
Life of the Spirit (II):

Ignatian Contemplation

Joseph Veale, S.J.

‘Go on growing in the grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and saviour Jesus Christ’ (2 Pet. 3: 18). In the pastoral ministry nothing else, in the end, is seen to be of any value. We come back to where we began when, in the years of preparation for the priesthood, we were so often told of the importance of private and personal prayer. It is a grace to be brought to our knees when we realise that we can accomplish nothing in the apostolate by our own power. Experience eventually brings home to us that ‘without me you can do nothing’ (Jn 15: 5). More and more it becomes clear that what men want from us is the reality of Christ.

What we have seen and heard 

we are telling you 

so that you too may be in union with us, 

as we are in union with the Father 

and with his Son Jesus Christ (1 Jn. 1: 3).
It is in the believing community that the memoria Christi is communicated to us and becomes more and more an effective reality in our lives. Christ lives. The faith of the Church has a true instinct that he is not remote, but is powerfully present to us and enables us to grasp his reality and his presence.

Something that has existed since the beginning, 

that we have heard, 

and we have seen with our own eyes;

that we have watched 

and touched with our hands … (1 Jn 1: 1).
The Christian response of faith has never been content with an abstract knowledge. Faith needs and desires to see and to hear and to touch. The Spirit of Jesus gives us the desire to know Christ with an intimate and familiar knowledge. It is that desire and the conviction that it is possible that makes us want to contemplate Christ in the days of his flesh and as he is given to us in the Gospel.

As to how we may set about that, the living tradition of the Church is rich in many ways of helping us. In these days we are less likely to fall into the trap of crying ‘I am for Paul. I am for Apollos’. If we speak out of one family tradition in the Church, it is in the awareness that we all belong to the same family and that different ways to the Father nourish and illuminate each other. It is in that conviction that I want to attempt to respond to the invitation to say something that may be helpful about the kind of prayer associated with St Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises.

We do not learn to pray from books. It is the Holy Spirit who teaches us to pray, to enter into a real and personal relationship with God in the particular way that God wants of each of us. It is he who takes the initiative in that relationship and retains it throughout. There are as many ways of growing in that friendship as there are fingerprints or scripts. And like all relationships, the friendship, if it is real, is always changing. If many of us fail to grow in prayer, or lose heart and give up, or become frozen in a way that is not helpful, or fail to find our own way, it is usually because we try to go it alone. We are not left without resources in the Community. We can be helped to find the way God wants each of us to pray in a kind of apprenticeship. In it, out of our own weak experience, the Holy Spirit helps us to help each other to find God. The Ignatian Exercises are partly that.

In his Exercises St Ignatius suggests a great variety of different ways of praying. He does not commend any one method. It is for the one who makes the Exercises, with the help of the one who gives them, to find a way that helps him to find God, or to be found by him. One of the chief pieces of advice that St Ignatius gave was: ‘There can be no greater mistake, in things of the spirit, than to want to lead others in one’s own way … He wanted us, as far as possible, to be free, at ease in ourselves, obedient to the light given particularly to each one.’ It was very far from his mind, then, to recommend only one method of meditation. At the same time, because we can so easily fall into slipshod and slovenly ways, he believed in going about our prayer in an orderly and disciplined way, when that is necessary. To do otherwise would be to be lacking in reverence before the Majesty of God.,

His whole teaching on prayer begins from a sense of the immense goodness and majesty of our Creator and Lord, who is Christ, the way to the Father. Always, in his own prayer, he was 

filled with reverence before the Three Persons. The mystical experience from which all his teaching comes was a vision of the Three Persons and of all created things. He saw the Three Persons as themselves apostolic, in the sending of the Son to save men. That is why he urges us to approach. prayer with great reverence. He recommends that we begin by standing for a time and become aware of ‘how God my Lord is beholding me’, and then to make an act of profound reverence. And then, before every hour of prayer in the course of the Exercises, to beg for the grace that my whole being be directed purely to the service and praise of the Divine Majesty. Nothing could more clearly signal his conviction that from beginning to end prayer is something we do not do ourselves. What we do, even when our poverty shows us that our ‘effort’ is needed, is to allow him to enable us to dispose ourselves to receive his gift.

