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DOMINANT ORTHODOXIES:

When the 1991 Milltown Institute seminar to celebrate the fifth centenary of St Ignatius was over, a friendly observer who is not a Jesuit mused along the following lines. The Jesuit contributors at the seminar all seemed to take it as read that in recent years there has been a new understanding of Ignatian spirituality and that the man we know now is quite unlike the St Ignatius of Loyola of half a century ago. But not everyone is so familiar with the phenomenon nor clear on how it may be accounted for. 

It may then be useful to take the occasion to reflect on the fact and to look at questions it raises with regard to history, spirituality and renewal. How do we really know we have an authentic picture of a founder? Will the real St Ignatius please stand up? 

  I   THE CHANGE SINCE 1940
A DIFFERENT PICTURE

What must strike observers as strange is that the church’s request to us to go back to our sources has not issued in a somewhat modified or slightly adjusted picture but in a revolutionary one, in a totally different picture. This may have puzzled friendly observers looking on from outside; it has caused pain and bewilderment to many Jesuits. Ignatian spirituality now is in many of its features the reverse of what has been associated with St Ignatius in the folklore of Catholic culture.

The change cannot be captured in a sentence. But it might without too crude a simplification be described as a shift from the anti-mystical to the mystical, from a stern ascetical regime to something more contemplative. Crudely, a question is raised: Is this change a response to fad or fashion, an accomodation to contemporary needs, a forcing of the evidence to make St Ignatius say what suits our present flabbier mood, to make him say what he did not mean to say and would not wish to have said? Is it no more than the replacing of a healthy asceticism with an uncostly mysticism?

THE HEROIC IMAGE

Every generation recreates its heroes in its own image. Orders are no exception. The simple qualification that needs to be made to that is that the stern and strong-willed Ignatius had a long run for his money. That was the picture by and large that was dominant since the order was restored (1814) and re-established under the general Father Jan Roothaan (1829-1853). It goes even further back to the time of general Father Claudio Aquaviva (1581-1615) and even earlier. A more human Ignatius was depicted in the first published biography, the one written with enthusiasm and admiration soon after his death by Pedro Ribadeneyra, who had lived and worked closely with him since 1540. But Ribadeneyra’s portrait did not please and a new biography was commissioned. It was around this time that the general Francis Borgia required all the manuscript copies of the ‘autoboiography’ to be returned to Rome. The Society was already painting an official portrait that was composed through the lens of the order as it saw itself then and as it desired to be.

RADICAL REVISION OF SPIRITUALITY

In Ignatian spirituality a similar recent shift in understanding needs to be accounted for as best we may. Again it is not a question of a small adjustment here or a fairly large correction there. Both the official spirituality of the order and the institutional structures that shaped the regime of living and formed the internal experience of Jesuits were in place from, roughly, 1600 to 1965. That was largely the work of general Claudio Aquaviva (+1615). The Aquavivan settlement crumbled in the 1960s. ‘Overnight’ is only a shade too strong to describe the swiftness of the dismantling.

HEALTHY TRADITIONS

In Perfectae caritatis the church required us to return to the sources, to identify and to preserve the spirit of the founder and the sanae traditiones which are the patrimony of each order. An earlier draft had said venerabiles traditiones. The change of terminology opened the door to a recognition that not all the venerated traditions are sanae. It was an acknowledgment, new in the history of the church, that orders within the church and the church itself can become encrusted with layers of misinterpretation, can come to carry a heavy baggage of custom, custom that may once have been healthy, necessary and life-giving but is now found to be a dead hand, a chill on the spirit, a constriction upon God’s work.

HOW ARE WE TO JUDGE?

But how are we to judge what is healthy tradition and what has become unhealthy? By what criterion? Is it not arrogant of the present generation simply to dismiss a regime and an understanding that stood firm for three and a half centuries? On what grounds was our generation justified in deciding that much in the venerable Aquavivan traditions were no longer sanae ?   

To decide which traditions are a natural development of the original charism and what are eventually found to be foreign to it would seem to suppose that we are in possession of a clear and authentic grasp of the original charism.

To take the particular case of St Ignatius. On what grounds can we claim to know him better now than we did sixty years ago? The best historical evidence from the origins is at its best partial, fragmented and patchy and, besides, composed by men with different axes to grind. Do we find in the evidence merely what we want to see? Do we discover only what we expect to find? Are we inevitably blind to the facts that escape our attention because what we attend to is circumscribed by what we are interested in? Do we look only for what serves our immediate purpose, what meets our needs, what happens to enliven us?

