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What might please Sister Elizabeth rather than a eulogy of her gifts or of her gift to you, may be, perhaps, to pause contemplatively now to make a tentative discernment of what your experience together has taught you.   Or more properly we should ask what God has taught us through you. 

I think we might spend this time fruitfully together looking, indeed, at  the ministry of the Exercises,  but pondering too a little about where we stand now in our relationship between the different Christian traditions. And to view all that, as best we can, through the lens of our shared experience of the Exercises. Besides, boldly to try to divine where we may be called now to move into the future.
Over the last thirty years two of the great number of movements of life that have developed sturdily and excitingly are
— the ecumenical movement and
— the ministry of the Exercises.

In you they both meet.

What is God trying to get us to see in that conjunction brought about by his Providence,  through the initiative of Bishop Philip Goodrich and through the boldness and energy of Sister Elizabeth?

I shall try to speak mainly of the ministry of the Exercises, since that is where I can move with somewhat less danger of putting my foot in the wrong place.

But I may, I hope, be allowed to use St Ignatius’s idiom and to suggest that the movement towards union of our different Christian churches has entered a phase that a giver of the Exercises would diagnose as  ‘desolation’.

An experienced director of the Exercises knows that one does not palliate the desolation, deny it, cover it, give false consolation or evade it.  The way to the consolation of the Spirit is to pray and work through the desolation.

The signs [in an individual and, by analogy, in a group or in a web of relationships] might be worded as

•
a marking of time

•
a nervousness or dread before decision

•
a lethargy that descends when hope wanes

•
an escape into words and self-deceiving argument

•
turning in on the self rather than a light hearted turning to the power of the Spirit

•
a disappointment with oneself that progress has been slow

•
a fear of risk

•
a fear of the costs of decision

•
a weakening, simply, of faith.

In other words, desolation. (In the strict Ignatian sense)

Perhaps at the end we may return to that again.
In the same period of thirty years there has been such a growth in our experience of the Exercises and of Saint Ignatius himself that it has been claimed that this is not a development so much as a radical turning on its head of our previous understanding.

That is an exaggeration. Radical revolutions are rare. Historical changes are never in entire discontinuity with what went before. The Reformation itself was not separate from the earlier long clamour for reform and popular demands for a more interior and living faith. But the claim with regard to Ignatius and the Exercises is only just an exaggeration.

In two other areas there has been a shift in our knowledge and understanding: in our knowledge of the history of spirituality and in the historiography of that period in our common history that we would be wiser not to label but simply to date from 1500 to 1600.

In our understanding of spirituality, of the history of spirituality, especially of the growth of contemplation ( a word to be preferred to ‘mysticism’) much learned ink has flowed under the bridge since Gordon Wakefield’s important study ‘Mysticism and its Puritan Types’ in 1966.

In the historiography of the religious changes in the 1500s, historians like John W. O’Malley have drawn attention to the distortions of understanding caused by the label ‘Counter Reformation’ and are not happy, either, with Hubert Jedin’s alternative, ‘Catholic Reform and Counter Reformation.’
There is a view that commands growing agreement that the religious changes from 1517 into the seventeenth century are more accurately seen as two streams  (or several streams) of the same widespread desire for a deeper and purer life of faith and a desire for a reform that was rooted in the Gospel, in a contemplative presence to the Word, in a more authentic interior living of the life of Jesus and a truer desire to seek and to find God.

In the centuries before the Reformation there was a variety of schools of piety that responded to the voiced need of the uncloistered people. In those less rigid days the frontiers were open. One writer or school borrowed freely from another (and was gladly given license by the borrowed-from) without a scrupulous guilt about plagiarism or any pressing need to acknowledge dependence.  Masters or mistresses of prayer were not all that touchy about copyright.  There was a relaxed family borrowing of one another’s clothes.

