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T R A D I T I O N S  OF SPIRITUAL 
GUIDANCE 

Soul Friend: the Director in the Spiritual Exercises 
of Ignatius of Loyola. 

IF  I HAD TO answer the question how Ignatius Loyola himself gave the 
Spiritual Exercises, I would say, in a word, as a soul friend. 1 The way 

in which he directed another person has much to do with friendship and 
a nearness to the soul of  that person. 'Friendship is admiration that 
reverently bows to all that, in the beloved, asks for reverence; it is the 
reverence for God ' s  wonders within another person' .  Here Augustine 
brings together two terms, friendship and reverence, which tell us some- 
thing about the mutual  closeness of  the one who gives the Exercises and 
the one who makes them, and something about the experience of God 
which originates, is unders tood and affirmed there. The religious experi- 
ence of  the Exercises, therefore, 'is closely connected with the feeling of 
being part of a whole which is good; which is not dominated by evil 
spirits; which is not there to ruin h u m a n  beings but to let them share in 
the truth, so that they can love'.  2 This experience belongs not only to 
the directee but is shared by both actors on the stage of the Exercises. 
Ignatius himself mentions this in the Preamble to the Exercises: 'Both 
the director and the retreatant should derive greater help and profit from 
them'  (Exx 22). 

In this article I am going to discuss the Spiritual Exercises first of  all 
and then the director. In  so doing I am not erecting watertight partitions 
between the tradition and present-day reality, but  reflecting on the 
possibilities and problems that the director nowadays has to deal with. 
Historical facts will act as guidelines and illustrations in this process. 
They are not the finishing point of a process to which we have to return 
in order to reproduce them again. The  Exercises were always a starting- 
point for an experience and a reality in the future; otherwise they would 
not deserve our  attention. It has to be admitted, however, that many 
people have been greatly discouraged and made aggressive by the ways 
in which the Exercises sometimes have been and still are presented, as 
well as by some forms of spiritual direction. But it would be unfortunate 
to throw out the baby of  the genuine experience of God in the Spiritual 
Exercises with the bathwater of a derailed theory and practice. 3 

The Spiritual Exercises 
I mention the Spiritual Exercises in their original context deliberately. 

Although it may  sound superfluous to some people, it cannot be stressed 
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sufficiently that  in a certain sense the Spir i tual  Exercises are of secondary 
importance.  After  all, G o d ' s  deal ings with h u m a n  beings are all that 
matters .  The  setting, the scenario in which this occurs are of less 
importance.  ' I t  is very dangerous  to want  to force everyone down the 
same route  towards  perfection. Whoever  acts in this way does not  
under s t and  how manifold  and how various the gifts of  the Holy  Spiri t  
a re ' ,  says Ignat ius  himself,  4 though at the same t ime he was well aware 
of  the radical  and  beneficial effects of  the Exercises. 5 Even for the earliest 
generat ion of  Jesui ts ,  the Spir i tual  Exercises were not obligatory.  An  
enqui ry  set up by J e r o n i m o  Nada l  among  821 scholastics (i.e. Jesui ts  in 
their  studies) shows that  231 made  only one week of the Exercises; 257 
made  two and 124 made  three weeks. On ly  209 of them had made  the 
entire Spir i tual  Exercises, and  even then some of  these had  not  spent the 
t ime exclusively in the Exercises. 6 The  sources also tell us that  a small 
number  of  Jesui ts  never  made  the Spir i tual  Exercises at a l l ]  Like the 
Society of  Jesus  itself, the Exercises are only one way among  many.  8 

In addi t ion to this, I would also like to point  out  that  the Exercises are 
noi  a school in the sense of  a si tuation in which a teacher  tells a pupil  
something about  God.  A n d  certainly the Exercises are not  some kind of 
method  which, p rovided  it is proper ly  used, automat ical ly  produces  God  
himself. Cal l ing the Exercises a method,  wrote the French Jesui t  Joseph  
de Guiber t ,  is ra ther  like ' j udg ing  types of locomotives by  the colour 
they are pa in ted ' .  9 

Both dur ing  Igna t ius ' s  own t ime and in our own the experience of the 
Exercises opens up a new world. They  were born  at the point  of 
intersection of two historical  periods and it is not  difficult to see 
s imi la r i t i e s - -a long  with all the d i f fe rences- -be tween the sixteenth century 
and our  own. In  the sixteenth century  a previously accepted world-view 
was in many  respects coming to an end. Now the same thing is happening,  
with the addi t ional  factor that  convent ional  Chris t iani ty  has also come to 
an end.  The  city of God  has become a secular city, and this has serious 
consequences for our  unders tand ing  of  the Incarnat ion ,  for our  discovery 
of the places where G o d  can be found, for mak ing  life-choices and for 
working with the Spir i tual  Exercises. 

