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ST I G N A T I U S  A N D  
L I B E R A T I O N  

By J.  B. L IBXNIO 

Translated by FRANCIS  M c D O N A G H  

F 
ASCINATING TOPICS not infrequently contain traps. Any her- 
meneutical leap demands caution. To talk about St Ignatius 
and liberation is fascinating, but postulates a soaring her- 
meneutical flight, since nearly five centuries separate the 

movement initiated by Ignatius and the current of liberation 
theology. 

Artificial harmonization, aberrant anachronism, uncritical funda- 
mentalism, semantic salads, empty nominalism: these are only 
some of the perils which beset the topic of this discussion. On the 
other hand, there runs within the Church a miraculous spiritual 
current, guided by the Spirit, which succeeds in bringing together 
metahistorically vessels on distant historical longitudes and thus 
justifies our tackling such a topic. 

This comparison of Ignatius and liberation theology is all the 
more  attractive since one of the main proponents of this theology 
recognizes that its fundamental intuitions derive from Ignatian 
spirituality. 2 Nonetheless such a testimony, important as it may 
be, remains extrinsic to the subject. The coherence between the 
two sets of ideas derives in fact from their internal structure and a 
degree of analogy between their periods. 

Jon  Sobrino saw this parallel well when he detected in both 
Ignatius and in liberation theology the same direction in the process 
of conversion. Both desire passionately to find in truth, by going 
beyond old ideas transmitted in the traditional historical current, 
a will of God which is greater and different. 3 Both represent a 
kairos in their historical moment,  break with a certain ecclesiastical 
conformism and awaken a new spiritual vigour, even at the cost 
of conflict and misunderstanding. 

Every theology starts from a founding experience of God. It 
"engages with a sort of spirituality. The purpose of this article is to 
compare the idea of liberation, as seen by liberation theology, and 
the fundamental Ignatian experience, especially as articulated in 
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the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius. Conscious of the cultural 
distance which separates the two experiences, we shall carry out 
our discussion in terms of the polarity-proximity distance. Prox-  
imity pays attention to distance;: distance points to proximity. 

Within both experiences we can see a whole number of points 
of intersection and divergence. We shall seek to investigate just 
three which seem to b e  fundamental both for Ignatian spirituality 
and for liberation theology. 

1. The centrality of poverty and the poor 
Modern historians are revealing to us with greater rigour and 

precision the scale of the poverty and degradation which  formed 
the backdrop to medieval and Renaissance Europe. 4 Ignatius, who 
was a regular visitor to the sixteenth-century Spanish court from 
adolescence, would certainly have experienced the terrible contrast 
between the luxury of the court and the huge range Of the poor, 
who were, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, 'more diverse, 
more numerous, always last, but always present'. 5 For Ignatius, 
unlike liberation theology, this was not the decisive encounter for 
his spiritual experience. 

Ignatius Underwent the opposite process to liberation theology. 
From the experience of the poor Christ he came to the poor. 
Liberation theology moves from the experience of the poor to the 
experience of the poor Christ. It is the reverse journey but the 
same experience. In both cases Christ illuminates the experience 
on the level of faith. 

The injured Ignatius convalescing in Loyola castle confronts his 
c o u r t  life, with its vanities, its forgetfulness of poverty and the 
poor, with the vita Christi and the examples of the saints. Instead 
of feeding his imagination on the romances of chivalry he had 
wanted, he experiences the impact of the lives of Christ and the 
saints. It is a moment  of grace and conversion. 

When he comes to translate this experience into the book of the 
Exercises, he presents it in the form of the meditations on the 
Kingdom and the Two Standards, and the consideration on the 
Three Degrees of Humility. If we look for the theme which unifies 
these three conceptions of Ignatius, there can be no doubt that it 
is the experience of following the poor Christ. In contemplating 
the Kingdom the retreatant is invited to hear the appeal of Christ 
to follow him in his labour, making a more worthy sacrifice by 
bearing insults, shame and both material and spiritual poverty. In 
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the Two Standards the Ignatian intuition is more clearly revealed, 
namely that the antithesis poverty-wealth is at the origin of the 
two standards,  those of Christ and Lucifer. 6 In the Third Degree 
of Humility the retreatant is invited to make himself or herself like 
Chr is t  our Lord by choosing poverty with the poor Christ rather 
than wealth. 7 

Ignatius gives striking emphasis to the experience of becoming 
like Christ through the practice of poverty. The point is not to 
practise poverty as a mere form of ascetic or monastic self-denial, 
but to follow the poor Christ. 