Perhaps St Ignatius, if we may be allowed to imagine him looking down at us, quizzically or bemusedly, may be amused to observe that contemporary Jesuits paint him as a congenial and warm-hearted member of a group of companions who were friends in the Lord. And so he was. But it is striking that this should be how he is seen in a democratic time when we are are unenamoured of autocracy and of institutions. 

19th CENTURY IGNATIUS


The St Ignatius we inherited from the nineteenth century was stern, more than a little inhuman, a soldier, militant, militaristic, an organiser of genius on soldierly lines, a martinet expecting prompt and unquestioning execution, the proposer of blind obedience, not greatly given to feeling or affection, rational, a man of ruthless will-power, hard in endurance, of a sensibility (if it were there at all) under stern control, heroic. That was when he was not a superhuman, olympian figure just this side safely of apotheosis, remote in baroque clouds and shafts of light and gambolling cherubs. If that is a caricature of the personality commonly for a long time propounded by Jesuits, it is not too grossly exaggerated. It could not have had currency at all if there were no warrant for it in the sources.

LATE 20th CENTURY IGNATIUS


There is warrant in the sources, too, for the picture that is now more popular. It has come about in part through attending to the person who shows himself to us in the document misleadingly called the ‘autobiography’. There we see a man of feeling, given often to tears, of soaring imagination, a dreamer, of sensitive self-awareness, attending to the subtle movements of his sensibility, a man of strong affectivity with a gift for friendship and affection, companionable. 

The narrative breaks off in 1540 soon before he is chosen by his companions to govern the new order. The older man of the last sixteen years of his life is not essentially different from the younger man of the autobiography. His friend Diego Lainez described him,

The busy general was observed at prayer . . .  he used to go up to the terrace where he could see the open sky. He would stand there and take off his hat. Without stirring he would fix his eyes on the heavens for a short while. Then, sinking to his knees, he would make a lowly gesture of reverence. After that he would sit on a bench, for his body’s weakness did not permit him to do otherwise. There he was, head uncovered, tears running drop by drop, in such sweetness and silence, that not a sob, no sigh, no noise, no movement of body was noticed.   1 

Towards the end of his life he said in conversation with some of the companions that he did not know how he could go on living without consolation. 2    

The two pictures are incomplete. It is not possible in a short piece to indicate the qualifications that should rightly be made to the first or the shadings that could be suggested to the second. Both are accurate enough to demonstrate the contrast of one with the other. What interests us is not to justify one picture as against the other but to ask why one should have been current for so long and the other so accepted now. Is the second one, which our times prefer, simply the fruit of our subjectivity?

THE CHARGES AGAINST JESUIT SPIRITUALITY

There is a similarly strong contrast between the Jesuit spirituality of fifty years ago and the style of spirituality now more commonly termed Ignatian. 

Fifty or more years ago it would commonly have been charged against the spirituality purveyed by Jesuits that it was rationalist, voluntarist, pelagian, moralistic, individualistic, desiccating. It was a bully; it would force the free play of the spirit into a strait jacket of method. Besides, it was accused of forming many religious who were anxious, scrupulous, intense, introspective, self-preoccupied. Interestingly, it would probably have been granted that the pastoral work of Jesuits with lay-people in the confessional or the pulpit was hopeful, optimistic, an allayer of scrupulosity, a dissolver of fears.

Of course a case can be made to defend Jesuit spirituality against those charges. In an order so widespread and so varied in its pastoral experience over four centuries, there were many writers whose doctrine rebuts the charge. From within twenty years of St Ignatius’s death there were two contending tendencies which, to oversimplify to the point of being misleading, may be called the ‘ascetics’ and the ‘mystics’. 3 The point that is of some interest for our purposes here is that the dominant orthodoxy in the generation coming up to Vatican council II was the ‘ascetic one’.

     II  JESUIT SPIRITUALITY BEFORE THE COUNCIL
THE OFFICIAL HISTORY

A confirmation of that is found in the history of Jesuit spirituality by Joseph de Guibert. The general Father Wlodimir Ledochowski (1914-1942) commissioned the work for the fourth centenary of the order’s founding in 1940. 4   A short fifty years later, in 1991, with the celebration of the 450th anniversary of the same event, papers read in celebration are found to be presenting a picture of Jesuit spirituality that is unlike the one de Guibert presents.

The book reads like a work composed by two different men. The same contention that was in the Society from the 1570s between the ‘ascetics’ and the ‘mystics’ is at work in the author. The two are not composed or integrated; they exist side by side, often in the same paragraph. 

