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Foreword

 These Notes are offered in the hope that they will help to enrich the theological background both of retreat-givers and of many others who, having made the Spiritual Exercises, may find here new depths for their on-going contemplation.

For those who have the time and the knowledge to study his Biblical Theology and the Spiritual Exercises, there can be no substitute for Fr Gilles Cusson. But, while these Notes inevitably owe a lot to his much greater work, the very constraints imposed by their original purpose have possibly served to produce a handbook accessible to a much wider audience and catering for more immediate needs.

These papers came into being as a series of talks requested by the Centre for Ignatian Spirituality, a South African apostolate which is now part of the Jesuit Institute of South Africa. They were presented to an ecumenical group chosen, after they had had some experience of guiding others in prayer, for advanced training with a view to their giving the full Exercises according to the Nineteenth Annotation and for directing others on eight-day retreats. 

Sensitivity to the fact that half of the group consisted of ministers of other Churches, Anglican, Methodist and Baptist, who would be dealing with their own flocks, indicated the benefit of a mildly ecumenical approach which, by dwelling on the great truths of Creation, Incarnation and Redemption, would allow its full force to the dynamic of the Exercises.

 At the same time the situation called for some development of the theology of the plan of salvation revealed as our being united, by the gift of the Holy Spirit, with Christ in his own dying into newness of life. This emphasis, recapitulating the purpose and restoring of Creation adumbrated in the Principle and Foundation, has been found both to enrich the prayer of the Fourth Week and to open the minds and hearts of retreatants to the needs of their world.  
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NOTES FOR A THEOLOGY OF THE IGNATIAN EXERCISES 

 

 

 

PREPARATORY NOTES

 

 

1.

 

In association with the Spiritual Exercises, we hear about Ignatian spirituality 

more often than about Ignatian theology. This may be because the author of the 

Exercises takes as axiomat

ic the great truths of Trinity, Creation, Incarnation 

and Redemption, and moves directly from this faith vision of reality to the 

consequences for humanity and for each human person. He is not concerned 

with apologetic proofs or with creating a system of d

ogma, but with applying 

God’s revealing of his relationship with the human race, and with each 

individual, to the here and now life

-

choices of each believer in Christ as the 

Way for mankind. Yet no one doubts  that in his manner of interpreting and 

elucida

ting the great truths of Christianity, St Ignatius has not only built on a 

solid theological foundation, but has also contributed 

–

 

in the matter of 

discernment, for instance 

–

 

to the theology of the spiritual life.

 

 

2.

 

Clearly, then, it will help one guid

ing others through the Exercises to be aware 

of theological principles involved  so as to avoid misinterpretation or mistakes 

of emphasis.. More positively, the more deeply one appreciates the great truths 

of creation and redemption revealed in the Scriptu

res, the more surely and fully 

may one assimilate and even communicate the ‘intimate knowledge’ that we 

pray for, that ‘relish of the truth’ which ‘fills and satisfies the soul’.

 

 

3.

 

Some years ago, Avery (later Cardinal) Dulles, S.J. introduced a masterly

 

reply 

to the question, ‘Is there an Ignatian Theology?’ in these words

:

 

The theological insights of Ignatius were due in great part to sublime mystical 

experiences, such as the vision by the banks of the river Cardoner, of which he 

declared, ‘I beheld, se

nsed within myself, and penetrated in spirit all the 

mysteries of the Christian faith’.  Such supernatural visions, though they 

nourished the theology of Ignatius himself, were not transmissible to his 

followers.  What he did transmit, however, was a persp

ective on the Christian 

life centred on certain symbols and concerns 

–

 

a perspective capable of 

engendering in reflective minds a certain distinctive type of theology. 

 

[And later

:

]  Such theology must be Christocentric, anthropocentric, 

ecclesiocentric, a

nd theocentric.  I shall attempt to show that these four aspects 

really coincide.

 

 

Since this dissertation appeared in a publication dealing with Ignatian 

spirituality, the editor, Fr Ganss, S.J., explained in a Foreword

:

 

Does this article on theology and 

a theological tradition fit appropriately into 

this series of studies on spirituality?  Yes, for theological knowledge of the 

great truths which God has revealed is one of the most important foundations of 

spiritual doctrine and practice.  

 




I   FIRST PRINCIPLE AND FOUNDATION

The text in the translation of Louis J. Puhl, S.J., adapted to what St Ignatius might write today:

The human person is created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and, in so doing, to be saved.

The other things on the face of the earth are created for man to help him in attaining the end for which he is being created,

Hence, man is to avail himself of them in as far as they help him in the attainment of his end, and he must rid himself of them in as far as they prove a hindrance to him.

Therefore, we must strive to be indifferent to all created things, as far as we are allowed free choice and are not under any prohibition.  Consequently, as far as we are concerned, we should not prefer health to sickness, riches to poverty, honour to dishonour, a long life to a short life. The same holds for all other things.

Our one desire and choice should be what is more conducive to the end for which we are created.

When one  has been brought up on two thirty-day Exercises and a dozen or so of annual eight-day mini-Exercises, all of them of the ‘preached’ variety, the theological content of the Principle and Foundation seems, at this distance, to have been limited to the omnipotence of God (and, as a corollary, my own insignificance), the immense love with which God loves us and loves me with all my failings, the detachment we must have from the created world, and (very daringly) the importance of my being the ‘I’ whom God intends me to be.  All of these are very good in themselves, theologically ‘correct’, and highly motivating, but they are not the breathtaking vision which Ignatius hoped to communicate to those who offered themselves for the Exercises.

We can only surmise about his reasons for leaving so sparse instructions concerning the Foundation that such a variety of interpretations and explanations is possible. But in his own spiritual development and from various indications we can attempt to read his intention and uncover the rich theology which lies just beneath the surface of his words. 

There are anomalies to be cleared up first, one of which we have mentioned – the dry exposition and a text with no explicit mention of Christ;. the apparent inconsistency which at one time presents the Foundation as of supreme importance and at another omits it altogether; another, in the different lengths of time to be given to this consideration. The key, as one would expect, lies in the experiences of Ignatius and in his recommendations. The pages of ‘References’(pages 13-19), especially the excerpts from the Autobiography, can help here and allow us simply to list relevant facts.

· Inigo’s own preparation preceding his time at Manresa was not just pious reading but, through Ludolph the Carthusian’s work (pp 13-14), he steeped himself not only in the gospel narrative and the words of Jesus (laboriously copied out in red ink) but in the wonder of the Prologue of John’s Gospel – the Word through whom all things came to be, the light that darkness could not overpower; we saw his glory, the glory that is his as the only Son of the Father, full of grace and truth.

· He left Loyola after his recovery, converted from his worldly existence to a life devoted to a new sovereign Lord, but still flawed with the vanity of wanting to do extraordinary deeds, to excel the saints in performing the externals of religious devotion while, as he says of himself, ‘he never took a spiritual view of anything’ (Autobiography 14, p 15).

· At Manresa, while he occupied himself with external devotions, vocal prayer, meditations and penances he was content; but when he was racked with temptations to despair and with scruples, he was utterly at a loss until he made his absolute surrender to Christ, and then his spiritual education  began, culminating in the tremendous experience beside the Cardoner river (30, p 16). What before had been learning now became experience. What had been duty became burning love. What had been a collection of truths became one great movement of creation, coming from the Triune God and returning to him in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit, in which Inigo himself, like each human person, had a part chosen for him by God, who was creating him from moment to moment as he desired and chose God's way above all others. To be devoted to this vast enterprise, and to choose always God’s way for him, was all in all. Indifference, then, was not an end in itself but an essential means to following Christ in finding and doing always what is pleasing to the Father (John 8.29).

· It was at this time that Inigo was writing down the essentials of the Exercises, especially the Christ-centred Kingdom and Two Standards, conceived the strong devotion to the Holy Trinity that governed his life henceforth, and talked about this to all who would listen (Autobiography 28). He had discovered the sheer joy of belonging totally to God and of being privileged to serve as part of the vast enterprise of bringing that joy to all the people of God’s world.

· After his return from the Holy Land and his two years at Barcelona, we find Inigo at Alcalá where he studied and ‘worked at giving the Spiritual Exercises and in teaching Christian Doctrine’ (57), and we hear in (58) of ‘crowds that came whenever he taught catechism’, leading to an investigation which found no error in his teaching. Next, at Salamanca, when again he was questioned he pointed out that he did not preach but spoke ‘familiarly of spiritual things’ with a few people and, when asked ‘what things?’, he answered , ‘sometimes of one virtue, sometimes of another, to praise it, sometimes of one vice, sometimes of another, to condemn it’. As at Manresa and Alcalá, and as later in Paris, much of his apostolate went into ‘spiritual conversations’. 

· From what he tells us about his time in Paris, it seems that Inigo gave the full Exercises only to people whom he knew well. Peter Favre who was one of his close companions went through three years of preparation and another, Francis Xavier, probably as long. We need only study the 5th, 18th and 19th Annotations to understand that even later, when many were making the Exercises, those admitted to make them in full were to be selected with care and, presumably, preparation.. From those same Annotations it is clear that only these were ready for the Foundation, either (Directory, page 16) briefly as though recalling all that had gone before, or ‘explained’ for some days if more preparation was needed.  It was when Ignatius had left Paris that John Helyar (Ref. p.16) made the Exercises under Peter Favre and we first meet a written version of the Foundation.

· One has to conclude that the Principle and Foundation, as we have it, is a sketch, or summing up, of all that was revealed to Inigo beside the Cardoner, the great plan of God in creating and redeeming and drawing his human creatures into the selfless working out of his plan, purely to bring them to share the true life of his glory. Each one is called to a life of discovering his or her authentic desire (in the circumstances of his life and in the recesses of his spirit) and choosing in action, in a world of God’s gifts, the way that God intends for him individually, the ‘attainment of that end’. So what matters for Ignatius is that each one should be ready to enter on the Exercises ‘with magnanimity and generosity toward his Creator and Lord, and to offer Him his entire will and liberty, that his Divine Majesty may dispose of him and all he possesses according to His most holy will. (5th Annotation). 

· Hence, the way in which our outline of the Foundation is to be adapted (18th Annotation & Directory p.19 of References) and elucidated will depend on what is best and most effective for each so that, within the guidelines of the text, as much of  the Manresa vision of Creation and Redemption as is feasible may be brought to bear. Our next task, then, failing long weeks of  ‘spiritual  conversations’, will be to attempt an overall view of the theology on which the Foundation rests, followed by particular points made by Ignatius and, lastly, a way to deal with them.

The creative/redemptive lordship of Christ
The complaint is sometimes made that what St Ignatius has given us in his Principle and Foundation is little more than a logical process, taking no account of the much more powerful motivation provided by a theology expressing the truths of Redemption, and above all by the Person of Christ. Those who say this overlook or fail to understand that these considerations never for one moment escaped the mind of Ignatius. He, more than most, was ever aware that no one could come to the Father except through Christ and, being thoroughly grounded by Ludolph the Carthusian in the Prologue of the Gospel of John, he could not possibly talk of his Creator and exclude thereby the one through whom all things came to be.  ‘In the beginning was the Word….Through him all things came to be; not one thing had its being but through him. All that came to be had life in him and that life was the light of men’ (John 1.1-4).

The divine plan for creation as envisioned by Ignatius must necessarily embrace the whole sweep of God’s dispensation for mankind. He may not have expressed in his writing the redemptive preeminence of Christ’s Resurrection, but he certainly included in his total world vision the entirety of Christ’s Pascal action. He sees Christ in both his creating and his redeeming roles, as we see in the Colloquy of the very First Exercise where, before Christ on the cross, we ask how it is that though he is the Creator, he has stooped to become man… ‘God our Lord’ in the Principle and Foundation is the triune God, and all of Christ’s involvement in creating and redeeming is here implied, since the salvation won by him is not merely the granting of forgiveness, not only the blotting out of sin, but the fulfilling of the work of creation in which God leads man to his fullness by inviting him to be one who shares in the great project of creating and restoring all to love of the Father and, in this way, making him the gift of his glory.  

In Colossians 1, Paul makes this point clearly. After saying that God has created a place for us in the kingdom of the Son that he loves, he goes on:

15 He is the image of the unseen God

and the first-born of all creation,

16 for in him were created 

            all things in heaven and on earth:


everything visible and everything invisible.


Thrones, Dominations, Sovereignties, Powers –


all things were created through him and for him.

17 Before anything was created, he existed,

and he holds all things in unity.

18 Now the Church is his body,

he is its head.

The unity of Creation, then, is not merely a psychological concept, nor a spiritual fantasy, but an ontological reality to be brought to perfection ‘in Christ’.  In his eternal existence, and independent of the Incarnation, the Son of God (the Word of John 1) played a creative role, all of creation being made through him and ‘for’ him.  So Paul can say ( in I Cor 10.4) ‘the Rock (at Horeb) was Christ’, and in I Cor 8.6 he speaks of ‘one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist’. And of this Lord, our Head, we are the body, the extended incarnation, whose purpose is to do his work, the will of the one who ‘sent’ him.  ‘It is the same God that said, “Let there be light shining out of darkness”, who has shone in our minds to radiate the knowledge of God’s glory, the glory on the face of Christ’ (II Cor 4.6). 

