
Certificate in Spiritual Direction Program
(one year cohort)
eight online modules, each 1 month long, and 
6 residency courses conducted at two residencies
This course is one of the modules

note: This syllabus is an example of a case where the instructor or institution does not have sufficient 
room in the course to require mastery of the entire book. Consequently, the most relevant sections of 
the book are assigned along with other key material. In this sample, the focus is on the relevance for 
spiritual direction, but the same kinds of adjustments can be made for missional formation training, 
fostering formation in communities of faith, or other emphases.

Spiritual Formation for Spiritual Directors
SFSD: Module 3

Course Description - This class is designed to be an introduction to the general field of Christian 
spiritual formation for people who have joined a certificate program in spiritual direction either for 
personal enhancement or as a step toward service to the community of faith (usually it is some 
combination of the two in programs like this). Though not identical, the spiritual work of 
companioning another in their life of faith (spiritual direction) has strong kinship with the task that has 
historically been at the center of formation: the active cultivation of appropriate Christian 
transformation in the context of a person's life and vocation. It is the purpose of this course to outline 
the contours of Christian spiritual formation such that students of spiritual direction can perhaps both 
"find themselves" in the midst of the frameworks of spiritual formation and also perhaps "distinguish 
themselves" through examining various models of Christian helping relationships.

Course Format - This course is designed as a four-week distance education course. Thus it 
incorporates the following:

• Weekly "Briefing Videos" posted at the start of each week and accessed by the students on the 
course website. These videos review the course activity of the previous week, brief the students 
regarding the activities of the coming week, and alert them to what lies ahead.

• Weekly "Video-Lectures" pre-uploaded and viewed asynchronously by students.
• Weekly "Discussion Forums" where students asynchronously both respond to discussion 

prompts which draw out reflection from reading & lecture material and reply to the responses of
their fellow students.

• Regular "Practice Exercises" that give students opportunity to explore a few of the fundamental 
practices relevant to spiritual formation and spiritual direction.

• Brief "Integration Essay" where students summarize their understanding and approach to 
spiritual formation/spiritual direction.

• Final "Synchronous Debrief" where the entire class meets through a web-conferencing 
application to share insights from the course together.

Learning Outcomes: Upon completing this course the student should be able to
1. Demonstrate a familiarity with the basic structure of Christian spiritual formation as presented 

in A Guide to Christian Spiritual Formation that you can reproduce the basic framework in 
your own words. 



2. Describe similarities and differences between "spiritual direction" and "spiritual formation" as 
you currently understand each.

3. Apply the basic principles of the task and ministry of spiritual formation to your own life and to
that of another through the vehicle of a spiritual helping relationship.

Policies: (grading, late work, attendance, plagiarism and so on) - see program handbook

Required Resources (@850 pages total): 
       note: my assumption here is that they already have and will read even more literature on spiritual 
direction. The aim here is not to present material on spiritual direction, but to give the opportunity for 
dialogue with the literature on spiritual formation.

Howard, Evan B. A Guide to Christian Spiritual Formation: How Scripture, Spirit, Community, and
Mission Shape Our Souls (Baker, 2018), ISBN-13 978-0801097805. [280 pages] (=GCSF)

 Teellinck, Willem (1579-1629), The Path of True Godliness, translated by Annemie Godbehere
(Reformation Heritage Books, 2003), ISBN 978-1-892777-75-1. [300 pages] (=PTG)

Willard, Dallas, Renovation of the Heart: Putting On the Character of Christ (NavPress, 2012), ISBN
978-1615216321 [272 pages] (=RTH)

Assignments (For details of the assignments, see the sample assignments associated with A Guide to
Christian Spiritual Formation):

Class Participation in Discussion Forums and final debrief - In distance education "attendance" and 
"presence" is demonstrated particularly by the contributions the student offers to the weekly discussion 
prompts and web conference meetings. In distance education, the quality of sharing between students is
critical. If a student is late, overly brief (or overly verbose), or if their contributions are shallow or out 
of place, the student is not exhibiting good classroom participation. The aim is for each student to share
sincerely, thoughtfully, and appropriately, reflections and responses that integrate both their 
assimilation of the required material along with insights from their own personal life and are sensitive 
to (and actually might develop) the contributions of their fellow students.

Praxis Assignments - Each week students will do "practice assignments" relevant to the intersection of 
spiritual formation and spiritual direction. This will require some time for the practice itself as well as 
for writing reflections which will be submitted to the instructor. It will also often require scheduling 
time to meet with others. Be prepared and plan in advance for these.

Brief Integrative Essay - At the close of the class each student will be required to summarize their 
learning in the form of an integrative essay. The point here is not comprehensive mastery but rather a 
personal synthesis of the material such that students, clearly grasping the essentials, can articulate how 
they might use course material in their own life and ministry as they see it currently (assuming that 
other courses in the program will develop their grasp of these matters further).

Course Schedule 

[@100 pages/week with one praxis assignment] - change/presence, parallel histories

Week One - What is Spiritual Formation All About?
Reading/Resources - 



• GCSF, chapters 1-2 [38]
• PTG, Introduction and Book 1 [44] 
• RTH, 1, 5 [@40]

Lecture/Discussion - Discussion forum will center around distinguishing formation and direction and 
the place of change.

• (1) History of spiritual direction and history of spiritual formation - definitions and significance.
• (2) Change and presence.

Practice Exercise -
• Stories of formation assignment - telling a formation story of your own and listening to one 

from someone else. 

Week Two - The Distinctive Elements of Christian Spiritual Formation
Reading/Resources - 

• GCSF, 4-5 [38]
• PTG, 3 [40]
• RTH, choose one of chapters 6-11 [20]

Lecture/Discussion - Discussion will open up questions of diversity, legalism/quietism, and the breadth 
of spiritual life.

• (1) The agents, process, and task of spiritual formation (mention context and means in the midst
of their similarity to spiritual direction)

Practice Exercise -
• Observing Formation assignment - Listen to an individual you know and evaluate their spiritual

formation experience, identifying each of the elements of formation and reflecting on the 
character of their formation in light of your observations.

Week Three - Formation in Prayer and Character: The Role(s) of Spiritual Direction and 
Spiritual Formation
Reading/Resources - 

• GCSF, 7,9 [42]
• RTH, choose one of chapters 6-11 [20]
• PTG, 6 [65]

Lecture/Discussion - Discussion will be directed both toward the theories and practices of prayer and 
how we help others in this area, and also toward the area of character formation in the contexts of 
spiritual direction and formation.

• (1) The mysteries of prayerful relationship with God
• (2) Walking with another's prayer, helping another's prayer: the roles of spiritual direction and 

spiritual formation

Practice Exercise -
• My Talking Back Journal: Responding to Unwelcome Voices - A practice that helps us recognize

and respond to those voices that lead us away from God. This practice has relevance for both 
issues of character and issues of prayer.



Week Four - The Ministries of Spiritual Direction and Spiritual Formation
Reading/Resources - 

• GCSF, 11-12 [40]
• RTH, 12-13 [@40]
• PTG, 9 [25]

Lecture/Discussion - Discussion will draw together material from the whole course and will focus 
especially on the ways in which we practice our helping relationships toward others' spiritual life and 
maturity.

• (1) One ministry of care, many ways to share - and the need for wisdom 

Practice Exercise -
•  Next appropriate step assignment: You will listen to another regarding an issue in their spiritual

life and cooperatively see if you can identify something of a next appropriate step towared 
growth.

Integrative Essay - Here is where you put it all together and write up your own philosophy of spiritual 
formation and direction.

Synchronous Debrief - And we gather in a web conference to debrief the course together