For example, since, today, we are considering what Saint Ignatius has passed on to us, it is obvious that his ways of apprenticing beginners to prayer is simply a borrowing and a simplification from the teaching on meditation widespread among the Christian people. He picked up what was commonplace from the Carthusian Ludolph, from Ludolph’s Franciscan sources, from the modern devotion and so on. I believe his second week simple way of entering contemplatively into the experience of Jesus in the gospel mysteries is best seen as a development (not necessarily an improvement) of the monastic lectio divina.

Here I have to make a confession. To prepare to talk to you today without too blatant a display of ignorance, I have been immersing myself in the English puritans.  

Here, too, I ask to be allowed to insert an interruption. In the large literature about the Ignatian Exercises one can sense at once in writers a gulf between three kinds of exposition: (1) that which comes from a study of the text: book knowledge;  (2) that which rings truer, since it comes from the experience of making the Exercises; and (3) that which rings truer still, that comes from a long experience of accompanying others in the Exercises.  It is the last that marries a reverence for the text with a suppleness in seeing its infinite variations and what Saint Ignatius called ‘the manifold gifts of the Spirit.’ The action of the Holy Spirit is various and supple.

Our grasp of the dynamic of the Exercises has grown from the interplay that arises from bringing our experience of the Exercises to cast light on the text and our bringing of the text to cast light on our contemplative experience of all things and of the Gospel.

So it is only proper here to confess my awareness that  ( to garble a well said truth)  to ‘speak Lutheran one has to have lived Lutheran.’  It must be the same with the Elizabethan divines and their puritan critics. I can only enter into a restricted understanding of someone like a man I have come to love and admire for the affinity I feel with him, the great idiosyncratic puritan Richard Baxter (1615-1691).  I can only make an effort of the moral imagination from the heart of a lifetime of trying to be a Jesuit puritan.

The advances in learning of these last couple of decades have cured us of the compulsion to impute originality or uniqueness to a spiritual teacher or writer or school of Godly living.  It is with a certain Christian glee that I have been discovering once again the continuity in the practice of piety in England in the last half of the 1500s and into the 1600s, continuity with the late medieval writers on contemplation.  And, to be honest, a sobering Godly pleasure in the discovery of the extent to which puritan and non-puritan and many other members of the English church eagerly sought spiritual nourishment in translations of early Jesuit books on prayer inspired by the Exercises.

We know how many of the great religious thinkers in the Elizabethan church and later  went back to the great Fathers for spiritual food and for a theology that was expressly aimed at piety or Godly living.  As in our tradition we might say: learning aimed at the love of God, at a savoring or tasting of the reality, at contemplation. 
   As we know,  Saint Bernard was greatly favoured. A great book on prayer like Bishop Hall’s The Arte of Divine Meditation  (1606) was happy to acknowledge its sources in John Mombaer’s Rosetum,  (1494)
  which in turn drew on John Wessel Gansfort’s Scala Meditoria  (ca 1419 -1489).  Joseph Hall names Origen, Augustine, Bernard, Hugh of St Victor, Bonaventure and Gerson
.  Richard Baxter, too, cites Gerson’s On the Mountain of Contemplation ; Gerson  ‘exerted a germinal influence upon all the most important meditative treatises of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’ in England.
  
Richard Rogers (+ 1613),  puritan curate of Wetherfield in Essex, published in 1603 his Seven Treatises, containing such Direction as is Gathered out of the Holie Scriptures, leading and guiding to true happiness,  . . .  and may be called the practise of Christianitie.  Its ‘prefatory remarks by (Stephen) Egerton make clear that the work was intended to be a response, or ‘counter-poyson‘  to such popish ‘inchauntments‘  as ‘the Resolutions of the Jesuiticall Father Parsons or meditations of Frier Granatensis [Luis de Granada]‘  which have ensnared the minds of simple Christians.’   Robert Persons the Jesuit had, characteristically, been unable to contain an ill-tempered taunt; ‘Where or when have any of [your] religion set forth (of themselves) any treatise dealing with devotion, piety, and contemplation’.  Persons was riled by the pirating of his A Christian Directory  though he must have been pleased by its extraordinary popularity among protestants.  Richard Rogers ‘referred specifically to two works, Parson’s Christian Directorie  and [Gaspar]  Loarte’s Exercise of a Christian Life, but directed most of his wrath against Parsons.’
  Persons had a way of eliciting ill-temper.