For Paul, God dwells in inaccessible light, and he unveils his face only in Christ. (cf. John 1.18  ‘No one has ever seen God. It is the only Son, who is nearest to the Father’s heart, who has made him known’.)  The ‘earthly man’ already was created in the likeness of God (Gen 1.26-28) but the ‘heavenly man’, Christ, is the image (eikon) of God in full perfection. So in him, and most perfectly in his Resurrection, creation is fulfilled so that each christian life (itself created from moment to moment) shares in his creating and re-creating until all people and  things are made new in  him. 

 
Here Paul is speaking of the incarnate God of whom he says in Rom 8.29 that those who love God, whom he has called according to his purpose, he ‘intended to become true images of his Son, so that his Son might be the eldest of many brothers’. Christ is the ‘first-born’ because ‘in him all things were created’  and also because he is the image of the unseen God and the one for whom, and in whose image, all things are made. He is lord of creation both by his transcendence and by his immersion into our world. This lordship is not complete nor all things reconciled in him until the peace of God’s love is universal. But already this ‘kingdom’, the final reality, is present in Christ himself and is to be the crowning of all humanity.  All will be brought to life in Christ…’Christ as the first-fruits and then, after the coming of Christ, those who belong to him.  After that will come the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father….for he must be king “until he has put all his enemies under his feet”…And when everything is subjected to him, then the Son himself will be subject in his turn to the One who subjected all things to him, so that God may be all in all’(I Cor 15.23-28). 

Creation & Redemption

As we seek understanding of the mystery of the creative act, we must first of all take account of Christ as its ultimate fullness and so see in him (glorified) the explanation of its beginning. (cf Gaudium et Spes 10.2 – The Church believes that Christ, who died and was raised for the sake of all, can show man the way and strengthen him through the Spirit in order to be worthy of his destiny; nor is there any other name under heaven given among men by which they can be saved). Which brings us to the second  part of the Colossians hymn, Col 1.18-20 :

18       he is the beginning,

the first-born from the dead,

that in everything he might be pre-eminent.

19       For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell,

20       and through him to reconcile to himself all things,

whether on earth or in heaven,

making peace by the blood of his cross.

Paul gives us a fine metaphor in Col 2.17 when, speaking of the material realities of the Old Testament – sacrifice, festivals etc. – he says, ‘These were only pale reflections (skia, a shadow) of what was coming: the reality is Christ’. The ‘real Light’, who casts the shadow, was one who was to come, Christ in the glory of the Resurrection. Creation pointed to this pinnacle, a perfection which first has full being only in him, but a perfection (’paradise’) which is offered to created humanity with the assurance that likeness to God will be within its reach. So Paul, in I Cor 15.45, distinguishes between the first man, ‘a living soul’, and the last man (the second Adam) who has become ‘life-giving spirit’, living in total communion with God, in likeness to God.

 What this means for the Principle and Foundation                                                  So we are created for this likeness to God, this living by the Spirit of Christ, who is ‘Un-Self’ as the personification and perfection of self-giving love in the eternal relationship of the Trinity, and all of creation (including our ‘deepest desires’) is his gift to us to enable us to grow in this likeness and relationship. From moment to moment we are being created for him so that only in Christ and in his self-giving loving is the reality and truth of our being. In so far as we yield to sheer self-centredness we fail to be true to our real selves (in his likeness), whereas to choose this way of loving is to grow and move toward the fulfilment of life in the Spirit.  So ‘becoming unselfed’ does not mean denying our deepest and most authentic desire (e.g. to be a healer or teacher) but our being true to it at any cost to oneself.  What matters first is to discern what this authentic desire may be, telling me the way God is inviting me to go NOW.

To grow in happiness is to grow in this, and at every moment of my life I am either growing in this loving by becoming unselfed, in harmony with the Spirit who is love alive in me, or failing by letting my ‘lower’ (unloving) self push the Spirit aside so that negative (and therefore internally painful) feelings take over. My emotions never fail to carry a message so that even feelings such as those of anger, humiliation or greed warn me to act selflessly, and in this way to find inner peace and joy and freedom; otherwise I choose self rather than the Spirit so that, by denying my ultimate purpose which is growing in likeness to the self-giving of Christ, I opt for weakness, darkness and slavery.  To approach the Principle and Foundation (and, for that matter, the whole of the First Week) in the light of this Christ-centred (Alpha and Omega) vision of creation, and Spirit-directed (discernment-governed) understanding of growth in the good life, can give their true power, and a holistic unity, to all these meditations. 

So we see God’s creating not as a limited and conditional outpouring of his love, a partial giving of himself, but as a sort of heralding of his total self-giving which culminates in the very gift of a sharing in his own life, the life of his Spirit of loving. His creating is not a once-for-all action in the past (‘our’ past) because he incorporates us, through the action and choices of our mind and will, in a co-creating of ourselves, and of our world, from moment to moment.  It is not too much of an exaggeration to say that we find here a divine logic which lends, even to our limited  understanding, new light on the whole history of mankind, the history of salvation. We see Redemption as the climax of a process of raising men and women to the glory for which they were brought into being, the glory of sharing, at every step of our existence, in the Sonship of the Word in whom they have their being. We see it as his gift of his own fullness of life, of which we are incapable in ourselves, but in whose nurturing and growth we are invited to share by the one in whom we live and move and have our being.

Ignatian particularities

1. What Inigo received in his Cardoner enlightenment was not new revelation but the re-discovery, and new perceptions, of familiar truths, especially light on the relationships within the Holy Trinity and the divine Persons’ relationship with their Creation with, of course, the relationship of creatures with their Creator. Most of this we gather from his conversations later in life with Fathers Polanco and Nadal, but also from his many letters.

So he saw how God created out of his desire to share his infinite happiness by reflecting into a finite creation (his Word expressing his goodness) his life of totally loving relationship, so setting in motion a universe with a destiny far beyond its mere existence – to serve as a means for humanity to return to him. Humanity, and therefore the human person, is at the heart of his plan, both as beneficiary and as co-operator – to live and serve for the praise and glory of God and to care for all of  creation on behalf of others. Here Inigo found his great enterprise, the huge responsibility in the service of the sovereign Lord of all.  In the self-giving of this caring and sharing, loving service of God and of one another, humankind is being prepared for the fulfilment of the Kingdom – eternal life.

2. Created with the freedom without which there could be no response of love, and gifted with a world of choices, humanity, each human person, must discover how best to praise and serve, how to fulfil this wonderful destiny. So comes discernment, each one ordering his or her life so as to become more and more true to this destiny by being true to Christ, each in his or her own situation and with their own bestowed qualities and deepest longings. This is possible because the Holy Spirit will not fail to guide one who is wholly devoted to doing what is pleasing to God, desiring this above all else so as to be ‘indifferent’, interiorly detached from all that is not God.

3. This is not to say that creation, including material creation, is not good in itself. It is fashioned to raise our minds and hearts to God so that every particle of creation is, in its own way, a word from God calling us to himself, not just a backdrop but an essential part of the action – ‘all the other creatures on the face of the earth’ are given us so that we might find ‘God in all things and all things in God’. So the rest of creation is not to be shunned or rejected, but ‘used’ with discerning love – material creation not just for its beauty and benefits, but most of all because it is ‘ordered’ to its Creator (Eph. 1.10 and Rom. 8.19-23) – it shares our human destiny and though now deformed by our sin, it too will be ‘raised up’ in Christ.  The message, applied to our care for our planet, is more telling now than ever before

4. ‘El hombre es criado’ – not just ‘people’, but ‘the human person’ is created for God. Each human person is caught up in the creative movement from God and back to God, each with his or her responsibility for the universal return to the Father ‘in Christ’. Therefore I am to use all the other things in creation which God puts in my way, intellect, art, music or whatever, to help lead mankind back to God, to his glory and praise and for the well-being of creation, and in this way I myself will come to him by expressing (as an echo of the Word) the love and goodness of the Divine Majesty. So, in his Constitutions [814]  (for the Society of Jesus), Ignatius says that human means ’are to be employed, not that we might put our confidence in them, but that we may co-operate with divine grace, according to the arrangement of the sovereign providence of God our Lord’, and with a preference above all for the divine ordering of creation worked out in love and service.

5. It is here, of course, already in the Foundation, that we catch sight  of the social relevance of the Exercises. Our co-operation in God’s creative intention for our world is personal to each one, but not restricted to each one. If the poor cry out for sustenance or the oppressed cry out for freedom, their desire is in harmony with the Lord’s will, his desire that we should practise ‘the weightier things of the Law – justice, mercy, good faith (Matt. 23.23). Again, we see the importance of indifference, my not being attached to what, by my clinging to a selfish choice of creatures, would impede my will to set right an injustice, or a desperate need.
6. The Foundation in Practice

St Ignatius insists that the one who gives the Exercises should not do too much explaining – ‘The points of meditation are not to be prolix, but are to be given concisely’, he says in one of the directories. But as we have seen, he allows more latitude in the case of the Foundation. However, unless we have much more time for preparation than is customary, there will not be much opportunity for providing theological background. By far the soundest and most powerful way to present these considerations is to provide oneself with a battery of Scripture passages which focus on parts or the whole of the text and which can be given with a minimum of explanation, leaving (as Ignatius says in Annotation 15) the Creator to deal directly with the creature, and the creature directly with his Creator and Lord.

Towards the end of his ‘Contemporary Reading’ of the Exercises, Fr David Fleming suggests a number of texts, each with its ‘focus’, which can be used ‘always in view of the needs of a particular retreatant and the abilities of an individual retreat director’.  

These are:  Psalms 103 (Yahweh’s love), 104 (May Yahweh find joy in what he creates), 105 (let the hearts that seek Yahweh rejoice), 136 (his love is everlasting) and 139 (It was you who created my inmost self… thanks for the wonder of my being, the wonder of your works), and Genesis 1 – 2.4, John 1.1-14, Isaiah 55 (Seek…my ways…the word that goes from my mouth), Revelation 21.1-8 new heaven and new earth), Colossians 1.15-23 (first-born…all things to be reconciled), Gen. 12.1-9 & 22.1-18 (call & response of Abraham), Acts 9.1-18 (Why are you persecuting me?) and Mark 10.17-31 (How hard it is for those who have riches to enter…).

I would with due deference add some of my own – Wisdom 11.21-26 (You love all that exists…) with Psalm 8.3-4 (what is man…?), Jeremiah 18.1-6 (The Potter) with Psalm 139.1-18, Deut. 30.15-20 (Choose life) with Eph. 1.3-14 (live through love in his presence) and John 10.10-15 (I have come so that they may have life) with John 17.2-3 (let him give eternal life to all…). These can be used for ‘preparatory days’ and then, accompanying the actual Principle & Foundation text – Isaiah 43.1-7 (I have called you by your name, you are mine), Matt. 6.24-34 (seek first the kingdom), Romans 8.31-39 (Nothing can come between us and the love of God), Matt. 19.16-22 (the rich young man), and Jeremiah 29.11-14 (the plans I have in mind for you). The beauty of becoming familiar with such a number of texts is that one can hope, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to meet the needs of each retreatant so that the Lord can touch the heart of each with the grace he sees is best for each.  

II    REFERENCES   (Foundation)

A. Scripture

Fr George Ganss selects these texts for God’s Plan and the History of Salvation:

1.   Rom. 1.20-21 & Rom. 11.36 – God’s eternal power and divine nature seen through all the things that he has made.

2 Jer. 29.10-14 – God’s plan for us is full of hope.

3    Cor. 13.9-12 – here we know in part, but ‘then’ we shall see God face to face.

4.  John 3.2 – through the love of the Father we are children of God; when he is revealed to us, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.

5. John 10.10 – I came that they may have life, life to the full.

6. Rom. 5.12,18-19 – that life, lost through sin, God gratuitously restored.

7. John 1.1-14 – This restoration came through the Incarnation and Redemption.

8. John 3.16 – God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.

9. Rom.6.5 – If we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.

10. Matt 6.19-20 & Matt 25.34 – By freely co-operating with the divine plan, by our loving use of creatures, we ‘store up treasure in heaven’.

11. I Cor. 15.22-28 (with Rom. 8.19-23, Eph. 4.8-10) – Christ will restore all to the Father so that God may be all in all.

12. Rom. 8.18-21,28 – all Creation will then fully attain the purpose for which God created it, redeemed from its futility by Christ to become a means for the accomplishment of God’s plan.

These are truths on which theologians reflected down the centuries and which were expressed in their own idiom by those we know influenced Ignatius,  such as the Carthusian Ludolph of Saxony (Life of Christ), Peter Lombard (Sentences),and Thomas Aquinas (Summa Theologiae).

B. Ludolph of Saxony

This Dominican/Carthusian (d. 1377), in his Introduction to his Life of Christ, presents Christ as ‘the foundation of salvation’ who brings the only solution to mankind’s problem of ‘deficient’ human existence, quoting Paul’s, ‘For the foundation, nobody can lay any other than the one which has already been laid, that is Jesus Christ’ (I Cor. 3.11). The way is by purification, finding forgiveness, and then the imitation of Christ, with long descriptions of  ways of prayer which clearly helped Ignatius .