Ignatius states clearly the main aim of the Spiritual Exercises: 
to seek and find the divine will by putting aside disordered 
affections, a To this end he leads the retreatant to create the 
fundamental condition for such a quest and finding, the desire to 
follow the poor Christ. The kenotic key of the following of the 
poor Christ unlocks the whole structure of this little book and of 
the experience it represents. 9 Ignatius's magis does not mean any 
human greatness, any great enterprise, any search for greater 
power, any ambition in action, but greater identification with 
Christ poor and humiliated. This identification must be the basis 
for understanding history, individual and social life, projects, ideals 
and achievements. 

Ignatius had a great fear that wealth and honours would one 
day corrupt and destroy the Society of Jesus. He was to take 
precautions against such dangers by recommending that 'poverty, 
as a solid rampart protecting religious life, should be loved and 
preserved in its purity, as far as possible by God's grace . . . '. 
Therefore, 'all those who make their profession in the Society must 
promise to alter nothing in the Constitutions relating to poverty, 
unless to make it stricter'. 1° And with regard to honours, he also 
adds a vow for the professed never to aspire to or seek honours 
or prelacies outside or inside the Society. 11 As a worldly-wise, 
experienced and wise person, he knew how much damage had 
been done to the Church in that Renaissance period by the wealth 
and distinctions of ecclesiastical dignitaries, and therefore wished 
to protect the Jesuits from such dangers for the salvation of their 
souls and to preserve the Society as a whole for its mission. He 
believed that to accept such honours would be the best way to 
destroy the Society of Jesus. 12 

But Ignatius saw that the following of the poor Christ is linked 
to an option, not just for poverty, but also for the poor. As a 
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recent convert, he carried out both symbolically, stripping off his 
noble's clothes and giving them to a beggar and putting on the 
beggar's rags. In a most beautiful letter on poverty, after stating 
the basic intuition of the option for the poor-- love for the poor 
Chris t--he calls the poor Christ 's best friends, and adds that: 'The 
poor are so great in God's  presence that it was mainly  for them 
that Jesus Christ was sent to earth',  that 'Jesus Christ so much 
preferred them to the rich that he chose the whole  sacred college 
from among the poor, and chose to live a n d  keep company with 
them' and that 'friendship with the poor makes us friends of the 
eternal King'.  The poor, he continues, not only are kings, but 
'make others sharers in the Kingdom' .13 

This centrality of the poor in the  Kingdom is one of the central 
themes of liberation theology. And it is precisely because they are 
the privileged citizens of the Kingdom, our guides, teachers and 
judges, '4 that thinking about the faith from the position of the poor 
is the most relevant, most correct and most evangelical locus of 
theology. We may say that the foundation experience of liberation 
theology is the experience of God in the poor. 15 This is extremely 
close to Ignatius's experience. 

This closeness is all the more important in that for Ignatius this 
experience does not end in the contemplation of the poor Christ. 
The Exercises aim at seeking and finding the will of God in order 
to carry it out. The question which follows the meditation on sin 
is paradigmatic for the whole experience of the Exercises: what 
have I done for Christ, what am I doing for Christ, and what 
should I do for Christ? 16 

Liberation theology starts from an option for the poor, with its 
ultimate motivation and inspiration in the gospel, aware that in 
the last resort it is grace, but  it is also dialectical and political. The 
political and dialectical dimension is what makes it different from 
Ignatius's experience. It is dialectical in the sense o f  recognizing 
that the poor we meet in the Third World have been made poor. 
'There are poor people because there are rich people. '17 It sees and 
asserts a causal connection between the existence of poor people 
and the accumulation of wealth by the rich. The awareness of this 
causal connection does not necessarily derive from a Marxist 
analysis; it may be prior to it or it may dispense with it. Marxist 
analysis attempts to offer a rational explanation in terms of the 
expropriation of Surplus va lue .  For liberation theology, however, 
it is the causal link between the two which is fundamental. In the 



ST IGNATIUS AND LIBERATION 55 

beginning liberation theology relied on dependency theory for its 
explanation, 18 but nonetheless it can develop the intuition without 
recourse to such a theory. Pope John Paul II and the Puebla 
document also make this practical causal connection between the 
enrichment of a few and the impoverishment of the many. 19 