Igna t ian  spir i tual i ty  is and will continue to be a spir i tual i ty for the 
city, for our  city, if we can believe an old La t in  verse. 10 O u r  city is the 
setting for our  encounters  with G o d  and our  experience of  God;  it is the 
touchstone for our  belief  in God.  A mystic of  our  own t ime,  the Flemish 
Jesui t  Egied van Broeckhoven (1933-1967) was very aware of  this when 
he wrote in his diary:  'Even  if I could choose between the burn ing  bush 
and Brussels, I would choose Brussels'.11 Ernesto C a rdena l ' s  poem 'Orac le  
over  M a n a g u a '  puts  it even more  sharply: 'Af ter  all God  is also Ci ty/  
God  as C i ty : /The  Ci ty  of the final encounter /of  every h u m a n  being with 
all h u m a n  beings , / the  Ci ty  of the completed uni ty  and communi ty , / the  
Ci ty  of  the C o m m u n i o n ' .  
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It was in the city, in his meetings wkh other people, that Ignatius 
tested his own personal religious experiences, gained in the silence of 
Manresa.  As a pilgrim, his most  important  apostolate was 'spirkual 
conversat ion ' - - ta lking about God, at first in a rather disorderly fashion, 
like ' a  fool' ,  but  gradually with greater tranquillity and balance. In  these 
meetings, the lives of  the participants became more transparent. These 
meetings were mutual  recognkions of God and his wonders. Ignatius was 
not thrusting his vision upon someone else. When  he reflected upon his 
own vision and experience, he felt an urgent  need to enable others also 
to have this experience; not, however, by squeezing them into his own 
mould, but by kindling them with the story of his own life in such a way 
that, using their own background,  life experience, talents, knowledge and 
forms of  expression, they would come to something similar. 

Characteristics of the Spiritual Exercises 
The Spiritual Exercises, as Ignatius intended them and in which he 

was director, fulfill six conditions: (1) There is one director (2) who, in 
the course of a full month,  gives the Exercises to (3) one retreatant (4) 
who voluntarily and wholeheartedly makes the full Exercises (5) for the 
first time in his/her life (6) in view of a choice that has to be made. 

I will discuss the first two of these conditions separately later on. As 
for the third, that there is one retreatant, it is clear that Ignatius did not 
intend that the full Exercises would be given to a number  of  people all at 
once as a group. He never did so himself, though on a few occasions he 
gave the Exercises simultaneously to two men living in different houses 
some considerable distance apart. It would be impossible to be a soul 
friend to many  people at the same time. Physically and psychologically it 
is in fact impossible to be close to many  people over a period of  thirty 
days in such an intimate way. It is also impossible to fulfill such a role 
continuously. 

'When  the Exercises are given in their entirety, this should be done 
with outstanding persons or with those who wish to make a choice about 
their state of  life'; in other words with 'those of such a character that 
from their progress notable fruit is expected for the glory of God ' ,  
Ignatius wrote in his Constitutions (409, 649). This criterion of selection, 
therefore, envisages a limited number  of  retreatants. And because in 
many  cases the Exercises did not have their desired effects, Ignatius 
decided, practical as he was, to give them only very rarely. 12 One reason 
for this failure was that in one way or another many  retreatants were 
not sufficiently well prepared. To  put it in the words of the parable: 
much seed fell on the path, on rocky ground and among thorn bushes. 
Apart  from the necessary spiritual health, an adequate maturity,  in which 
responsibility, courage and independence have their place, was sometimes 
lacking. Matur i ty  and the right self-esteem that goes with it are absolutely 
necessary for discernment. 
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A thi rd  reason for direct ing one re t rea tant  at a t ime is the necessity of 
adapt ing  both the form and the content  of the Exercises to the individual  
person. ' W h e n  a person makes the Exercises ' ,  Ignat ius  advises, ' i t  should 
always b e  asked what  the exerci tant  wants to eat, and  it should be given 
to him,  even if he were to ask for a chicken or a trifle, according to his 
devotion'.X3 Like a waiter,  the di rector  serves the re t rea tant  whatever  he 
or  she needs,  and  not  only with regard  to food of  course. 