The portrait he draws of St Ignatius and of his spirit was bold enough for its time. After all, de Guibert had been the first, in 1938 to publish a monograph on the fragment of St Ignatius’s diary of 1544-1545. 5 There he had not only shown St Ignatius to be a mystic ‘led by God in ways of infused contemplation to the same degree, though not in the same manner, as a St Francis of Assisi or a St John of the Cross,’ but he had given us a language in which to begin to understand the significant difference between the nature of his mystical graces and those of St John of the Cross or of St Francis. It was no longer possible to assume that the mystical journey is all of one kind.  

It has been pointed out that de Guibert gives us a domesticated saint, finicky about ‘observance’, meticulous about rules and common life. There is no sense of the magnanimity of vision, of the daring of enterprise, of the urgency of mission. There is a curious hiatus between the saint’s interior life and the work he did, the first naturally looming larger. Questions that de Guibert could well have asked remain simply unasked about the intrinsic interrelationship of the saint’s mysticism and mission.

DOUBLE AUTHORSHIP

The third part of the History, written when he was presumably a sick man and left unrevised upon his death in 1942, is given to an extended essay on the specific characteristics of Jesuit spirituality. It is here that the double authorship stands out and distorts the reality. There is, for example, a good section on the ways in which Jesuit authors have treated of questions of contemplative prayer and infused graces. de Guibert knew well the strong current of personal mystical experience and teaching on contemplation in the Spanish Jesuits from the 1570s on, Antonio Cordeses (+1601), Balthasar Alvarez (+1580), Diego Alvarez de Paz (+1620), Luis de La Puente (+1624).  de Guibert had been of that generation in France that had been quietly producing monographs on these matters since 1920 in RAM. Nevertheless on this terrain in the History the writer strikes a marked note of caution, of not wanting to speak too loudly.

The second author, the ‘ascetic’ de Guibert, speaks with a different voice. He sets out to defend Jesuit spirituality against the charges of being a moralism, over rationalist, voluntarist, pelagian. The terms in which he conducts the defence confirm the case made by the prosecution.

THE LANGUAGE OF RATIONALITY

Since the History was published in 1953 we have learnt a different language with which to explore our experience and to understand the Spiritual Exercises. We speak a different idiom. Here it is possible only to give a sketchy idea of the ways in which we should now find de Guibert’s vocabulary dismaying. 

He sees a chief characteristic note of Jesuit spirituality in the combination of enthusiasm with reason (595). From meditation on the Principle and Foundation ‘Jesuits would henceforth ceaselessly recall that strong-willed indifference in the face of everything which is not the end.’ (534) In his exposition here of what Jesuit spirituality owes to the Exercises he gives one sentence to the Election; ‘To the principles and counsels  regarding the Election is related the very clear relish for well-considered action which is the fruit of mature thought’ (536, my emphasis).

FROM CENTRE TO MARGIN



Now we should see the whole process of election, the apprenticeship to discernment in making the Exercises (SpEx 135-189) as not only what gives its peculiar nature to the Exercises, but also what gives its contemplative missionary character to a Jesuit’s spirituality. It is linked intrinsically with the Contemplation to obtain Love, an exercise which in its bald language expresses something of the culminating mystical grace by the Cardoner in 1523. But in the History the finding of God in all things, familiarity with God in the daily experience of living, is given as ‘among the . . .  traits  of Jesuit spirituality . . .  ‘, ‘Among the most constant traits in Jesuit spirituality—traits which also were numbered among those which St Ignatius most earnestly desired to find in his sons—are several which have sprung from the suggestions in the Contemplation for obtaining Love; the finding of God in everything, familiarity with the Master . . .  ‘ (536, my emphasis). And then the finding of God in all things is dropped. The rhetoric sees as marginal and accidental what we now see to be central and constitutive.

THE STRUGGLE IS DIRECT


In the chapter ‘Reformation of Life and Ascetical Effort’ the two authors are at work side by side. The ‘mystic’ one, the man who had drawn out the deep things of St Ignatius’s diary, writes: ‘Prayer is a means by which the soul can be penetrated with the supernatural spirit, united with its Creator and Lord, and placed completely under the influence of his grace’ (571). The other author, the ‘ascetic’, who labours to make a case and at much greater length, writes, ‘What appears first . . .  is the pitiless struggle against love of self, attachment to comfort and one’s own judgment and will. Ignatius carried on this struggle without truce, by giving trials and reprimands not only to beginners but also to his most faithful companions . . .  ‘ (565); ‘The Society has in truth never deviated from the line thus drawn. The acquisition of solid virtues and the struggles against self have been the themes which the generals have ceaselessly reverted to in their letters . . .  This courageous and incessant struggle against themselves . . .  Another characteristic to be noticed in these programs to overcome defects and acquire virtues is that there is question above all of direct struggle and a direct effort’ (569, my emphasis). 

