
 RENEWING OUR LIFE IN THE SPIRIT
B2

It is not through human means that the Society can be preserved and developed, but through the omnipotent hand of Christ . . .  Therefore in Him alone must be placed the hope . . .   

   I think there is no need to labour at length the positive signs in the Society of a growth in the Spirit in the last twenty years. Father General has named the good signs in his address to the procurators.

We would all like to see considerable further growth in the same directions. I take it we would all share the same perception of the ends we seek. 


[-a renewed experience of the Exercises; 


 -a more authentic grasp of the integration of prayer and work; 


 -a growth in discretio habitualis; 


 -more evidence of zest, energy, confidence and boldness in the apostolate; 


 -more hope; 


 -an emergence from a life of faith that is private, protected and  fearful toward a greater sharing in communities of faith;


 -more definite signs that more Jesuits are moving toward the possibility of discerning missionary decisions together;


 -more Jesuits earnestly desiring to seek the means to be given the radical dispositions for discernment]

The spiritual conversion of the whole body of the Society will come from an authentic, renewed and shared experience of the Exercises.

‘Yes, of course, -but how?’

But the contemplation of such goals can be disheartening. We know what we want. I sometimes get tired of exhortations that simply reiterate the goals. ‘We must do this . . .  We need local superiors who can . . . ’ But the immediate question that comes to mind is not always asked—the how question.

How do you attract more Jesuits into the process of conversion that has been going on in recent years? Or, in Ignatian terms, how do you help more Jesuits to be moved from desolation into consolation?

To remind more than to inform
In my pondering on some way in which I might be helpful, since I don’t have the concrete problems that provincials have to face and which they know far better than I do, it occurred to me that maybe I’m in something like the position of a court fool at a medieval court. The licensed fool was licensed to say things that wiser and more balanced bodies could not say without giving offence or because they had a reputation to lose. The fool was allowed to ask awkward questions and was expected to say rude things. Sometimes a nugget of insight might come through or a different and fresh way of seeing familiar things.

I am reminded of Dr Samuel Johnson’s ‘Men more often require to be reminded than informed.’

Reasons for hope
First, in any exchange of this kind we should bring with us the hope that comes from looking at what God has done in Society in recent years. It is no good preparation for discernment to spend time wringing our hands and being intimidated by difficulties.

A perspective from the early Society
Secondly, to put things in some kind of perspective, I’ve typed out a few statements taken from Father Andre Ravier’s book on the Roman years of St Ignatius. Not all the early Jesuits were spiritual giants or even fairly good Jesuits. St Ignatius and his aides had to deal with Rodriguez and Bobadilla. It seems clear from his practice that he judged that only some of the first and second generation had the mens Societatis.

Father Tom Clancy, the historian and former provincial of New Orleans, told me once that the catalogues of the early Society show that of thirty men who entered it was expected that ten would die, that ten would fall sick and be ineffective workers and that ten would be effective in the mission.

There are all kinds of ways in which we could divide the body of the Society into three rough thirds. There’s the story of the Jesuit sociologist who said once in a fit of absence of mind that the Society, like every group, consisted of men, women and children

Three parts
To take a glance at the Irish province. Since about l970 provincials have provided a great variety and wealth of opportunities of spiritual conversion. There is no need to list them here. But it seems to me that the different opportunities were repeatedly availed of by the same men, by roughly one third of the province. 

What of the other two thirds? It is impossible to label them without being offensive. But it has to be said that one part (How many? perhaps l0%?) includes any of the following: those who are alienated from the Society; those who feel they don’t belong; those whose life of faith has been eroded, perhaps grown dead; those who are apparently obdurate, who seem unreachable; those who are simply hostile to Vatican II, to our General Congregations, to all that Father Arrupe stood for; those who live in a kind of constant desolation; those who are imprisoned in idees fixes; those whose sense of themselves is so damaged that they can no longer hope for personal change or growth or more life; those who still belong juridically to the body of the Society, but who have long since ceased to be living members of it, emigres who remain within.

A middle third
There is a middle third, who work hard (or far too hard) and are dutiful to their prayers and are often very holy. But they are not joiners. Many of them obscurely feel that they don’t belong, that they don’t count. They feel left out. They think little of themselves. They cannot imagine themselves being part of an active team that would be eager to discern the mission together. They include those who are fearful of directed retreats; their annual retreat is always private. The magis does not fire them; it is a concept that does not feature in their thinking. They are puzzled by anything they happen to hear about the re-discovered meaning of the Exercises. The ‘new’ language, as it seems to them, is a foreign language and those who speak it are strangers. It can trigger surprising bursts of anger and resentment in good men. They find repeated exhortations to discernment bewildering and oppressive. They often write it off as jargon. They are obedient men. They would go to Timbuktoo if they were told to. But they cannot be told to change their minds. Many have never been inculturated into the Ignatian way of seeing things. 