The  fourth condi t ion I ment ioned  is that  the retreatant makes the full 
Exercises voluntarily and wholeheartedly. Here ,  too, nowadays  we find consider-  
a b l y  more  depar tures  from this than  was cus tomary  among  the early 
Jesui ts ,  as for example  in preaching  popular  missions which have many  

similarit ies with the First  Week  of the Exercises. 
Wi th  regard  to the fifth condit ion,  that the retreatant is making the Exercises 

for the first time, it is worth  not ing that  dur ing  Igna t ius ' s  own lifetime 
people did  not  make  the Exercises more  than  once. 14 

The  sixth and final condit ion,  that the retreatant makes the Exercises in view 
of a choice to be made, is laid down because the Spir i tual  Exercises aim at 
evoking in the life of  the re t rea tant  a religious experience which crystallizes 

into action. After  making  the Exercises, the re t reatant  should act as a 
leaven which, though small, nevertheless works intensively, durab ly  and,  
as it were,  contagiously.15 The  freedom that  the re t rea tant  has exper ienced 

acts as an invi tat ion to f reedom for others. A n d  a chain react ion also 
begins with regard  to the giving of  the Exercises: those who have made  
them most  generously often tu rn  out  to be the best  givers of the Exercises. 

The  effect of  the Exercises is not  l imited to the so-called realm of the 
' sp i r i tua l ' .  Praxis  is the touchstone of  spiri tuali ty.  The  greater  service of 
God  goes hand  in hand  with 'he lp ing  souls ' .  Those who as a result of 
the Exercises bolt the door  on the world have been wasting their  t ime for 
t h i r t y  days; o r ,  to put  it in the words  of a con tempora ry  of  Ignatius,  that 
very realistic woman  Teresa  of  Avila:  'Those  who have penet ra ted  the 
castle of  the soul as far as the last dwell ing find themselves back in the 
street again'.X6 Contempla t ion  finds its expression in very concrete action: 
' G o d  is among  the pots and  pans ' .  17 Giv ing  concrete form to contemp- 

lat ion is both positive and constructive.  The  Spir i tual  Exercises are not 
in tended to be pr imar i ly  against something,  though if they were against  
anything it is more  likely to be the alumbrados with their  unear th ly  
spir i tual izing than Protes tant ism.  18 

Evaluation and criticism of the Exercises 
I f  we look at the Spir i tual  Exercises now in their  authent ic  form ra ther  

than in their  degenerate  forms of group retreat ,  ascetical-rational exercises 
of will or  a series of  preached medi ta t ions ,  19 we conclude that  they still 

have a value today.  The i r  strengths lie in the way that  Ignat ius  steered a 
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course between the Scylla of  Subjectivism and th e Charybdis of objectiv- 
ism; the way in which he reached a balanced presentation of the r~lation- 
ship between the human  and the divine; in his very precise directions 
about techniques that aid growth in prayer, and in the great value he 
places on the imagination. 2° But there are also serious shortcomings: 
Ignatius 's  use of  scripture without the benefit of modern  scientific bible 
study; the fact that, under  the influence of  the political-cultural climate 
of his day, he theologized in monarchical and hierarchical terms; his 
practice of dealing with two types of morality, one for everyone in general 
and the other for those who want to follow Christ more closely; and 
finally his dualistic and individualistic philosophy and theology of the 
human  person. 2a 

These strengths and weaknesses of the Exercises also imply that in 
giving or making them today it is impossible for us simply to use the 
book as it stands. Our  practice of  the Exercises has to reflect not where 
Ignatius was in his own time but where we are. 22 Those who can make 
.the necessary adaptations to the Exercises may  use them. Those who 
cannot do so willingly and knowingly provide grist for the mill of many  
critics who were already making themselves heard in the sixteenth century, 
led by the Dominican Melchor Cano who believed that the Spiritual 
Exercises 'made  out of knights not lions but roosters, and out of roosters 
chickens'. 23 

The director in the Spiritual Exercises 
We have two main ways of  discovering what the task of  the director is 

within the Exercises: the text of  the book itself and Ignatius 's  own 
practice. A critical look at this material gives us an insight into the 
director's function in our  own day. 