The Exercises are one of the many schools of prayer in the Catholic tradition. They are also a school of discernment. Scripture tells us that God manifests his particular will to us (Col. 1: 9;

Rom. 12: 2). St Thomas teaches that the primary law of the New Covenant is the Spirit who dwells in each of us and shows us God’s will in the concrete situation; the gift of discernment is to be expected in the ordinary Christian life.
 The Spiritual Exercises are a way of disposing ourselves in prayer to be freed from the things that confine and mislead us and, after God has freed us, ‘to find and do the will of God’. It is a prayer that is both apostolic and contemplative. It disposes us to receive the gift of sensitivity to the Spirit in all the events and happenings of every day. It is a means of growing towards a familiarity with God in which contemplation enters into the heart of action. St Ignatius’ own way of expressing that was ‘to find God in all things’. The many different ways of praying that St Ignatius suggests need to be seen in that context if they are to be properly understood. Generations of meditation manuals and poor spiritual direction have had people trying to follow a ‘method of meditation’ when it was no longer helpful to them. For want of some simple guidance many gave up the struggle to pray when they began to fear that it was doing them harm, leading perhaps to unhealthy self-preoccupation. I suppose what most people mean by ‘Ignatian meditation’ is the way of praying the mysteries of the life of Christ that he outlines in the Exercises from the beginning of the ‘Second Week’; that is, once the exercitant has received the grace of a deep conversion of heart. The ‘First Week’ is given to prayer that seeks for the gift of grief for one’s sins, compunctio; during that time he speaks of ‘meditating’. But then, when the heart has been moved to a deep sense of gratitude and wonder at the goodness of God, he no longer uses the term ‘meditation’, but speaks of ‘contemplating’ the human life of the Eternal Word.

The contemplation of the humanity of Christ is the prayer in which the Spirit teaches the apostle to discern the Father’s will. It disposes him to receive the grace of familiarity with Christ. ‘In your minds you must be the same as Christ Jesus’ (Phil 2:5). It is not a question of an external imitation of Jesus, but of being interiorly formed by the Spirit and conformed with the sentiments and ideas of Christ in his love for the Father and in his dealing with men. It is particularly the grace needed by those who are sent by the Father to serve him in continuing the apostolic mission of Christ among men.

In this prayer petition has an important place. We are ‘to ask for what we want’, confident in our Lord’s words at the beginning of Luke 11: ‘Persistence will be enough to make him give his friend all he wants … The one who searches always finds … How much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him?’ We need to ask. It is taken that the Holy Spirit has given us a desire to know Christ with a deeper knowledge than the head gives us; and that our faith and prayer have given us intimations of what that knowledge of friendship is like. We have to learn from experience that it is not something to be acquired cheaply or quickly. It takes time. And so, each day in the Spiritual Exercises, one returns again and again to the same event, always begging for the gift of a deep ‘interior knowledge of the Lord who is made man for me, that I may love him and follow him more’.

This simple form of contemplation is a way of prayer that St Ignatius absorbed from the monastic tradition of lectio divina and transposed to the context of ongoing apostolic discernment. It is less ‘busy’ than meditation and less likely to be an obstacle to the Creator and Lord when he wishes to treat, himself, directly with the soul. It is not for those who are in a hurry, who are impatient or demand quick results. It engages not just the brain, but the senses, the sensibility, the imagination, the intelligence, the whole person. It asks that we take seriously two of the most important things St Ignatius said about prayer. The first is: ‘Where I find what I want, there I will rest, without anxiety to go further.’ We need to learn to know when to be still. The second is: ‘It is not much knowledge that fills and satisfies the soul but to taste and savour the reality interiorly.’ To taste, to savour, to relish, to take a lingering delight in the company of Christ; it is with such words that the tradition tries to convey what this prayer is like. It is prayer of the heart. It wants to be wholly present to Christ, knowing in faith that he desires to be wholly present to us. This is how Ludolph the Carthusian describes it in his Vita Christi, where St Ignatius learned it:

If you want to draw fruit from these scenes, you must offer yourself as present to what was said or done through our Lord Jesus Christ with the whole affective power of your mind, with loving care, with lingering delight; thus laying aside all other worries and cares. Hear and see as though you were hearing with your own ears and seeing with your own eyes, for these things are most sweet to him who thinks on them with desire, and even more to him who tastes them. You must meditate them all as though they were happening in the present moment; because in this way you will certainly taste a greater sweetness. Then you will feel how full of wisdom and delight they are.

Perhaps it tells us something about our recent culture that one is afraid of sounding flippant or smart in observing that the great medieval writers often describe prayer as delectatio morosa. One goes to prayer to enjoy, to delight in, to savour; and they link that savour, sapor, with the gift of wisdom, sapientia.

St Ignatius asks us simply to be prepared to spend time with Jesus, desiring to enter into his experience, as we might want to recall and go over the experience of a friend with a friend. Like all Christian prayer, it is a prayer of faith, confident that the risen Christ of glory is present to us and powerfully at work in us and through us. ‘Jesus Christ is the same today as he was yesterday and as he will be for ever’ (Heb 13: 8).