For our purpose, however, the first chapter is even more important as Ludolph sets forth  his doctrine of Christ as the point of reconciliation between God and man, based on the first chapter of the Gospel of John. Christ, the Word is at the centre of everything, between God and creation – ‘Word’ rather than ‘Son’ because it is as Word that he reveals his relationship both with the Father, whom he expresses, and with creation, of which he is author, and which he assumes in his Incarnation. This double relationship, after long hours of meditation, will become for Ignatius the basis for a rich and unified spiritual vision, a relationship situated in the totality of the mystery of the Trinity in which the relationship of the Holy Spirit was made explicit.

Christ remains for ever the means by which we reach up to the whole Being of God, and so it is he who reaches down to mankind, to save and to raise up, in the context of created being because truly incarnate. So the Word, in becoming man, is for Ludolph ‘the light of men’, ‘the light shining in the darkness’ (the world of sinners). The colloquy which ends the chapter sees all created being in relationship with the divine majesty, and through it man is to adore and praise and glorify his Creator.

C.  Peter Lombard  (studied by Ignatius at Alcalá in 1527 and at Paris in 1535) – some excerpts from chapter 1 of Book II of the Sentences –
3. God created the world at the beginning of time…Therefore we should believe that there is no other cause of the created beings…than the goodness of the Creator…His goodness is so great that he wills others to be sharers of his eternal beatitude…his own happiness can be communicated but in no way diminished.

   6. If it is asked for what destiny the rational creature was created, the answer is: to praise God, to serve him, and to enjoy him; and in all these activities the rational creature, not God, gains the benefit. For God, being perfect and full of all goodness, cannot be either increased or diminished.

   8. And just as human beings were made for God, that is that they might serve God, so the world was made for human beings, that it might serve them.

D. The Autobiography  -  relevant excerpts:
1. Up to his twenty-sixth year he was a man given over to the vanities of the world, and took a special delight in the exercise of arms, with a great and vain desire of winning glory.
(In these words Ignatius dismisses his noble lineage, the years of his service at court as a page of the High Lord Steward of their Catholic Majesties, and later as a courtier of The Duke of Najera, with the resulting knightly sense of honour and chivalry which was his for life – and intensified his sense of violated decency, the ‘shame and confusion’ of the First Week as he repented of his sinfulness.

5. (At Loyola, after the tortures ensuing from the wounds of Pamplona):  It was our Lord who restored his health. In everything else he was quite well, but he was not able to stand on that leg, and so had to remain in bed. He had been much given to reading worldly books of fiction and knight errantry, and feeling well enough to read, he asked for some of these books to while away the time. In that house, however, they could find none of those he was accustomed to read, and so they gave him a life of Christ (Ludolph of Saxony) and a book of the Lives of the Saints (Flos Sanctorum) in Spanish. By the frequent reading of these books he conceived some affection for what he found there narrated. Pausing in his reading, he gave himself up to thinking over what he had read. At other times he dwelt on the things of the world which had formerly occupied his thoughts…

Nevertheless, our Lord  came to his assistance, for he saw to it that these thoughts were succeeded by others which sprang from the things  he was reading… This succession of diverse thoughts was of long duration, and they were either of worldly achievements which he desired to accomplish, or those of God which took hold of his imagination to such an extent that,  worn out with struggle, he turned them all aside and gave his attention to other things.

8. There was, however, this difference. When he was thinking of the things of the world he was filled with delight, but when afterwards he dismissed them from weariness, he was dry and dissatisfied. And when he thought of going barefoot to Jerusalem and of eating nothing but herbs and of performing the rigours he saw the saints had performed, he was consoled, not only when he entertained these thoughts, but even after dismissing them he remained cheerful and satisfied. But he paid no attention to this, nor did he stop to weigh the difference until one day his eyes were opened a little and he began to wonder at the difference and to reflect on it, learning from experience that one kind of thoughts left him sad and the other cheerful. Thus, step by step, he came to recognise the difference between the two spirits that moved him, the one being from the evil spirit, the other from God.

9. He acquired no little light from this reading and began to think more seriously of his past life and the great need he had of doing penance for it. It was during this reading that these desires of imitating the saints came to him, but with no further thought of circumstances than of promising to do with God’s grace what they had done. What he desired most of all to do, as soon as he was restored to health, was to go to Jerusalem, as above stated, undertaking all the disciplines and abstinences which a generous soul on fire with the love of God is wont to desire.

11… He took great delight in the books he was reading and the thought came to him to select some short but important passages from the Life of Christ and the Lives of the Saints. And so he began to write very carefully in a book, as he had already begun to move a little about the house. The words of Christ he wrote in red ink and those of our Lady in blue, on polished and lined paper in a good hand, for he was an excellent penman. Part of his time he spent in writing, part in prayer.

14….(The ‘Pilgrim’ has started on the road to Montserrat. He is introducing the incident when his mule spared the Moor): [The incident] will help to an understanding of how our Lord dealt with his soul who, although still blind, had a great desire to serve him to the best of his knowledge, and was set on performing great penances, not so much with an idea of making satisfaction for his sins, as to placate and please God. Thus, when he remembered to do some penance which the saints had performed, he resolved to do the same again and even more. All his consolation was in these thoughts. He never took a spiritual view of anything, nor even knew the meaning of humility, or charity, or patience, or discretion as a rule and measure of these virtues. His whole purpose was to perform the great, external works, for so had acted the saints for God’s glory, without thought of any more particular circumstance. 

….Before reaching  Montserrat, he arrived at a large town where he bought the clothing he had made up his mind to wear when he went to Jerusalem. It was some sacking of a very loose weave and a rough prickly surface, and he at once gave orders for a long garment reaching to his feet to be made from it. He bought a pilgrim’s staff and a small gourd and attached it all to the mule’s saddle.

17. He continued his way to Montserrat, thinking as usual of the great deeds he was going to do for the love of God. So followed his vigil and the hanging of his sword and dagger at the altar of our Lady.

19. At Manresa he begged alms, attended Mass and Vespers daily, fasted and let his hair and nails grow, at the same time finding pleasure in the vision of a beautiful serpentlike object in the air. Only later did he realise that this was a temptation, representing his vainglory.

20.Up to this time he had continued in the same interior state of great and undisturbed joy, without any knowledge of the things of the soul. Then came another temptation, this time more explicit, suggesting that he could not persevere in this lifestyle.

 22. Though he overcame this trial, he now underwent a long and anguished battle with scruples, even to the point (24) of his being tempted to commit suicide.

25. At this, (It was our Lord’s way of awakening him, as it were, from sleep), he called on his experience of diverse spirits and resolved never to confess past sins again, and so, placing all his trust in the Lord’s mercy he was freed from his scruples.

26. Besides his seven hours of prayer, he busied himself with certain souls who came looking for him  to discuss their spiritual interests. All the rest of the day he spent thinking of divine things, especially those which he had either read or meditated on that day….

27….. At this time God treated him just as a schoolmaster treats a little boy when he teaches him. (28) His devotion to the Holy Trinity was rewarded with an experience when his understanding was elevated in an impression that lasted through his life.

 (29) Another time there was represented to his understanding with great spiritual delight the manner in which God created the world.… After he began to feel God’s consolations and saw the fruit produced in the souls with whom he dealt, he gave up those outward extremes he formerly adopted….One day, at Mass, he saw with the inner eyes of the soul how Jesus Christ our Lord is present in the most holy Sacrament, and often while at prayer he saw with the inner eyes the humanity of Christ.

30. Once out of devotion he was going to a church which was about a mile distant from Manresa, and which I think was called St Paul. The road ran along close to the river [the Cardoner]. Moving along, intent on his devotion, he sat down for a moment with his face towards the river which there ran deep. As he sat, the eyes of his understanding began to open. He beheld no vision, but he saw and understood many things, spiritual as well as those concerning faith and learning. This took place with so great an illumination that these things appeared to be something altogether new. He cannot point out the particulars of what he then understood, although they were many, except that he received a great illumination in his understanding. This was so great that in the whole course of his past life right up to his sixty-second year, if he were to gather all the helps he had received from God, and everything he knew, he does not think that they would equal all that he received at that one time.

31. After this had lasted some time, he went to kneel at a nearby cross to give thanks to God where again appeared that vision that he had often seen and which he had never understood, that is, the object described above which he thought very beautiful and which seemed to have many eyes. But he noticed that as it stood before the cross it did not have that beautiful colour as heretofore, and he therefore understood very clearly, with a strong assent of the will, that it was the evil one. Later it often appeared to him for a long time, but he drove it away with his pilgrim’s staff that he held in his hand and a gesture of contempt.

35 – 49 describe events of the Pilgrim’s journey to Jerusalem and his being refused permission to stay there, ‘since it was not our Lord’s will that he remain there in those holy places’.

57. After studying privately in Barcelona for two years he studied at Alcalá about a year and a half (1526-7), studies which included the Sentences of Peter Lombard. 

While he was at Alcalá, he worked at giving the Spiritual Exercises and in teaching Christian Doctrine, and by this means brought forth fruit for God’s glory, for there were many persons who acquired a deep knowledge and taste for spiritual things….

58. …Reports reached the Inquisition at Toledo, some members of which came to Alcalá. An inquiry was made into the manner of life and the teaching of Ignatius and the young men who were his companions. [The officials were commissioned to report to the inquisitor general about cases of ‘alumbrados’ or ‘illuminati’] Neither Ignatius nor any of his companions were summoned to appear.  Later nothing came of another inquiry except that they were forbidden to speak on matters of faith until they had studied more, since they had no knowledge of philosophy and theology. The truth is that the pilgrim was the most learned of them all, but what he knew was without a solid foundation.  
64-72. After moving to Salamanca in 1527, Ignatius and his companions were interrogated at a Dominican friary concerning his teaching. He denied that he preached but said rather that he chatted with people about virtues and vices, owning, as always, that his studies had ‘little foundation’. ‘You are not educated’ observed the friar, ‘and you speak of virtues and vices? No one can speak of these things except in two ways, either because he has studied, or through the Holy Spirit. You have not studied, therefore you speak through the Holy Spirit.’ Ignatius refused to speak more and after being detained in the friary for three days they were taken to jail, where Ignatius handed over his papers, the Exercises, for examination. After a long examination on matters of theology by the judges Ignatius was not condemned and, after three weeks in prison, was released but came to the decision to study in Paris   

In May and June, 1529, Ignatius gave the Exercises to three Spanish students, so earning the hostility of the faculty. He presented himself to the Dominican inquisitor of Paris but no action was taken against him. Ignatius now had as room mates Peter Favre and Francis Xavier. These with other students met on Sundays at a Carthusian convent for spiritual conversation. These were the  ones who, having made the Exercises under Ignatius, became permanent followers of Ignatius and pronounced their vows with him on August 15, 1534.

Having completed his philosophical studies as Master of Arts, Ignatius went on to a year and a half of theology at Paris for which he received a diploma and the high regard of his teachers.

E. Introductory Observations  (Annotations)

2. ….It is not much knowledge that fills and satisfies the soul, but the intimate understanding     and relish of the truth.

15. The director of the Exercises ought not to urge the exercitant more to poverty or any promise than to the contrary, nor to one state of life or way of living more than to another. Outside the Exercises, it is true, we may lawfully and meritoriously urge all who probably have the required fitness to choose continence, virginity, the religious life, and every form of religious perfection. But while one is engaged in the Spiritual Exercises, it is more suitable and much better that the Creator and Lord in person communicate himself to the devout soul in quest of the divine will, that he inflame it with his love and praise, and dispose it for the way in which it could better serve God in the future. Therefore, the director of the Exercises, as a balance at equilibrium, without leaning to one side or the other, should permit the Creator to deal directly with the creature, and the creature directly with his Creator and Lord.

18. The Spiritual Exercises must be adapted to the condition of the one who is to engage in them, that is, to his age, education and talent. Thus exercises that he could not easily bear, or from which he would derive no profit, should not be given to one with little natural ability or of little physical strength.

Similarly, each one should be given those exercises that would be more helpful  and   profitable according to his willingness to dispose himself for them.

Hence, one who wishes no further help than some instruction and the attainment of a certain degree of peace of soul  may be given the Particular Examination of Conscience etc, etc.  This method is more appropriate for those who have little natural ability or are illiterate….

Similarly, if the one giving the Exercises sees that the exercitant has little aptitude or little physical strength, that he is one from whom little fruit is to be expected….

But let him not go on further and take up the matter dealing with the Choice of a Way of Life, nor any other exercises that are outside the First Week….

19. One who is educated or talented, but engaged in public affairs or necessary business, should take an hour and a half daily for the Spiriitual Exercises.

First, the end for which man is created should be explained to him, then for half an hour the Particular Examination of Conscience…..

20. To one who is more disengaged, and desirous of making as much progress as possible, all the Spiritual Exercises should be given in the same order in which they follow below….