Ignatius certainly saw relations with the poor as including a 
practical element. In the early days of the Society there were 
various projects seeking directly to improve  the material and 
spiritual condition of the poor. 2° In the terms of the time they had 
a political dimension, but this dimension takes on a new shape in 
the context of liberation theology. The political dimension of 
liberation theology's option for the poor is revealed in the import- 
ance it attaches to the poor person as the initiator of their own 
process of liberation from the situation of poverty and dehumaniz- 
ation. M. Mollat concluded in his study of the poor in the Middle 
Ages down to the beginning of the modern period--thus abutting 
on to Ignatius's t ime-- that  the poor were aware that 'all, however, 
shared the same impotence to overcome this misfortune without 
the help of their neighbour, but that this entailed a moral and 
material dependence'. 2~ Liberation theology's premise is exactly 
the opposite. Only the poor are capable of overcoming this misfor- 
tune, once they have given 'a muted cry . . . pleading with their 
pastors for a liberation that is nowhere to be found in their case'.22 
This political aspect also appears in John Paul's speeches in Brazil, 
when he encouraged the oppressed not to 'ignore their own 
capacities' and to do 'everything to overcome evil poverty and its 
retinue of afflictions, not in order to aspire to the mammon of 
iniquity, but to achieve the dignity of children of God' .23 

Ignatius's retreatant is called to emerge from the Exercises eager 
to devote his or her life to the Kingdom of Christ, embracing, not 
an ascetic poverty, but the poverty of the companions of the poor 
Christ, present in our poor brothers and sisters. Christians, inspired 
today by the ideal of liberation, are called to 

an affective and effective identification with the situation of the 
poor, and therefore to the option of committing themselves to the 
establishment of social justice and the liberation of the oppressed. 
This, in our time, is the new apostolic and social demand of 
Ignatian poverty as 'poverty with the poor Christ' and therefore 
in the last resort the demand of the poverty lived and taught by 
Christ. 24 
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Consequently, the closeness between Ignatius's personal experi- 
ence, the experience provoked by the Spiritual Exercises and the 
fundamental intuition of liberation theology, despite their distance 
in time and the different contexts, is very striking. 

2. The question of historical mediations 
The term 'mediation' comes from our modern philosophizing. 

However,  the intuition that the experience of following the poor 
Christ needs  to take practical form, to be translated, to become 
flesh in history, belongs both to Ignatius and to today. Once again 
there is a deep connection between Ignatius's experience and 
liberation theology which transcends historical distance. 

A t  a moment  when the Church was being seduced by  the appeal 
of quietism, Ignatius, with his p rofound  spiritual a n d  mystical 
experiences, effortlessly transcended it, precisely because of his 
keen perception of the importance of action, of the use of creatures. 
If, on the one hand, he gives dogma its clue, attributing to God 
all the initiative in the process of salvation, on the other he 
organizes tile whole pedagogy of the Exercises so that the retreatant 
discovers the will of God here and now, in order to do it. 

The well-known formula attributed to St Ignatius reveals this 
sense of human mediation: 

Place all your trust in God, as though the whole success of the 
business depended not on you, but on God alone; apply yourself 
wholly to your work as though God were to do nothing, but you 
were to do everything alone. 25 

This positive attitude to created things and its anthropocentric 
orientation can already be seen in the Principle and Foundation, 
and reaches its highest point in the Contemplation to Attain Love, 
in which Ignatius sees the luminosity of created things as 'blessings 
and gifts which descend from on high'. 2s In contrast to theologies 
with a more negative attitude to created things, Ignatius sees them 
as 'created for human beings and to help them in the attainment 
of the end for which they were created' .27 From this follows their 
use or renunciation to the extent that they help human beings to 
attain their end. Ignatius continues the reflection arguing for the 
necessity for the attitude of indifference, which, in Karl Rahner 's  
modern interpretation, is a sharp spiritual sense of the redundancy 
of ever~hing, except God, the one absolute. God cannot be 
identified with any particular way: he is always greater. 28 
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This Ignatian intuition, lived out at the level of historical 
mediations, is a cornerstone of liberation theology. On the one 
hand, it means an enormous freedom in relation to historical 
processes. None is absolute. From that premise liberation theology 
unleashes a violent attack on the idols which threaten a certain 
form of traditional Catholicism. 

The central problem today in Latin America is not the problem 
of atheism, the ontological problem of whether God exists or not 
. . . .  The central problem is idolatry, in the sense of worship of 
the false gods of the system of oppression. 29 

On this there is agreement among the theologians of the continent. 
This attitude of Ignatian indifference, lived within the world of the 
poor, enables us to see the evil of the idols in the present situation. 
They are idols who feed on thousands of victims, the poor. This 
religious attitude is all the more important inasmuch as these idols 
of the system wear a religious cloak. 

