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‘The secret power of the organisation, and the casuistical principles maintained by many of its representatives, and generally ascribed to the body as a whole, have rendered its name odious not only in English, but in French and other languages, and have given rise to . . .  the opprobrious sense attached to Jesuitical, Jesuitry, and other derivatives.’ The Oxford English Dictionary, 1933.

Around the time that Thomas Carlyle was able to toss off a reference to ‘A hypocrite shrouding himself in confused Jesuitic jargon,’ John Henry Newman, residing with the Jesuits in Rome, could write of their remarkable lack of sagacity in worldly affairs. From the beginning they have elicited contradictory responses and have lived with their own internal paradoxes. The First Jesuits gives an account of their origins in a way never attempted before.

It is the story of the order from its institution by Paul III in 1540 to the election of its third general superior in 1565. The Roman years of St Ignatius between 1540 and his death in 1556 have never been satisfactorily dealt with until now in any language. The remaining years up to 1565 deal with the transition to a future without him.  

Those twenty five years are important for any understanding of Catholicism in the early modern period. Trent began in 1545 and ended in 1563. By 1540 Lutheranism was well established. In 1564 Calvin died. In 1555 Giampietro Carafa was elected pope. His short term of office as Paul IV was marked by a fierce zeal and a new rigidity and repression. The style was moderated in later pontificates but it introduced into the Christian world a note that is often identified with the term Counter Reformation and was not a necessary consequence of the work of Trent. The book ‘acts as a series of windows through which we catch glimpses of almost every conceivable aspect of Roman Catholicism in the mid- sixteenth century.’ 

No-one before Father O’Malley has so immersed himself in the vast ocean of primary Jesuit sources or found a clear way for us through it.  The sources are vast because the small group of men, only around one thousand at Ignatius’s death and only about two hundred and fifty of them priests, were scattered from Brazil to India to Japan and from Ethiopia to Spain and Portugal, to Germany, Flanders and France and, briefly, to Ireland. In order to keep the unwieldy body in unity and to deploy the few men as effectively as he could, Ignatius insisted on frequent communication by letter. His own constitute the largest collection of letters from the century. The amount of documentation is overwhelming.

 These letters are published among the more than one hundred volumes of the Monumenta Historica Societatis Jesu. Ignatius’s secretary, Juan Polanco, gathered and summarized the reports of what Jesuits were doing throughout the world in letters he circulated to all the members of the order two or three times a year. Besides, before he died in 1576, Polanco composed his Chronicon, now six large volumes of the Monumenta. It gives an account of what Jesuits were doing ‘house by house, province by province, country by country, year by year, from 1537 until the death of Ignatius in 1556.’ These reports, for all that Polanco’s narrative ‘favors victories over defeats,’ are a rich source of insight and information upon the Christian world in the sixteenth century.

All that is an incidental feature of Father O’Malley’s book. His chief concern is to reach some understanding of how the first Jesuits understood themselves and what they were about. He looks at what they said when they attempted to explain what they were to themselves and to others, friends and enemies. But words are all very fine. He casts a cool historian’s eye upon the language of aspiration and explores to what degree that was translated into action. He records the consistencies as well as the inconsistencies and the contradictions. The candour with which he reports the compromises forced by circumstances or prompted by sinfulness reassures us that we can trust him when he tells us where the evidence vindicates the statement of high purpose. In that he is both an honest historian and a disciple of Ignatius, who would always want to test noble desires by saying something like, ‘Good. Now what concrete means will you decide to use, what will you do?’ The theme of the book is, ‘What the Jesuits did will tell us what they were.’

The account of what the Jesuits did quietly demolishes the myths that still surface as assumptions in reputable writers. Such as: that they were founded to defend the Roman church in its struggle with the Reformers; that their concern was to reform the church; that they were a kind of bureau of the papacy, used to execute papal plans; that they were simply agents of the Counter Reformation; that their style and inspiration were military and their mode of operation a passive obedience in the service of some master plan. 