Then follow the manner of making the Exercises ‘withdrawn from all friends and acquaintances, and from all worldly cares, with some of the advantages which flow from such separation.

F. Text of John Helyar

The earliest extant written copy of the Exercises is that of the English priest, John Helyar, who was probably directed by Peter Favre in 1535. The text differs in several respects from the first Latin text of 1541 but, apart from Helyar’s own glosses and interpolations, probably corresponds to the Exercises as they stood when Ignatius left Paris in that same year. Of interest to us is the treatment of the Principle and Foundation. Given its importance to the plan of the Exercises, we have to presume that it dates in some form from Manresa, but it seems likely that it was at Paris that this took more or less the form which we know. However, it does not occupy a place of its own, but appears as the second of three ‘Useful precepts for those who are going to enter on the contest of spiritual meditations’.    

   It reads:

   Man is created for the praise of the Lord and for the saving of his own soul. Wherefore, all things that have been created on the face of the earth, have been created for man’s sake, so that he may praise God and save himself. It follows from this that man should welcome things of this kind to the extent that they can help for the praise of God and his own salvation; and he should drive them away to the extent that they harm his achieving this end. It is clear from this that we should be indifferent about such created things, for example….. except to the extent that I judge that this or that is better for me for the praise of God and for my own salvation.

G.  Early ‘Directories’

St Ignatius did not write a Directory of the Exercises, intending his men to be living directories, but he did dictate various notes, mainly to Fr Polanco.  These are a few:

· It can be told him before he begins that his whole intention in prayer should be to ask our Lord’s grace, first in order not to seek consolation or desolation in these exercises nor to experience anything else, except through the divine love, etc. Second, in order to be able to make them with diligence, overcoming everything which might impede him. Third, in order to take from them such fruit as gives the greater glory to God and benefit to souls etc.

· If he (the exercitant) is well disposed, on that same day after the Foundation the particular examen which follows it with its annotations can be given. (One who has begun but proves not to be well disposed -) after he has entered to make them, it is necessary to try to help him, and for this it helps much to delay him in the consideration of the Foundation [‘on this point, our Father put no little emphasis’] and in particular and general examens…for three or four days or more, until he grows in maturity.  

· If he (the exercitant) is learned, it is necessary to expound more doctrine, but with charity and humility.
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St Paul 

sets out for us God’s great plan, his gift to each of us, to which the Indifference 

and ‘magis’ of the Foundation are the response of each who truly seeks to do his will 

(Eph. 1.3

-

14). 

 

Blessed be God the Father of our Lord Jes

us Christ, who has blessed us with all the 

spiritual blessings of heaven in Christ. 

 Before the world was made

, he chose us, 

chose us 

in Christ,

  to be holy and spotless, and 

to live through love in his presence.                                            

                               

Determining that we should 

become his

 

adopted sons [and daughters] 

through Jesus 

Christ for his own 

kind

 

purposes

, to make us praise the glory of his grace, 

his free gift to 

us in the Beloved,

 in whom, through his blood, we g

ain 

our freedom, the forgiveness of 

our sins

. Such is the richness of the grace which he has showered on us 

in all wisdom and 

insight.  

He has let us know the 

mystery of his purpose, the hidden plan 

he so kindly

 

made in Christ from the beginning, 

to act up

on when the times had run their course to the 

end

:

 that he would 

 bring everything together under Christ, as head, 

everything  in the 

heavens and everything on earth. And 

it is in him 

that we were claimed as God’s own, 

chosen 

from the beginning, 

under the 

predetermined plan of

 

the one who guides all things 

as he decides by his own will; chosen to be, 

for

 

his greater glory, 

the people who would 

put their hopes in Christ before he came. Now you too, in him, have heard the message of 

the truth and the good new

s of your salvation, and have believed it; and you too have 


been stamped with the seal of the Holy Spirit of the Promise, the pledge of our inheritance which brings freedom for those whom God has taken for his own, to make his glory praised.

Preparatory Notes

1. It is the violation of the ‘right order’ intended by this plan and promise which constitute the sinfulness of Creation in which we all share. The Foundation serves as a transition from a worldly life-attitude to a true attitude of prayer before our Creator in which we become more aware of his creating love and of our living at all times in his presence. In praying then for indifference, we ask that we may come to him with openness and receptivity, putting aside our defence mechanisms and placing ourselves trustfully in his hands.

2. We remind ourselves of the words in the 2nd Annotation, ‘it is not much knowledge that fills and satisfies the soul, but the intimate understanding and relish of the truth’. The full effect of the First Week depends to a great extent on the retreatant’s assimilating the twofold grace of the Foundation – a lively consciousness of our debt to God in our being entrusted with a share in his creating work; and an intense desire to be faithful and generous in our response.

Purpose of First Week

 True to his distinction in the 3rd Annotation, Ignatius first proposes ‘acts of the intellect’, to be followed by ‘acts of the will manifesting our love’. So his first aim is to situate us before the reality of sin, not in an abstract, academic, presentation, nor in a way which will narrow our concern primarily to our own failings, but by confronting us with the very essence of sin’s ugly enormity in its concrete expressions. Only then does he direct us to open our hearts to the Lord both in recognition of the horror of our own betrayal of his trust and in wonder at his loving mercy. We are led to an understanding of the meaning of sin in terms of disorder, of wilful thwarting of God’s loving purpose in his creating, and so, not to futile self-pitying remorse but to utter  shame for our repeated failure in loyalty and gratitude (not mere ‘transgression’ but ‘betrayal’), and to renewed fidelity in the knowledge both of our own weakness and of the saving mercy of Christ. The repetitions which Ignatius recommends in this week are not designed to plunge us in guilt and gloom but to allow us to grow, through surrender to love in our contemplation, in that trusting relationship with the Lord which rescued himself from his troubled experiences at Manresa.

The Nature of Evil
The theology of Ignatius is always conceived and expressed in terms of relationship, stemming as it must, from its origins in the divine life of the Holy Trinity. So when he speaks of ‘disorder’, we have to understand it, not as a mild upset but, in the context of God’s eternal and infinite gift of himself in his creative love, a rejection that is made, to some extent, by even the least of our deliberate faults. It is this vision - of the ongoing exchange in a creative relationship which our creaturely nature demands - that gives power and poignancy to our sense of sin.

Sin, then, is my refusal to place myself before God and the rest of his creation in a relationship of love, rejecting both my dependence on him and his trust in me. Unlike all else on this planet, the human person is entrusted with freedom so as to choose the good, which necessarily involves the freedom to refuse it. Moreover, this choosing or refusing is not simply agreeing or disagreeing with some set blueprint or established code, but it is choosing or refusing my co-operation with God who is active here and now in creating me and enabling me, if only I am willing to embrace his will, to share in creating and restoring all things in Christ.

 Depending on my choices I become what I let God make me. And such is the interdependence, the need for exchange and sharing of love, which God has built into our human family, that the evil of sin is never a merely individual hurt but, as it acts against the nature of creation, it strikes at the purpose for which all things and persons were made, and strikes at their Maker. 

Evil, then, for Ignatius, prescinding for the moment from the sin of the angels, resides in the heart of human persons where the intentions of God’s loving providence are either welcomed and accepted or neglected and rejected. It is the human mind and heart, created with the freedom to love selflessly and so to mirror God’s union of Persons, which takes his gift and, in distorting his creative purpose, flings it, so to say, in his face. At Manresa, the Lord opened the mind and heart of Ignatius to understand and appreciate the harmonious relationship which He intends to exist between Himself, and human persons and the rest of creation, so that he saw evil as having its focus at this theological point of deliberate human infidelity to an all-wise and all-loving God, and our individual sinfulness as our complicity in this. 

History of Sin

It is not enough, for our purpose in the First Week, just to turn over in our minds the nature of evil and to ponder on its presence in our world. The ‘acts of the intellect’ have to lead to ‘acts of the will, manifesting our love’. So Ignatius presents us with a conspectus of the history of sin in stages which reveal its theological significance as it develops more and more closely to ourselves. We see it as a movement which is totally opposed to that of selfless loving and service, and which is overcome only by Christ’s complete self-giving of the Cross. We are invited to situate ourselves as creatures within this world of sin, so that we may experience the essence of it, lest we reduce our own sins to mere harm done to ourselves or to others. 

At the same time, throughout these times of prayer, we are in the presence of God’s mercy which, in his invincible love,  he offers in Christ to each one who has been unfaithful and repents. The meditations of the First Week must always be made at the foot of the Cross which is God’s response to man’s sin in general (Love conquering the denial of love) and also the source of each one’s salvation here and now.

Ignatius goes about this, not by presenting proofs and doctrine, but by placing the retreatant in the presence of a concrete dynamic reality as Scripture reveals it, not simply to relate facts but to educate our hearts through those facts, especially by our examining the link between them so as to be confronted by the unique reality of sin, the choosing of self rather than God with its disastrous effects, and the wonder of God’s mercy lavished still on each of us.

It is a reality which does not concern only the past but which extends right into our present and so affects our future destiny. So we are to gaze on this ongoing history, asking to understand its significance, by going beyond its awful consequences to the still more awful denial of the love of God by one whom he brought into being to find perfect happiness in loving and serving him in response. I see myself as participating in this rebellious movement which gathers momentum from the first fall and, by the agency of Satan and man’s self-seeking, continues trying to pull the creature away from his eternal destiny.  

In the case of the angels who refused the divine call which was implicit in the creative act that brought them into being, we recall and contemplate the very essence of sin in their rejection of God’s loving purpose for them – created free spirits who were subjected to no extrinsic inducement or coercion, yet who refused, in a single irrevocable decision, to submit to their Creator, choosing instead enmity and separation for all time. What we ask for is, first, horror at the enormity of their act, and then shame as we reflect on our many deliberate refusals to God’s loving invitations, refusals the same in nature, if not in responsibility, as the sin of the angels. 

The sin of our first parents is treated along the same lines though here, of course, we are on more familiar ground, a human refusal to submit to a time of preparation for a glorious destiny. The refusal, as recorded in Scripture, is the human person’s attempt to seize by his own powers what can be granted only by God, and by  acting thus he imprisons himself in his own finitude and mortality, the ‘kingdom of this world’ with Satan for ruler. We reflect further that this refusal, evil in itself, entails dire consequences both for individuals and for the whole human race in the loss (until it is restored in Christ) of that communion which is a sharing in the divine life. Here is the inheritance which, to our utter shame, we have claimed by our own collusion.    

The point of the third stage or example, the man who is condemned for a single mortal sin, is not so much the story of any particular person as the culminating, in this terrible catastrophe, of what has gone before. So Ignatius asks us to bring all our earlier reflections to bear on this single case, seeing the whole history of sin coming to a head in this one person, who deliberately prefers the reign of Satan to that of his loving Creator and the disorder of sin to the harmony of humanity and all creation, and so is lost for ever. Such is the gravity of serious sinning, and the peril of my acquiescing in solidarity with the world of evil.

So I place myself before Christ crucified, seeing in his torment and disfigurement the awful handiwork of sin, and at the same time his great love for me which has brought him to this complete self-giving of his humanity so that, filled with the Spirit, he may raise me up with himself. And, all aware of my past failings and of all that I owe to him, I talk to my crucified Lord ‘as one friend speaks to another’. And I pray that, like those who heard Peter at Pentecost, I may be ‘cut to the heart’ and  may ask, ‘What must I do?’

Personal                                                                                                                                                 The Second Exercise, reflecting on personal sins, is not a deviation from the way we have been going, but is a continuation of the history of sin up to and into my life. So it is not intended by Ignatius to be an examination of conscience, a sort of preparation for a general confession. Still less is it to be an invitation to scruples raked up from my past life. The arrangement of the First point – ‘year by year and period by period…place…others…office’ – directs my attention to the pandering to my weaknesses and the hardening of my attitudes that I perceive in the story of my life rather than to a detailed accounting, so that I come to see the ways in which sinfulness has taken hold of me. The grace that I pray for (Second Prelude) is significant – no longer shame, but sorrow and even tears as I contrast my state with the goodness of God and his love for me. So I come to the ‘cry of wonder, accompanied by surging emotion’ as I realise how greatly I am loved and how God’s creation continues to serve me. All is brought together in the colloquy, a contemplation of the mercy of the Lord and of thanksgiving for his so loving me, a sinner.  

Coming to the repetitions, while the use of Scripture texts is an essential method and is unfailingly a great help for the retreatant in seeking the grace of the First Week, it is most important to choose material which does not depart from the dynamic of the Exercises as planned by Ignatius. Apart from the single meditation on Hell to conclude the week, these are the only exercises he gives for the First Week. Already during his lifetime, directors were adding exercises on death and judgment, and apparently Ignatius did not object. But unless we discern a particular need (e.g. for the Judgment scene of Matthew 25 – individuals who have chosen the disorder of failure-to-love), it seems better not to depart (however many repetitions are required) from the carefully structured sequence prepared for us. 