The irony is that Persons and many of the recusant exiles in Louvain equally with many puritans deplored the busy industry in controversial writing.  It at last came home to puritans that too much of their intellectual talent, energy and time had been given to controversy, controversy admittedly that hoped to purify the Elizabethan church of remnants of popish superstition and idolatry  A purer church would surely lead to worship in spirit and in truth.  A church nearer to the purity of the gospel would lead to universal Godly living.  

Meanwhile the Latin exiles were conscious that their flock in England, deprived of the personal instruction and direction of priests, were eager to supply the lack with a flood of books to help them to lead Godly lives. The books that flowed from Person’s illegal Greenstreet press and from the printers at Antwerp, Louvain, Rouen, Paris, Douay and Rheims were indeed, concerned with apologetic and polemic but the exiled recusants knew well that what was of more value was books that treated of the ways and means of seeking and finding God. They were smuggled into England with great expense and danger. These Roman works were avidly borrowed and read with Godly fruit by Godly protestants.
For example, the great puritan Richard Baxter (1615-1691) describes in his autobiography how, as a stripling he was converted root and branch to a Godly life by reading a tattered book given him by an artisan in his father’s village.  The book was Robert Person’s Directorie and Baxter acknowledges its author and its Jesuiticall provenance 
.
Robert Person’s himself, never shy of a fight, was convinced that works of controversy ‘in never-ending supply’ . . .   . . . ’actually hindered devotion, which required ‘a quiet and peaceable state of sowle.’ ‘ 11  Thomas Harding, Wykehamist and fellow of New College, in exile in Louvain, was of a mind with Persons in deploring the effect of controversial writings which, though necessary are ‘not profitable to devotion.’ 
   Richard Hopkins in his Of Prayer and Meditation  acknowledged Harding’s persuasion:

‘It is now about foureteen yeares agoe, since the time that Master Doctor Hardinge (a man for his greate vertue, learning, wisdome, zeale, and sinceritie in writinge againste heresies, of very godlie and famous memorie) persuaded me earnestlie to translate some of those Spanish bookes into our Englishe tounge, affirminge, that more spirituall profite wolde vndoutedlie ensewe thereby to the gayninge of Christian sowles in our countrie from Schisme, and Heresie, and from all sinne, and iniquitie, than by bookes that treat of controuersies in Religion: wich (as experience hath nowe plainelie tried) doe nothinge so well dispose the common peoples myndes to the feare, loue, and service of almightie God, as Bookes treatinge of deuotion, and howe to leade a vertuous life doe. The dewe consideration whereof hath so prouoked or rather pricked me in conscience . . .  ‘

Edmund Bunny, the puritan Yorkshire minister, who borrowed and expurgated Persons’s revised and expanded 1585 edition of A Christian Directorie guiding men to their salvation  was motivated by two concerns: he saw that Persons’s book helped readers to a godly life; and ‘the most interesting justification offered by Bunny was the argument that a favorable response to such Catholic works as could be accepted by Protestants might moderate the bitterness between the two groups, demonstrate their common beliefs, and win some to the national church.’ 
   

Richard Baxter, so sickened by religious faction and wanting to find ways of union and peace, brought Bacon to his case: ‘and as Sir Francis Bacon saith (in his Essay of Peace ) that it’s one great benefit of church-peace and concord that writing controversies is turned into books of practical devotion for increase of piety and virtue.’
  Thomas Harding and Robert Persons, seeing the barrenness of controversial writings, said ‘let us put aside all hatred, malice and wrathfull contention  . . .   praying for one another.’
  [nsert  quotation from Baxter parallel to Ignatius on avoiding controversy]

Catholic recusants and non-puritan writers and puritans desired the same end.  The end was to be open to the intimate action of God in the relationship we call faith.   The purpose of all ways and means, including forms of church government and of doctrine, was that the believing community might allow the Word already present within to convert one to a personal hearing of the word of the Gospel.  The rest, including sacramental life and the ministry of the word, was means.