‘The Chronicon (of Polanco) destroys the stereotype of a religious order under strict military discipline, with each member a pawn acting only under orders from his superior. It replaces this image with a picture of a vast network of enterprising individuals who, while keeping in close communication with those in authority and receiving guidance and ‘consolation’ from them, adapted to local needs and tried to seize opportunities as they presented themselves,’ 

Father O’Malley shows how, soon after Ignatius’s death, the Jesuits themselves were giving a helping hand to some of the myths: they could not resist the temptation to beat the soldierly drum or to see drama in the confrontation of two giants, Luther and Ignatius. 

The book begins by glancing back to the springtime of the order, to the companionable student years in Paris and to the ministries in the venereal hospitals of Venice. They had no intention of forming a religious order, were simply an informal group of close friends who were aware that they shared something like the same experience of God and a common calling as priests ‘to help souls’ in a particular way. Part of that particular way was to work in a radical poverty that Francis of Assisi would not have found wanting.

The decision in Rome in 1539 to form a permanent body and to seek papal approval was an expression of their desire to share their grace or charism with others in the future. The history of all movements that begin in a shared enthusiasm, never mind religious movements, has invited many to see charism and institution as incompatible. Ideally one serves the other. In practice they exist in tension. It is one of the interesting features of this book that ‘the Jesuits of this generation left behind the documentation to provide a superb case study of transition to institution from charismatic fellowship.’ 

‘What the early companions did made them what they were, and they did ministry.’ They had no intention of being innovators. They gave themselves to the traditional pastoral tasks, preaching, teaching doctrine to the unlettered, hearing confessions, showing people how to pray, instructing them about the commandments and sacraments, begging food and clothes for the poor, visiting the sick and the imprisoned. There was nothing new in any of that.

Yet they had a sense that there was something new in what they were called to do. The shorthand they used to describe the grace of their calling was ‘our way of proceeding.’ It implied that there were things they did not do, like being parish priests or prelates or becoming involved in secular business. They would refer to their consueta ministeria, their usual ministries. They had no greater ambition than, in a favorite phrase of Ignatius, to help souls.

The original band were all Masters of Arts from Paris and they were men of the word. Their first concern was the ministerium verbi. The papal bull of institution, known as the Formula, begins with the list of the kind of things they did, ‘public preaching, lectures and any other ministration whatsoever of the word of God . . . ’ Together with many Catholic reformers before the Reform and with Luther and Calvin and the humanists, they saw widespread ignorance as the enemy of faith. They had a sense of gradation in the task of helping souls. The word was with a view to conversion of life, to an interiorized faith, to confession, which they saw as a ministry of the word, to frequent holy communion and to the living out of Christian faith in the works of mercy. Father 0’Malley shows how the components of their ministries were traditional, yet how in the way they combined or used them they often created something new.

The one ministry they knew to be new was Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises. To a reader that too at first glance looks like a banal collection of familiar elements from the tradition. It was not the book but the experience of making the Exercises that gave the Jesuits a strong sense of identity. The graces they received in making them were a source of unusual energy, purposefulness, ingenuity, intrepidity and endurance. All their ministries were given their character and were conditioned by the Exercises. When Polanco enquired of the men in Sicily what kind of people sought them out, he was told the rather good and the very bad. The experience of the Exercises gives a sense of the dynamic of the growth of a person in faith and grace all the way from moral impotence to (glimpsed ahead as a rule in the distance) the heights of holiness. For all the infinite variety of the graces of Christian life, they had a sense of where someone in need of help was moving. You took him where he was and explored where the next step of growth lay. They knew the territory. The Exercises showed them the shape and features of their ministry, clear objectives one step at a time, and ways of achieving them.

