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I do not think Saint Ignatius would be comfortable with either word in  “Ignatian Spirituality”.  “Spirituality”, the word, is bloodless, often too self-conscious, artificial, too cut off from the noises and smells of God’s world.   And as for “Ignatian”, well, he would say that Christian teachers do not stand on their own.  They take their place in the river of tradition and all they do is to try to live the gospel.  There is one way, the Way, the Truth and the Life.  God works in a great variety of ways; but what is common to all spiritualities is larger than the differences.  Saint Ignatius will have been wryly amused (or exasperated) by Jesuits who have magnified his importance.

Saint Ignatius came at a particular time   (1491-1556) when everything was in flux. He straddled the late medieval world and the new early modern world.    He belonged to both.  He is modern in his trust in experience.

He has been given to say (by Karl Rahner,  who has Ignatius  speak to the Jesuits of the late 1970s)  what his  purpose was:

I should now explain more clearly for you repressed atheists of today how it is possible to meet God directly…   As you know my great desire was to ‘help souls’ … to tell people about God and his grace and about Jesus Christ …  so that their freedom could become the freedom of God  …   I was convinced in Loyola and then decisively in Manresa, that I had a direct encounter with God.  This was the experience I longed to communicate to others.

Freedom and the experience of God.    How to enable persons to grow into  more freedom, wherever they are on the road to God, indecisively good or boldly sinful, the devout and the alienated,  misbelievers or unbelievers or the worrying  pious.  In that interior freedom God would make himself known.   

He jotted down the things he had found in his experience to be of help in his own growth:  “He told me that he had not made up the exercises all at once, but that when he found some things were helpful to himself, he thought they might be helpful to others, and so he put them in writing …   “
  These  “some exercises”  became what we  know as  the Spiritual Exercises.  They were the jottings of a layman and for many years it was as a layman that he helped others to find their way forward on the way to God.

Where He Came From

Ignatius was Basque, a youngest son who had to make his way in the world, on the bottom rungs of a ladder that might well have ended in a great name in the world; he had the makings of a statesman.  He was a courtier, a part-time soldier when there was need, given to the sexual sins and the touchy honour of a hidalgo, with a record in the police reports.   He was pious in the conventional way of his home and of a court influenced by the spiritual renewal of the time, the first two decades of the fifteen-hundreds. He knew where he was going. Then in full career he was thrown.  Dislocation and falling flat on your face is a great eye-opener.  A broken leg in a small local fight sent him back to his Basque home.

He was full of contradictions.  He had begun to get a reputation for diplomatic shrewdness.   He was also filled with a romantic imagination that dreamed of chivalry and winning the hand of a princess.  While his leg was being broken again and re-set to serve  his vanity, they could not find the romances of the time to while the time away,  but gave him the only books in the place,  the Legenda Aurea,  lives of the saints, and  Ludolph of Saxony’’s   Vita Christi. Later, it would be written of him:  

 “as for the elections   (that is the process of discerning God’s will through observing the interior movements of consolation and desolation)  from the variety of thoughts he had when he was in Loyola, when he was still suffering from his leg.”

His day-dreaming could go on for hours, fantasizing about doing great deeds in the service of a great lady. Those fantasies consoled him, but left him afterwards empty and unsettled.    His dreaming of imitating the saints,  especially his admiration for Saint Dominic and Saint Francis,  consoled him,  

“always proposing to himself difficult and laborious things.  And as he was proposing these, it seemed to him easy to accomplish … “ 

This succession of such diverse thoughts, either of worldly deeds or of the deeds of God that came to his imagination lasted for a long time. Yet there was a difference.   When he thought of going to Jerusalem barefoot and eating nothing but herbs and undergoing all the other rigours that he saw the saints endured, not only was he consoled when he had these thoughts, but even after putting them aside, he remained content and happy. He felt within himself a very great desire to serve Our Lord. He began to marvel at the difference and to reflect on it.    Little by little he came to realise the difference between the spirits that moved him, one from the devil and the other from God.

