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T R A D I T I O N S  OF SPIRITUAL 
G U I D A N C E  

St Ignatius Loyola and spiritual direction, I 
A CONTEMPORARY wri ter  has suggested that  the Spiritual Exercises of 

St Ignat ius  Loyola  are ' the  foundat ion for the development  of a whole 
school of spiri tual  d i rec t ion ' . l  I would suggest, however,  that  we must  be 
very careful about  uncri t ical ly removing certain items from the text of the 
Exercises in o rder  to construct  a model  for spir i tual  direction in the widest 
sense. It is true that  the Exercises have produced  generat ions of spiri tual  
directors. Such people are not  l imited to members  of St Ignat ius ' s  religious 
order,  the Society of  Jesus ,  nor  indeed to members  of the R o m a n  Catholic  
Church.  However ,  it must  be borne in mind  that  much that appears  in the 
Exercises or  in the early collections of notes on giving them (called the 
'd i rec tor ies ' )  refers to the very specific context of  a retreat .  

Hav ing  said this, it remains  true that  the basis for spiri tual  direct ion in 
the ignat ian t radi t ion must  be, first of all, the observations and practical 
notes contained in the Spiritual Exercises, 2 and in the 'd i rec tor ies ' .  a These 
notes are disparate  comments  on specific points ra ther  than an organic 
body. of definitive guidance for spir i tual  directors.  

In  wr i t ing  this article I have confined myself  to the ideas of  St Ignat ius  
ra ther  than discussed the history of ignat ian spir i tual  direction as a whole. 
For  this reason I have not  considered the 1599 'official '  directory as a 
resource.4 This is still thought  by some authorit ies to sum up the best of the 
previous directories and indeed the mind  of Ignat ius  himself. However ,  
this view is increasingly questioned. Much  of  its language and approach 
al ready seem to point  towards the nar rowing  of  perspect ive on p rayer  and 
the spiri tual  life which became more  marked  in the early seventeenth 
century.  In  this sense it seems to par t  company  with the b roader  vision of 
Ignat ius  himself.  5 

I have a l ready suggested that there is a danger  in l imit ing our  apprecia-  
tion of ignat ian  spiri tual  direct ion to the Exercises and directories.  I t  must  
always be r emembered  that  ' the Exercises are essentially a point  of 
depar ture '  .6 It  is therefore impor tan t  to link the basics of  direction in the 
Exercises with what  Ignat ius  has to say in his letters and in the Constitutions 
of the Society of  Jesus  if we are to arrive at a more  rounded  picture.  7 

Finally,  I would suggest that  Ignat ius ' s  vision was that  the Spiritual 
Exercises and the spir i tual i ty which came from it could only be t ransmi t ted  
in a vital way from person to person,  for he saw the Exercises as an experience 
ra ther  than a collection of  spiri tual  maxims.  Thus  Ignat ius  sought to form 
people who would live the Exercises unti l  their  minds  were s imply 
reflections of its spirit. I f  this is the case it may  be argued,  perhaps ,  that  it is 
futile to a t tempt  to present  a systematic approach to giving the Exercises or  
to spir i tual  direct ion in general .  I have not a t tempted  to do this. W h a t  
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follows is no more  than a collection of  notes on a few impor tan t  aspects of 
direction in general  ( rather  than in the retreat  experience):  the na ture  of the 
relat ionship between director  and  the one directed; the focus or  content of 
spiri tual  direction; some reflections on Igna t ius ' s  teaching on prayer ;  and  
finally, the t ra in ing  of spiri tual  directors.  

Al though Ignat ius  never  used the words 'd i rec tor '  or  'directee', and 
al though much of the t radi t ional  language of spir i tual  guidance can give a 
very false impression,  I have reluctant ly cont inued to use such words in this 
article for the sake of brevi ty and because they are still commonplace .  

The relationship of director with directee 
A number  of  con tempora ry  writers have described the p r imary  aim of 