Among them are thousands of ‘ordinary’ men who faithfully carry the donkey-work of the Society. For all we know it could be they who are keeping the body of the Society in spiritual well-being.

The how question is: How can more of those be enticed to risk using the means that might enable them to be changed and fired by the Spirit?

A group who can learn what discerning together entails 


It seems to me that many in the middle third could be enticed out of their fears. In a sense they may be sitting on the fence, waiting to see what way the wind is blowing and waiting to see whom they can safely trust.

It was with that in mind that the Irish province plan decided on the device of sectors and sector delegates. It was based on a hypothesis: namely, that discernment together of missionary decisions was unlikely in the short run to work in residential communities; that what the province needed was some men who had learned, painfully, the method, the exigencies and the dispositions for discernment in common; that the only way to do that was to tackle some actual concrete issues and to learn how to discern together from that experience; that there were some in each apostolate from different residential communities who could be asked to do that. And finally, that having learned from experience, they might learn how to begin to attract the fence-sitters and the sceptical into participating in the same process

G.C.’s device for spiritual renewal.

Part of the thinking behind that comes from G.C.32. It seems to me that G.C.32 was conscious of the inadequacy of beautiful documents. I think between the lines of G.C.32 was an awareness that the obstacles to collective and individual conversion were not always simply moral or spiritual ones. What was needed was a profound change of understanding and of attitudes of mind. I think G.C.32’s instinct was right, namely that a profound conversion to God and to a life in the Spirit comes to Jesuits from an urgent sense of the needs of God’s people. Therefore G.C.32 built in to each apostolate an Ignatian means of conversion and renewal by focussing on the apostolate, on shedding obsolete methods etc. In that way of proceeding Jesuits would discover God, would experience their impotence, would come up against their unfreedoms, would be challenged to desire to be given ‘a thoroughly right and pure intention’. Somehow they would begin to learn that work, however efficient, professional and exhausting, is unfruitful without the unction and the power of the Spirit.

The method was to be ‘a constant interplay between experience, reflection, decision and action. The result was to be effective apostolic decisions. The aim was ‘to ensure a change in our habitual attitudes of thought.’ (32/122)               

Our ‘way of proceeding’ itself contains the means of continuing conversion and renewal.

Have we been assuming in practice that first attitudes must change and that then behaviour will follow? Suppose we were to change that around? Could it be that when forms of behaviour change, then attitudes will change. To quote from an Irish Jesuit, ‘More would be done if we were firmer in requiring minimum changes of behaviour and letting attitudes catch up with the reality of our life.’

A holy impatience
It gives us hope to see the progress already made. It gives us patience to realise the magnitude of what we hope may be accomplished. A calm acknowledgment of the difficulties can give a measure of peace. What we need to beg the Spirit for with great desire is that a measure of healthy optimism and a sane assessment of the difficulties do not result in a relaxation of the persistence and courage needed to press forward with the means prescribed by the general congregations. To keep sane one needs to be patient and realistic. To go forward one needs the confidence that only the Spirit can give. In a word, we all need the dispositions that open us to consolation.

The ‘converted’ third
What about the converted third? 

We are entitled to draw some consolation from the spiritual growth of the body in recent years. That should not stop us from giving a hard critical look at the quality of the process.

One of the questions Robert put on your agenda is: ‘How has our life in the Spirit nourished apostolic renewal?’ It seems to me that the impact of one on the other has been poor.

If we are to judge by Ignatian criteria, we should not be complacent about the fact that more Jesuits are praying or that more Jesuits are praying more. What of the quality of their prayer? And what of the connection of their prayer with their zeal?

The Ignatian criterion is never a question of quantity of prayer. It is a question of how prayer is affecting the mission of building the Kingdom.

I see plenty of evidence of over-work. I do not see the same evidence of zeal. Our zeal is often listless, measured, balanced, prudent, staid, sedate and unimpassioned. We lack the passion of the first few generations of the companions. 

When I was a scholastic, the old men, the parish missioners and preachers and operarii had what we might now see as an impoverished or distorted grasp of the Exercises. But there was an edge or fire to their zeal that I don’t see now. It is as though a particular perception of the theology of Vatican II had stolen the fire from our bellies.