de Guibert argues at length that it is an essential Jesuit characteristic stemming from the Exercises to refuse to rest content with the maxim Ama et fac quod vis.. They have preferred to insist on the necessary practice of particular virtues and urged others to a direct effort to acquire them. The other de Guibert (the real one?) writes, as we should tend to say now, ‘If we are dominated by the love of Christ, we shall spontaneously take on his thoughts and tastes, we shall judge and act according to the example he has given. St Francis de Sales’s affectionate comparison is well known. On entering into the soul, charity, like the ‘king of the bees’ brings her whole people with her, that is, the whole troop of other virtues whose queen she is.’ But then in the next paragraph the author wrestles with himself and returns to the claim that ‘Nowhere in his spiritual directions and counsels is (St Ignatius) satisfied with the indirect struggle against faults’ (570). It is a prescription for self-absorbtion. That alone is enough to explain why many religious may have taken refuge in what seems a healthier way of living in activism. 

NO EASY WAY

Two rhetorics are at work. There are two languages, each issuing from a different kind of experience and from different presuppositions. It is as though the ‘ascetic’ is afraid to concede that God might have his own gentler ways of drawing people into union with him. He concedes that there have indeed been Jesuits who have advocated a less grim way of Christian living, ‘No doubt, just like so many spiritual writers of other schools, more than one Jesuit also has written about facile paths to union and the shortened roads to the love of God’ (572). It would be dreadful to leave the reader with the impression that the way to God might be enjoyable.

At one point the ‘ascetic’, who is concerned at all costs to defend the grim version of Jesuit spirituality, sets out to refute the imputation of pelagianism by the astounding argument that the spirituality could not have been semi-pelagian because Jesuit theologians taught a sound theology of grace, as though the one necessarily had anything to do with the other (570). Father Paul Dudon in commenting on the instructive affair of Father Balthasar Alvarez, whose practice of direction was delated to the general in Rome by the watchdogs of authenticity and who was forbidden by superiors to pray contemplatively or to recommend affective prayer to others, observes that in these matters it is easy to be wrong when the only ground for one’s judgment is une science livresque.. 6 

 WHICH, THEN, IS AUTHENTIC?

What interests us here is not the arguments for or against the positions that de Guibert found he had to defend at the time he was writing. Those have been dealt with in many places . And indeed, they may have the stale taste of battles long ago, long since fought and won. What concerns us here has rather to do with the questions it raises about authenticity and the confidence we may have in the current orthodoxy.

CONTINUITY OR DISCONTINUITY?


Throughout his History there is an operative assumption in all that de Guibert writes about the course of Jesuit spirituality over its four hundred year history. It is that certain directions that were taken, especially those determined by generals like Aquaviva and Roothaan, were the work of providence and that therefore they must be the faithful evolution of the spirituality and spirit of St Ignatius. Those were prayerful and holy men and besides had the authority of office and it is not to be imagined that the directions they chose not to take might have been more authentic. The historian’s imagination does not encompass a conjecture of discontinuity. We should all be agreed (at least while we wait for a better study of the time) that what Aquaviva did was probably necessary. It was an achievement to hold the order together when it could easily have fragmented and a tighter regime of living was probably required to deal with a surge in numbers. de Guibert simply takes it, as we all did in those days, that what was done was inevitable and 

irreversible. 7
A DOMINANT ORTHODOXY 

It has become a commonplace to observe that when we question history the historical evidence answers us within the limitations of the words we use and the assumptions latent in our terminology. When de Guibert was writing it was not easy, it was morally impossible, to put certain questions to the evidence or to the tradition. The culture did not favour a freedom to imagine things becoming otherwise. Consequently it did not encourage us to explore the paths of development that were not followed, to imagine how things might have been otherwise. It is not that questions were disallowed or officially forbidden. That was not necessary. The dominant orthodoxy tends not to hear awkward questions and they die by silence. It is not surprising that the stern version of Jesuit spirituality defended by de Guibert happened to coincide with the preferred doctrine of the general Father Ledochowski. 

      III  THE FACTORS THAT UNDERMINED THE OLD
THE RULE IS CHRIST

The most subversive statement of Vatican council II may well have been ‘Since the ultimate norm of religious life is the following of Christ as given us in the Gospel, this is to be held by all institutes as their supreme rule’ (P.C.2). There were always some religious who cheerfully acted on that principle anyway. What is hard to imagine now is the way in which we saw the Gospel through the lens of the categories of the books and not the other way round. 

The pelagian asceticism defended by de Guibert at such length, and somehow without the ring of conviction, as being authentically of St Ignatius, cannot stand long in the presence of the Gospel. It is seen for what it is and crumbles in the light. Besides, its depressing climate, its mean hopes and small expectations, its inhumanity and pessimism about what is in humanity, its capacity to induce a permanent aridity of the spirit, its opening to desolation, its anxieties and stresses, could not long survive the largeness of mind and generosity of heart of the chapter V of Lumen gentium  on holiness.