Ignat ius  as helping an individual  to true inner  freedom. 8 Cer ta in ly  he 
himself  describes the Exercises as ' every  way of p repar ing  and disposing the 
soul to r id itself of all inordinate  a t t a c h m e n t s . . . '  (Exx 1). Again ,  in the 
preamble  to the text  p roper  he describes the purpose  of the Exercises as ' the 
conquest of  self and the regulat ion of  one ' s  life in such a way that  no 
decision is made  under  the influence of  any  inordinate  a t t achment '  (Exx 
21). Spir i tual  direction,  therefore,  is to be a context for this vital  freedom to 

grow. 
Wi thou t  any doubt  this desire for the inner  f reedom of an individual  

colours the way in which Ignat ius  envisages the relat ionship with a director.  
The  absolute foundat ion,  the 'p resuppos i t ion '  without  which the relation- 
ship cannot  function proper ly ,  is mutua l  trust  (Exx 22). 9 In  his 'p resupposi -  
t ion '  Ignat ius  draws at tent ion to the very real danger  of categorizing,  
j udg ing  or  mis in terpre t ing  people.  Prejudice is out  of  place. One  should 
always put  a good in terpre ta t ion on what  is said. Confronta t ion  is to be 
avoided: if  a person seems to be wrong one should first clarify whether  one 
has unders tood correctly and if correct ion seems necessary it should be 
gentle. In  other  words,  a director  needs to become aware of  his or  her  own 
inner  reactions; 

The  person being directed will only arrive at the openness about  inner  
feelings that  Ignat ius  sees as vital for spir i tual  direct ion if  there is real trust.  
I f  a person appears  to have no such feelings or ' sp i r i tual  experiences '  the 
director  is instructed to ask questions (Exx 6). For  it is only if there is a 
faithful and  honest  account  of  thoughts ,  feelings, exper iences  and 
dis turbances that  a di rector  can 'p ropose  some spir i tual  exercises in 
accordance with the degree of progress made  and suited and adap ted '  to the 
needs of the individual  (Exx 17). Ignat ius  points out  in his Rules  for 
d iscernment  that  there  is often a real tempta t ion  not to be honest  with a 
director when difficulties arise. This  must  be resisted (Exx 326). 

Openness  in direct ion is also ment ioned  by Ignat ius  in the jesui t  Constitu- 
tions. In  dialogue with the superior,  Jesui ts  should keep nothing hidden,  
whether  in ter ior  or exterior,  ' in  o rder  that  the super ior  might  bet ter  direct 
them along the path  of  perfect ion '  (Const 551). F rom the very beginning,  
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novices should open themselves in confidence to superiors or to their  
spiri tual  guide in  order  to receive 'counsel  and  aid in everything '  (Const 
263). 

The  impor tance  that  Ignat ius  at tached to spir i tual  guidance is under l ined 
by the fact that  all Jesui ts  were asked to give a full account of themselves at 
least once a year  (Const 97). This  was seen as being of  'g rea t  or  even 
ex t raord inary  impor tance '  (Const 91). It was presupposed that every Jesui t ,  
from novice to professed, had someone to whom they went  for spiri tual 
guidance.  In  the case of novices this was ei ther  the novicemaster  or  
'whomever  the super ior  appoints  as being more  fit for this charge '  (Const 
264). Rectors of communi t ies  had the duty to appoint  someone to super- 
intend spiri tual  mat ters  for young  jesui t  s tudents (Const 431). The  jesui t  
superior  himself  also had the role and author i ty  of a ' sp i r i tua l  father '  and 
could advise on the prayer  life of individual  Jesui ts  (Const 341 and 583). 
Professed Jesui ts  could deal  ei ther  with the super ior  or  with a regular  
confessor on such mat ters  (Const 584). Ignat ius  often uses the word 
'obedience '  in reference to the at t i tude of Jesui ts  to their  superior  or 
confessor in spiri tual matters.  There  is a sense too, in which this a l so  
applies in spiri tual  direct ion in general ,  for the relat ionship cannot  function 
if a person cont inual ly  refuses to follow advice or  suggestions. 'Obvious ly  
anyone who refuses to obey the director  and wants to follow his own judg-  
ment  should not  continue to make the exercises ' . ' °  

A director  should always r emember  t ha t  the fundamenta l  relationship is 
that between God  and the person coming for direction.  So the director  is to 
allow ' the  Crea tor  to d e a l  directly with the creature,  and  the creature 
directly with his Crea tor  and  L o r d '  (Exx 15). Directors  must  be careful not 
to impose their  own ideas but  should entrust  directees to God  ' that  he 
should not permi t  that for the sins of  one who gives the exercises any soul 
should be ensna red ' .  11 The  edi tor  of  Igna t ius ' s  au tob iog raphy ,  da 
Camara ,  records in his own diary  that ' the Fa ther  (Ignatius)  said to me that  
there can be no greater  mistake,  in his view in things of the Spiri t ,  than to 
want  to mould  others to one ' s  own image ' .  12 As a modern  experienced 
director has suggested, to stand off and  to be pat ient  and objective in 
direction is a very difficult role to mainta in .  It is easy to become either too 
close (over-identif icat ion) or to become too impat ient .  13 