We should note, too, that the repetitions take us more deeply into our earlier reflections. At once, in the introduction to the Third Exercise, we learn that we should dwell especially on reflections where we have felt most affected, and in the Triple Colloquy, which tends to occupy a good deal of our time, our prayer moves back to the world, as we ask for interior knowledge of the source of its evil, and understanding of the horror of its sinfulness, so that ‘I may put away from me all that is worldly and vain’. There is an echo of the Foundation here, as we ask for the uprooting of any attachment to self to which we still cling. 

The Fifth Exercise of the week deals with a topic which has been touched on repeatedly in the earlier meditations of the First Week – Hell, the ultimate consequence of sin. The actual points, First to Fifth, given by Ignatius may seem to be introducing a note at odds with the loving mercy we have been contemplating and, in its descriptive details at least, set out in the apocalyptic language of the time, but not well supported by biblical theology today. That is not the point. What Ignatius is talking about is the loss of God (cf. Luke 16.19-31), and of all else that is for our peace, for all eternity, a precipice that we must avoid at any cost, including a clear vision of what my future would hold ‘if I were to forget the love of the eternal Lord’ and choose to forsake him. The Colloquy is important – to end with thankfulness that up to this very moment the Lord has shown himself so loving and merciful to me.

Theological Queries

1. Is there not a danger  that we may adopt a semi-Pelagian attitude to the conversion experience which we hope for in the First Week – I will pull out all the stops and shift the right levers and, provided I do it all correctly, the result is assured? 

Nothing could be further from the mind of St Ignatius. It is true that he insists on our use of the intellect so as to understand fully the matter of our reflections. In our ordinary human way of proceeding this is essential if our will is to be moved to make right choices. It is also true that, in the Additions for the First Week [73-90] he recommends what might be called devices in order that our prayer might be helped to the end desired – for instance, in choosing the posture best suited, by avoiding joyful thoughts, by appropriate use of the imagination, and by a carefully moderated use of penance.  But what is most important is the renouncement of self, returning continually to a fundamental attitude of reverence and humility before God and his wholly loving plan for me.

From the start the retreatant is begging the Lord for the favour of the graces he prays for. ‘I will ask for – sorrow, tears, shame…’. The knowledge that we pray for is ‘inner’ knowledge, taking to heart the truth that the Lord presents to our mind so that our response will not be shallow and ephemeral but deep and lifelong. This is not something that we can force or manipulate but truly a grace for which we ask humbly and in complete dependence on the goodness of the Lord. How, then, can Ignatius be so confident that these graces will be granted? First, he does not expect that all will come easily to ‘the end desired’ and for some a longer time (Annotation 4) or more penance is indicated. But secondly, and more important, the presumption is that, following Annotation 5, the retreatant has entered on the Exercises ‘with magnanimity and generosity toward his Creator and Lord, and to offer Him his entire will and liberty’. This being so, Ignatius would offer his basic principle, that the Lord is never outdone in generosity.

2. Granted that we pray in absolute dependence on the merciful favour of the Lord, and that we ask that he may guide our minds and influence our wills, is it right that we should ask that we should be moved emotionally – to shame and anguish, for instance, and even to tears? 

We are continually told that our prayer does not depend on our emotions, and that anyone who seriously sets about the task of prayer will inevitably experience times of dryness when we even cry out with Hopkins, ‘Send my roots rain’. In that sense, the value of prayer, even or rather especially in times of desolation, does not depend on our emotions but on our sheer fidelity. And it goes without saying that any deliberate working up of emotion artificially has no place in prayer. At the same time, we must realise that Ignatius is not writing a course of dogmatic treatises or of sermons. For each exercitant he intends, in addition to deeper knowledge, a personal and subjective experience in which God’s revealed word will enlighten and inflame his or her whole being, heart as well as mind. While the director has to be discerning in not fanning the flame of emotional response, to deny it and to concentrate solely on a logical and intellectual approach would be, in human terms at least, to undermine the power of the meditations.

It may help us here to consider the distinction between sentiment and sentimentality. Sentiments, ordinary human feelings like those of gladness or sadness, are such an essential part of a person’s normal response to many real situations that, if they were wholly lacking, that person might be considered abnormal and incomplete. Sentimentality, on the other hand, is an empty luxury which seizes either on the unreal (the soap opera mentality) or the superficial (the success or failure of one’s favourite team) to produce feelings which are barely relevant to real life.

This can be said of life as we live it – the distinction between true mourning, for instance, the poet’s lacrimae rerum, and the ‘good cry’ of the mere spectator, the divide between reality and fantasy. One way of looking at the Foundation is that it brings the retreatant face to face with true reality. Looking back from Manresa, Ignatius perceived how his previous existence had been one of literal vanity, the emptiness of seeking honours, pleasure and wealth and the fragile feelings these aroused. Confronted with the truths of the Foundation, with genuine reality, he was totally changed, mind, will and every ounce of his feelings. No longer did he give a merely ‘notional assent’ to God’s absolute kingship over him, but a ‘real assent’ to its becoming the very heart of his life, complete with genuine feelings as opposed to the froth which accompanied ‘all worldly attachments’.

 It is this wholeness of commitment that he hopes the exercitant will have brought from his contemplating the Foundation to the exercises of the First Week, open in his entire being to the movements of the Spirit, tears and all. Keeping this in mind, and relying too on the guidance of First Week Discernment, the director will, perhaps, have more confidence in the 6th Annotation. When the exercitant is not being affected by consolation or desolation etc., ‘he ought to ply him with questions about the exercises’, helping him to ‘attain what is sought, namely, contrition, sorrow, and tears for sin’.     

Father Bernard Haring, in a passage from La Loi du Christ, provides our conclusion –      ‘In religious experience, what causes the sinner the greatest affliction is that he has offended against not only a Law but also a Love; he has despised not only a Legislator, but also a Father. Nevertheless, what afflicts him at this point is also what encourages and reassures him: He is not asking a pardon from an inflexible Law, but from the infinite mercy of a God who has revealed himself as Love.’  

IV   FIRST WEEK SCRIPTURE

Some helps for Repetitions

1. Nature of Evil : Jer. 2.4-19;  Dan.9.4-10;  Neh. 9.29-36;  Dan. 3.26-37;  Is. 59.12-20;  Is. 5.1-7;  Bar. 1.11-22;   Jer. 4.23-27;  John 3.19-21;  John 5.35-44;  Rom. 7.14-20.   Psalms36,53,94,141.   

2. History of Sin : A reality opposed to Love – Deut. 30.15-20;  Is. 58.1-10;  I John 3.15-20; Gal. 5.16-24;  Ezek.34.1-10;  I John 1.5-10;  Rom.3.9-18 Psalms 13,31,32,38,51,106.
3. Angels – Jude 1.6-7;  II Pet.2.4;  Luke 10.17-20;  John 8.44;  Luke 4.1-13, Rev. 12.7-9.

4. First Parents – Gen. Chap 3;  Rom. 5.12-14;  I Cor. 15.21-22

5. One Sinner – Mark 9.41-48;  Is.66.23-24. Psalms 22,25,38,39,51

6. Personal Sin – Gal.5.16-26;  II Sam.11.1-12,15;  Luke 18.9-14;  Eph. 4.17-24;  Luke 7.36-50; Luke 15.11-32;  Ezek. 34.1-10;  Jer. 7.1-11. Psalms  50,80,65,90,95    

  A  The Nature of Evil

Jeremiah 2.4-6,11-13 – Listen to the word of Yahweh, House of Jacob, and all you families of the House of Israel. Thus says Yahweh, ‘What shortcomings did your fathers find in me that led them to desert me? Vanity they pursued, vanity they became. They never said, “Where is Yahweh, who brought us out of the land of Egypt and led us through the wilderness, through a land arid and scored, a land of drought and darkness, a land where no one passes, and no man lives”….Does a nation change its gods? – and these are not gods at all! Yet my people have exchanged their Glory for what has no power over it. You heavens, stand aghast at this, stand stupefied, stand utterly appalled – it is Yahweh who speaks. Since my people have committed a double crime: they have abandoned me, the fountain of living water, only to dig cisterns for themselves, leaky cisterns that hold no water.’

Nehemiah 9.35-36 – While they were in their kingdom with the good things you lavished on them, in the wide and fertile land that you had set before them, they did not renounce their evil deeds. Here are we now, enslaved; here in the land you gave our fathers to enjoy its fruits and its good things, we are slaves.

Baruch 1.21-22 – We have not listened to the voice of the Lord our God, but, each following the dictates of his evil heart, we have taken to serving alien gods, and doing what is displeasing to the Lord our God.

John 3.19-21 – On these grounds is sentence pronounced: that though the light has come into the world, men have shown that they prefer darkness to the light because their deeds were evil. And indeed, everybody who does wrong hates the light and avoids it, for fear his actions should be exposed; but the man who lives by the truth comes out into the light, so that it may be plainly seen that what he does is done in God.

B   History of Sin

Deuteronomy 30.19-20 – I call heaven and earth to witness against you today: I set before you life or death, blessing or curse. Choose life, then, so that you and your descendants may live, in the love of Yahweh your God, obeying his voice, clinging to him; for in this your life consists, and on this depends your long stay in the land which Yahweh swore to your fathers Abraham, Isaac and Jacob he would give them.

Galatians 5.16-18,25-26 – Let me put it like this: if you are guided by the Spirit you will be in no danger of yielding to self-indulgence, since self-indulgence is the opposite of the Spirit; the Spirit is totally against such a thing, and it is precisely because the two are so opposed that you do not always carry out your good intentions. If you are led by the Spirit, no law can touch you.

…Since the Spirit is our life, let us be directed by the Spirit. We must stop being conceited, provocative and envious.

C   Angels

Jude 1.6 – Let me remind you of the angels who had supreme authority but did not keep it and left their appointed sphere; he has kept them down in the dark, in spiritual chains, to be judged on the great day.

II Peter 2.4 – When angels sinned, God did not spare them: he sent them down to the underworld and consigned them to the dark underground caves to be held there till the day of Judgment.

Luke 10.18 – He said to them, ‘ I watched Satan fall like lightning from heaven’.

D   First Parents

Romans 5.12-14 – Well then, sin entered the world through one man, and through sin death, and thus death has spread through the whole human race because everyone has sinned. Sin existed in the world long before the Law was given. There was no law and so no one could be accused of the sin of ‘law-breaking’, yet death reigned over all from Adam to Moses, even though their sin, unlike that of Adam, was not a matter of breaking a law.

I Corinthians 15.21-22 – Death came through one man and in the same way the resurrection of the dead has come through one man. Just as all men die in Adam, so all men will be brought to life in Christ; but all of them in their proper order.

E   Personal Sin

Ephesians 4.17-24 – In particular, I want to urge you in the name of the Lord, not to go on living the aimless kind of life that pagans live. Intellectually they are in the dark, and they are estranged from the life of God, without knowledge because they have shut their hearts to it. Their sense of right and wrong once dulled, they have abandoned themselves to sexuality and eagerly pursue a career of indecency of every kind. Now that is hardly the way you have learnt from Christ, unless you failed to hear him properly when you were taught what the truth is in Jesus. You must give up your old way of life; you must put aside your old self, which gets corrupted by following illusory desires. Your mind must be renewed by a spiritual revolution so that you can put on the new self that has been created in God's way, in the goodness and holiness of the truth.

II Samuel 12.1-15 – Nathan to David: ‘You are the man…’.
V   THE SECOND WEEK

Between the First and Second Weeks of the Spiritual Exercises there is no sudden change of direction in their theology. From the first, in the world vision of Ignatius, the generous purpose of God in creating – the sharing with us of his life and glory – is central to the argument of the Principle and Foundation.. In the First Week I see the evil of our choosing to defy that purpose  and of my being part of that choosing, and also the loving mercy of God my Saviour who rescues me and restores me. I pray then for horror at the disorder of my life so that I may amend it and banish from it what is worldly and vain, all that can hinder me from pursuing God’s purpose for me. So much for negative indifference but, as we turn to the Second Week, it is the ‘magis’, the positive ‘more’ of the Foundation which comes to the fore. 

That is why the Kingdom meditation, with the Incarnation contemplation which follows, is the completion of the Foundation and, in the generosity of response it evokes, expresses most clearly the divine invitation proclaimed by the Exercises. God, the Holy Trinity, is active in our world, bringing creation to its destined perfection, and Christ, the Word through whom creation came to be and in whom it is to find its fulfilment, is inviting me to share with him in the great enterprise of bringing his healing and wholeness to all people, to all of creation. The world will not be won back, Ignatius says to us, by a careful measuring out of virtues. Rather, the call of Christ is to a generosity of heart which counts all things worthless compared with the Father’s will to bring mankind to fullness of life with himself.

 The focus now is on Christ and the constant prayer is for an ever deeper knowledge of his mind and heart, so that I may love him more and follow him more closely. The retreat is not a workshop for theological discussion but the director, who is to help the retreatant in making this prayer, needs to know clearly who Christ is for himself or herself, and to understand who he might be for the retreatant. And so, without becoming too technical, we shall do well to prepare a firm ground for our own personal Christology. It is not a matter of rewriting the Nicene Creed, but of being consistent in our interpretations – for instance, to what extent does the truth of Christ’s humanity influence my Second Week thinking? Or his divinity?