EXPERIENCE

In my lifetime the change with the most revolutionary consequences was the discovery that it was respectable to use the word experience. I do not know if that can be attributed to the council or simply happened around the same time. In my four years of studying theology between 1949 and 1953 I never heard the word. It was not imagined that it might have anything to say to the dreadful theological aridities of those days.The dominant orthodoxy at the time frowned on it. 

But the making of the Spiritual Exercises depends on being able to articulate what God is working in one. It seems incredible now that experience should have been a bad word in a Jesuit theologate. The dynamic of the Exercises is connected with being able to be aware of what is happening in the spirit and to reflect on those subjective realities with the help of the one giving the Exercises. It has been pointed out how both Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan found the root of their theology in the experience of the Exercises. 8 

THE EXERCISES AS ST IGNATIUS GAVE THEM




By the time of the council Jesuits had begun to take seriously St Ignatius’s directives about giving the Exercises. There had always been an awareness that it was an adaptation of the Exercises to give them to groups with a number of lectures each day. There was a kind of floating assumption that to give them to one person at a time was not practicable. 

It is remarkable what one learns about the ways of God when one spends time each day with one exercitant listening to a person’s experience in prayer and trying to discern together where it may seem the Spirit is leading. The trim garden paths of the spiritual treatises begin to look unreliable. One is brought to wonder at the largeness and generosity of the infinite variety of ways in which God sanctifies souls. He discloses himself as the sovereign Master of what he does. He is not confined by our categories. He is no respecter of our refined distinctions or labels. He makes our cautions look shabby. For each he has his own pace. He ignores our maps and schedules. Methods of prayer are seen for what they are, useful devices that may or may not be a means to open this or that person to God’s action.  Some of the venerable generalizations of the tradition are seen to be useful, some false, some pointless.

BEYOND RATIONALITY

All that began to spell the end of rationalism in spirituality, the poor relation of a rationalistic theology. That is if rationalism can be taken to mean a mistrust of subjectivity and a simple faith in rationality. In those pre-Vatican days it was as though objectivity and reason could save us from the illusions that attend upon feelings, on the ignis fatuus of the imagination, from the subterfuges of self-deception. I do not recall that it was ever observed that rationality is the stoutest ally in the cause of evading painful decision and a chief tool of the self-serving spirit; it needs as much as the heart or the imagination to be purified. St Igantius, who taught us to reverence the intelligence, wrote in one of his letters, ‘For it may often be that those things which do not seem to fit in at all with human prudence are perfectly compatible with the divine prudence; for this cannot be bounded by the laws of our reasonings.’ 9   

Experience has shown that if abstractions are to be our servants and not our masters we need constantly to bring them into a friendly encounter with experience and continually to check them out and adjust them in the light of the real. Otherwise they too easily take on a life of their own and determine too much how we see reality.

A QUESTIONING OF FEAR

Attention to experience, too, and reflection on it began to dissolve the inherited burden of pelagianism. Even a small presence to the power and generosity of God’s action in a person begins to dissipate the clouds of pessimism about human nature that had been looming too long over counter reformation spirituality. The kind of fear and mistrust masquerading as a wise prudence that are implicit in the official version of Jesuit spirituality defended by the ‘ascetic’ de Guibert are seen to be begetters of pusillanimity, a small minded placing of human limitations on the power of God, a timid hedging around of a person’s expectations of how God desires to act and how generous his bounty. 

CONTEMPLATION  

Before the mid 1960s the dominant orthodoxy did not encourage us to use the word contemplation. I recall Father James Walsh, the only begetter of The Way, telling me how, in the 1950s in Rome at the end of a seminar on late medieval writers, he said to the presiding professor, ‘Isn’t it clear that their use of the term contemplation is what St Ignatius meant . . .  ‘ The professor replied, not quite looking over his shoulder, ‘Yes, of course. But you can’t say so.’

Now at any rate we can speak more freely of contemplation. Some may say too freely, given the rapid deterioration of the currency of good words in the field of spirituality in these days. We may feel, indeed, that words like mystical are too cheaply used. Be that as it may, it is clear from the experience of being present to a person’s prayer in the Spiritual Exercises that very often quite soon one becomes aware that something has intervened and that the exercitant is aware of being the receiver of something given. In St Ignatius’s language that would coincide with the experience of consolation. (SpEx 316) 10 
THE MANIFOLD GIFTS OF THE SPIRIT

All that is no more than to say that when we begin to attend to what actually happens in persons under the working of grace we discover the importance of those places where St Ignatius expands on his warning to directors to avoid getting in God’s way (SpEx 15). 