They wanted their way of living to be as like as could be to the itinerant and homeless life of Jesus with his disciples, to the journeying of St Paul from city to city. Mobility was crucial to them. They wanted to be able to move rapidly in twos or threes or alone to where a need or an opportunity showed itself. Missions of that kind were not expected to last more than a few months. In contrast with the monk’s vow of stability, they were committed to instability. Jerome Nadal liked to say that a Jesuit was never more at home than when he was on the road, his favoured house being on journeys.  

Mobility was to be reflected in an interior flexibility. Ignatius rarely in his Constitutions lays down what is to be done without at once saying that account is to be taken of circumstances, of the concrete conditions of time and places and persons. Rigidity was to be avoided. Xavier wrote from India asking for Jesuits who would not be ‘rigid, wanting to control others by instilling a servile fear.’ Reverence for the freedom of the person is a presupposition of the Exercises.

Mobility and flexibility entailed accomodation. The Spiritual Exercises required the one giving them to adapt practices and prayer to the capacity and to the level of desire of the one making the Exercises. You do not plunge a beginner who is already in despair at his moral impotence into considerations of heroic sanctity. That is part of the Ignatian sense of obedience to the limitations and conditions of the real. You took a person where he was. You encouraged him forward step by step according to his pace and spiritual stamina. This demanded not only an ability to read an individual’s temperament and aspiration but besides a spiritual gift of discerning how God’s grace was active in him. In his Constitutions Ignatius insisted that apprentice Jesuits were to be helped to grow ‘according to the measure of God’s grace imparted to each.’ Or, as he would write in 1555 to the Jesuit who was to be patriarch of Ethiopia, ‘He should follow the dictates of a discerning charity, that takes account of real circumstances and of the unction of the Holy Spirit, the main directive in all matters.’

They saw all their ministries as a work of reconciliation. Ignatius was clear that they were to avoid controversy with Catholics or with others. They should avoid contentious topics and confine themselves to expounding positive doctrine. When he wrote to Jesuits in Prague urging them not to enter into polemics with Protestants in the pulpit, it was a directive, Father O’Malley says, ‘with little chance of being observed.’ 

Father O’Malley tells us that Ignatius’s ‘example seems to have kept a damper’ on Jesuits’ use of the customary scurrility of sixteenth century religious polemic. The language used later of Luther by leading Jesuits like St Peter Canisius and Jerome Nadal revolts a modern reader. ‘Intransigence, bigotry, a narrow moralism, and sometimes obsessive concern for conventions of behavior and rules to enforce them are much present in the pastoral practice of the first Jesuits.’ 

They saw all their pastoral work as a ministry of consolation. The term was native to their idiom, since it pervades the Spiritual Exercises. ‘The Jesuits wanted to live according to such consolation themselves and to help others to do the same,’ It is typical that Pierre Favre should pray ‘that it finally be given me to be the servant and minister of Christ the consoler.’  ‘Consolation’ had nothing to do with making people feel good. It was an experience that came from God and led to God. It had to do with an inner relish and savour of the realities of faith, of the Gospel, ‘an inner joy, a serenity in judgment, a relish, a light, a reassuring step forward, a clarification of insight.’ (Jerome Nadal)

This tells us what was the dominant conviction governing all their ‘way of proceeding.’ ‘They expected the manifestation of God’s presence within the soul to be accessible, in some degree, to all human beings.’ They believed in a world in which God’s grace is abundant. ‘There was . . .  one ‘doctrine’ that was fundamental for them, one that gave orientation to all their ministries and to the way they wanted to lead their own lives. It was the basic premise of the Exercises . . . : the creator deals directly with the creature, and the creature deals directly with the Creator . . .  ‘  ‘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 . . .  ‘ 

Father O’Malley, whose language is studiedly sober, uses the word ‘rage’ to describe the reaction of some Catholics to this conviction, good men like the Dominican Melchior Cano who were concerned for orthodoxy, ‘who abhorred teaching like this as almost ipso facto heretical.’ The theology Cano represented became effectively for four centuries the dominant orthodoxy. The election of Francis Borja in 1565 began the process by which by and large until recently the Jesuits subscribed to that     theology. It disallowed the Ignatian conviction that was at the heart of all the ministries of the first Jesuits.  