Because  the role of a director  is secondary and support ive of the funda- 
mental relationship with God,  he or she should be a balance without ' leaning 
to one side or  the o ther '  (Exx 15) and should be extremely careful not to put  
undue  pressure on someone to under take  any course of  action (Exx 14). 14 
This  does not mean that the d i rec tor ' s  role is negligible because it is not a 
mat ter  of being merely  a passive sponge! It  is perfectly valid, humbly  and 

sensitively, to help a person to follow what  best  serves God.  ~5 This  search 
for what is ' be t t e r '  in a relat ionshi p with God  is a frequent  reference point  
in the Exercises and is at the centre of spiri tual  direct ion in general  as well. 

The  h u m a n  guide must  avoid seeking, unconsciously perhaps,  to do 
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G o d ' s  work for him. Direct ion is not pr imar i ly  a classroom and should not 
be over didactic (Exx 2).16 Interviews should not  be too frequent  for there is 
a danger  of creat ing over-dependence  by  seeing a directee too often. 17 The  
emphasis ,  too, should be less on intellectual input  or  talking ' l earnedly  
about  God' than on guiding a person towards self-discovery and the 
mean ing  of their  own experiences.~8 For  as Ignat ius  succinctly comments ,  
' i t  is not much knowledge that fills and satisfies the soul but  the int imate 
unders tand ing  and relish of  the t ru th '  (Exx 2). In  other  words the d i rec tor ' s  
task is to help the individual  ' to  art iculate,  clarify and dist inguish what  is 
occurr ing within h im ' .  19 

Igna t ius ' s  comments  about  brevi ty of explanat ion also imply that what  
people discover for themselves has a deeper  effect. I f  a person is prone  to 

fluctuations of feelings (what Ignat ius  terms 'consola t ion '  and 'desola t ion ' )  
and finds this confusing, the director  is to explain the var ious  rules for 
discernment  (Exx 8). In  other words,  people must  be helped to discern for 
themselves instead of  relying merely on the director .  Ignat ius  clearly 
wanted the development  of self-awareness in people.  ' O u r  Fa ther  wanted 
us, in all our  activities, as far as possiblel to be free, at ease in ourselves, 
and obedient  to the light given par t icular ly  to each one '  .20 The  discipline of  
repor t ing to a director  is itself an educat ion in discerning for oneself, for 
what  is repor ted  is a l ready sitted and assessed as impor tant .  The  Consti- 
tutions indicate that Ignatius anticipated that spiritually mature  people would 
be able to function to a great extent on their own, but  even those at an earlier 
stage were to be trusted to some degree with the conduct of their own 
spiritual lives. In  his remarks on penance in the Exercises, Ignatius suggests 
that each person should experiment  for themselves ' for  he (God) often grants 
each one the grace to unders tand what is suitable for h im '  (Exx 89). 21 

A director  should not seek unnecessary informat ion for while openness is 
vital, the pr ivacy of each must  be respected (Exx 17). The  focus should be 
on the present  and most especially on inner  experiences or feelings for 
direction is essentially a response to these (Exx 6,17). 22 Yet it is also true 
that  ' the par t icular  inner  movements  . . . only take on mean ing  for 
direction against  the background  of  the personal ,  spir i tual  and relat ional  
structures of  his concrete life and experience'.23 So Ignat ius  would not  have 

objected to a di rector  seeking to know the directee reasonably  well. I t  has 
been argued that  his concern was more  with the d i rec tor ' s  motivation in 
seeking information.  24 

In the end, the  a im of any informat ion is to help the director  to speak 
helpfully to a par t icular  person ' s  needs and to adapt  what  is said to the right 
level or stage of  growth. General iza t ions ,  spir i tual  maxims or  universal  
rules for the spir i tual  life are not  par t  of Igna t ius ' s  method.  In  a letter to 
Francis  Borgia in 1548, Ignat ius  strongly affirms the need for flexibility. 
Somet imes a person needs penance or  a certain kind of prayer ,  at others he 
or  she needs something different.  Likewise progress necessarily makes 
methods which were once useful no longer so. 25 
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This attitude of  flexible response by the director is reinforced by some of 
the observations in the Exercises that allow for adaptation of material (Exx 
4,18,19,20). Likewise, in the Constitutions Ignatius returns to the same 
theme in his treatment of prayer. Those who do not seem to be advancing 
by one method should be guided by the superior towards some alternative. 
Spiritual directors should always keep in view the 'circumstances of 
persons, times and places' (e.g. Con# 343). 