Richard Baxter more than any saw the barrenness of contention and saw how contentiousness hindered godly life.  He came to prefer ‘books of practical devotion for increase of piety and virtue.’
  He was not afraid of the word contemplation.
  It was only politically correct then to reject monasticism, but Baxter wondered ‘We are fled so far from the solitude of supersticion [meaning monkery] that we have cast off the solitude of contemplative devotion.’
   

The affinity I find with Richard Baxter and how cousin he is to Saint Ignatius is illustrated by a sentence that, better than Ignatius could, says what in the text of the Exercises is the spring of the Exercises‘ dynamic:  ‘The love of the end is it that is the poise and spring which setteth every wheel a-going and must put us on to all the means . . .  ‘
  Like Ignatius he saw the potency of the imagination and said ‘The senses too are a divine gift, which may be used in God’s service.’

Protestant distancing from ‘mysticism’ is not, I believe, a distancing from the contemplative tradition of entering into an intimate relationship in faith with Jesus in the Gospel.
 It seems to me akin  to the Catholic fallacy of identifying the contemplative life with the cloistered life and assuming that all ‘mysticism’ is identical with the neo-Platonizing tendencies of the northern schools of contemplative prayer.  For example, Luther’s growing coldness in later life towards Tauler was like Ignatius’s coolness towards the northern schools of mysticism.  For Ignatius the Incarnation, the humanity of Jesus, is central.  For Luther ‘He sends His Son down into the flesh . . .   He speaks: This way, brother. ‘The Father is in Me, amd I in the Father; keep thine eyes fixed on Me, through  My humanity is the way to the Father’ .’
 

Richard Baxter, we have seen, came to desire a return to the older Catholic tradition of contemplation and grew tired and disenchanted with controversy.  In his great review of his life, sins and views, he saw how in his youth ‘I did not sufficiently discern then how much in most of our controversies is verbal and upon mutual mistakes.’
  Contention for him was ‘the bellows that fans to flame the fire of hatred etc.  check words ‘
  Therefore he came to want to see religious union come about by ‘meer Christianity’ 
   When he was accused of Baxterism, he protested, ‘It is simple catholick christianity which I plead for.’
   ‘The Creed, the Lord’s Prayer and the Commandments are . . .  acceptable and plentiful matter for all my meditations.’

Baxter’s hopes for ‘meer Christianity’ and the underlying longing for a ground on which to find reconciliation, a longing that runs through the devotional writings of so many English divines, puritan and non-puritan,  was caught up in a search for common doctrine. As we might say now, theological agreement was primary. Underlying some of that writing lay what I believe to be a level of affinity that lies deeper than theology. 

 It is here that reflection on your experience of sharing the process of the Exercises from many traditions of faith may refute or confirm my conviction

The work of theolgy has been well done. My conviction is that the desire for a radical conversion to a life surrendered to God, beyond theology, is at that deeper level where unity in Christ will eventually begin to be realised

The Exercises are one way of opening the person to the liberating action of the Spirit and, in the prayer of the Two Standards and the Three Classes, we seek to be given the light and the courage to move beyond the fears that blind and paralyze us.  Patriarch Athenagoras has identified the symptoms of ‘desolation’ that one faces in the meditation of the Two Standards:  

‘We are afraid. We want to keep things that are out-of-date- because we are used to them . . .  we hide a spirit of pride and power beneath conventional expression of humility. .., What Churchmen most lack is the spirit of Christ, humility, the dispossession of self . . .   ‘

An experienced giver of the Exercises recognises at once in those words the manifest signs of ‘desolation’ and the operation of what Ignatius calls the bad spirit or the Enemy.  It is a part of the Exercises to uncover the sources of desolation and to give heart and courage to be open to the gift of God that alone frees the person (or the community) to face risk and the possibility of failure and the cost of embracing the cross.

