Chapter 16: Spiritual Coaching

(used with permission from Christian Coaching by Gary R. Collins, PhD,

published by Navpress, Colorado Springs, CO, 2001, pp 225 – 233)

I was speaking at a seminar in Korea one afternoon when I reached a low point. It was shortly  after lunch, the room was warm, the schedule had been heavy, some in the audience were nodding (in sleep, not in agreement with what I was saying) and I noticed that my translator seemed to be having trouble with his concentration. Clearly it was time for a break which I introduced by saying that everybody seemed tired, including me, and that we all needed time to stretch and get rejuvenated.  No sooner had the meeting dismissed than an enthusiastic man rushed to the platform and handed me a little bottle of ginseng. He told me that this would restore my energy quickly.  He urged me to consume its contents instead of the coffee that I was about to drink.

The label on the bottle was in Korean and I wasn’t about to follow some stranger’s advice.  My translator didn’t have the same hesitation. He knew that this liquid, made from the root of a ginseng plant, would cause no harm and might even give me greater energy.  I don’t remember if the drink made me feel livelier when I resumed my talk, but I do know that I came from the trip  with several little bottles of ginseng juice that were given to me by other participants during the course of the seminar.

Wouldn’t it be interesting if we could get spiritually rejuvenated by drinking some magic potion?  Of course it doesn’t work that way. The Holy Spirit rejuvenates, strengthens, and guides in the lives of Christians. But despite the enthusiastic proclamations of some magnetic speakers, lasting spiritual growth and renewal seems to be a much slower process. It comes as we faithfully and consistently devote ourselves to spiritual disciplines such as prayer, solitude, worship, meditation on Scripture, fasting, service and reflection.  And most often, spiritual renewal seems to come as we meet with others who can hold us accountable, pray for and with us, and give what Christians for centuries have known as spiritual direction. 

Spiritual direction is concerned with one person helping another in his or her relationship with God. This doesn’t involve giving formulas, as we might give a bottle of ginseng to a visiting speaker.  The spiritual director guides another person to develop and cultivate a closer personal relationship with God and to live in accordance with that relationship. The process isn’t about an older Christian teaching a younger believer; it’s about coming alongside, talking about life and spiritual disciplines, praying and discussing the Bible, listening for God’s direction, and giving encouragement.  The Christian director doesn’t claim to be a spiritual giant, but he or she seeks to walk with God personally and takes joy in humbly walking with others in their spiritual journeys.  “I want you to help me with two things,” a young mission director said to me recently. “Please coach me to be the man God wants me to be, and coach me to fulfill the purpose God wants me to fulfill – in that order.”  That is spiritual direction, spiritual coaching. 


New Directions

Leighton Ford, Billy Graham’s brother-in-law, was a handsome, articulate and acclaimed  evangelist who traveled the world speaking about Christ. But in 1981 his life took a different and unexpected direction.  His son Sandy died shortly before his 21st birthday and God used that to lead the evangelist to focus his energies away from the big rallies and on to the one-on-one guidance of young and emerging leaders.  Like the Roman Catholic pioneers in this area, Leighton Ford calls his new ministry spiritual direction – helping other people listen and pay attention to what God is saying, and then helping them live accordingly.

We live in a culture where people have a deep spiritual hunger, a quest to “go deeper,” and a strong urge to sense something more in their spiritual lives than what most of us find in churches. And as spiritual directors are beginning to appear more frequently, so are spiritual coaches.

One of these is Christopher McCluskey, who talked about coaching for life balance in Chapter 14. Chris also works individually with those who desire a deeper walk with God, so I began by asking for a definition of spiritual coaching.

CM:
Spiritual coaching is about helping a person explore, develop, and then live out a more intimate relationship with God.  Most Christians have recognized their need for a Savior. They’ve prayed the sinner’s prayer, been baptized, joined a church, ascribed to the “moral code” of the faith, become active in the life of the body, participated in Bible studies, and may even have been discipled one-on-one.  Yet many complain about a lack of connectedness or intimacy with the Father.  They express feeling they know about him, but don’t truly know him.  They feel unable to hear his voice or sense his leading.  They’re not clear about their spiritual gifts and calling. They struggle to see evidence that he’s at work in their lives.  They wrestle with issues of faith; it’s hard to have strong faith in someone you don’t feel that you know deeply.  Scripture might describe them as “having a form of religion but denying its power.” They don’t yet have the spiritual peace, joy, contentment, and fulfillment of the abundant life in an experiential way.  But it’s not for a lack of sincere effort.

GRC:
Why do you think that is? 