The renewed individual practice of the Exercises has not enabled us to face up to and to pray through and work through a certain apostolic loss of nerve in the presence of a widespread decline in the people’s faith. We lack boldness and clarity. We are good at maintenance. We are unsure in reaching ad extra to the lost and bewildered and unbelieving. It is easier to focus on justice. Our zeal is flabby and our words sound faltering and give an uncertain note. We do not share this sense together. We keep it to ourselves and fail to use the means to be freed from that continuing mild desolation.

If we are not converted, is it because we are so polite to each other? We do not confront and we are afraid to challenge. Peace is more comfortable.

There is some missing factor in our practice of the individually directed retreat. The Exercises made by Jesuits do not produce the fruit they should. I recall a moment in the ministries commission when we were talking about the Exercises apostolate. A young layman said: ‘I’ve read about the Exercises. I look around at you and I wonder. I see the intensity. But where is the joy?’

When the Exercises work.

St Ignatius had a remarkable insight when he joined the Exercises with experiences or experiments. The Exercises ‘work’, they bear something of their full fruit, when some experience of life has led to a kind of interior dislocation. When a man has had his leg broken and sees the end of his career as a courtier, then God has made him open to God, he begins to see his need of being changed by God and he begins to see the need to make some hard decisions about his life and about God. (The experience of dislocation need not be dramatic. Nor is it to be confused with a prolonged desolation). The ideal occasion for a profound conversion would be something like this: an experience that somehow shakes the foundations, followed by the making of the Exercises, followed by an unfamiliar experience, of exposure, for example, to people in an entirely fresh environment, in which a man was helped to reflect through and pray through what God is saying about his world

Integration of prayer and experience.

We worry about our failure to integrate justice into our spirituality and pastoral work. It is right that we should. But that is only part of a larger question, our failure truly to grasp and live all that is entailed in the seeking and finding God in all things. Many of us as yet have no adequate grasp of the Ignatian integration of faith and living, of prayer and work. We may speak the language. But the reality is another thing. 

How can we help older and many younger men to a better understanding of what is involved in the dynamic of seeking and finding God in all things? Or, to use a terminology that St Ignatius deliberately, as I believe, avoided, the sense of how action is intrinsic to contemplation and contemplation to action. The dynamic intrinsic to the Ignatian ‘seeking and finding God in all things’ itself contains the means to continuing conversion and deepening in the Spirit.

Yes, but how?

Jesuits are unlikely to find this understanding from reading articles in The Way or by new books on the Constitutions or by a piling on of more lectures and exhortations. They are weary of those. They have enough of theory. What we need are personal testimonies to how Jesuits find the experience in their lives and mission. (c.f. CIS, no.26, This is How we are)

How can we recommend the examen?

The concrete way into a rediscovery of the renewing effect of seeking and finding God is an enlivening practice of the examen. I believe some—or one?—Latin American provinces have succeeded in making that an instrument of province-wide conversion and apostolic spiritual fruit.

Catalysts and prophets
It is in that third that provincials will find their catalysts and prophets. Both are useful. We are all converted by persons more than by paper. Catalysts are those who have, besides the unction of the Spirit, some God given gift of stirring up others, of encouraging them, of attracting them, of drawing them into something that is seen to be life-giving. The sluggish, the tardy and the fearful can be drawn by what is patently attractive. Catalysts are probably seen to be men of joy. A provincial can identify such men and use them.

 Prophets are another matter. They embody and exemplify something others can hope to emulate. They infuriate some. They may be a thorn in a provincial’s side. They sometimes serve as models to be admired and imitated. An example in our province is Father Michael Sweetman. In my own job it is impossible to say what I owe to the ‘model’ of a tertian master presented by Father Paul Kennedy much more than to any written instruction. We all need models, human, fallible, tangible, visible, that we can imitate.

Prophets, and perhaps catalysts too, are probably more effective if they are not seen to be favored by a provincial or seen to be part of the establishment.


Print also has its uses
If Jesuits are changed by people more than by print, it does not follow that print is pointless. It is good serenely to face the fact that most busy Jesuits do not read long letters. But many ordinary busy Jesuits do read brief ones. Other things being equal, the shorter the communication the better. Besides, a constant beating of the same drum can induce ennui and bring diminishing returns.

Bringing the horse to the water
I believe that provincials must continue to provide a variety of opportunities for spiritual renewal and growth. But a provincial must often reflect that you can bring a horse to the water but you can’t make him drink. The how question comes up at once: How to you encourage the horse to want to drink?