A Process f Conversion

But he had much to learn and much in the subtle pride of his devious spirit that needed to be purified.   When he set out, unaware of where God might be leading him, he:

 ….was still blind though with a great desire to serve God in every way he knew …  He did not know what humility was or charity or patience or discretion to regulate and measure these virtues.   His every intention was to do these external deeds because the saints had done them for the glory of God.

A saintly Benedictine in the monastery of Monserrat helped him over three days to make his confession. On the eve of the feast of Our Lady in March in the year 1522, he “stripped off all his clothes and gave them to a poor man and dressed himself in his desired clothing”, made of sackcloth,  “loosely woven and very prickly and with a pilgrim’s staff and a small gourd.”  He thought he would spend a few days in a local town, Manresa, “to note some things in his book that he carefully carried with him, and by which he was greatly consoled.”    He stayed there the best part of a year and his experience there transformed him.   (1523)

He lived by begging alms.   He was “without any knowledge of the inward things of the spirit.”    His penances were excessive; he neglected his hygiene and appearance.   He was thrown from delusory imaginings that gave him consolation into desolations that seem to have bordered on suicide.   At times he found he took no joy in prayer or in hearing Mass or in any other prayer he said. He was tormented by scruples and found no help in the advice he sought.  He felt disgust for the life he led and the desire to give it up overcame him.   

He began to be frightened  at these variations … and to say to himself: ‘What new life is this we’re beginning now?

Through the lessons God had given him he now had some experience of the diversity of spirits and he now began to wonder about the means by which that spirit had come.
This long purification ended in a series of contemplative experiences.  They were of the Three Persons.  Of the manner in which God created the world.  Of “how Jesus Christ our Lord was there in the most holy sacrament.”  Of the humanity of Christ.  And finally an understanding that seems to have contained and synthesized all the other intellectual visions:  

While he was seated there by the river which was running deep, the eyes of his understanding began to be opened; though he did not see any vision, he understood and knew many things, both spiritual things and matters of faith and of learning. And this with so great an enlightenment that everything seemed new to him.

The Desire to Help Souls

One of the first things he did was to wash.  He cut his hair and nails.  The bent of his union with God was now absorbed in the desire “to help souls”.  You needed to be ordinary, to be unremarkable.

What kind of God was this that he had encountered?    God cares.  He enters into the details of our lives, in all the facets of our experience.   For Saint Ignatius, to be in union with God is to be in union with God as he is.   God as he is is God active in his world.  He is at work, labouring for us in the world, calling us to labour with him to complete his work on earth.      

God in Christ is redeeming and sanctifying us through each other.  What Saint Ignatius saw in Manresa was confirmed for him fifteen years later, shortly after he was ordained priest, just outside Rome as he was walking  from Venice towards the city, at a wayside shrine at La Storta.   The  Christ who calls us to be united with him in his labour is the Christ who is in the world carrying his cross now.

God then is in his world everywhere to be found.  God’s desire is to be known. His desire to find us is greater than our desire to find him.  Ignatius wants the one making the Exercises, at the end, to “ponder with great affection how much God our Lord desires to give himself to me.” (234)
 God is found not by ignoring his world, but in it, through it and beyond it.   We are united with God not by leaving his world behind or below but in it and through it.   God gives himself to us not in spite of things but through them, not in spite of our body but through it,  not by denying our humanity but through it, with all its shifting moods and revolts, its pig-headedness and blindness, its limits, our stupidities, our ambiguities,  our darkness,  our doubt and denials,  our terrors and our violence and our addictions and obsessions,  the traps we contrive for ourselves, our pains and impoverishment as well as our desires and aspirations and joys and  splendours. The people he created are like that. He does not have any other kind to love and to work for and to work in and to work through.