Theological approaches to Christ

While a non-Christian might well benefit from a First Week experience, the remainder of the Spiritual Exercises could hardly have their proper effect where acceptance of basic christianity is wanting. By this I mean belief in the Triune God and in Christ, the divine Word assuming our human nature for our sake, even to his dying in his humanity, and living now the new life of the Resurrection, Son of God and Saviour, raising up humanity to share in his eternal life by the gift of the Holy Spirit. These are the basic and essential truths of our christian faith, drawn from the original experience of the followers of Jesus, who reflected both on his teaching and the events of his life leading to his crucifixion and, more significantly for knowledge of his identity, on all that flowed from their experience of his Resurrection. Their inspired recollection and reflection, enshrined in the books of the New Testament, are fundamental to our knowledge of Jesus, become Christ the Lord, and therefore to all christian spirituality and, in particular to that of the Spiritual Exercises whose dynamic rests on our trust in the inner power of the Spirit won for us by Christ. 

If we restrict ourselves to the Synoptics, as St Ignatius does for the most part in the gospel texts he suggests for the Second and Third Weeks, we find that Jesus says little about his identity but much about his mission, the inauguration of the Reign of God. At the same time, he linked the establishing of this Reign with faith in himself (e.g. Luke 12.8f), relationship with himself, claiming, in the authority with which he perfected the Law (Matt. 5.17-48), a unique relationship with God.

   We have to keep in mind – at the back of our minds – the manner in which these three Gospels evolved in a three-stage development. First there were the actual events of the ministry of Jesus. Then for roughly thirty years the infant Church relied on the preaching of the apostles, and during this time Paul, his teaching approved by the Church at Jerusalem, wrote most of his Christ-oriented Letters. (One of the most telling arguments for the reliability of the Gospels is that Mark, with all the riches of Paul’s atonement theology at his disposal, refrained from reading it into his gospel account for which the Cross is central.) The third stage, the actual setting down of the Synoptic Gospels (in the 60s and 70s), comprised the bringing together, selecting and synthesizing of the material handed down, in writing or by word of mouth, in communities of the faithful. This was, in essence, the kerygma, the proclamation of the Good News of the Kingdom or Reign of God preached by Jesus, the response to be elicited from this, and the Passion, Death and Resurrection foretold and accepted by Jesus, leading to the commission of the Apostles to preach and baptize.

Hand in hand with this process went the growth of Christian communities and the development of the Breaking of Bread into eucharistic ritual with hymns such as Paul quotes in Phil. 2.6-11 (‘emptied himself’) and Eph. 1.3-14 (God’s plan of salvation) and possibly Col. 1.15-20 (the image of the unseen God). It is clear from the Letters of Paul, and later from the Gospel of John, that from the time of the Resurrection onwards, faith in Jesus as Christ the Lord, Son of God and himself divine, was professed by his followers. They knew him as man leading them to God. Now they know him, too, as God revealing himself to mankind. After his Resurrection, what Jesus had said or implied about his relationship with his Father became clear when he was experienced by his disciples as ‘Lord’, existing and pre-existing in power and glory (cf. Rom. 1.3 where Christ is ‘recognised as Son of God’ by his Resurrection;  and 8.28-32 – ‘God did not spare his own Son’).

Then came the question – how could this be? How were we to understand Godhead and humanity conjoined? So came the Patristic period, and Christology had taken off. The heretical views which were formulated, from the Docetism of the Second Century (God could not unite himself with ‘evil’, the unspiritual; therefore Christ’s humanity was mere appearance) to the Monophysites of the Fourth (Jesus existed as one nature, the divine), are not relevant for us. Enough to see how the Councils of the Church responded to them. Briefly, the Council of Nicaea (325) insisted on Christ’s divinity, his oneness of being with the Father, the First of Constantinople (381) taught that he had a truly human soul, that of Ephesus (431) held that  his full human nature belonged to the Word of God, and that of Chalcedon (451) produced the formula which has endured down the centuries – united in the one Person of Christ are two natures, divine (the eternal Word) and human (Son of Mary), in such a way that these two natures are distinct. A synthesis had been found for the belief, held since post-resurrection days, that Christ, in a personal unity, is both fully divine and fully human.

Christology ‘from above’

This was all very well but it opened the way for a mediaeval Christology which placed more emphasis on the condescension of the Incarnation – God coming from above to save humanity, with the stress on his divinity – and making less of the Pauline emphasis on the redemptive  death and resurrection of the Lord, the emptying of himself which was the earthly reality of his humanity. The ‘from above’ of St John’s gospel and the ‘from below’ of the Synoptics, while telling of the same Christ, true God and true Man, provide a diversity of approach and attitude which is bound to have an effect on the thinking and prayer of one who prays to know and love him through the Exercises.

The approach ‘from above’ speaks for itself, starting out as it does from the first chapter of St John’s Gospel, the Word was God and was made flesh, and set out in the doctrine of the Nicene Creed – the Triune God and the Incarnation and Redemption. The emphasis of this approach, as we have seen, tends to be on the divinity of Jesus Christ, the Logos becoming human in time and history. Unfortunately, when the balance has been tipped too far this has led to positions incompatible with belief in his true humanity. This is particularly true, and significant for ourselves, in relation to the knowledge enjoyed by the earthly Jesus. Some writers have attributed to him unlimited knowledge from the moment of his conception, including of course a consciousness of his own identity as Word of God incarnate and pre-knowledge in detail of all that was to happen in the future. To summarise the difficulties arising from this view, first, some limitations in knowledge and foreknowledge are an essential part of our being human and therefore of Jesus’s solidarity with us which all agree to be essential to his mission, though prophetic ‘gifts’ are not ruled out. Moreover our human experience is one of growth, freedom and the risks of choosing, and this is bound to affect the way we interpret his being ‘truly man’. 

Christology ‘from below’

The other approach, that ‘from below’, is one which we tend to think of as the modern way though to a greater or less extent it is as old as Christianity, but has been accentuated in the last half-century by various factors such as the critical methods employed in biblical scholarship and in a shift in theological thought which brings closer together Christology and Soteriology (the theology of Salvation). Thus, many theologians today make the death and resurrection of Jesus the centre of their Christology, so that everything emanates, as it were, from the Easter mystery.

Why ‘from below’?  This second approach is historical rather than dogmatic, seeking to come to a knowledge of Jesus by the same road that led the first disciples to belief in Jesus as the Christ, a road that, for academic study,  involves not only thorough familiarity with the original source, the New Testament, but also reliance on the critical  work of leading biblical scholars. At the same time, without for a moment denying the value of this growing treasury of scholarship, I maintain that for our growing in faith, and therefore in the prayer which is directed in the Spirit through Christ to the Father, the Scriptures are given to us as the story of our salvation and it is first and foremost by our reflecting on them, on the Person who is himself the Word, that Jesus Christ becomes for each a living Person.

What is involved in this approach is our moving back through the New Testament writings to the teaching of the primitive Church and so to the experience of the living Jesus enjoyed by the first disciples. It is not a matter of engaging in the meticulous quest for a Jesus to be pursued according to standards of history which were not prevalent in the time of the evangelists, but of following the path of the early disciples and growing with them in their knowledge of Jesus and in their belief in him as the Christ, our Saviour whom we come to recognise as our risen Lord. As we progress in this way of prayer, we can trust that the same Holy Spirit who spoke in Jesus and who enlightened them will speak in our hearts and lead us into new insights into the mystery of Christ for our own day and age. It is not that we rule out experience of his living with us that comes in community and sacrament, in teaching and study, but that we are invited to move more and more deeply into our interior relationship with the one who gives meaning and wonder to our lives.

Needless to say, in the way that I am describing, it is the humanity of Jesus which is the focal point and it is through his humanity that we, like his first disciples, come to perceive his divinity. So the gospel accounts of his life and ministry become all important for us as they were for his first followers. They learned to know him first as prophet  and teacher, as miracle-worker and as preacher of the Kingdom. Then, almost without realising what they had come to know, as they followed him on the road that led to Calvary and to his Resurrection, they recognised him as their Lord.  Karl Rahner describes this well when he writes, ‘Present-day Christology (in preaching and theological reflection) must as it were re-enact (and preach!)  that history of the Christology of Ascent which in the New Testament itself, between the experience of actual contact with the historical Jesus and the descent-formulas of Christology in Paul and John, was transformed with remarkable speed into a doctrine of Incarnation of the pre-existent Son and Logos of God’.  So Paul in Col. 1.17 – Before anything was created, he existed).

All of this is clearly of great importance to one who is making a first approach to knowledge of Jesus Christ. It is important, too, for us in that more and more of those who come to the Spiritual Exercises in whatever mode will be versed in a Christology stemming originally from the historical approach and might well be unsettled if they were to consider the Scripture of the Exercises to be outdated. It will surely be a comfort both to them, and to ourselves, to discover in the Exercises that St Ignatius, while thoroughly steeped in the theology of the Gospel of John, and accepting without demur the lessons of the Infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke, leads the exercitant through the events of the ministry of Jesus along the same road as that travelled by the first disciples.

Significantly, after using the title ‘Eternal Lord of all things’ in the prayer of the Kingdom meditation, and ‘the eternal Word incarnate’ in the colloquy of the Incarnation contemplation, Ignatius refers to Christ as ‘the Child Jesus’. Then, in the meditation on the Two Standards, like the Kingdom an extra-evangelical parable, he tells us (145) to ‘consider the Lord of all the world’ but for the rest of the Second and Third Weeks (271-298) he contents himself with “Christ our Lord’. As always, the Holy Trinity is ‘the Divine Majesty’. Only after the Resurrection in the Fourth Week, in Note IV (229), does he refer again to Christ as ‘our Creator and Redeemer’. 

 It is as though he is telling us to hold in abeyance our faith in the divinity of Jesus, as we learn with his disciples to know him and love him and follow him in his humanity, until that humanity has been glorified in the total life of the Holy Spirit. At the same time, to preserve the theological realities and to grow in a truly loving relationship with Jesus, our conversation throughout should surely be with the Christ of now, the Risen Lord. This, one might say, is to follow the advice of Paul in chapter 2 of Philippians where he tells us, ‘In your minds you must be the same as Christ Jesus: His state was divine, yet he did not cling to his equality with God but emptied himself to assume the condition of a slave, and became as men are…But God raised him high…’ Jesus may not have claimed for himself titles such as Messiah and Christ, but in his human life, through his words and actions, his compassion and his teaching and preaching the Reign of God, he proclaimed that that Reign was already being made present in himself, and that to respond with faith to him was to respond with faith to God. 

How important this was for Ignatius we can appreciate when we consider the place of the Second Week in the dynamic of the Exercises. In the ambience of a world at odds with God, the exercitant is led by the graces of the First Week to the urgent desire of ‘What can I do for Christ?’, and the will to be committed to a generous response to his call. The call comes in the Kingdom meditation, but the response, however generous in intention, is still at the mercy of all manner of human aberrations. The whole thrust of the Second Week is to protect the exercitant from these aberrations and to bring him, through seeking to follow in the footsteps of Jesus and with the help of the Rules for Discernment of Spirits, to the spiritual maturity which will flow from a deeper grasp of our Christian vocation and which can enable him to see and choose his own place in God’s great design. 

This being so, it becomes essential in our contemplations of the Second Week to look beyond the external words and actions of Jesus in the gospel events, seeking and praying to know his mind and heart, his human thoughts and feelings. And inevitably this brings us to the much discussed question of the actual consciousness of Jesus which we mentioned  briefly before as one of the areas – perhaps the most important for us – that must needs be affected by our ‘more divine’ or ‘more human’ approach to Christology.

Human and Divine

Going straight to the Gospel of John and plucking from it sayings of Jesus to prove that Jesus was omniscient or that he knew himself to be divine has two obvious drawbacks for our purpose. One is that, much more than the Synoptic Gospels, this is a long-contemplated and highly developed work of theology based on the mystery of the Word made flesh, rejected and glorified so as to win for his humanity, and share with us, the life of the Spirit. The other is that, from its very nature, we cannot know how much of John’s account relates to post-Resurrection teaching – all the more precious in itself but for the most part not directly applicable for our Second Week. This is not to say that the miracle at Cana or the raising of Lazarus have to be thought of as unhistorical, and these are included by Ignatius in ‘The Mysteries of the Life of Our Lord’ (276 & 285), but for our present purposes their value lies rather in what St John is telling us about the signs of salvation and the mind and heart  of the Risen Christ than in their historical precision.

We have to give their full value both to ‘The Father and I are one’ of John 8.58 and to Heb. 2.17 where we find that Jesus is ‘like us in all things but sin’, always taking into account the words of Jesus given by Mark in 13.32, ‘As for that day or hour, nobody knows it, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, no one but the Father’. On the one hand there is the traditional view attributing to Jesus as man all knowledge of the past, present and future, at least to the extent in which this is related to the work of salvation, and also the traditional teaching that the soul of Jesus at all times enjoyed the vision of God.. On the other, there is the perception that this view, if taken in its fullest sense, is incompatible with scriptural and traditional teaching that Jesus, through the Incarnation, is as truly and fully human as he is divine, and to downplay his humanity in any respect, except for his absolute and invariable choosing of his Father’s will, is not only a betrayal of his purpose in becoming one of us and of the covenantal bond which is the pledge of our redemption, but also it makes more remote both our following of him and his nearness for our friendship.