The patriarch is calling us to conversion and to contemplation. It has nothing to do with the conversion of the bad. He addresses the question of the conversion of the good.  Ignatius would say that that surrender and identification with the experience of Jesus is alone what frees the person from fear and shame and is a shield against the blindness attendant upon ecclesiatical pride and power.

Coming as I do from more than half a century of immersion in the world of the Exercises, I have found delight in so much in the spirituality of the puritans just as for so long I found myself at once at home in the world of George Herbert, Henry Vaughan, Thomas Traherne and Little Gidding.

I find no compulsion to ascribe dependence or influence from one school of writers to another. It is enough to recognise the affinity that needs no literary parentage but only the operation of the Holy Spirit leading the whole-hearted Christian to find God and particularly to find the Father in Christ, in the humanity of Jesus and in all things.  Huldrych Zwingli said ‘True piety is the same everywhere and in all men, having its source in one and the self-same Spirit.’  

Saint Ignatius’s principle and practice (not always followed by Jesuits) was to prefer the simple and positive assertion of Christian truth to polemics or refutation. In his eyes and in the feeling of the first Jesuits, it was a conversion of persons to God that would lead to one Christian church as they understood it. Ignatius would heartily agree with the older Baxter that there is small fruit in contention.  It only makes the holding of positions more obstinately clung to and more rigid .  Controversy is the bellows that fans the fire of hatred, division and opposition.

What I want to propose is that we might be allowed to press Baxter’s ‘meer Christianity’ to mean something that he did not quite say but would surely agree with.  

Since I must not presume to interpret your experience, may I put what I want to say into the form of a question? I wonder what your experience of these past years has shown?

Does reflection on making and giving the Exercises together not bring home to us that what is crucial — never mind one’s tradition, one’s religious culture, the form of one’s worship and faith — what is crucial is the radical conversion worked in the spirit by the operation of the Holy Spirit within and between us, a conversion of entire surrended to God and to a daily living of the gospel in an affective relationship with Jesus our way to the Father. That conversion to the Father of Jesus and a desire to live in sensitivity to the working of the Spirit is what the Exercises are about.

And that it is that experience of consolation, entirely de arriba  as Ignatius would say, the experience of the gratuity of God’s gift of faith and the growth of faith, that alone can move us out and beyond the lethargies and timidities of marking time.

And that the seeking together of that depth of the spirit, prescinding from particular doctrines or formulations of doctrine, is what Ignatius called consolation. We can be carried out and beyond the postponements and rationalizations of a collective ecumenical desolation only by that shared consolation, the experience in Ignatius’s idiom of what ‘is not from or of oneself and cannot be from oneself’
  That is what we are forced  to call, nebulously, the mystical,  but which the older tradition called simply contemplative.  Consolation is always a powerful call to risk.

II

Where the Exercises are going

What has experience taught us about the ministry of the Exercises at the end of thirty years of enterprise, experiment and reflection on experience?

His grasp of the value of experience is a key to Ignatius; his way of forming others was to apprentice them to trusting their experience, to pray reflectively on it, to learn from it where God was found in it, and to prefer that to book-learning.

It follows that a text like the Exercises handed down to us from the past must be reverenced as a classic but that we must refuse to be paralyzed by it.  A rigid or literal clinging to its prescriptions is dead. What Ignatius liked to term the unction of the Holy Spirit (from the Johannine writings) always imparts the gift of flexibility of spirit and an opening of the imagination.

What Ignatius in his Constitutions termed discreta caritas  (discernment that is the fruit of love) is the gift of the Spirit that enables us creatively to adapt the wisdom of tradition to an infinite variety of changing concrete situations in the present and to have a hard headed vision of what the future may be. The Spirit’s gift of wisdom is supple and open-ended.   The freedom of the Spirit, what Ignatius calls ‘to be indifferent’, liberates the imagination to go beyond the timid self-serving of rational prudence.