Ignatius had no intention of founding an order.  Friends at the university of Paris and circumstances and a long process of discernment led to that.  The companions who came together found that they shared the same experience of God, the same calling to get out on the streets, the roads, the ships.  Their way of life was not something unimagined before.   Saint Francis and Saint Dominic had sent men out on the roads of the world to preach the gospel.   Yet the first companions with Ignatius more radically than any before them de-cloistered, de-monasticised, that kind of life. Everything in their manner of living was to be a means to the end of helping souls.   To be foot-loose, free, available and mobile, quick to respond to need,  ready to improvise,  free to risk failure,  not fearing opprobrium, was what they wanted. That was the aspiration; the reality was often well short of the mark. They were not to belong to any place.  It was said by one of them,  “the principal and most characteristic dwelling for us is not in the house but on the road.”

Saint Ignatius de-cloistered consecrated life more radically than before and he de-cloistered God.  That would have been no great news to the Irish through the centuries, where every daily chore in the byre or the kitchen was calmly enclosed in a Gaelic prayer. But by the fifteen-hundreds in Europe God needed to be set free, to be given space and air.  God unites himself with his people not only in holy places or spaces or in particular times or particular kinds of activity, but in all things, in all situations, in all activities, in all relationships.  In that way, in harmony with something that had always been there in Christian tradition, always implicit in the squalid reality of the incarnation, Saint Ignatius shifted the meaning of “prayer”.   God needs to be sought and found in prayer.   He is not less to be found in washing one another’s feet.

Contemplation and action, then, are not separate.   One  of his earlier followers, Jerome Nadal, more learned in theology,  said that that way of life was “to be contemplative even in activity.”  But Saint Ignatius preferred to say simply  “ to find God In all things.”  Nadal’s formulation could imply a disjunction between action and contemplation.   Saint Ignatius’s bent was always towards inclusion, reconciliation of opposites, synthesis rather than separation or opposition.  The vocation was to be purely contemplative. For him “to find God” was more than an awareness of God’s presence in his world.  It indicated a particular experience of God in a process of contemplative decision.  It entailed an habitual sensitivity to the leading of the Spirit in searching for God’s will for his work in the world.

How to Find God in Life as it is?

How, in a life of fret and stress, is a person to find God?  Because, of course, in the fret and stress God often is not found.   Often he is not sought.  You can be zealous for religion and not seek God.   But for most people  there is simply the need to keep the show on the road, to make ends meet, to keep going, to survive.  Good people find that the thicket of thorns in the parable chokes the seed.  It needs quiet to allow a person to get in touch with the hunger, to acknowledge the repressed desire.  We can be hamstrung between fear and what we secretly know we need and want.  If one were to ask Saint Ignatius how you might come to be able to live a life of labour and distraction and at the same time to grow through all that to be closer to God, he would almost certainly keep his counsel.   He would be aware of the fears that paralyse desire.   He would wonder how strong the desire was.   He would feel compassion for the chains that bind a person’s freedom. He would know of the subtle ways they are intertwined with the good. 

 But he might say,  “Do you really mean it?   Is that what you seriously want?   Do you really want to be free?  There are a thousand ways of going forward on the road.   But here is one.   Why not make what they call the Spiritual Exercises?”

The contemplative understandings he was given at Manresa were the substance of the ways in which he sought  “to help souls”,  to help them so that their freedom might become the freedom of God.    He insists that whoever is  “giving” the Exercises  is not to get in God’s way but “to permit the Creator to deal directly with the creature and the creature with his Creator and Lord.” (15) He was filled with respect for people’s freedom.   He wanted his disciples to be skilled in helping people to be given the freedom of the Spirit 

It seems it was from those Manresa experiences that he grasped the key to understanding the principle that underlay the fluctuating movements of consolation and desolation, of what he called the movements of the different spirits.  It is what the tradition from Origen to Aquinas called discretio,  the wisdom that sees what in the thickets of our motivations is of God and what is not.  The heart of the Exercises is an apprenticeship to that free gift.

It was as a fruit of his contemplative experiences that he never saw creation apart from the Three Persons, God actively at work in created reality,  our world in its concreteness and shiftiness,  its limits and its ambiguities,  its noise and its smell,  its desires and aspirations, its sin and its disappointments, its heartbreak, its beauty and its nobility. Therefore, in his understanding, Christ is central.  God has taken on his own world.  Jesus is the Word made flesh.  