‘Our father wanted us in all our activities as far as possible to be free, at ease in ourselves and obedient to the light given particularly to each one.’ 11 

‘When they judge in the Lord that someone is growing in 
prayer and is led by the good spirit, they are to avoid interfering. They should rather give him heart and confidennce, so that he may grow with ease and strength in the Lord 12 .’  

‘He blamed those who want to impose the same way that has proved useful for themselves. This is dangerous, he used to say, and leads a man astray who does not know the manifold gifts of the grace of God and the varied inspirations of the Holy Spirit and who does not understand the way in which the gifts of grace are communicated in one and the same Spirit. For every man has his own special gift from God, the one so but the other so’ 13 

And in a letter to Francis Borgia,’ God sees what is best for each one. And knowing all things he shows each one the road to take and helps him with grace to follow it. But a man may need time before he discovers perhaps by trial and error his own special way to God, the surest and the happiest for him in this life.’ 

BEYOND CATEGORIES

‘Perhaps by trial and error . . .  ‘ is the language of the empirical Ignatius who confessed to being irritated  by decretistae, the conversationalists who lay down the law. The authorities in the order who early on wished to lay down prescriptions as to how Jesuits should pray, insisting on a narrow undertanding of meditation, had lost the Ignatian empirical sense, of dealing with persons ‘according to the measure of God’s grace imparted to each,’  of a wariness about categories and absolutes that he never articulated but that he manifested in his way of acting, a distancing from distinctions and analysis, a preference for synthesis. If he had had the word ‘mystical’ to use, I am fairly sure he would have refused to use it.  Even more, if he had been challenged to say, ‘Come now, do you mean mystical in the strict sense or in the broad sense? Are you talking here about acquired or infused, ordinary or extraordinary?’ he would have kept his counsel. He would say that it is enough to know how to respond. And for the rest, to rejoice in ‘more spiritual visitations or fewer’ (C.260). He would have been at one with Balthasar Alvarez in his patient efforts to persuade the general Father Mercurian to see his meaning, that there is a great spectrum of degrees of unitive grace.  

SCHOLARSHIP

The renewed grasp of the Exercises and of the other Ignatian sources would have been impossible without the scholarship of the men who edited and published since 1894 the more than one hundred volumes of the Monumenta Historica. It means that we have access to the early documents and to the witness of those who were close to St Ignatius and knew his mind. It is a resource that the second and third generations of Jesuits did not have apart from a dwindling oral tradition and a handful of manuscripts. For the first half of this century the Monumenta were being quietly mined, scholars secretly burrowing away, undermining the dominant orthodoxy of the generations. Since the 1960s this mining of the sources has grown to great volume. Besides, the scholars have made a beginning in the labour of alerting us to the presuppositions inherent in 16th century language and in its culture. As John W. O’Malley says, ‘Documents do not speak to any of us, most certainly not when they are from an age other than our own. With a professional finesse reminiscent of the worst legends of the Spanish Inquisition we must torture their meaning out of them.’ 

INVITING THE TEXT TO CHALLENGE US

The renewed understanding of Ignatian spirituality owes most to a wrestling with the text in the light of the experience of making and giving them. Experience puts questions to the text and invites the text to check and to challenge the experience. It is in that active dialogue that the Exercises yield their secret. The text on its own is dead.

IV THE SAME CONTENTION SOON AFTER 1556
The dominantly ascetical reading of the tradition had its precursors already within twenty years of St Ignatius’s death. From quite early the ‘ascetics’ and the ‘mystics’ were in contention. The ‘ascetics’ were fearful that the ‘mystics’, especially in Spain, might compromise the apostolic character of the new order and turn it towards a community of cloistered contemplatives or hermits. They were zealous to protect the tradition. The ‘mystics’ like Balthasar Alvarez, at twenty six the director of St Teresa, understood St Ignatius better. They insist that prayer must not supplant the apostolate. They hold that God gives contemplative gifts especially to those called to apostolic work.

NEITHER SIDE HAD A LANGUAGE

Both sides were aware that the charism of the order was new and that it needed to be defended against being assimilated to older forms of consecrated life. But neither is at all clear in what the newness consists. Neither has a language in which to articulate the difference. Neither side quotes Nadal’s ‘contemplative even in activity’, nor uses the Ignatian idiom of seeking and finding God in everything. Neither argues a case from the text of the Exercises or from their experience of making them. Neither refers to a process of discernment or to discreta caritas.