‘In the things of God, those who are over-prudent will hardly ever achieve anything really great. For those who are always thinking about the difficulties, and who are constantly brooding and vacillating because they fear the possible outcomes which they foresee, will never turn their hearts toward things of real beauty.’
. (St Ignatius)

This flexibilty and freedom is a necessary quality in the one who gives the Exercises. That freedom in the director is needed if she/he is to be able to listen to where the person is on the road to God. The director’s suggestions or particular ‘exercises’ are adapted to the person. [Annotation 17]   A basic virtue of the Exercises (and so of all Ignatian  ‘helping souls’) is accommodation.  You take people where they are
The Exercises disclose to the person her/his desires, her/his master desire. They uncover what the person is capable of, what will best open her/his spirit to the action of the Holy Spirit already beforehand operative within. What he/she is just now capable of. How far she/he is being called and enabled by grace to go beyond her/his native limits in seeking God. And where, it seems, the Spirit is calling her/him now to be contemplatively identified with the experience of Jesus in the gospel. 
This freedom in the director is a fruit of contemplation of God’s sovereign freedom and, if we may be allowed to say, a participation in God’s own reverence for the person’s freedom. Nothing is to be imposed. No psychological manipulation or force may be used. No ideological hobby-horse is to be given a gallop. And it must be clear to us now that no theological school or preferences are to be pressed. 

The art of the director is engaged in listening for the signs of the only force there is, the power of grace inviting or calling the person to be moved by love to be taken out of self and to be placed with Christ,

The dynamic of the Exercises is simply a particular way of entering into the normal dynamic of faith and grace. It encounters a person in whom the Spirit has already been active and in whom the Word is already silently present.  Quote from puritans

Long reflection on the great variety of ways in which individuals are drawn into that dynamic of grace gives a director a sense of the scope and range and length and breadth of the journey to God.  John O’Malley in his The First Jesuits  shows how all Jesuit ‘help of souls’ was formed by the experience of the Exercises. Their service to people ranged from the struggling sinner irresolutely longing to be set free from inveterate habit; through the luke-warm, affrighted by the demands of commitment, of faith, wanting only to be left undisturbed in a happy irreligion; through the self-deceiving of the pious;  to the generous struggling toward self-abandonment of the one who ‘desires to make as much progress as possible’ [Annotation 20] and who may be hesitant or confused or terrified but desires to find God’s will in her/his living. 
The first Jesuits inherited the Catholic realism about the range of human response to the desire of God to give himself to all.
  The Jesuits were inclusive in their welcoming of all and sundry, the spiritual riff-raff and the marathon heroes.  They had a sense of gradation in the work of  ‘helping souls.’ 
Reflection on the experience of being present to those ‘manifold gifts’ of the Spirit and the infinite variety of his ways with the individual spirit, gives the pastoral minister a sense of the whole terrain.  One comes to know the territory. The operation of grace is seen and sensed as a process, as a path of growth.  The art of guiding anyone at any point on that process of growth depends on the art of discerning where she/he is coming from, where she/he is at the moment,  the degree and reality of her/his desire to be changed and where, it may seem, the Spirit of Jesus is now encouraging the person to move forward.

The church of Christ is a home for the sinner and for the saint who is a sinner.  God’s own freedom does not force or exclude the ones who could not care less about religion, who are turned off by it, who do not particularly want to be expected to lead ‘a Godly life.’ If God’s freedom is patient with them, then who are we to be unwelcoming? And how do we keep the door open and the challenge fresh to enter more into the consolation of God?

In the sixteenth century there was widespread anxiety about salvation and a strong sense of sin. Even then not all churchgoers wanted to be harried into a devout way of living. Now in the secularized world our experience poses us with questions about our boldness in proclaiming the gospel and our ability to help or to embrace the fitfully believing, the selective believer, the wholly contented atheist, the religiously tone-deaf or colour-blind, the person immersed in doubts and hesitations, the good woman/man who has decided simply to shelve all ultimate questions and to get on with living and doing what good may come their way to do.