Contemplating Jesus in the Gospel

Hence the importance of the Gospel and the importance Saint Ignatius gave to contemplating Jesus in the Gospel.   In that, naturally, he was not original.   An affectionate and tender love of Jesus is Franciscan.   Ignatius borrowed from the living tradition as it was available to him in his time.  When it came to trying to find words to convey the “understandings” he was given at Manresa and later, he had to work within the limits of the language  of the spiritual culture of his time.   What seems to have been original was that he took the simple way of contemplating the events of the Gospel and  transposed that contemplation to the context of seeking  God’s will in a process of discernment.  Jesus in the Gospel is the first criterion of discernment, of learning to be sensitive to the leading of the Spirit, to being streetwise in noticing the deceptions of the  ego and of evil, of sensing what is of God.

In the process of making the Exercises, Ignatius recommends a simple way of prayer, a way of being present with the whole self,  body and mind and imagination and sensibility,  to events in the gospel,  to “mysteries of the life of Our Lord”   What he hoped was that someone become absorbed in the reality of the deeds and words of Jesus, that a person would look and listen and wonder and touch and smell and taste,  behold the persons, what they did and said,  would assimilate and be assimilated to the “mystery”.  The one contemplating might be drawn through the icon of the scene or happening and beyond it into the mystery beyond the “mystery”

What Saint Ignatius presupposed in all that was that a person setting out for the first time  on the road to a serious life of faith was being guided by someone experienced in the “manifold gifts of the Holy Spirit and the variety of graces through which he distributes his loving kindnesses”.  Such an experienced guide would be aware that “it is not much knowledge that fills and satisfies the soul but to savour and to taste the reality interiorly”.   (2)   The one making the Exercises would in the day by day exchange with the other be shown that “where I find what I desire, there I quietly remain …  “ (76)    That was Saint Ignatius’s simple pedagogy by which he opened the door upon the possibility of contemplation and the uniquely personal action of the Holy Spirit. 

What is probably original in Ignatius is that in the Exercises he recommends a person who is praying an event in the Gospel to hear what the persons in the scene  “say or might say”, do or might do. (123). The movement is from looking on at what is happening to participating in it,  from what could be impersonal to what is personal and intimate.   Ignatius was concerned to bring the gospel reality into intimate and personal encounter with the contemporary reality of the person’s own experience and history.   How otherwise was Christ to become incarnate in greatly different cultures, in the faith and living of his people, in their world, in times unimagined in the fifteen-hundreds?

It can be helpful to ponder the different ways in which God works in the spirit and life of different saints.   The catholic tradition, west and east, is rich in the variousness of the ways of apprehending God and coming close to him.   Saint Ignatius himself, in his stern warning to what we would now call (or try to avoid calling) spiritual directors, says it is dangerous to “impose the same manner of life and way of prayer that has proved useful for themselves”
  The Holy Spirit is the one teacher of prayer

Helping People to Find God

So great was his reverence for the freedom of the person that he built into his Exercises a principle of adaptation.   If he wanted to help individuals to grow, he found it helpful to know where they were on the road, where each one was coming from, what they were seeking, what was each one’s mastering desire,  how strong was his desire.   Everything hinged on desire.   The search for God is an encounter of two freedoms,  of two desires,  God’s desire to give himself and the  desire of the human heart for God. It is from that encounter that the dynamic of faith and grace goes forward.   The Exercises are simply a way of entering in to that dynamic of grace.

It has been said that to understand Saint Ignatius you have to see him as always in movement.  He is always aware of process.  Of growth.    He took people where they were and explored with each one where they desired to go, suggesting what might help a person to the next step of growth, to where the action of God was calling them now.   So you do not take a sinner already in despair at his own wretchedness and batter him with the demands of heroic sanctity.  People are taken where they are and encouraged to aspire to what God enables them to manage.   In these days, in dialogue with friends who are not Christian, with Moslem or Hindu or Jewish or innocent of God, you do not immediately deafen them with theology.  People are tough and frail and God is gentle and strong.   God has his times and he knows the capacity and pace of an individual.  Someone who is asked to help is wise to know when to wait on God.  What happens then is God’s business.