The text of the Spiritual Exercises 
In the book of  the Exercises the role of the director is discussed in the 

twenty Annotations that precede the Exercises proper. 2. It is worth noting 
that these Annotat ions are part of the material that was added by Ignatius 
only at a later stage, that is in the years 1537-1539 during his stay in 
Italy. Those years also included his planned but never realized journey 
to the Holy Land,  his ordination to the priesthood, the vision at La 
Storta and the 'Deliberation of the first fathers'.  

The text of the book 25 describes both the nature and the activity of the 
director: what he/she should do; how he/she should be and behave. From 
this we can put together the following portrait. The director is a person 
who speaks God ' s  word in a modest way; 26 gives nuanced and detailed 
instructions and exercises, adapted to the retreatant individually; stays 
close to the retreatant cautiously and sensitively; encourages the retreatant 
without indiscretion or intrusiveness. And in all of this the retreatant 
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pe rmks  God  to be God.  It  will be well to look a little more  closely at 
each of  these elements separately,  and  then to say something about  what  
is not ment ioned  in the text but  m a y  be presupposed.  

To start  with the latter: the director  has to realize that  God  knows the 
re t reatant  bet ter  than he/she does. 27 After  all, it is G o d  who has to do 
the work. The  process of  the Exercises shows to full advantage  only when 
G o d  makes  himself  felt in an unh indered  and immedia te  way to the 
re t rea tant  and  to the director  as well. The  director  respects as much  as 
possible the individual i ty  of the re t reatant .  G o d  makes  himself  known to 
the director  and  the re t rea tant  in different ways. I t  would be a mistake 
to suppose that  God  would use the same words and acts wkh every 
person,  though of  course general  t rends and tendencies can be seen in 
G o d ' s  self-revelations. This  is one of the i tems that  Ignat ius  talks about  
firmly: ' H e  desired that  in all our  actions we should be as free as possible, 
quiet  in ourselves and obedient  to the light that  has been given to each 
person separa te ly ' .  He  also said that  ' there  cannot  be a greater  mistake 
in mat ters  of the spiri t  than  want ing  to form others according to one ' s  
own image'.28 ' I f  directors th ink in the Lord  that  a person is growing in 

prayer  and  is being directed by  the good spirit,  then they should not  
intervene,  but  on the cont ra ry  give h im courage and confidence that  he 
may  grow in the Lord  without  pa in  and with s t rength ' .  29 

This  implies a certain non-direct ive way of  approaching  others; not, 
however,  as in a Roger ian  'm i r ro r - encoun te r '  in which the counsellor 
keeps out  of  h a r m ' s  way, but  ra ther  as a presence like that of the 
b r ideg room' s  fr iend (Jn 3,29). 3° The  director  is an 'assistant  to divine 
grace'  .31 His /he r  at t i tudes should be careful, nearby  and relaxed; magnan-  
imous, generous and balanced:  a combinat ion  of discreet distance and 
sacred int imacy,  32 imply ing  a certain reserve towards the other  person. 
Trans la ted  into con tempora ry  counsell ing terms,  the at t i tudes may  be 
paral leled in the words empathy ,  respect,  honesty and concreteness. Often 
the dialogue between director  and  re t rea tant  does not  need many  words: 
a conversat ion gains in value when what  need not  or cannot  be said is 
respectfully left alone. 

I t  should not  be thought ,  however,  that  the director  remains  a somewhat 
colourless, blank,  ' exchangeable '  person in the background  whose experi-  
ence or life-story is irrelevant.  O n  the contrary,  the director  is a striking 
person in whom G o d ' s  presence manifests itself. H e  or she will also be 
clear in direct ion because,  says Ignat ius,  'when one is indefinite, it is 
less helpful and  misunders t and ing  occurs'.33 Vagueness  or lack of striking 
qualit ies in the di rector  may  also stem from poor  spir i tual  health.  A n d  it 
is also essential that  the di rector  knows from personal  experience what  is 
going on in the world so as to be able to develop such awareness in the 
directee also, insofar as this is lacking. 34 In  this way the director  embodies  
dur ing  the Exercises the real i ty of the society in which the directee will 
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have to play his or her part afterwards. 35 The director symbolizes a 'third 
person' who helps the retreatant to see his or her situation in an 
unprejudiced way. Whether the subjective experience at which the Spiri- 
tual Exercises aim leads to uncontrolled subjectivism or not depends on 
the director as the representative of the objective viewpoint. 36 Here the 
words of Simone Well apply: 'A science that does not make us approach 
God is worthless. But if it makes us approach God in a wrong way, 
namely an imaginary God, it is worse'. 37 