Ignatius is clear that a director should be neither too firm nor too lenient. 
I f  a person is suffering distractions or dryness it may  help to suggest more 
prayer (Exx 13). 26 In the Exercises the director should always encourage 
perseverance in prayer particularly if there is a temptation to give up or to 
cut corners (Exx 12). Yet the director must  also be sensitive to weakness. 
When someone is in difficulty or suffering from temptation or desolation 
the director is to be gentle and kind and always encouraging, thus offering 
the necessary hope ' to prepare and dispose him for coming consolation' 
(Exx 7). One of the early directories adds that a director should not press 
'melancholic types' .  'Ra ther  be careful to keep them open' .  27 

Focus of direction 
St Ignatius affirms both that prayer and life should be integrated and yet 

that the p r imary  focus of spiritual direction is 'religious experience' and a 
person's relationship with God. In his own practice, Ignatius 's  aim was 
always ' to discover the concrete will of God and to bring it to completion' .  28 

He was primarily concerned 'with leading those entrusted to him to a 
spiritual experience . . . .  The person should receive an inner sense for the 
workings of God 's  grace' .  29 

Thus the introductory notes in the Exercises fix the attention both of the 
director and of the directee firmly on prayer. That  being said, sh6uld 
spiritual direction limit itself purely to prayer? Certainly spiritual direction 
outside a 'closed retreat '  (whether ordinary direction or the 'Exercises in 
daily life') will not be detached ' f rom all friends and acquaintances a n d  
from all worldly cares' (Exx 20). Quite the contrary! However,  even within 
the Exercises, there is implicit reference to the fact that 'religious experi- 
ence' is not to be limited to the time of explicit prayer. F o r  example the 
general examen of conscience presents a way of reflecting on what happens in 
daily life (Exx 43). 30 Likewise the 'Contemplation to attain the love of God '  
at the close of the Exercises offers a form of prayer that focuses explicitly on 
the ways in which God acts in the world and in daily life (Exx 230-37). 

The Exercises clearly assume that certain fundamental  attitudes that lie 
behind what happens in prayer will also be an important  focus in direction. 
The most important  is generosity which enables a person to offer self to 
God.  Ob'~iousl'] generosity will ne,Jer be total and will appear as an issue at 
various times in direction (Exx 5). One of the early directories also 
mentions another attitude - -  the gradual purification of motives in prayer 
so that one does not seek Consolation or anything else for its own sake. 3~ A 
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most impor tan t  at t i tude is to centre on the 'here  and now'  ra ther  than on 
an unheal thy  and introspective st irr ing a round  in the past. This  is one 
in terpre ta t ion of  an aspect of the in t roductory notes that is suggested by a 
modern  commenta to r  (Exx 17). 32 

As we have seen, Igna t ius ' s  emphasis  in prayer  is very much on the 
'affective'  and  on inner  feelings. I t  is not so much ideas that ma t te r  as ' the  
in t imate  unders tand ing  and relish of the t ru th '  (Exx 2). A person should, 
therefore,  be encouraged in prayer  to remain  where ' I  have found what I 
desire, without  any  eagerness to go on till I have been satisfied' (Exx 76). A 
modern  commenta to r  has suggested that Ignat ius  learned from his own 
process of  conversion that the al ternat ion of  'affective experiences '  or  inner  
reactions was the main  cri ter ion for de te rmin ing  how God is leading a 
person. It is this awareness of the significance of  such experiences that led 
Ignat ius  to affirm strongly that  God  must  be allowed to deal freely with the 
individual  and that the director  should question carefully about  them. 33 

Because Ignat ius  believed that  there was an int imate  link between prayer  
and  externals such as envi ronment ,  prepara t ion ,  place and posture,  he 
suggests that a director  should ask about  such things, especially if p rayer  is 
dry or  distracted.  The  details of these ' ex ternals '  are to be found in what  
are called the ' addi t iona l  direct ions '  (Exx 73-90). Equally,  Ignat ius,  in line 
with his phi losophy that the physical  is impor tan t  in prayer ,  has a number  
of  remarks  about  diet (Exx 210-17). This  insight that  the whole of life, 
including food, should be in proper  order  to aid inner  growth finds an echo 
in other  t radi t ions - -  not  least in such non-chris t ian ones as yoga or zen 
where diet is par t  and parcel  of the way to enl ightenment .  