Most Jesuits feel unimportant and small. A provincial can twist an individual’s arm to get him to partake of some of the fare on offer. He can urge and encourage him. But it is probably more helpful if he can convey that he believes in him, that he is important, that he is important to the province’s mission, that he has hopes of him, that he would find happiness and freedom in risking taking part. There is power in the personal invitation that conveys ‘We want you . . .  We need your contribution . . . ’

A provincial’s effort in that direction is likely to fail if it is not seen to be genuine. But many a Jesuit responds to a provincial’s concern for him. And we all feel the better for being consulted. It is only in such a relationship that fence-sitting Jesuits will be able to be cajoled or enticed out of their self-depreciation and fears.

For most older Jesuits a man’s provincial has a spiritual and moral authority that a provincial might be tempted to underestimate. But provincials cannot be all-the-year holders of individual Jesuits’ hands. They cannot be spiritual directors to each of their subjects.

Local superiors
Is it probable that in this process of a collective conversion of the body of the Society local superiors are more important than General or provincials? 

Long ago, in l977—Phil will remember—the tertians submitted a postulatum to the l978 province congregation. They came up with a good one. It went something like this ‘That local superiors be named well in advance of taking office and that the Society provide a means of preparing or training them to achieve what the Society needs of them.’ In the event, in its progress through the province congregation, it died the death of a thousand qualifications and ended up as nothing.

If there is anything in the rule of thumb that people are changed by people, then local superiors are one key, perhaps the crucial one, in the process of helping a greater part of the body of the Society to be converted and of bringing communities to spiritual community renewal. They work at the coal-face of the Society, in the day to day encounter with concrete situations and with Jesuits at a variety of stages of being conjoined with God. Their mission is already intractable often and crucifying. I suppose many of them feel that it is for most of the time impossible.

Making their job possible and worthwhile
In one way their job has been made impossible by what has happened in the last twenty years. For one thing, many subjects still need to be educated to know what a local superior is for. Who will do that educating? The local superior himself?

Since Vatican II (I am quoting from Father Bill McKenna of my province) subjects’ expectations have gone through the roof. At the same time a superior’s capacity to deliver has gone down. The result is a widening gap between expectations and performance with consequent demoralization. ‘Not very much can be expected of him until his job has been made to be seen to be worthwhile and possible.’  

How can their job be made visibly important, worthwhile and possible? How can they be trained for the job? How can they be encouraged and supported to take initiative in spiritual renewal? How can they be strengthened to sustain the weight of the expectations the Society places on them? How can they be helped to move from the conversion of individuals to a conversion of the community or of the apostolic team?

They need to be convinced that their first mission (more urgent than running a good administration) is to ensure that the Constitutions be lived. The ‘Constitutions lived’ means the conserving and growing of the spirit of the body. For that they need to have the mens Societatis, to be in tune with the contemporary sense of the whole body.

Experts in consolation
I believe a local superior needs to identify those of his men who are in desolation and to help them to be moved into consolation. To do that he needs to be helped to learn how to use flexibly a variety of Ignatian means (‘now using one means, now another’). He needs to be able, gently, like a good director of the Exercises, to disclose a man’s deeper desires, to reveal his deeper good to him, good that lies hidden maybe under loads of debris, years of conviction of moral failure and guilt and hopelessness in himself or in God. He needs to be a diagnostician of the different causes of desolation, of the devices of the bad spirit. Or, in other words, to be an expert in the Two Standards. That expertise is not learned from theory. It can only be learned by plunging in and by being helped to learn the art in the course of experience.

Recently I got two hints of what younger Jesuits think and expect from two scholastics. One said, ‘My rector is great. But if only he believed in his grace of state, he’d be bolder in giving a lead and deciding that certain things shall be done.’ The other said, ‘I’m tired of superiors who only want you to feel good.’

The important word in that is ‘only’. To say that people are changed by people is the same as saying that people are changed in relationships. Jesuits who are fearful of being changed can be helped to emerge from their privacy and fears in a relationship with a superior that is open, genuine and spiritual. To build a relationship that opens the possibility of spiritual change may take a long time and much wasting of time on trivialities. It is good to make a Jesuit feel good—provided it does not stop there. Jesuits who are apostolically listless or who have lost their apostolic nerve or who are underemployed, who have given up on prayer or whose prayer has stopped growing, all these in some degree, I think, think too little of themselves (though they are probably trapped in self-preoccupation). They have given up hope that they might change or grow or become happy. No one can be confronted with the negative things in him that need changing until some degree of proper self-esteem has been confirmed or restored and the hidden goodness in him affirmed. It is only later that a superior can introduce the surgeon’s knife.