Saint Ignatius is clear.   That kind of prayer is best for each one where God desires to communicate himself more.  It is for God to say how he desires to begin and develop that relationship.  Faith and contemplation  (the natural flowering of faith) are a reply to an invitation to relationship: “God sees and knows what is best for each one and, as he knows us all, he shows each the road to take.  On our part we can with his grace seek and test the way forward in many different fashions, so that a person goes forward by that way which for them is the clearest and happiest and most blessed in this life.”

“We can seek and test the way forward in many different fashions.“  Saint Ignatius always preferred to proceed empirically.  He was less at home with generalizations and rigid nostrums.   To try to impose one’s own way on the freedom of a person was  harmful and the work of people

… who neither knew nor understood the manifold gifts of the Holy Spirit and the variety of graces through which he distributes his loving kindness, giving each person their own special and particular graces, to some in one way and to others in another.

He would explore with a particular person in what direction their spirit was being moved,  in what way  God now seemed to desire to communicate himself.   Or, in another of his idioms, where  a person would more readily “find God”.  A sign would be a certain quality of  “consolation”, a term he has a particular range of meanings for, and not to be confused with  “feeling good.”    Consolation might not be sensibly experienced or easily recognisable on the surface.   His concern would be to see whether a particular way of praying  (or seeming not to pray at all)  opened the spirit more to the action of God.  Was a person more open to God?  Less self-preoccupied?  More selfless in service?  More loving?  More unpretentious?  Less rigid?  More true?   Showing effective signs of living the gospel?  More authentic in relating with others? Being drawn out of the self?   Less subject to illusion?  Growing in hope and love?

The heart of the Exercises is a  process of testing the way forward, of being aware of the signs of God, of sensing the openings to finding the gifts of the Spirit (Gal  5).   In the fears that infest the spirit before serious decision, we hide ourselves from ourselves,  hide ourselves from God.   We run from the reality.  Prayer and piety and good behaviour can be a comfortable stand-in for the living God.  Good people can be beguiled by the attractions of security, of work, of learning, or of power. It is  easy  to build one’s own kingdom, not God’s.  It has been brought home to us painfully how protecting the institution can take the place of the gospel.  Noble aspirations need scrutiny.  It was Saint Ignatius’s great concern to be always learning the ways in which “the enemy of our human nature” deceives the good under the appearance of good in seeking the good.

Desiring to be placed with Christ

To enter more deeply into freedom Saint Ignatius would point towards the freedom of Christ expressed in the sermon on the mount.   That would move in the direction of desiring to be placed with Jesus in his experience of humility , of poverty, of rejection, a movement into the clarifying freedom of the Spirit  (II Cor 3:17).   In no other way can we learn to escape the deceptions of the contrary spirit.   The freedom of the sermon on the mount  is not an achievement.  It is not something to be done. It is something experienced as being given; that is, purely contemplative.
  If it is not rooted in love and moved by love it is best left aside.

Given something of that desire to enter into the mind of Christ,  the workaday tasks and responsibilities and delights and frets, the enjoyments of life and its stress, the cares of family, of public life, of the kitchen or office or field or classroom or workbench, the pains of relationships and the laughter, whatever draws us out of ourselves to the needs of others, have been  blessed and given the likeness of a sacrament through Jesus’s words about washing another’s feet.  Whatever brings faith to life, whatever brings God to bear on everything else we experience, whatever draws our focus away from ourselves, whatever beauty or goodness so absorbs us as entirely to forget ourselves, whatever makes us more loving, all these can purify and illumine as much as prayer does.   To be God-like is entirely to forget oneself.  Whether that comes from a call to be absorbed only  in God or by a life that engages one’s love in others’ needs is not for us to say.  

How his Teaching was Changed

Saint Ignatius with his instinctive sense of history  would expect us to have enriched and enlarged his insights, and to have corrected them  with the experience of the intervening centuries and the resources of our contemporary culture and theologies.  We need to understand something of the strange way in which his spiritual wisdom was turned on its head.   