Much  the same mot ivat ion (that the body and external  envi ronment  play 
a par t  in spir i tual  growth) lies behind Igna t ius ' s  concern that austeri t ies or  
penance should also be in proper  order.  The  director  is exhorted to keep an 
eye on this while at the same t ime allowing the individual  to exper iment  
freely (Exx 82-90). Cei ' tainly no penances must  be imposed.  The  aim is not 
in any sense a rejection of  the body as a h indrance  but  the search for a 
p roper  balance in living. In  a let ter  to Borgia,  Ignat ius  emphasizes that  in 
the end inner  gifts are to be preferred to outward  austerit ies.  The  body is 
not to be abused.  ' W e  should love the body in so far as it is obedient  and 
helpful to the soul, since the soul with the body ' s  help and service is bet ter  
disposed for the service and praise of  our  Crea to r  and Lord '  .34 In  another  
letter to a spanish nun he exhorts her  to take great  care of the body,  to take 
proper  nour ishment ,  recreat ion and adequate  s!eep. 35 

In all these mat ters  modera t ion  is the key. ' I f  one fails to observe this 
modera t ion ,  he will find that  good is tu rned  to evil and virtue to vice ' .  36 
A n d  so a di rector  is to keep a careful eye on this danger .  37 For  the same 
reason Ignat ius  exhorts Jesui ts  to follow the super ior ' s  j u d g m e n t  in order  to 
avoid vanity.  38 

Finally,  a central  focus of  spiri tual  direct ion is the development  of 
discernment ,  par t icular ly  that which is appropr ia te  to different stages of 
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spiri tual growth (Exx 8,10,14). 39 The  one who comes for direction needs it 
even to establish what should be ment ioned in dialogue with the director  as 
we have a l ready seen. A director  can help by showing the directee how to 
make a br ief  per iod of reflection after p rayer  and how to keep notes on this 
(Exx 77). 40 The  main body of Ignat ius 's  teaching on discernment,  however, 
is contained in the Rules which appear  in the Exercises and Which the 
director should explain as appropr ia te  to the directee (Exx 313-36). There  
is no room to discuss these in such a br ief  article and in any case there are 
several good commentar ies  available in English. 41 The  Rules help both 
director and directee to unders tand  the significance of inner  feelings or  
reactions - -  in other words how to sift experience in order  to dist inguish 
the true and helpful from the false and misleading.  

It is clear that Ignat ius  did  not see his teaching on discernment  as l imited 
either to a closed retreat  or to an early stage in spiri tual  growth. He  felt it 
helpful ):o discuss it (especially the nature  of consolation, desolation and 
scruples) in his dealings even with people who had made considerable 
progress.  42 There  do remain  serious questions about  the practical validi ty of 
the Rules  in the later  stages of growth in prayer .  The  great analyst  of 
mysticism, Poulain,  implies that  at least the teaching on consolation and 
desolation remain  useful.43 Ignat ius  himself  recognizes a difference between 
what were t radi t ional ly  called the purgat ive  and i l luminative ways (Exx 
10). The  strong oscillation of feelings is associated with the First  Week  (or 
earl ier  stage in the spir i tual  journey) .  As commi tment  deepens, Ignat ius  
suggests that deceptive good or the ' e n e m y '  posing as an angel of light will 
be more significant. The  dangers  become those of false humil i ty  or spir i tual  
61itism. 44 The  greater  subtlety of the remarks  in the Rules for the Second 
Week seem to me to indicate that movement  or interior  feelings will be 
much less obvious. I f  so, this indicates a need to be very careful in the 
appl icat ion of Ignat ius ' s  remarks  (Exx 17) about  the director quest ioning 
the absence of such movements .  

As a conclusion to this section on the proper  focus of direction,  it may  be 
useful to refer briefly to certain comments  in the Constitutions. We have seen 
that regular  spiritual conversation with superiors was expected of all Jesuits.  
Wha t  should such conversation focus upon? Ignat ius  explicitly mentions 
' incl inat ions and motions '  (Const 92) and this p resumably  refers to those 
spiri tual experiences which as we have seen are the object of discernment .  
However ,  at another  point ,  Ignat ius  seems to suggest the widest possible 
content.  Novices are to open themselves in confidence in order  to receive 
'counsel  and aid in everything'. The i r  ' ent i re  soul '  should be open, not 
merely their  failings but  their  penances,  devotions and virtues (Const 263). 
I n  other words, spiri tual direct ion will inevitably touch on the whole of an 
ind iv idua l ' s  consciousness and attitudes. However ,  this total  openness 
centres around,  and finds its p r imary  focus in, an explicit  reference to 
' spir i tual  experience '  or  how God is working in a person ' s  life and prayer .  

Philip Sheldrake S.J. 
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