There is no question, then, of anything fanciful or false or imaginary. Rather, the imagination is engaged, to begin with, to marshal and centre the whole person, the heart, in entering more deeply into the reality. The reality is the risen Christ, who continues to possess all his human experience. We can come to know him intimately in the continuing loving memory of the Eucharistic community, in the whole Christ, through the deeds and words lovingly recorded for us by those who knew him in the days of his flesh. Ut dum visibiliter Deum cognoscimus, per hunc in invisibilium amorem rapiamur (As we know God visibly, through him [Jesus] we are caught up in the love of the invisible). 

That life was made visible:

we saw it and we are giving our testimony, 

telling you of the eternal life 

which was with the Father 

and has been made visible to us (1 Jn 1: 2).
‘Happy are those who have not seen and yet believe’ (Jn 20: 29). We do not see with the eyes of the flesh. The imagination and the interior senses are also graced with faith, inwardly healed and transformed and enabled; and faith desires by means of them to savour and taste the reality of Christ. He is reached through all the acts that the Church preserves for us in its living possession of him.

That is why we can simply place ourselves with Christ and be present to him; allow him, with all his human experience, to be present to us and to make it part of us. The world of action and the world of contemplation are not, in principle, at odds. The needs of God’s people are not in rivalry with God for our attention. We bring our world, our concrete and particular experience to Christ and allow him to enter it, to illuminate it and to give it his meaning. He inwardly transforms our day-to-day experience in his service and enables us to find him at its heart.

To contemplate is simply to take time to look, to behold, to gaze, to wonder, to hear, to listen, to attend, to be present, to enter into the event, because we know in faith that it is ‘for us men and for our salvation’ and is meant to become our experience too. Everything Jesus did and said is sacramental. The Word is present to us in the word. Therefore we quietly place ourselves before the reality, wanting to absorb it and to be absorbed in it; to assimilate it and to be assimilated to it. ‘Baptised into union with Christ, we have taken upon ourselves the qualities of Christ himself’’ (Gal 13:27).

That grace is deepened and appropriated in the contemplation of the humanity of Christ. Or perhaps more accurately, in the contemplation of Christ in his human actions and through them. The Word is continuingly made flesh in his Church. To want to know him in all the details of his incarnate experience is, in faith, effectively and gradually to be assimilated to him, with all our sin and weakness and inability to pray. ‘This is the new man which God, its creator, is constantly renewing in his own image, to bring you to a full knowledge of himself’ (Col 3:10). With all our sin and weakness and inability to pray. Books about prayer can sometimes make us feel discouraged and oppressed with a sense of their unreality. It all seems too easy and remote from our own dry, modest struggles. Or else they make it all seem too hard, only for moral giants and heroes. Prayer is destroyed by anything false in us or unrealistic. We need to learn how to be entirely ourselves with God. But it seems to me that our training left many of us with small expectations of much growth in prayer.

‘His power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine’ (Eph 3:21). In these days many are finding a greater hope and freedom when they are able to talk with someone about their prayer and receive some encouragement and guidance. It helps us to be at the same time realistic about ourselves and not over-timid in our hopes of what God works in us when we learn to let him. If this is true of all the faithful, it is more true of the apostolic priest. It is particularly true when our mission brings us up against the question that more and more people are asking: ‘ How can I find God’s will? It is a great pity that St Thomas’s teaching on discernment is not better known. He does not look on it as something extraordinary or unusual in the ordinary Christian life. When he writes of the gift of discerning wisdom, he explains it by means of the analogy of healthy and unhealthy taste. He is aware of the tradition that connects sapientia with a savoured knowledge, cognitio sapida, the knowledge that prayer gives. A healthy taste is able to distinguish what is bitter or sweet. ‘Similarly the Christian whose mind is renewed by the grace of the Holy Spirit can ‘prove’, or know by experiencing it, what God’s will is and what is good, because he already possesses a taste for it and can recognise it by its sweetness’.
 The apostolic contemplative prayer that St Ignatius taught is a way of disposing a man to receive the gift of discerning wisdom and of learning how to use it. That is what he meant by ‘finding God in all things’’.

We can be encouraged to pray for this gift in hope and confidence by the thought that St Paul was not addressing anyone very extraordinary when he wrote to the Colossians. His prayer for them is a prayer of the pastoral priest:

We have never failed to pray for you, and what we ask God is that through perfect wisdom and spiritual understanding you should reach the fullest knowledge of his will … showing the results in the good actions you do and increasing your knowledge of God (Col 1: 9-10).
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