Within his lifetime the Exercises came under attack for being too mystical.   One of the Spanish Inquisitors accurately pinpointed those parts of the Exercises that were dangerous for that reason. He and Melchor Cano, one of the most learned and influential theologians of that time, feared the Exercises and Cano sought  to meet Ignatius. He was persuaded that so dangerous a body as the Society of Jesus would be confirmed to be rotten fruit if the tree was found to be rotten.  Ignatius invited him a few times to a meal.   Cano wrote a report for the pope to assure him that Ignatius was  “full of wind”,  habia mucho viento, he was  vainglorious,  deluded,  boastful of his spiritual gifts, rather too fond of his lineage and grand connections.   He was a fraud.
   

What was wrong with the Exercises was that they gave too much place to  experience, to affectivity.  They were not rational enough, underplaying  the objective teaching of sound doctrine, above all giving prominence to the interior leading of the Spirit.  People making the Exercises were not told what to think or what to do. The Exercises raised false expectations. The theological watchdogs were enraged at what was the central underlying assumption of the Exercises:  

It is far better that the Creator and Lord himself communicate himself to the devout soul, embracing it to his love and praise, to allow the Creator to deal directly with the creature and the creature with its Creator and Lord. (15)  

Cano’s style of theology became the dominant orthodoxy in the church for almost  four hundred years.  Jesuits were submitted to it and it was in that light that they interpreted the Exercises. That orthodoxy disallowed the central insights of the Exercises.  It became dominant in Jesuit spirituality.  The sixteenth century fear of illuminism was later reinforced after the condemnation of quietism (1687) and of modernism (1907).   Some Jesuits with experience of helping others quietly taught the older Christian contemplative tradition, though not always without being told to stop.   It was only with the Vatican Council II that there has been a freedom to return to a more flexible and contemplative understanding of what Ignatius was really on about.  A bleak rationality and a stifling of the mystical tradition in the church is one of the factors that have led to Europe’s  apostasy from God.

Meanwhile God is always greater.  It is his desire for us to give himself to us and to draw us in the direction of being given over entirely to him.  People who are called to labour are drawn into union with God when their freedom allows God to use his gifts so that God may be God in his world.  Or God may build his kingdom by leaving his gifts unused.   The freedom of the Spirit is the deeper freedom to cling to nothing, not even to the need to be effective. By one path or the other, by God using his gifts or by leaving them unused, the instrument is sanctified.  That is God’s business, not ours.  Let us think little of it.   Meanwhile there are tasks to hand that are our business.   Our goal is not to become holy but to be spent.

Notes

� 	Rahner, (1979),  11, 14.  “Ignatius Loyola Speaks to a Modern Jesuit.”   Author’s italics here and in subsequent quotations.


� 	This quotation and the ones that follow are taken from the document that records a spoken account of  “how God dealt with my soul.”  The translations quoted here are from various sources.  The text is found in Philp Endean’s version in Munitiz and Endean (1996).     There the page references are:  63,15,19,20,24,27,26.


� 	Numbers in brackets refer to the paragraph numbering in the text of the Spiritual Exercises.   For the text of the Exercises,  Munitiz and Endean,   279-360.


� 	Ribadeneira,   854.


� 	Munitiz and Endean, 204.   Letter of 20 September 1548,  from Rome to St Francis Borgia.


� 	Ribadeneira,  854.


� 	“Contemplative”.  The idiom used by Saint Ignatius was de arriba,  desursum,  from above.   We find it hard any longer to use the word “mystic”, or “mystical”,  given the media’s widespread misuse of the term to refer to any vaguely religious manifestations of the irrational.     The older, more traditional, term,  “contemplative”, is better.   “Mystical” here,  like  “contemplative”,   refers to  “the aspect of passivity that is found again and again in every interior life.”   Joseph de Guibert,  “Mystique”, RAM, 7  [1926].  


� 	O’Reilly (1995).  “Melchor Cano’s Censura y paracer contra el Instituto de los Padres Jesuitas:  A Transcription of the British Museum Manuscript.”
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