  The inner mobility, flexibility and Jesuit adaptability to the real, were rooted in a particular experience of God. It had to do with a grace of freedom that Ignatius ungracefully called ‘being indifferent’ and St Paul called the freedom of the Spirit. The consequences of that, then as now, have invited incomprehension. Many of the Jesuit characteristics that have prompted mistrust and hatred derived from that. Of course there are multiple counterfeit forms of it that arise when the experience of God grows dim or dead, and the mistrust of good people within the church or without has not been misplaced when they encountered ‘Jesuitry’ either in Jesuits or in their enemies. 

The principle of adaptation to the real, of flexibility in applying general norms and ideals to a great variety of concrete situations, the readiness to improvise in response to new demands or opportunities, their ability to give due weight to what experience was teaching them, had strange consequences. Even as Ignatius was composing the Constitutions of the new order, ‘Experience meanwhile led to new decisions and directions, which sometimes rendered aspects of these documents inadequate or anachronistic even as they were being formulated.’ The strangest instance is the schools.

In December 1547 the city fathers of Messina asked Ignatius to send some men to open a school. Four months later he agreed. The four priests he sent were among the most gifted of the few Jesuits then priests. They included Peter Canisius and Jerome Nadal. Ignatius showed his sense of the importance of the mission by asking Paul III to see the group and to send them on their way with his blessing.

A few months later some of the senate of Palermo asked for a school. In 1549 a similar request came from Cologne. Already in that year Ignatius was establishing schools in Naples and Venice. In 1551 the Collegio Romano opened with modest beginnings and with the inscription ‘School of Grammar, Humanities, and Christian Doctrine. Free.’ Ignatius was responding to demands. But he also took initiative. He had Juan Polanco write to Spain and Portugal to urge the provincial superiors there to open schools. Within four years of the first request, Ignatius had deployed a substantial number of his few men in schools in Ferrara and Florence, Venice, Padua, Naples and Bologna

The final and revised version of the Formula, the founding papal charter that described what Jesuits were and what they were for, was issued in 1550 at the same time as the schools were beginning to be multiplied. The Formula nowhere mentions schools among the consueta ministeria. It was at this time that Ignatius with the help of Polanco was composing the Constitutions, the law that would elaborate the meaning of the Formula. In the Constitutions the schools are referred to as one of the opera caritatis, namely among the traditional Christian spiritual and corporal works of mercy. It would have come naturally to the first Jesuits to see the schools as an extension of their calling to the ministerium verbi. 

They did not see, Ignatius any more than the others, how profoundly the decision to go wholeheartedly into schools would change them. Father O’Malley’s privileged knowledge of the renaissance humanist world and his mastery of the revised historiography of the period enables him to put questions to the historical evidence that have not been put before. The new questions disclose new insights into the transformation of Jesuit culture and self-understanding.    

 ‘What is still surprising . . .  is how easily the first Jesuits glided into a decision of this magnitude and how little account they seem to have taken of its manifold impact upon them. The sources never fully satisfy on this issue.’ 

The impact was momentous, even though it may be argued that certain changes would have come about in any case. All the while he was opening the throttle, as Father O’Malley puts it, on the schools, Ignatius was composing the Constitutions. There he places great importance on the ‘professed houses;’ the ‘professed’ Jesuits were to live on alms and were to protect the radical poverty he wanted for the whole order. The schools, since education like all the ministries was to be given free of charge, might have fixed revenues. 