CM: 
I believe it’s often attributable to a lack of familiarity and comfort with intimacy in general. Our fast-paced, disconnected, technologically wired culture isn’t terribly conducive to intimacy of any kind.  Many people complain of not knowing who they really are, what they really think and feel; in other words, they don’t know themselves intimately.  With so many commitments and so much to distract us, it takes a concerted effort to make time for true reflection and introspection.  But this is critical if we’re to intimately know ourselves.


Not only do we not know ourselves, but we often don’t know each other intimately.  This is due in part to the disappearance of small communities, the rise of dual income families, a divorce rate nearing 60 percent, and families flung all over the globe.  We’re so relationally disconnected that we can easily be in contact with hundreds of people a day and not make intimate connection with any of them. 


If we’re not deeply connected with ourselves and we’re not experiencing a rich daily intimacy with others (especially spouses and children), it shouldn’t be surprising that we don’t feel intimate with someone we can’t see, touch, or hear!  God is there, and we are able to experience intimacy with him. But if we don’t know how to experience intimacy on the physical plane of this life, it’s hard to imagine experiencing it on the spiritual plane.

GRC: 
Some Christians like to go away on retreats to be alone with God.  How does this tie in with what you’re saying about intimacy with other people being crucial to intimacy with God?

CM: 
It is absolutely critical to spend time alone with God, just as it is critical for married couples to have time alone together.  I recommend that all of my clients schedule times of private spiritual retreat as well as private daily devotions. 

But people who try to find an intimate relationship with the Father apart from intimacy with others are in danger of developing only an intellectual relationship.  We were designed for loving relationship – with God and with each other.  When God said, “It’s not good for man to be alone,” he wasn’t saying that he wasn’t enough for us.  He was saying that a large part of how we’ll experience relationship with him is through relationship with each other.  First John 4:12 says, “No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.”  We experience the incredible intimacy of God in and through us as we open ourselves up to loving, intimate relationships with others.

GRC:
That’s often lacking in the church today.

CM:
Sadly, it is.  I see this intellectual relationship with God but lack of loving relationship with others in so many of the pastors and missionaries I’ve counseled through the years.  They view their ministries as being unto God and yet they neglect their families. First Peter 3:7 tells us that our prayers can be hindered when we don’t love our spouses as God has called us to. If our prayers are hindered, where is relationship with God?  You can’t have it without loving relationship with others.  

This was the primary failing of the Pharisees.  Though they knew the letter of the law, they didn’t embrace the spirit of the law, which is love. So they were unable to recognize God even when he was standing before them in the flesh.  How could it be any different for us? We won’t know intimacy with God in the absence of loving intimacy with each other. “When you do it unto the least of these my brethren, you have done it unto me.” 

GRC:
How does spiritual coaching tie into the coach’s own spirituality?

CM:
You can’t take someone on a journey you’re not also on yourself.  If you’re doing real spiritual coaching, it’s a constant prod to be looking at where you are spiritually, to be always stretching and growing, perhaps with a spiritual coach of your own.

GRC:
What if you’re in a church that’s religious and filled with busy programs but not very deep spiritually?  How does this impact the spiritual coach?  

CM: 
There’s no question that a church lacking the power of the Spirit can drag us down spiritually.  But I think many Christians have come to expect the church to pour more into them than God ever intended. Church is not principally about feeding us. Church is principally about giving praise and worship to the Father.  We do receive a spiritual filling from it – coming into God’s presence corporately, lifting our voices in praise, making our petitions, and learning of him through the sermons and Scripture readings.  But corporate worship is mostly about what we are bringing to the Father – our lives as a living sacrifice – not so much about what we’re receiving.

If people are frustrated by a church that “isn’t feeding them”, they may be looking in the wrong place.  They may need a more passionate private practice of the disciplines of our faith.  That is where we are primarily to be fed.  I think there are a lot of anemic Christians in churches because they don’t really practice the disciplines.  

GRC:
And they wait for an empty or anemic church to help them.

CM: 
Yes, and they bounce from church to church because they’ve never found one that gives them what they want.  When we’re having private walks and talks with God, we begin to feel drawn to the disciplines of our faith.  This is part of how the Holy Spirit woos us as surely as he drew us to the Lord in the first place.  The disciplines are designed to help us know the Father more, to help us recognize his voice, to sense his leading, to discern his calling, to rest in his protection and love.  

In my spiritual coaching, I’m very big on the disciplines of prayer, Bible intake, meditation, fasting, silence, journaling, worship (both corporate and private), retreats, stewardship, and service.  Service is important because intimacy with the Father will always produce the fruit of service to others.  “Faith without works is dead.”  But notice that the service is an outgrowth of the intimacy, not just a dutiful compliance.  Our service will be where God employs the gifts he’s placed within us.  