The other aspect of the Ignatian intuition is the use of human 
mediations. An attitude of freedom and a positive view of human 
realities bring liberation theologians into contact with instruments 
of social analysis, and makes them appreciate political mediations 
in the process of liberation. They are not afraid to interpret them 
in relation to the Kingdom, seeing a theological significance in 
episodes of social and historical liberation, real anticipations and 
rehearsals of the Kingdom. 30 The two fundamental and most 
original stages of liberation theology consist precisely in analysing 
the social situation with a sociologist's eyes in order to discover in 
this  human text the traces of God's handwriting, and then trans- 
lating the reflection into action. The means bringing Christians to 
re-examine, modify and purify, or consolidate and confirm their 
previous activity. In all cases reflection grows out of action and 
ends in action. This movement is only possible with faith in the 
value of human action in history and the possibility that it can 
build the Kingdom. It is thus different from spiritualities which 
keep their distance from the world--fuga mundi--and are suspicious 
of social processes and action involving conflict. Ignatius may not 
have seen the positive value of this area, but he nevertheless left 
us the criterion of the tantum quantum, 'indifference' and of the 
magis, which correspond, in another context, to this inspiration 
underlying liberation theology. 
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The main shift in relation to Ignatius, one which does not  distort 
liberation theology, is a transposition into the social and political 
key of ideas which Ignatius developed in an individual key. But 
the tune remains the same. For Ignatius our existence on earth 
was precisely not a time o f  contemplation but  of active service. 
We discover contemplation in this activity. IgnatiUs's prayer is 
directed towards life, action, activity: in actione contemplativus. ~1 This 
fascinating synthesis between contemplation and action, this ability 
to find God in all things, represents liberation theology's most 
crucial quest. And the privileged sphere of God's  presence is the 
liberation social movements, which means that in its Latin 
American version Ignatius's maxim would run: in liberationecontem- 
plativus. 32 This also reflects very much the new interpretation of 
and meditation on the bible cultivated in the base communities. It 
is carried out within the triangle text, context  and pre-text. The 
text is the word of the bible, the  context is given by the living out 
of faith in the community,  and the pre-text is insertion in the detail 
of the people's lives, their struggles, their daily lot of suffering and 
hope. 33 

It is fair to say that this universal character of apostolic activity 
and concern with effectiveness was one of the novelties introduced 
by Ignatius. While it is true that 'usefulness' is not a new slogan 
in the Church, it nevertheless acquires a new urgency at the 
beginning of the modern age. Ignatius was to be the man who, in 
his life-work--the Society of Jesus- -was  to stress method and 
organization and put them at the service of the apostolate. 34 

J .  Nadal believes that having a form of prayer linked to action 
and the ability to discover God in all things, even in 'external 
ministries', 35 is a special grac e of Ignatius, one which God imparts 
to the Society and through it to others. The Spiritual Exercises are a 

triumphant method which sought to make believers indifferent to 
all that is not God and one Which was to prove itself eminently 
capable of helping elite souls still hesitating to consecrate themselves 
to the apostolate. 36 

3. The problem of liberation 
The young Ignatius's existential universe was court life. In this 

he experienced sin, 'the standard of Lucifer, the mortal enemy of 
our human nature'.37 Liberation theology's antithesis of oppression 
and liberation can be translated into Ignatius's language by his 

/ 

.i 
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three antitheses, wealth and poverty, honour and dishonour and 
pride and humility. The trajectory of oppression goes from wealth 
to pride, and that of liberation starts with poverty and goes to 
humility. 

Clearly, this structure depicts Ignatius's experience of the emp- 
tiness, vanity and lavish exhibitionism of sixteenth-century courts. 
He  saw very clearly the power of this evil life of wealth, empty 
honours and complacent pride to rot and destroy the core of the 
Christian life. To break its hold, his main prescription is the 
meditation on sin. Here he reveals his spiritual genius. Sin is seen 
as part of an historical process which affects humanity in general--  
Adam and Eve, the person beside me, this particular person and 
finally me. Escape is not through any self-analysis, but  by placing 
oneself in front of the dead body of Christ on the cross. The corpse 
of the Son of God has the power to break this vicious circle, which 
Ignatius later glosses as wealth, honour  and pride. Ignatius does 
not let the retreatant linger in the past, in a morbid consideration 
of their sins. He drives them forward, towards the future, to 
rebuild, from within their world of sin, a new world for Christ. 
The meditations on the Kingdom and the Two Standards are the 
reply to the meditation on sin. It is because the retreatant trusts 
in the mercy of the God who pardons but  pushes further that they 
confront the sin of the world and their sin within it. 

