Body of Christ.”!!

4. “A 'good enough’ mentor is a transitional figure who invites and
welcomes a young [person] into the adult world. The mentor serves
as a guide, teacher and sponsor, [and] represents skill, knowledge,
virtue, accomplishment—the superior qualities a young [person]
hopes someday to acquire.”12

Specific characteristics have been cited which describe the kind of
people who are effective spiritual mentors. Tilden Edwards conducted a
study concerning spiritual growth through the Alban Institute. A repre-
sentative group of clergy were asked to identify individuals in their con-
gregations whom they felt were the most spiritually mature. Through
in-depth interviews it was discovered that “the most consistently
important stimulus to spiritual growth were particular people who were
trusted, and who were perceived as caring, durable i el Taith,
and wise.”13 T

The accountability of the seminary o
the church demands more than the
cognitive acquisition of theological
insights and ministry skills.

More specifically, Gordon E. Jackson's study offered a profile of the
effective mentor-faculty member as one who is “academically compe-
tent and intellectually alive, sharing convictions with a quiet confidence
and personal authority, and caring with a sensitivity that is able and

TSF Bulletin  January-February 1983 13



willing to be empathetic and remembers details.”4

The functions of the mentor include several roles. While not specifi-
cally focused on spiritual formation, Levinson has included these: (1) A
teacher, who enhances the person’s skills and intellectual devel-
opments; (2) A sponsor, who uses influence to facilitate the person’s en-
try and advancement; (3) A host/guide, who welcomes the person into
a new occupation and social world, acquainting him or her with its val-
ues, customs, resources, etc.; (4) An exemplar, who offers a model to
admire and emulate in terms of virtues, achievements, and the way of
living; (5) A counsel, who also offers moral support in times of crisis.!s

McCarty adds the following functions to Levinson’s: listening, affir-
mation, confrontation, accountability, clarification, integration, and dis-
cernment.'® Within the literature of student development in higher edu-
cation is this summary: “The mentor wears many hats—consultant, in-
structor, counselor, administrator, researcher, evaluator, referral agent,
and liaison with other faculty and staff. Most importantly, however, the
mentor is a significant and concerned person who effectively facilitates
self-responsibility, self-directedness, and developmental task achieve-
ment in students.”!?

In describing the mentor’s role, several writers have distinguished
between mentoring and counseling. At times the mentor may counsel,
but the role includes other functions as well. When the directee needs
counseling on issues related to spiritual formation, the mentor may or
may not feel qualified to work with the person in that counseling role.
Referral might be necessary.

The functions of serving as a spiritual mentor have important impli-
cations for already busy faculty members. McCarty said that “the lack of
availability of willing and able spiritual directors is a universal com-
plaint.”'® He cites some valid reasons for this. Many are already over-
extended, have unrealistic role expectations for mentoring, or fear the
involvement or the risk of dependency. Katz and Hartnett are incisive
about the implications of serving as a mentor when they say that the
most important elements in student-faculty relationships are accessi-
bility and availability.!® Paul Hoon has concurred: “The big words here
are ‘availability, freedom, and accountability.” That is, first, forma-
tional faculty will take care to be present to students with a posture
that will personalize spiritual concern. They will be there, and they
will be available.”20

In the role of mentor, faculty must continually recognize that growth
is slow and gradual. It depends upon the student’s readiness and capa-
city for growth. Thus the availability and accessibility of faculty mem-
bers is essential to this process of spiritual formation.

In seeking a “spiritual friend” (i.e., director or directee), Tilden Ed-
wards suggests several areas for consideration: age, sex, experience,
personality, spiritual path, faith tradition, situation in life (e.g., lay,
clergy, seminarian), opportunity, and exploration (i.e., of options for
spiritual direction).2! Four basic issues must be clarified in establishing
a mentoring relationship which Edwards refers to as a covenant.?

(1) Frequency and regularity of meeting: there needs to be “mutual
commitment in terms of definite periods wherein direction will find
the space and time to happen.” ‘

(2) “Clarification of specific areas that will be dealt with in future ses-

sions:” the covenant must be “mutually agreed upon. It then be-
comes the basis of accountability.”

(3) Assessment provision: there need to be “periodic evaluations of
what is happening or not happening in the spiritual direction rela-
tionship.”

(4) Journal keeping: the context for participants to be “articulating their
spiritual autobiography.”!?

One of the results of the recent project on spiritual formation by the
Association of Theological Schools refers to the need for “assistance in
the deepening of the gifts of faculty who feel called to be spiritual men-
tors of students.”2 A report from the National Federation of Spiritual
Directors notes that “the work of spiritual direction in seminaries re-
quires special training for those who will exercise this role. Their
preparation should be on a level comparable to the preparation of those
who assume other important tasks for the seminary enterprise.”?
Others comment that “it is unrealistic to expect that all mentors will
communicate effectively, possess adequate knowledge of institutional
relationships, and understand a variety of techniques that enhance
students’ development. In-service training provides mentors with the
opportunity to improve present skills and to share effective approaches
with each other.”28

In 1975 the Shalem Institute for Spiritual Formation developed col-
league groups of spiritual directors. This led to the A.T.S.-Shalem Insti-
tute two-year spiritual guidance program to prepare spiritual mentors in
1977. This was funded through a grant from the Rockefeller Brothers
Fund. The grant specified Shalem to begin this experiment in spiritual
direction under the auspices of the A.T.S. and in cooperation with the
Washington Theological Union.?” The program includes seminars, read-
ings, peer groups, mentoring, being mentored, and personal discipline.
The Shalem Institute also sponsors a four-day conference-retreat on the
spiritual life of spiritual leaders. Tilden Edwards has drawn together a
selected list of programs that offer assistance in becoming a more effec-
tive spiritual mentor.2

The use of mentors in a developmental program of spiritual forma-
tion can be expanded to include others beyond the seminary commu-
nity. They also are in need of training in this role. “At the same time as
faculty are helped in this area, schools could reach out to those clergy
and laity in the larger community who have special gifts for spiritual
guidance. An available resource pool of such persons, who themselves
are occasionally brought together for mutual reflection and further
learning about this ministry, could significantly broaden the kinds and
richness of people available for spiritual counsel. Such a larger clergy-
lay mix of gifted spiritual mentors also would model the collegial
ministry of the church in the preparation of its pastoral leadership.”2

The task of theological education is much easier if we merely limit
the seminary’s responsibility to the cognitive acquisition of theological
insight and ministry skills. The accountability of the seminary to the
church demands a broader focus. These years can stifle or foster the
spiritual growth of students. Whether provided by formal seminary of-
fices or through the initiative of student groups, mentoring should be
available to provide the spiritual direction desired by some and needed
by all.
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