GRC:
So in spiritual coaching you talk about spiritual gifts?

CM: 
Absolutely.  The Bible tells us that the Lord has placed certain gifts and callings in each of us. God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable.  His desire is that we invest these for him, like the people in the parable of the talents.  God will hold us accountable for his calling on our lives and how we have allowed him to use our gifts and talents.

 
Sometimes I use a spiritual-gifts inventory with clients, in addition to examining their most obvious gifts. I like the Wagner-Modified Houts Questionnaire called “Finding Your Spiritual Gifts.”  Once we’ve identified some of their gifts, we begin to explore how they might be used instead of being buried. From these gifts arises our calling, and the fulfillment of that calling is our truest worship of the Father.  It also brings us to that wonderful place of peace, joy, contentment, and fulfillment – lying down in green pastures, being led by still waters.  I don’t think many Christians find that place.

GRC:
Can you give some examples of spiritual coaching? 

CM: 
I received a phone call several months ago after doing a radio program on life coaching. The caller said, “I’m seventy-two years old, and I’m afraid I’m going to die before I have really started to live.”  We began doing spiritual coaching, and I’ve found this man to be one of the most devout Christians I’ve ever known.  I have no doubt about his salvation, and yet he has experienced only rare pockets of intimacy with the Father.  

For this man, developing intimate relationships with others has proven to be very difficult through the years.  So one of the primary things we’re doing at this point is connecting at a deeply honest and intimate level, and it’s amazing to watch the Father reveal himself.  This man is just coming alive!  There’s no formula for what we’re doing other than to say that we’re connecting, and the connecting is with a purpose.  As he opens himself up to me, God’s love is being made complete through me.  “We are his hands and feet.”

GRC:
It’s the Holy Spirit working through you into him?

CM: 
Exactly.  What a privilege!  I have another client, a Jewish business owner who isn’t a Christian. He wanted spiritual coaching and I was amazed when he said, “I’ve worked with a spiritual coach who was pretty ‘New Agey’ and I think I’d prefer a Christian.”  Here’s a man who doesn’t hold our spiritual faith, but he’s hungry for God. He’s exploring. He’s open. He said, “The main thing I want to do is have a deeper walk with God.”  This man doesn’t want to discuss doctrinal issues at this point; he is simply looking for a relationship that will bring him closer to God.  And as he connects with me – a fellow human being, but one in whom Christ lives – God is drawing this man to himself.  The doctrinal discussions will come as the relationship deepens.  For now, he’s simply experiencing more of God and his love through the probing nature of the coaching relationship.

GRC:
Tell me how someone becomes a spiritual coach.

CM: 
As with everything else in coaching, the coach’s own spiritual life is the critical piece. Anyone who wants to do spiritual coaching must first take a long, hard look at his or her own spiritual walk, making sure they are living in integrity with the dictates of the Christian faith and with their most deeply held spiritual values, gifts, and calling.  I’d strongly advise that he or she work for a time with a personal spiritual coach.

Another key is to remember that the role of a coach is rarely to teach or advise.  That’s more the work of discipling someone.  The coaching relationship is much more about what is caught than what is taught.  Allow the Holy Spirit – at work in the client – to direct the sessions, rather than you bringing an agenda. 

Dr. John Ortberg has a powerful question he poses to the church at large, which is particularly appropriate for anyone considering becoming a spiritual coach.  He asks, “Is the life you’re inviting others to live the life that you yourself are living?”  Be certain that you are very, very familiar with your Shepherd and his green pastures.


Soul Friends

While I was typing the above paragraphs my computer signaled that I had received another e-mail message. It came from a friend who wrote, “I just want to say thanks for being such a good friend.  You know how difficult it is to try to be creative, inspired, and productive.  We both go through slumps when things just don’t seem to be coming together.  But thanks for sticking with me.”

Almost nothing gives me greater fulfillment and satisfaction than walking on intimate journeys with the dozen or so young leaders that God has lead into my life – probably none closer than the one who sent the message.  We journey together on the road to greater intimacy with God.  I take joy in sticking with these people and they, in turn, seem willing to stick with me.  I don’t think these kinds of soul relationships are very common; most are not very deep.  For me, these relationships don’t involve payment, as much of professional coaching does. But they do overflow with mutual encouragement, intimate sharing, prayer, vision casting, and a deep Christian love.  Sometimes we talk about values, mission, obstacles, and plans – not always in the same order but often repeatedly.  We don’t see leaps of growth, especially as we’re walking along the road. But looking back at the footprints in the sand, we see where God had led.  For me, this is a two-way process.  It’s the best part of coaching.  And rarely does a day pass when I don’t pause to think about this and give thanks.

