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Technically, Henri Nouwen did not write this book, yet the words 

and wisdom are his. In his lifetime, he wrote only one article with 

the words “Spiritual Direction” in the title, and he taught only a 

few courses on “spiritual direction.” The book in your hands is a 

posthumous book of spiritual direction by Henri Nouwen himself, 

developed by the editors as we identified strands of timeless wis-

dom and personal guidance in his many sermons, articles, journal 

records, class lecture notes, unpublished manuscripts, and pub-

lished writings and adapted the core material for practical use. The 

two-year process required the permission and collaboration of the 

Henri Nouwen Literary Trust to recontextualize Henri, update his 

language, focus his wisdom, and in many places construct transi-

tions in ways that we trust are true to his meaning and style.

The editors gratefully acknowledge and thank all those who as-

sisted us in producing this book: Steve Hanselman and John Loudon at 
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our spiritual lives alone. Although we need solitude to know God, we 

require a faithful community to hold us accountable. We need to learn 

how to listen to the word of God, ever present within our hearts. We 

need disciplines of study and spiritual practice to discern the word of 

God in words of scripture. We need a church or faith community that 

provides opportunities for worshiping and sharing, engaging in mutual 

correction and bearing of burdens, confessing faults, offering forgive-

ness, and celebrating life. We also need guides: spiritual friends, a spiri-

tual director, or a spiritual accountability group that can function for us 

as a safe place to bear our souls.

Henri created community wherever he went, and within those com-

munities he offered spiritual direction, sometimes formally, but mostly 

in informal conversations and friendships. He also was a spiritual direc-

tor to many through his personal correspondence, public teachings, and 

published writings. Before his death, he told his friends that when he 

died his spirit would be accessible to those he loved and who loved him. 

Therefore, we trust that your own experience of spiritual direction with 

Henri Nouwen is possible here and now by the power of the written 

word and the work of the Holy Spirit.

How This Book Came to Be Written

The idea for this book came out of a simple encounter. During a banquet 

at which Rebecca was to speak on Henri Nouwen, a young Protestant 

woman studying to be a spiritual director was seated at her table and 

told her of some recent struggles. Depression resulting from infertility 

had rendered her lethargic and despondent. She said, “Reading Henri’s 

books was the only thing that got me through last summer. Through his 

books, he served as a personal guide through my dark night.”

How was it that a male Roman Catholic priest who was in his six-

ties when he wrote his last books and who never experienced the ups 

and downs of infertility or marriage was able to touch the wounded 

heart of this woman? Sure, depression crosses gender and ages, but it 

was more than that. Henri spoke to universal spiritual needs and long-

ings and understood that what is most personal is also what is most 

universal. He lived from the depth of the Christian spiritual tradition 

and knew how to listen for the fundamental questions underlying com-

mon human struggles.

Many people turn to Henri’s books for spiritual guidance. Yet 

many of us wish we could have sat knee to knee with Henri and asked 

our most pressing spiritual questions. But that can no longer be. Henri 

is physically gone now. We began to wish for a book that would walk 

readers through the big questions that many people face when they in-

tentionally begin to explore universal spiritual questions and go looking 

for a guide.

Michael, who benefited from Henri’s spiritual guidance in semi-

nary, recalled that he still had his notes from a class Henri taught on 

spiritual direction at Yale Divinity School. That was enough to get us 

started. We searched the Henri Nouwen Archives, held at St. Michael’s 

College in Toronto, for his unpublished writings on spiritual formation 

through spiritual direction. What we found was limited, but wonderful, 

and required considerable literary knitting and patching.

As a labor of love, we pieced together previously unpublished 

reflections, presentations, homilies, course lecture notes, and recom-

mended exercises. We also wove in material originally published as 

journal articles, which we found to be more informal and direct than 

the more polished versions found in his books. We occasionally used ex-

cerpts from Henri’s books when no better original source was available 

to cover the subject at hand. The resulting tapestry is our attempt, in 
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Y
Part ONE

Look Within to 
the Heart

The chapters that follow reflect on fundamental questions about 

the spiritual life, pointing to the need for spiritual direction. So, if you 

are interested in starting on the journey, I have a lot more to say to you, 

because the journey of the spiritual life calls not only for determination 

but also for a special knowledge of the terrain to be crossed. I don’t want 

you to have to wander about in the desert for forty years, as did our 

spiritual forebears. I don’t even want you to dwell there as long as I did. 

Although it remains true that everyone has to learn for him- or herself, 

I still believe that we can prevent those we love from making the same 

mistakes we did. In the terrain of the spiritual life, we need guides. I 

would like to be your guide. I hope you are interested in walking along.
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ONE

Who Will Answer My Questions?

A buddhist monk once came to visit me and told me the fol-
lowing story:

~The Zen Master~
Many years ago, there was a young man who searched 

for truth, happiness, joy, and the right way of living. After 
many years of traveling, many diverse experiences, and many 
hardships, he realized that he had not found any answers 
for his questions and that he needed a teacher. One day he 
heard about a famous Zen Master. Immediately he went to 
him, threw himself at his feet, and said: “Please, Master, be 
my teacher.”