Our experience of the extraordinary range and variety of ways in which the Spirit leads persons through the instrument of the Exercises would make us chary of generalizations or simple formulas.

Yet we must attend with respect to Karl Rahner’s conviction that he puts into the mouth of Ignatius speaking to Jesuits in the 1970s.  ‘This was the experience I longed to communicate with others . . . .  This is the core of what you term my spirituality,’  namely a direct experience of God.

John W. O’Malley in The First Jesuits  finds that the historical evidence shows the same conviction in Ignatius’s early followers. ‘They sought to be mediators of an immediate experience of God. With varying degrees of clarity, that purpose shines through all they wrote and said as the ultimate goal they had in mind when they spoke of helping souls.’ They saw all their ministry as a ministry of consolation. They ‘wanted to live according to such consolation themselves and to help others to do the same.’
  They worked out of an unshakable conviction of the abundance of God’s grace.
Our reflection on where the ministry of the Exercises stands now, in a publicly godless culture (a statement that says nothing about the deeper longings of individuals) , means that we must reflect on Karl Rahner’s assertion that the Christian of the future will be a mystic or will be nothing.

All of you, experienced in giving the Exercises, will well know that ‘consolation’ has nothing to do with feeling good. Even in its gentlest manifestations consolation is profound. It can be present in suffering. It is experienced to be de arriba, from above, an idiom as you know native to Ignatius. It is a deep experience of gratuity, of the paramount initiative of God and of the free endowment of faith.  [Sp. Exx. 322]
 

The challenge to the ministry of the Exercises in the West now is how to make that experience available and welcomed by the sceptical and the indifferent.

The ministry of the Exercises accustoms us to diagnosing the great variety of forms of desolation and consolation. The Exercises open the way to sensing in another the leading of the Holy Spirit, the presence of the sensus Christi, the Pauline ‘mind of Christ.’  They open the way, too, to noticing the signs of the operation of the bad spirit, of the blindness and delusion that distort and mislead the good in seeking the good.

The history of religious polemic  and the misconceptions of the positions of adversaries are a powerful demonstration of the ways in which good and prayerful men can be blinded and led into unChristlike words and ways. Many of my more pugnacious Jesuit forbears were past-masters in that school of self-deception.

An experience of giving the Exercises, too, makes one aware, in oneself more than in others, of the rationalizations and fears that make one mark time, postpone decision, evade the Spirit-prompted risk. It is an experience that may tell us something about a sense of stagnation or torpor or timidity on the path to the unity of believers in Christ.

The Exercises, then, are an apprenticeship to discernment, to living a discerning life.  A puritan word for it was ‘watchfulness’.  The freedom that is the gift of the Spirit  (however precariously it may be felt to be held) and is the fruit of the Exercises would in Ignatius’s aspiration lead to ‘walking in the Spirit’  (Galatians 5), living and moving and breathing and deciding and acting, at all times, by the interior leading of the Holy Spirit.  Puritan books on the Godly life are full of that trust in the indwelling Spirit.  So that the definition of one who led a Godly life, whose life was possessed by an evangelical desire, would be to be ‘a supple instrument in the hand of our Creator and Lord,’

It is only women and men so surrendered and free, so aware of their own vulnerability to the illusions of the Enemy, who can imagine creatively where God is leading His church and who can suffer the consequences of the risk that entails.

What I am trying to say is that the Exercises cannot well be given or Christ again incarnated in changing situations and cultures without a constant free praying of the prayer of the Two Standards and the desire to be one with Jesus in all his experience.   Without that grace one is imprisoned by fear and open to self-delusion.

In the absence of that real desire, the giving of the Exercises, indeed all spiritual direction, slips into a comforting therapy with a religious cosmetic. The gospel is full of consolation and uncomfortable challenge. We must not let ourselves be peddlers of an unvarying diet of the love of God that effectively preaches a harmless God and domesticates the terrifying purifying fire or the dread before the transcendently Holy.