Liberation theology starts from this same intuition. It is only 
before the crucified of history--the poor and oppressed of this 
world--who continue today the history of the crucified Jesus of 
Jerusalem, that we can become aware of the vicious circle of 
oppression: accumulated wealth, offensive consumerism and 
oppressive power. It is the accumulation of wealth at the expense 
of the poor which gives rise to the modern expression of social 
status--lavish consumption--and ends in the pride of the oppressive 
power which destroys any ability of the poor to organize for their 
liberation. The meditation on this sin, too, does not stop with mere 
confession, bu t  becomes a search for an alternative in action, in 
order to rebuild those parts of God's  project which sin has undone. 38 

The meditations on sin and on the Two Standards end with a 
question and a request. The question is about what we have done, 
are doing and will do for the poor Christ in Latin American terms, 
for Christ in the poor. To answer this triple question--past,  present 
and future-- is  the task which constitutes the basic structure of 
liberation theology. With regard to the past, to analyse how the 
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social system came to be what it is; for the present, discerning the 
interplay of forces in the present which oppress and kill Christ 
in the poor; in the future, devising liberating forms of action, 
undertakings which can be owned by, carried forward by, and 
benefit, the poor. The meditation ~ on the Two Standards places the 
Latin American Christian face tO face with the inevitability of the 
option either for Christ in the poor-- the  gospel expression of the 
option for the poor- -or  against Christ, leaving the poor in the 
kingdom of oppression and death. 

Obviously the different situation of capitalism in Ignatius's time 
and in Latin America today, accounts for the different urgency, 
weight and nature of the conception of liberation. In ignatius's 
time the poor were numerous: they sprang up everywhere like 
mushrooms after rain. But it was difficult to get a view of an 
economic system at its birth. :In our context of unrestrained 
capitalism, dependent and sluggish, the poor appear in multitudes, 
crowded around our big cities as a cheap and exploited labour 
force. Exploitation hits you in the face, in intimate connection with 
the system. Because of thisl liberation cannot be thought of in 
terms of works of charity, as in Ignatius's time, but as requiring 
a profound transformation of the system itself. In this sense, 
liberation theology positions its reflection by the same Ignatian 
experience, but develops it in a different direction. 

Ignatius foresaw that an option for Christ, renouncing wealth 
and honours ,  would bring humiliations. He prepares the retreatant 
for this with the consideration of the Three Degrees of Humility 
for a whole day.  Imitating the humiliated Christ, the retreatant is 
ready to make their choice. For many Christians who chose 
liberation the Third Degree of Humility has meant, not just 
humiliations, but martyrdom itself. A serious reflection on this 
subject cannot ignore this reality, which is increasingly present in 
the lives of Christians and non-Christians who have chosen to be 
on the side of the poor in their just struggles. 

The geography of martyrdom has not spared any Latin American 
country, any sector of society, and group of people; f rom Mexico 
to Argentina, from indigenous people and illiterate peasants to 
lawyers and teachers dedicated to the interests of the people, from 
lay people from the base communities to bishops. Archbishop Oscar 
Romero continues to be the great symbol of the martyr  bishop. 
The litany has lengthened. Most recently we were shocked by the 
horrific murder  of a group of Jesuits in E1 Salvador, most of whom 
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worked in a university, but in close harmony with the lives, 
suffering and interests of the poor. One of their brethren, who 
escaped death by being away from the house, has written this 
marvellous testimony with fraternal passion: 

They wanted to give a voice to the reality of the lives of the vast 
majority of ordinary people--the true national reality . . . .  They 
murdered these Jesuit academics because they made the university 
an effective instrument in defence of the mass of the people, 
because they had become the critical conscience in a society of sin 
and the creative awareness of a future society that would be 
different, the utopia of God's kingdom for the poor. They were 
killed for trying to create a truly Christian university. They were 
killed because they believed in the God of the poor and tried to 
produce this faith through the university. 39 

Conclusion 
This journey has tried to draw parallels between Ignatius's 

experience and the current of liberation, of which liberation the- 
ology is one expression. But richer than liberation theology is the 
very experience of a whole Church committed to liberation. This 
Church is thirsty for spirituality. Ignatian spirituality appears to 
respond to that thirst, all the more in that its foundation experience 
is the most important theological concern of these communities. 
Their fundamental spiritual problem is to look for and find God 
in creatures, in all things, to use Ignatius's language. In practical 
terms, the question is how to connect the process of liberation-- 
the analytic phase and the phase of action--with the contemplation, 
the experience of God, with the t ru th ,  inspiration and motivation 
of the gospel. 
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