Ignatius as director in the Spiritual Exercises 
According to Ignacio Iparraguirre's research into the practice of the 

Exercises during Ignatius's lifetime, the Exercises were given to 1383 
people between 1522 and 1556. 38 And for those people 88 Jesuits and 6 
non-Jesuits were available as directors. In the light of the inaccuracy of 
Iparraguirre's work, we would need to do much more extra research in 
order to be able to reach any firm general conclusions. My own research, 
however, which has concentrated exclusively on the practice of Ignatius 
himself, offers the possibility of further insight. 

It is certain that Ignatius gave the Exercises to 31 people between the 
years 1528 and 1542. 39 This means that on average Ignatius directed 
someone once every half year, and that during the last fourteen years of 
his life he no longer gave the Exercises. All his directees were men, and 
fifteen of them, almost half the total number, joined the Society of Jesus 
after completing the Exercises. 

We will review them separately in chronological order. In June and 
July 1528 he gave the Exercises for the first time to three students in 
Paris: Juan de Castro, Pedro de Peralta and Amador de Elduayen. After 
making the Exercises they suddenly left their colleges, divided their books 
and belongings among the poor, withdrew to a hostel for the homeless 
and began to beg for food. Their friends, however, used threats with 
weapons to force them to sign a contract at least to finish their studies. 
Ignatius was threatened with a public flogging and charged with heresy 
before the Inquisition by Peralta's patron Pedro Ortiz. Ignatius had 
hoped to start a new society with these three men but, as is well known, 
they did not belong to the 'first fathers' o f  the Society of Jesus. Castro 
became a Carthusian near Valencia, Peralta a preacher in Toledo and 
Amador has disappeared into the mists of oblivion. 40 

Six years later Ignatius made a second attempt to move men towards 
the formation of a religious band of friends. The Exercises formed a 
necessary transition phase. Six men were accompanied through the 
Exercises by Ignatius: Pierre Favre, Diego Laynez, Alonso Salmeron, 
Nicolas Bobadilla, Sima6 Rodriguez and Francisco Xavier. Every one of 
them made the Exercises very seriously, sometimes with such exaggeration 
that Ignatius had to intervene several times. He ordered Favre not to 
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sleep in only his undershirt,  fasting, on a wooden floor during the Parisian 
winter. Xavier,  a celebrated sportsman, tied his arms, thighs and feet so 
tightly with ropes in the First Week of the Exercises that it was almost 
impossible to untie them and amputat ion had to be considered. Ignatius 's  
directees had retired to different locations and his practice was to visit 
them twice a day in the First Week and once a day after that, unless 
more frequent visits--as in the case of Favre and Xavie r - -were  necessary. 
Often, however, his daily visits were cancelled. 41 

In  the spring of  1535, in addition to his usual studies, Ignatius gave 
the Exercises to four people. Ignatius had already for some time wanted 
to give the Exercises to the influential Dr  Martial Mazurier ,  principal of 
one of  the colleges and, not without reason, suspected of heresy in the 
past. They  made a deal that the one who lost a game of  billiards would 
do whatever the other asked for thirty days. Mazurier  lost, made the 
Exercises and became a new man. Another  Parisian scholar George Valla 
also made the Exercises, as did the former rector of  the university Alvaro 
de Moscoso, who a year later became a member  of the committee for 
reforming the theology department.  The  fourth person was a religious 
priest whose conduct left much to be desired. Ignatius came to know of 
this and called at the man ' s  house on his way to the Carthusian monastery 
where he used to receive holy communion.  He found the man lying in 
bed and asked him to hear his confession. This turned out to be so 
detailed and protracted that the confessor recognized the seriousness of  
his own aberrations and through the Exercises changed his life. 42 