THE INQUISITION’S CRITICISM

Already before St Ignatius died (1556) the Exercises were under attack. Their fiercest opponents were two of the foremost Spanish theologians of the time, Melchior Cano and Tomas Pedroche. A fellow Dominican in a study of sixteenth century Spain, Emilio Colunga, calls them the ‘intellectualists’ and distinguishes them from the ‘mystics’.  As ‘intellectualists’ they were fearful of anything that savoured of subjectivism. Orthodoxy would be saved by rationality.

For men like these, strong fighters for the purity of the faith, anything that looked mystical was too close to the alumbrados for safety. Above all they were wary of whatever gave importance to the interior illumination of the Spirit. Pedroche’s censure of the Exercises accurately pin-pointed those places in the text that are mystical. He wrote perceptively, ‘These words manifest and clearly contain and affirm and teach a proposition that is temerarious and scandalous and heretical . . .  Preaching has no place, nor a preacher, to persuade (the exercitant) which particular choice among many goods he ought to make . . .  It is clear to me that this doctrine belongs to the dejados and alumbrados; the written word is left aside, with all the teaching and doctrine which good and wise men have given. These men give themselves over to what the spirit and God tells them there in the recesses of the soul.’ It is the natural fear of the inquisitor that when people attend to the leading of the Spirit they escape control.

JESUIT SPIRITUALITY BECOMES ‘INTELLECTUALIST’

The fascinating historical fact is that the Jesuit spirituality defended by the ‘ascetic’ de Guibert, an accurate account of the official spirituality of the order fifty years ago, is in almost all respects the same as that of the ‘intellectualists’ Cano and Pedroche. What is even more interesting is that within twenty years of St Ignatius’s death that Pedrochean tendency was becoming the dominant orthodoxy within the Society. 

In those early times under the generals Francis Borgia (the third general, 1565-72) and Everard Mercurian (1573-80) and for many a decade to come, what was exercising the contenders was the question of authenticity. The ‘ascetics’ were zealous to protect the stripling Society from what was alienum to the true tradition and spirit.  There was a fear on the part of some that they might not be taken seriously as real ‘religious’. Clearly the generals feared that the spiritualizing tendencies among some Spanish Jesuits might dilute or radically change the apostolic character of the charism. They may have been right, though at this distance they seem to have over reacted; the overworked Jesuits in northern Europe were unlikely to be excessive in the time they gave to prayer. They argued that contemplative forms of prayer were alien to the authentic charism. And, having a right sense that the charism is intrinsic with the Exercises, they insisted that it was improper for Jesuits to pray in any way that was not recommended in the Exercises. What they seem to have meant by that was the method of prayer suggested in the first week of the Exercises.

EXTERNAL PRESSURES

When eventually it becomes possible to write the history of Jesuit spirituality that de Guibert did not write (because the groundwork had not been done) it will have to show how the fortunes of a spiritual teaching like St Ignatius’s are determined by the different cultures it lives through, by the currents of secular mood and thinking as well as by the religious culture of different times, by the church’s self-understanding, by a dominant theological style, by the aspirations and needs of the faithful, by passing religious fashion, by the fears that move authorities, as well as by the deeper movements of the Spirit of God. A decisive influence that changed the course of Jesuit spirituality was the church’s fear of illuminism and her uneasiness with mysticism. 

LACKING A LANGUAGE

 It becomes clear that the second and third generations of Jesuits who were passionately concerned with protecting the authentic spirit of the order had no adequate grasp of it. That is more than simply to say what is obvious, that the disciples of a spiritual genius are pygmies compared with him. They did not have a theology, a theological culture, a vocabulary or a language which would have enabled them to grasp the new nature of what they were faithfully living. They clung, rightly, to the conviction that in some way the Exercises were a key; they never refer to the Constitutions.

In fact the Exercises, had they known them better, would have provided a language in which to understand the questions at issue: the vocabulary of consolation and desolation, of the movements of the spirits, of activity and passivity, of the interior senses, of consolation without preceding cause, of the process of discretio in the making of a choice under the guidance of the Spirit; and, from the Constitutions, the implications of discreta caritas. But neither side uses this language. The charism was known in the living of it and known to be new. But there had not been time to reflect in depth on the experience or to grasp clearly what constituted its newness. 

TRENT AND VATICAN II HAVE NOT FOUND A LANGUAGE

The conceptual tools were not to hand to express the newness of a charism of consecrated life in which the single end is ‘to aid souls.’ Trent in so far as it had considered the nature of priesthood had been unable to encompass the long experience of priests whose consecrated life was entirely given to ministry. In so far as there was any reflection on religious life, it was seen in monastic terms as the pursuit of personal perfection. The dominant theology in no way engaged with the reality of religious priests whose whole life was dedicated to the apostolate. Nor, indeed, in Perfectae caritatis has the church yet articulated that part of the church’s experience. Nor have the official statements of the church been able even yet to find words for that reality of Christian life in which action and contemplation compenetrate and in which the apostolic task is unitive.  