The Self-knowledge of Jesus

Allowing, then, some limitation in the knowledge of Jesus, and taking more literally than some have in the past that he ‘grew to maturity’, we are left with the burning question of his self-identity – at what point of his human development, if at all before Calvary, was he aware of himself as divine and as redeemer? – questions whose answers are far from straightforward and far from agreed upon. Karl Rahner’s approach, both here and in dealing with the constant inner vision of the Godhead attributed to Jesus, is to distinguish between the different levels of human awareness which comprise our consciousness. Consciousness, he argues, is a multilevel reality, and so we should not limit it to what is explicit and verbalised. We should distinguish between one’s expressed, verbalised, and objectified self-consciousness, and one’s unexpressed, unobjective, unthematic consciousness which is not to be equated to express knowledge but rather to an intuitive awareness unamenable to its being formed into concepts and words. Relying, then, on the premise that Jesus enjoyed full humanity, we have to accept that his self-consciousness during at least part of his public ministry need not have coincided with the whole truth of his being, revealed in his Resurrection and developed into Christological faith.

This emphasis on the humanity of Jesus, while yielding nothing of his true divinity, has a wonderfully enriching effect on our contemplating his life and ministry, enabling us to identify with him in a progress guided by loving obedience to the will of the Father and marked by choices compelled by nothing except his freely given love for the Father. For instance, it helps us to understand why Ignatius, perhaps following Ludolph, introduces his contemplation of the Baptism of Jesus (273) by drawing our attention to his farewell to his Mother. And after the experience of Father and Spirit which accompanied his Baptism by John, the retirement of Jesus into the desert can be seen as his time of discerning to learn what nature and direction his ministry was to assume. 

At the same time, the deepest reality of our prayer is our listening and responding to the inspiration and the call that come to us from the Christ of now, our living Lord. So it is right that we should visit and contemplate the events of his life in his company, sharing and re-living them with him, spending our time in conversation with him and dwelling in his presence as our contemplation unites us with his mind and heart and as he draws us more and more deeply, and yet more actively into the love of the Father.

The Theology of Ignatius

Blending together the comments of Ignatius in the Exercises with what we know he found in the work of Ludolph the Carthusian at Loyola, with the vast enlightenment which he experienced at Manresa, and with what we glean from other writings, especially his Autobiography and Spiritual Diary, we come to appreciate something of the riches of the theology which was the accepted basis of his work and the treasury to which he contributed. Little as he refers to St John or St Paul in the Exercises, their teaching about the Holy Trinity, about Creation, Incarnation and Redemption is the bedrock supporting his own. As a setting for the Second Week we can try to put together some relevant implications of his insights which spring from the all-important truth of unity in relationship – above all, that within the Blessed Trinity, mirrored in the relationship between God and humanity and so, that of Jesus with the Father and with ourselves.

The eternal Being of God, the very ground of our being, is Love, total ‘Unself’, Self-giving – love given and returned within the life of the Trinity. The Father is all-Gift, the Son all-Response, in the eternal, uniting dynamism of the love-Spirit. This infinite exchange of self-giving is the Glory. God is Love, and his creating is that love overflowing through the Son, his Word, for Creation as a whole, and for each created person, to become part of his love-response so that, as the Son’s dignity as God lies in this self-giving response, so the dignity of each one as creature lies in our rejecting empty self-seeking to be one with the Son’s creative self-giving.  ‘God for Ignatius’, writes Fr Cusson, ‘is a continual act of love offered to the creature and calling for the hearts of women and men’.

We are created for a purpose which transcends the limitations of our unaided humanity, fettered as we are by the rejection of God’s love, the evil of the world in which we are involved.  So God’s love reaches out to bring us to himself. The wonder of the Incarnation is that through the human heart of Christ the infinite love of God flows out to us as the source and meaning of our being (cf. John 10.10 – ‘I have come that they may have life’ and 17.1-3 – ‘let him give eternal life…’). He grafts our human dependence to the totality of his response so that our fulfilment lies in our acceptance of his gift of the Spirit, of life and goodness, and in our response of service and praise in oneness with his own. (cf. The Vine of John 15.1-11). In committing ourselves to him, we are destined to share the fullness of his peace and blessedness by our being united with the self-giving generosity of his loving (John 15.9-17). Through the gift of his Spirit we become sharers in his Sonship, co-heirs with him to the Glory  which is the eternal loving of the Trinity (Gal. 4.6-7 – ‘God has sent the Spirit of his Son into your hearts…’,  and Romans 8.16-17 – ‘…sharing his sufferings so as to share his glory’). 

By the self-emptying (Phil. 2.6-7) of his accepting our humanity, the Son both echoed in terms of human obedience (John 8.29 – ‘I do always what is pleasing to him’) the love-response of his eternal Sonship, his own echoing of the Father’s loving and, in so doing, revealed to us the way of our joining him in that response, the way of self-giving love (John 15.12 – ‘…as I have loved you’). We are not concerned as yet with the extreme of  this self-giving in the culmination of Calvary, but already in the Kingdom meditation Ignatius reminds us that our genuine responding to Christ’s invitation to join him in winning back Creation to its Creator is a declaration and commitment to share in his labour and pain, and in this we find our peace.

This peace which ‘the world cannot give’, deeper and more constant than any fleeting emotion, is offered to each one in every challenge or invitation of God, with his assurance of its growth in every acceptance (John 14.23 – ‘…we shall come to him and make our home with him')’ It is the Spirit that moves us towards any loving response (Rom. 8.14-15) and it is by hearkening to his voice and invoking his power that we are to find what God asks of each one individually both here and now and in the main thrust of each one’s life (John 15.26 – ‘…remind you of all I have said to you’). Thus we are to seek and find God’s word for each one of us, the way of greater loving, and to enjoy the peace which Christ has won for us, finding all things in God and God in all things.  

Desire and the Powers

In the Second Prelude to the Kingdom meditation, Ignatius bids us, as he has in the First Week, and will throughout the Exercises, to ask for what we desire [91]. In the Prayer at the end of this meditation, ‘I protest that it is my earnest desire and my deliberate choice, provided only that it is for your greater service and praise, to imitate You in bearing all wrongs….’ As early as the Twentieth Annotation, we are told, ‘To one who is more disengaged, and  is desirous of making as much progress as possible, all the Spiritual Exercises should be given…’; then a result of seclusion is that the mind ‘is more free to use its natural powers to seek diligently what it so much desires’[20]. 

 In considering the Foundation, we saw that the deepest truth of our being is that we are created, are being created, so as to be united in a relationship of perfect loving in the life of the Trinity. So, in creating each of us, God has planted in our hearts an affinity to himself. As St Augustine of Hippo exclaims at the start of his Confessions, ‘You have made us for yourself, and our heart knows no rest until it rests in you’ and Thomas Aquinas writes of each creature having its ‘natural desire’, so that the natural and innate  desire of each human person is for God, for that fullness of life whose birth in us is our being created in God’s image.  So the most perfect freedom, and therefore peace, is for one’s whole life to be in harmony with this truth of our real selves.

It is the maturing of this desire, deeply rooted in each one, waxing and waning according to our loving response to the promptings of the Holy Spirit, which Ignatius looks for in one entering on the Exercises, and whose growth he looks for at every stage. So Fr Cusson goes so far as to write, ‘The genuine dynamism of the Exercises is that of this desire which gives rise to prayerful search, and which divine grace comes to purify and to open up to all the lights revealed through God’s salvific plan’. It was this desire, itself God’s gift, that animated Ignatius himself and drew him on to his total self-giving which mirrored that of Christ. And it is this same desire in each heart which he focuses on Christ himself from the Kingdom to the Resurrection and Ascension. That is why he can tell us confidently, in the Third Prelude to the contemplation on the Incarnation [104] and right to the end of the Second Week, to ‘ask for what I desire – an intimate knowledge of our Lord, who has become man for me, that I may love him more and follow him more closely’. And it is through the dynamism of this God-given desire that all the efforts and discerning of the retreatant are seen to be responding not to an exterior imperative but to the interior longing which is their creating power.

When I pray for self-giving love and for the inner knowledge that deepens that love, I pray that my will may be more and more in harmony with my fundamental desire for God  When my will is in harmony with my fundamental desire for God (for ‘the Good’), then I experience peace in my deepest being, however disturbed or distressed my surface emotions may be. And this connaturality between my deepest God-given desire and my deepest feelings, freed from obstacles and attachments, is the basis for the discerning which occupies almost the whole of our Second Week  

Because of our free will, all in our lives and in our prayer depends on our choice, on our opening our hearts to the power of the Spirit. Because we are creatures, all depends primarily on the original initiative of God and on his persistent empowering of our minds and wills. So Ignatius directs me to pray that God will illumine my intellect to know the true Good so that my will may allow my desire for God to be strengthened by the Spirit and not be stifled or deflected by false self-seeking (unloving) desires. ‘Through the power over all mankind that you have given him, let him give eternal life to all those you have entrusted to him. And eternal life is this: to know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent (John 17.2-3). He instructs me to use my will to pray that the Lord will strengthen my desire for him and for the Good so that my will may be strengthened in the self-giving of love. And he instructs me to ask that the power of my imagination may bring created goodness (signs and symbols of eternal blessings) to enrich my power of intellect, so as to strengthen my desire for God’s self-giving love and my will to unite myself with Christ in his work of self-giving love. Here we see the importance of  consolation (inner movement towards the love of God) and desolation (the opposite movement). The three reasons for desolation which Ignatius describes [322] imply that the natural (but gifted) condition of each is consolation, interior joy attracting one to God and to his peace.     

So we find in John 21, in the conversation between Peter and the Risen Christ, the perfect transition from the colloquy of the First Week, ‘What ought I to do for Christ?’, to the call of the King. ‘Do you love me?’, asks Jesus – ‘Look deep within yourself and rediscover your longing for self-giving love’. Then ‘feed my lambs’ – share my compassion; ‘feed my sheep’ – share my self-giving; ‘shepherd my sheep’ – share my mission of re-creating mankind in the likeness of its Creator who is self-giving Love.  

The Kingdom of Christ

The Kingdom meditation is probably best considered as the completion of the Principle and Foundation, not just because, as some have said, it places the realising of the Foundation’s vast project within our reach as something concrete, but even more because we see our place in that project as being our place within the self-giving generosity of Christ who is Lord of all and  who saves us and raises us up for his service and in his comradeship. There is still the vision of the individual within the universal, of nature acting through grace, of true freedom realised in detachment and indifference (not preferring this or that created good, but choosing always what appears most pleasing to God), but that is all caught up now in the invitation to self-offering which sets no limits to imitating Christ save the Spirit’s guidance to what best serves and praises the Lord.

The prayer of the Second Prelude sounds the theme of the whole – ‘to be prompt and diligent to accomplish his most holy will’. Ignatius sets before me his own development in service from that based on loyalty to that of absolute self-giving. The notion of monarchy has lost some appeal in our democratic times, and there is a tendency among some directors to discount or even to omit the first Call, seeing no advantage in it except to point up the contrast between an earthly and a heavenly vocation. It is true that to focus on the objective invitations does little to enhance the message of the meditation except perhaps to predispose one to make a reasonable response.  But the point must surely lie in the subjective response to the wonder of Christ’s call made by the retreatant who, however unknowingly, is treading in the footsteps of Ignatius towards utter self-giving. 

Once I see the parable as a reflecting by Ignatius on his earlier life, his seeing it with all its failings as part of God’s drawing him into his great plan by means of his desire to serve, I begin to understand how my responding, however mistakenly, to my fundamental desire for God,  can become, through the favour and guidance of the Spirit, my positive moving towards the loving service he asks of me. The parable does not cause the desire, which God preserves always in my heart, but should serve to focus and integrate my understanding of, and response to, the Lord’s call to me individually and as part of his great universal plan of salvation. It is the story of my past, leading to this chapter where I offer all to the Lord and am inserted by him into his own self-giving which is the grand history of his restoring all to the Father’s love. So the retreatant who, by definition, is one ‘with magnanimity and generosity toward his Creator and Lord’ [5], goes, as did Ignatius, through three stages of responding to his fundamental desire for God, for fullness of life – first, loyalty to more or less noble earthly ideals; then loyalty focussed on the Lord but with some self-seeking reservations; and finally, a total offering of oneself in the commitment of self-giving love.

So we see how the dynamism of desire gives to the Kingdom meditation a special place in the movement of the Exercises, growing by the gift of the Spirit in our contemplation through human idealism to the concentration of all one’s powers in a generosity without limit save the ‘discreet charity’ which is itself the gift of the Spirit of love. ‘For anyone who is in Christ, there is a new creation; the old creation has gone, and now the new one is here. It is all God’s work. It was God who reconciled us with himself through Christ and gave us the work of handing on this reconciliation. In other words, God in Christ was reconciling the world to  himself, not holding men’s faults against them, and he has entrusted to us the news that they are reconciled (II Cor. 5.17-19). So do our deepest desires come to a head in our service of Christ and of his Church, which is the visibility of his community of love.