The multiplication of the schools meant that most Jesuits came to live in them; they became, to give them their due, centres from which Jesuits, the teachers and others, gave themselves to the consueta ministeria in town and surrounding countryside. It may be that Ignatius began to see a value in a stable institution where men settled and consolidated the fruits of their work. This was to say the least a substantial modification of the original idea of Jesuit mobility. It would in time change Jesuit understanding and practice of poverty. Father O’Malley judges that even while writing the Constitutions, ‘Ignatius’s interest in the professed houses waned.’ 

You could say that the schools, within a very short time of the order’s founding, domesticated the Jesuits. It certainly put a stop to their gallop. It may have tamed them. It occluded their sense of mobility. Of course much of that sense continued to be operative in their work in India, Japan, China, Africa and Paraguay, wherever they broke new ground. It found a powerful expression in the work of itinerant Jesuits in Europe preaching for a week or a month in villages and towns. 

Not all Jesuits were happy with the schools. The original idea of an errant and footloose apostolate remained well into the following century. At the sixth general congregation in 1608 the highly regarded Alfonso Rodriguez voiced a continuing disquiet: ‘The Society seems to be failing to proceed according to its Institute. Its end is to travel to various places and to live anywhere where there is hope of greater help to souls. But cities seek Jesuits almost only to teach their sons. The Society’s colleges have become caves and whirlpools swallowing her men,’

 In the mid-1540s, Alfonso Salmeron, one of the original Paris band, judged the publishing of books to be probably incompatible with their vocation, because ‘We are called to a way of life characterized chiefly by simplicity, modesty and unrestricted charity to our neighbour.’ By the time of his death he had composed sixteen volumes of commentary on the New Testament.

‘The schools inserted them into secular culture and civic responsibility to a degree unknown to earlier religious orders.’ Jesuit teachers began to be experts in the pagan classics and in the natural sciences. They took on board with enthusiasm the assumptions and the spirit of the educational project of the renaissance humanists, including naturally their aim of pietas.

Ignatius cannot have foreseen the effects the schools would have on principles of Jesuit life that he held to be important and that he was currently writing into his Constitutions, effects ‘on the size of communities, on the practical demotion suffered by the professed houses, on the implicit redefinition of aspects of Jesuit poverty when the vast majority of Jesuits began to live in endowed institutions, on a closer bonding with the socio-economic elite.’ 

No work has attempted what John O’Malley does here. He opens up new fields for scholars in renaissance and sixteenth century studies. It would need another article to do justice to the light he casts on the ways in which the first Jesuits were influenced by the culture into which as an order they were plunged and on the ways in which they influenced the culture. He shows how, for example, their theological culture, deriving in the first place from their experience of the Exercises, aspired to wed the virtues of the scholastic tradition with the aims of the humanists. Their project has yet to be achieved. 


The book demonstrates the dominant influence on Jesuit self-understanding of two men who were not of the original companions, Ignatius’s right-hand men, Juan Polanco and Jerome Nadal. They were in tune with his mind and purpose, were more learned and were better theologians, and they continued to explain his spirit for almost twenty years after his death.

The First Jesuits is timely. Even though, to quote another work of Father O’Malley, ‘There are no static answers to questions of historical authenticity,’ good history can help to save a body like the Jesuits from a worshipful clinging to the past or from a mindless jettisoning of what is good. Good history, too, like this should enable the church at last in its official statements to acknowledge that ‘religious life’ is not to be defined primarily in terms of monastic experience, to take account of the experience of religious priests whose life is dedicated to the apostolate, and to affirm a reality of Christian life in which ministry and contemplation compenetrate and in which the apostolic task itself is unitive.

All this learning is carried lightly. The most self-effecing of styles almost makes the reader forget the author’s background of authority in the field of sixteenth century historiography, in understanding of the intellectual and religious culture of the high renaissance, in an unequalled mastery of the complex sources. The author, when he has to record the failings of his forbears, writes with the air of someone who is in no position to cast the first stone. It is all done in a manner that is calm, lucid, truthful and unafraid.
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