V  WHERE DO WE FIND THE TRADITION?
When we look at the anxiety of the early generations of Jesuits to ensure the purity of the authentic tradition, it forces us a stage further back to the writings of the founder humself. Every deep human experience is traduced in the process of translating it into words. We know that that is trebly true in the case of mystical graces. There was something of the poet in Ignatius but nothing of the poet’s art with words. He was not one to forge a new language. He had to make do with the language to hand. As with any mystic, he can only communicate the ineffable within the limits and categories of his time. The same limits constrained him when he came to express the new charism in his Constitutions.   

THE LIMITS OF THE SOURCES

It follows that in our search for the original spirit we have to live contentedly with some realities that attend the limitations of our creaturehood.  The first reality is that authenticity cannot depend on the historical evidence. Such evidence as we have is fragmentary and our view of it coloured by our time. It is a fundamentalist fallacy to suppose that more knowledge of the sources or the discovery of new documents would ensure a more authentic grasp of the original spirit. The other truth is that, as John O’Malley points out, those early documents ‘are incapable of rising above the historical realities in which they are immersed. Only with the hindsight of generations or centuries does the sensus plenior, the full implication, emerge.’  But how, by what means, may the sensus plenior emerge? This casts a new light on Part X of the Ignatian Constitutions, ‘How the whole body can be preserved and developed in its well-being.’

NO WRITTEN DOCUMENT

St Ignatius was no late twentieth century historiographer. But he had a sense of history. The mobility and flexibility he knew the mission of the Kingdom would require he built into the Constitutions. Vastly different cultures in his own time and changing cultures in the times ahead would demand an inbuilt principle of adaptation. The mission was to be accomplished always ‘according to the circumstances of persons, places and times.’  The determining principle that was to govern the ongoing mission and the spiritual vitality of the body was to be no written document but the interior law of love that the Holy Spirit writes in the heart (C. 134, 414, 671, Part X). St Ignatius enshrined the way to authenticity in discreta caritas.

THE HUMAN MEANS


The written word, especially the word of the Constitutions and its satellite documents, is helpful and indispensable. The same is true of the historical evidence. Erudition can help us to be somewhat more exact in understanding the sixteenth century language, its culture, its theological assumptions, the limitations of its categories, the literary aims of the contemporary witnesses who recorded their memories, the ecclesial climate, the fears and desires of the people. That knowledge is invaluable. At best it is imperfect. Those are the human means and St Ignatius taught us to reverence them. The human means are to be used with diligence and always in the clear awareness that they are secondary (C. 414, 814).

THE PRIMARY INSTRUMENT

The primary instrument of authentic interpretation is the living body in its members. Interpretation is authentic to the extent that they are instrumenta conjuncta cum Deo [C. 813]  To the extent that the members are not united with the source, the spirit that is incarnated is inauthentic. The sources are not for speculative contemplation or for academic discourse but for contemplative decision and action. It is discerning love made concrete in apostolic action that embodies the original spirit, gives flesh to the word.

THE SPIRIT NEEDS TO BE PURIFIED


I take it to be a commonplace that authentic interpretation is a function of the authenticity of the interpreter. Moral integrity is needed. Discreta caritas goes further. The spirit, too, needs to be purified. The authentic understanding of the original charism makes some demands.  

THE IGNATIAN DISPOSITIONS


These are: ‘a thoroughly right and pure intention’ (C. 618, 288), which in turn presupposes in the searcher ‘his greater abnegation and continual mortification in all things possible’ (C.103); that freedom from self-serving motivation is given only in the context of a continuing affective and contemplative relationship with the one who is ‘the way that leads men to life’ [C.101]. What constitutes the Ignatian charism is the habitual exercise of discerning love in the work of the Kingdom now. In that ongoing process the only guarantee of authenticity, of not being misled or deluded by the stratagems of the Enemy, is a continuing contemplative adherence to the Jesus of the Gospel in his poverty and rejection. The grace of the meditation on Two Standards and the desire of the Third Degree of Humility are the preconditions of being made free to be led by the Spirit [C.671] The final hermeneutic is the Cross.

Far from being abashed or dismayed by the lessons history teaches us about the fragility of evidence or the human capacity to get things wrong, it should help us to live contentedly with the fact that our interpretations too are partial and myopic and that God would have it so. ‘There are no static answers to questions of historical authenticity.’  There was a deeper wisdom in the request of the Council that our approach to the sources should be a reditus continuus. The authentic source is a daily rediscovery and an unending search.
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