We need to pray for models
Just as Paul Kennedy served as a model for tertian instructors (never mind his entirely inimitable humours and oddities and spiritual genius), so the Society needs a few models of the new local superior, men who might show what is possible and give other superiors a hope of imitating them. A very great part of Jesuit formation at any level consists of mimesis.

One way or another the local superior will be a chief instrument of the Society in mediating and translating the insights of the general congregations, of Father General’s letters, of a sense of the Society, to individuals and communities. He will do that less by talks or exhortations that may be felt to be wearisome than by being steeped in the sources, by being at home in the use of the Ignatian language and way of seeing things, by sharing and exemplifying rather than by exhortation. 

Both provincials and local superiors need to have more faith in their grace of state. It would give them boldness and tenacity.

[From a recent BBC television programme on Soviet perestroika. A Russian factory manager:’Gorbachev and his advisors are convinced of what they are trying to bring about. But the problem is that a lot of their top aides and middle bureaucrats talk the new language but think the old thoughts.’]

Sabbaticals
If we sometimes wonder at the slow pace of change or of our growth in the Spirit, we might evaluate the cost effectiveness of sabbaticals. Or, in our own langauge, ‘What is the spiritual fruit?’

A third of the great platitudes about change is that men are changed not by ideas but by being plunged into a new experience. But not by just any kind of experience.

It could be argued that Jesuits will be converted by exposure to the people of God, by the faith of simple people. I recall hearing a former tertian instructor from India saying, ‘After four years of theology we send them out into the villages so that the people may give them back their faith.’

How many Jesuits are insulated from the people? The insulation, of course, may be physical or psychological. One can work in close contact with many people and be protected against real contact with their joys and pains. ‘You Jesuits will work for us, slave for us. But you won’t relate with us. You are interested in our problems. But you are not interested in us.’

Has anyone found a good way to monitor sabbaticals, to make sure that they are prepared for, tailored to a man’s needs and subsequently evaluated?

Would it be helpful to see a sabbatical by analogy with a tertian’s experiments? A new experience of itself effects little change. Some experiments of tertians are like that. The experiments that achieve something of what St Ignatius wanted are those that are linked in some organic way with the previous experience of the Exercises. They are a kind of extension of the Exercises, further ‘spiritual exercises’. They have to be adapted to an individual’s capacity and need. They deepen, confirm and sometimes question the consolations and the graces of the long retreat. The experience is likely to be unfruitful if it is not prayed through and reflected on with a director. That dialogue is needed to make explicit and to confirm what God is saying through the encounter with the poor or the handicapped or the spiritually impoverished.

Can it be put strongly to Jesuits embarking on sabbaticals that they should make a good retreat, preferably a renewed experience of the full Exercises? One of my contemporaries said that his chief complaint against the Society was that it has never given him the Exercises.

de Mello
Father Tony de Mello’s retreats attracted men from beyond the frontiers of the converted third. I think I remember him saying that he had given up giving directed retreats to Jesuits because he had found too many Jesuits who did not have the dispositions required for making the Exercises. The exercises he devised freed many Jesuits from a weight of unnecessary guilt and imprisoning self-reproach. He had the gift of restoring their confidence that they could pray and provided them with a great variety of ways of prayer that they could manage and that many of them continue to find life-giving. His exercises were a kind of pre-Exercises.

Indicators from the Constitutions
   Since ‘in Christ alone must be placed the hope that He will preserve and carry forward what He deigned to begin . . .  the first and best proportioned means will be prayers and Masses . . . ’

(C.812)

It reminds us of the three thousand Masses that St Ignatius promised when the confirmation of the Society was in jeopardy. The General is not the only Jesuit who needs to pray ‘that from God, the fountain of all good . . .  (we) may the better obtain for the whole body of the Society a large share of His gifts and graces and also great power and efficacy for all the means which will be used for the help of souls.’ (C.723)

And ‘the neighbour (and the neighboring Jesuit) is aided by desires in the presence of God our Lord . . .  that God may dispose them all to receive His grace through (such) feeble instruments . . . ’ (Part VII,638)

We will not be changed by techniques. 
All I have been doing is ‘opening the way by some suggestions’ which may ‘dispose (us) for the effect, which must be produced by divine grace.’(C.414)
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