The Master listened to him, accepted his request, and 
made him his personal secretary. Wherever the Master went, 
his new secretary went with him. But although the Mas-
ter spoke to many people who came to him for advice and 



counsel, he never spoke to his secretary. After three years, 
the young man was so disappointed and frustrated that he 
no longer could restrain himself. One day he burst out in an-
ger, saying to his Master: “I have sacrificed everything, given 
away all I had, and followed you. Why haven’t you taught 
me?” The Master looked at him with great compassion and 
said: “Don’t you understand that I have been teaching you 
during every moment you have been with me? When you 
bring me a cup of tea, don’t I drink it? When you bow to me, 
don’t I bow to you? When you clean my desk, don’t I say: 
‘Thank you very much’?”

The young man could not grasp what his Master was say-
ing and became very confused. Then suddenly the Master 
shouted at the top of his voice: “When you see, you see it 
direct.” At that moment the young man received enlighten-
ment.7

The distance between a Zen Master in the Far East teaching an 
eager young student and a Christian spiritual director in the West 
responding to a spiritual seeker might seem too wide a bridge to 
cross. Still, this story powerfully points to the wisdom we need to 
live the questions of our lives, both alone and in community, as we 
seek our mission in the world.

The young man in the Zen story has unspoken but urgent ques-
tions: What is truth? How may I find joy and happiness? What is the 

right way of living? To his, we might add our own life questions: 
What am I to do with my life? Whom shall I marry? Where shall I 
live? What gifts do I have to share? What do I do with my loneli-
ness? Why am I so needy for affection, approval, or power? How 

can I overcome my fears, my shame, my addictions, and my sense of 
inadequacy or of failure?

Once, quite a few years ago, I had the opportunity of meeting 
Mother Teresa of Calcutta. I was struggling with many things at the 
time and decided to use the occasion to ask Mother Teresa’s advice. 
As soon as we sat down I started explaining all my problems and 
difficulties—trying to convince her of how complicated it all was! 
When, after ten minutes of elaborate explanation, I finally became 
quiet, Mother Teresa looked at me and quietly said: “Well, when 
you spend one hour a day adoring your Lord and never do anything 
which you know is wrong . . . you will be fine!”

When she said this, I realized, suddenly, that she had punctured 
my big balloon of complex self-complaints and pointed me far be-
yond myself to the place of real healing. Reflecting on this brief but 
decisive encounter, I realized that I had raised a question from below 
and that she had given an answer from above. At first, her answer 
didn’t seem to fit my question, but then I began to see that her 
answer came from God’s place and not from the place of my com-
plaints. Most of the time we respond to questions from below with 
answers from below. The result is often more confusion. Mother 
Teresa’s answer was like a flash of lightning in my darkness.

Seeking spiritual direction, for me, means to ask the big ques-
tions, the fundamental questions, the universal ones in the context of 
a supportive community. Out of asking the right questions and liv-
ing the questions will come right actions which present themselves 
in compelling ways. To live the questions and act rightly, guided by 
God’s spirit, requires both discipline and courage: discipline to “ask, 
seek, knock” until the door opens (see Matthew 7:7–8).
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Going Deeper: 
Exercises for Spiritual 

Direction
Receive the ultimate affirmation by praying the Beloved 

Prayer. This prayer was composed by Arthur LeClair, director of 
the Spiritual Life Center in Denver, for use in solitude, with a 
spiritual director, or in small prayer groups.14

Sit relaxed and at ease. Have confidence that God’s love will 
show itself in some way. For the first ten minutes, without fuss, 
say the following words slowly and fervently:

Jesus, You are the Beloved.

Repeat the words as necessary. Let your heart fill with non-
verbal praise and thanksgiving. Let distractions float by, even 
when they press upon you. After a while the distractions will 
seem less and less urgent as you let them be. Simply be with 
Jesus in this precious moment.

Then, gently and without fanfare, move on to the next 
ten minutes. Paul reminds us in Romans 9:25 that we too are 
destined to become the Beloved. Another color is added to the 
beauty of this scene:

Jesus, I am the Beloved.

Let your core-being soak up God’s favor. At first, this shift 
might seem jarring. But rest in the depth of prayer and let this 
truth settle in.

Then go on to the next ten minutes. I used to imagine that 
this part would be a distraction, but I have found it to be a rich 
and holy connection with others.

Jesus, we (all) are the Beloved.

Let people come into your heart: a neighbor, a friend, a rela-
tive, someone you read about in the morning paper. The impor-
tant thing is not to exclude anyone. Your heart will bring to the 
surface the ones you need to give attention to.

At the end, simply conclude with a word of thanksgiving, or 
the Lord’s Prayer.

This form of prayer can be done individually or in a group. It 
can be done on the way to work, in the quiet of early morning, 
or in the evening before retiring. When you do this as a group, 
you will find that the members of the group come out of the 
depths slowly and need a space of silence before speaking again.

Those who have used this prayer speak about a deep heal-
ing that takes place within them. If you stay with this form of 
prayer on a regular basis over a period of time, you will live with 
a clearer understanding of your place in the universe.

 
 

Reflect and Journal:

Write a two-sentence answer to the question: 

Who am I? 

What does your answer reveal about what you value?

In what areas of your life are you most prone to self-rejection?
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email and phone calls and are connected with the work of Henri Nou-

wen are listed at the Henri Nouwen Society: www.henrinouwen.org .

Trust that God will lead you. After all, it is God’s Spirit that does 

the guiding and real directing; the director is simply there to be God’s 

friend and yours in the process.
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