The director of the Exercises has to be at home with the contradiction that she/he must listen sensitively to where the person is, to her/his history of grace or of unbelief, to the pace at which the Spirit is leading her/him gently beyond her/his contracted boundaries. 
 And at the same time the director betrays the gospel if she/he is not able at the right time to disclose the wholehearted radical quality of the Exercises, which is simply the radical quality of the gospel.

If the ministry of the Exercises seems to us to fall short of the exploded dynamite of the Exercises in the beginnings, it may well be because directors are not themselves committed to the radical graces of the triple colloquy of the Two Standards and of the experience of the third and fourth weeks of the Exercises. The Exercises are dynamite. To be handled with care. We can insensibly wrap them in tissue-paper and lock them inoffensively in a cardboard box.

What Patriarch Athenagoras was brutally challenging us to is to face up to the deceits that attend pride. The illusions insinuated by the Enemy in men/women dedicated to religious ideals are there present in the meditation on Two Standards, all the subtle falsenesses of self.  The only way to move from lie to truth, from the way of the Enemy to the way of Jesus, is the way of the gospel.  All that is implicit in the daily repeated prayer of the Two Standards.  

Making and giving the Exercises together are a way,  the  way, I suggest, towards going forward boldly into the uncharted and dangerous territory of union.

Where may your experience together in these recent years have led you?  Or, as a stranger arriving on your door-step, what may I presume to ask? What have you learnt together?  What may we dare to include in our vision?  Nothing would bring us more together into the union God desires of us (whatever form that takes)  than a shared zeal to work together along certain lines. Theology has brought us far; and only so far.  In a secularized culture in which official religion is written off, what may we hope for together?

There are some simple and obvious things that are not new to you; but for completeness  may I quickly rehearse them?  We need to bring the Exercises out of retreat houses and back into the streets and into where people live.  (Wherever it may be that they live)  It is not acceptable that the Exercises should largely be available only to those who have money. If the Exercises are to excite and console a great spectrum of lay-people, they must be made financially affordable or open to the moneyless. The movement of guided weeks of prayer in parishes or wherever has been the most exciting and fruitful enterprise in the last twenty years.

The dynamic of the Exercises finds its spring in the deepest true longing of a person.  If we could pray together and hope together we might discover how the dynamic we have come to know with our fingertips might help us to disclose to the unbelieving individual what in fact her/his deepest longing is and what it may mean. And how to move within that longing to an interior freedom that would deepen the springs of desire and the natural want of the human heart for goodness and relationship.  The agnostic (or, may we dare?, the atheist) cannot not want to be free-er and to live in harmony with her/his authentic longing,We believe (even if we may not say it) that that longing is the gift and work of the Holy Spirit. We may allow ourselves quietly to hope where that freedom may lead.  That is not our business. That is God’s business.

Another territory unexplored and therefore furnished with cartographic monsters is something boldly claimed by Carlo-Maria Martini in his recent Letting God Free Us.

‘(Saint Ignatius says, ‘Help all without exception, free them.’ . . .   teach them that true liberty of heart which all need — the baptized and the non-baptized, the practicing and the non-practicing, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists as well as atheists, agnostics, progressives, conservatives and the indifferent.  Because all are called into the liberty of Christ.

‘This is . . .  a kind of help that can be proposed to every person.  . . . .  All people . . .  feel the need of the liberty taught by Jesus.’
 

The Cardinal does not tell us how.  The further and more challenging discernment before us is a bold discovery of how the Sermon on the Mount might bring many who are convincedly not Christian to a freedom within their own religious culture to know in consolation where they are and who they are and where their desire is leading them.

The enterprise before us all, if we can enter contemplatively into it together, is to deepen the radical effectiveness of the Exercises in such a way that more people with that depth of desire Ignatius puts words on in Annotation 20 might enter into an unambiguous surrender to God and daily ‘walk in the Spirit.’
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