During a visit to his native region in April 1535 Ignatius directed his 
cousin Beltran de Loyola  in the Exercises, with a view to the reformation 
of the local clergy, for whom,  as patron of  the church of Azpeitia, Beltran 
bore responsibility. 43 

Ignatius had a third group of six retreatants in Venice in 1536. Four 
of them became Jesuits after making the Spiritual Exercises: Diego Hozes, 
the brothers Diego and Esteban de Egufa and Francisco de Rojas, the 
latter three relatives of  Francisco Xavier. The  other two were Pier 
Contarini  and Gasparo de Dotti who became influential ecclesiastics 
afterwards. 44 

In the years 1538 and 1539 ten men made the Exercises under  
Ignatius 's  direction. Half  of  them entered the Society of Jesus: Francisco 
de Strada, Antonio de Araoz, Bartolomeo Ferra6, Pietro Codacio and a 
certain (]arvajal. 45 The  other five were the physician Inigo L6pez, the 
famous humanist  Lattanzio Tolomei,  Cardinal Gasparo Contarini,  the 
theologian Pedro Ortiz, who only ten years before had accused Ignatius 
of heresy, and finally the uncle of  Carvajal who was an archdeacon. 46 
The last person to make the Spiritual Exercises under  Ignatius was 
Miguel de Torres in 1542 and four years later he joined the Society of 
Jesus. 7 
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A survey of  this data suggests that through the Exercises Ignatius tried 
to gain influential people or to make people influential. He  aimed at the 
formation of 'second-line apostles' and multipliers. 48 Secondly, it seems 
that in most cases the initiative for m a k i n g  the Exercises came, as far as 
we know, from Ignatius. In recruiting his retreatants he was both 
inventive and tenacious, especially during his years in Paris. The absence 
of women among his retreatants is also striking. This was no doubt linked 
with Ignatius 's  views about who the influential people in society were 
and with establishing priorities in a situation of limited energy and 
manpower.  For that reason he considered it advisable to train religious 
women who could give the Exercises in their own convents. 49 

Finally a few words about Ignatius 's  views of  the director and his or 
her role. That  a person should have a soul friend was for him beyond 
dispute, because, as he once wrote to one of  his confreres, ' the danger in 
the spiritual life is great when one advances rapidly in it without the 
bridle of  discretion. '5° Ou t  of the many  remarks that Ignatius made 
outside the text of the Exercises on the qualities of  a spiritual director I 
would like to quote just two. The  first one is: ' Innocence and sanctity 
have in themselves more value than anything else. If, however, prudence 
and ease in dealing with people are not added, there is something lacking 
and they are not good enough to direct others. Excellent prudence linked 
with mediocre virtue often has more value for the direction of others 
than great sanctity linked with limited prudence. '51 The second is this: 
'Whoever  deals with people in order to help them should act as an 
experienced physician who is not shocked and does not show repugnance 
however disgusting and terrible the wounds look. He  has to bear the 
weaknesses and quirks of  the patient with patience and gentleness. He  
has to recognize in him not only the descendant of Adam and the fragile 
vessel but also the likeness of God that has been redeemed by the blood 
of  Christ.'52 

It was characteristic of Ignatius 's  spiritual leadership to strike a balance 
between, on his own part, gentleness, moderation and patience and, on 
the other hand, the continuous challenge to the directee of the more 
perfect and the explicit call to generosity. 53 The sometimes extremely 
impulsive and irrational ways of behaving that Ignatius also showed in 
his dealings with others contrast sharply with this, but  are part of the 
reality of the saint 's life. Ignatius 's  first biographer, Pedro de Ribadene- 
yra, says of this that 'such examples are more for admiration than for 
imitation' .  54 This offers us a principle for evaluating and using the 
Spiritual Exercises in our  own time. However  much the overall concept 
of the Exercises may be admired, there are certain parts of them and 
forms of expression that are no longer useful. This increases rather than 
limits their value. If  we refuse to acknowledge this, we lapse in fruitless 
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a n d  s o m e t i m e s  e v e n  d a n g e r o u s  h i s t o r i c i s m .  W h o e v e r  a c c e p t s  t h e  l i m i -  

t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  E x e r c i s e s  p o s s e s s e s  a t r u l y  p r e c i o u s  i n s t r u m e n t .  

P a u l  Begheyn  S . J .  
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