‘In Christ’, creation is embraced so that he is its Head and its fullness as he draws it to its true end, the perfection of loving which is the glory of God.. Our response should be the acceptance by our whole being of the one who gives himself totally to realise the divine plan. That is to say that we are to be configured to Christ (cf, Phil.2.1-8 & 3.10) in a sharing in his priestly work extended in space and time. All is his gift. The condition of total following is a complete renouncing of self which allows our being united with him in his mission of bringing to the world the true life of selfless loving. All of the Second Week contemplations are meant to be the developing and deepening of this self-offering as we pray for more intimate knowledge, more devoted love and closer following of Christ and move towards a new commitment to him and to his mission, whether it is in choosing the state of life (‘Election’) to which we discern that the Lord is calling us or, within our existing condition, finding our fulfilment in making ourselves over to him in whatever way we find him inviting us. What matters is that I place myself entirely at his disposal with complete inner freedom from what might restrict my response (selfish attachments, prejudices, fears) or what might cause it to be imprudent (such as indiscreet  enthusiasm or self-delusion), pleading for the light of the Spirit to guide my way. 

Incarnation, Infancy and Hidden Life

The First Contemplation of the Second Week, the Incarnation, is one of the most powerful of all the Exercises. It looks back, vividly interpreting and dramatizing the language of conquest in the second part of the Kingdom meditation. The conquest is to be the victory of the compassionate love of Father, Son and Holy Spirit for all of Creation, and the weapons are found to be the humble self-offering of the Son and of his Mother. The labour and the poverty of the Kingdom become flesh in the kenosis, the self-emptying of the divine Son, the Word of God spoken to us in the halting terms of our humanity, assuming our limitations and the finite touch of desire. (‘His state was divine, yet he did not cling to his equality with God but emptied himself to assume the condition of a slave, and became as men are’ (Phil. 2.6-7). And it looks forward, already pointing the way for me in the choices of the one who will say, ‘I am the Way’. The Third Prelude will be repeated at every time of prayer – asking to know, to love, to follow the Lord who, in the words of the Colloquy,  has just become man for me. The Nativity contemplation, though so very different in that it replaces majesty with intimacy, carries the same message – in the Third Point the consideration is of ‘labouring’, ‘extreme poverty’, leading to the Cross. Again, it is ‘for me’, not only to evoke my gratitude but to remind me that all of this is part of the saving work of Jesus, like everything of my life which I give to him.

St Ignatius deals very specifically with the first three days of the Second Week, allotting to the first day, as we have seen, the Incarnation and Nativity. On the second day we have the Presentation in the Temple and the Flight into Egypt, still with the theme of the self-emptying of the incarnate Saviour – the poverty, the indifference of the world, offering to the Father and persecution, presenting already the drama of the self-giving which will bring salvation. Then on the third day we come to work and obedience in obscurity, the humdrum life of toil and filial submission, the self-gift of every creature which is part of our adoring the Creator by means of the whole of one’s life. In the second contemplation of the day, however, we have the Loss and Finding in the Temple when Jesus, at the age of twelve, comes of age as a son of the law. We see here a sign of dawning maturity and confirmation of his desire for self-offering, even at the cost of suffering pain, and his availability for a call to greater sacrifice in the Father’s service, as Ignatius points out in [135]. It is true that in the ‘Mysteries of the Life of our Lord’, between [262] and [272]  he adds several events, such as the Visitation of our Lady to Elizabeth and the visit of the Magi, so that the Week may be lengthened or shortened as needed [162], but here and throughout the Week his intention is that the contemplations should be to the point – growing in knowledge of the mind and heart of Jesus especially in terms of his mission and self-sacrifice, dwelling thankfully on moments of ‘spiritual relish’ or consolation, but always intent on the purpose of loving and following him.

Two Standards and Three Classes of Men

It is at this point that Ignatius in [135] advises us that, ‘While continuing to contemplate his life, let us begin to investigate and ask in what kind of life or in what state [and we may add for the majority of retreatants nowadays – in what fresh  and more generous ways of self-giving love] His Divine Majesty wishes to make use of us’. And so, before we embark on that journey, we spend the fourth day considering the way of Satan (from love of worldly goods, through love of prestige to self-adoration)  and the way of Christ our Lord (from love of poverty,  through love of lowliness and scorn to the true humility of self-giving), not because we still must make a choice but so that in the ensuing days we may recognise the inner truth of our contemplations from Nazareth to Calvary, the truth of the war between two kingdoms (loving and unloving) which is to be waged continuously in the heart and in the world of each true follower of Christ. 

Unlike the contemplations of the preceding and following days, the Two Standards and Three Classes are meditations, but we must not be misled by this. They go far beyond merely intellectual explanations, as is clear from the Colloquy given for both, and in fact, taken together, they offer a decisive moment which is meant to gather the experience of the Kingdom meditation and the intervening contemplations into a determined longing to grow in union with Christ and in attachment to his values and attitudes. It is not the use of this world’s goods, the tools and talents of man’s lifework, which constitutes the first step on Satan’s road to ruin, but the coveting of them and attachment to them, deflecting creation from its movement towards God, and so Ignatius names the opposite, spiritual poverty, as our starting point on the way of Christ. But, all too aware of human weakness, and true to his agere contra principle of [157] he is quick to recommend actual poverty where possible. The humility to which renouncement leads, the contrary of the self-worshipping pride which is Satan’s aim for us, is the fundamental attitude of a creature wholly at peace with his total dependence on the Creator and acknowledging God as the source of all that he is – grateful therefore and open to all the promptings of the Spirit and, like Paul (Phil. 3.10), wanting only ‘to know Christ and the power of his resurrection, and to share his sufferings by reproducing the pattern of his death’. It is to be wholly devoted, like Jesus himself, to doing what is pleasing to the Father, a self-giving whose perfection we will contemplate and strive to emulate in the days to come.

Three Classes of Men

After the repetitions of the Two Standards meditation, on the same day, Ignatius presents the Three Classes of Men or types of persons. As is usually the case, the best way to discover its purpose is to examine the prelude where we learn what it is that we should desire and ask for. Having been placed by the Second Prelude in the solemn assembly of heaven, ‘that I may know and desire what is more pleasing to His Divine Goodness’, I actually ask in the Third Prelude for what I desire – the grace to choose what is more for the glory of His Divine Majesty and the salvation of my soul. Again, we realise that this is no intellectual exercise instructing us in the difference between procrastination, a mere velleity, and a firm act of the will.

In presenting the Two Standards with its repetitions, Ignatius has confronted the one who has accepted the challenge of the King with the clear consequences of a close following and imitating of Christ and with the natural self-centred desires which struggle against the God-centred desire for his fullness of life. All that is involved in a life of self-giving in Christ is set out there with the prayer for grace to imitate him. Now comes the moment of decision, the prayer which hands me over for whatsoever the Lord asks of me, not passively but asking that this may be the supreme desire of my whole being. 

It is not as though our lesser desires will miraculously depart, but I place my trust in the Lord that with his grace I shall overcome the resistances and repugnances of my human nature and accept his will for me in its entirety. It is a pleading for the victory of my desire that comes from above over any desire from below, so that all my will, directed to the unique search for God’s will, for his glory, may be caught up in God’s great plan of salvation for me and for all creation.

The Three Degrees of Humility

During the forty days of Lent, 1538, St Ignatius gave the Exercises in the seclusion of Monte Cassino to Dr Pedro Ortiz, professor of Sacred Scripture at Salamanca and ambassador of Charles V to Paul III. At the end, this theologian, a hostile critic of Ignatius in his Salamanca days, stated that in the Exercises he had learned a new theology, different from that one learns in books; for it was one thing to study in order to teach others, and another to study in order to put into practice what one has learned (Ignatius of Loyola by Fr Candido de Dalmases, SJ, p.154). These qualifications are given to lend weight to the notes which Ortiz made concerning the Degrees of Humility and the Election as Ignatius introduced them, though in dealing with consolation and desolation he strays from the mind of Ignatius. The degrees of humility, he tells us, are three modes of love of God and of desire to obey, imitate and serve his Divine Majesty. In all three there is the desire to obey, to imitate and to serve, and corresponding to the intensity of the love there is the desire for a humility which is self-renunciation, spiritual poverty, indifference to anything created, and openness to the divine will.   

The first can be put quite simply as a determination to be obedient to the law of God, and the humility lies in the submission by which I subject myself to him in this. The second is of special interest to us because, in his Autograph Directory, Ignatius states clearly that one who does not have the indifference of the second degree should not yet proceed to an Election, because indifference [= humility ?] is a disposition of being open to the divine will which is preferred over all other inclinations. Clearly we are dealing here with the indifference of the Foundation carried to the height of attachment to God’s will for me which we saw in the Third Class of Men. In fact, insofar as it places my desire to love and serve at any cost, according as God wills, above all personal attachments, it is the granting of all the graces I have prayed for so far in the Exercises. Ignatius is confident that anyone who has prayed and toiled generously and sincerely will, by the grace of God, have reached this stage of the submission which is love.

The Third Degree is quite another matter. For one thing, it is linked closely with a growth of my desire to be wholly for God and united with him which cannot be achieved by any effort of my will and, moreover, even the desire for it is itself a grace that I must pray for if I am so moved by the Spirit. So Ignatius does not set aside a special time of prayer for this, nor does he make it a condition or sign of progress. We start to consider it (and after all, with the first and second accounted for, it is the third that matters), with the Colloquy from the Two Standards, after the first contemplation of the Fifth Day, The Baptism of Jesus and his discerning in the desert,  and return to it off and on until we arrive at the Election itself. If the retreatant ‘has a desire for it’, he should beg the Lord to choose him for this third kind of humility which is a better way of serving and imitating Christ in its being an offering which expresses a desire to be with Christ effectively poor and humiliated, and so to enter more completely into oneness with the mind and heart of Christ, and into his self-giving, in making an Election.  

Contemplating the Public Life of Jesus and Moving towards Election
Up to this point, with a little give and take in shortening or lengthening some section of the Exercises, the meditations and contemplations have been chosen and set out for us by Ignatius with a certain precision.  As we come to the mysteries of the Public Life of Jesus, much more is left to the guidance of the director. The task of the retreatant is simplified in that all his or her attention is given to following the interweaving paths of contemplation and  pondering for election, praying to grow in the knowledge and love of the Lord and to discover, by discerning the voice of the Spirit, how the word of the Gospel applies to the choices that have to be made, always remembering to return to the Degrees of Humility as a sort of beacon focussing the light of the Saviour who is beckoning us to follow in his way. 

The director, on the other hand, more careful than ever in remaining faithful to the 15th Annotation, ‘as a balance at equilibrium, without leaning to one side or the other, should permit the Creator to deal directly with the creature, and the creature directly with his Creator and Lord’. At the same time, it is his (or her) task to guide the retreatant, with equal sensitivity to the leading of the Spirit, by a careful selection of appropriate texts (‘in accordance with the degree of progress made’ – 17th Annotation) and, where necessary, by gently curbing excessive or misdirected enthusiasm, or stirring to greater generosity. To some extent, of course, the nature of the retreat has to be taken into account, whether 19th Annotation or 30-Days, and whether it is undertaken with a view to choosing a state of life or to making a commitment within one’s present state so as to deepen one’s relationship with Christ and one’s commitment to the mission of his Kingdom. It is for the director to decide, for instance, whether the plan of Ignatius, with one mystery for each day (and  greater opportunity in the repetitions for pondering and discerning with a view to Election) is better suited for the individual retreatant, or rather (as Fr Tetlow suggests, in his Choosing Christ in the World), one repetition following each mystery with frequent summing-up repetitions. For us, however, here and now it is the underlying and supporting theology that matters and the ways in which Ignatius applies it.

1. As we have seen, all Christian theology, stemming as it does from the fundamental truth  of the Holy Trinity revealed by Christ, echoed in Creation, and made manifest in the manner of Christ’s redeeming, is not only about relationship but is relationship – God is Love, both in his eternal reality and in all his creating. Therefore it would seem that, in our contemplating the Jesus of the Gospels, praying and seeking to grow in knowledge and love of him, while the external circumstances of any account we are considering can be most helpful, ultimately our aim must be  a deeper appreciation of the relationships involved, so that we may learn from, imitate and, as far as possible, enter into those relationships.

What this means in practice is that, in our contemplating any gospel passage, for example, where there is an encounter between Jesus and another person or group, there are four or more relationships involved. Most important of all is the relationship of Jesus himself with the Father, his total dependence and absolute trust combined with his loving commitment to pleasing the Father in all things, and at every moment of his life, at whatever cost to himself. (see Appendix, pages 59-62). And this relationship he wishes to share with me.

Next is the relationship – its beginning, progress, and result – between Jesus and the other or others, where we ask especially to go beyond words and actions to know the mind and heart of the Lord in all that he does and says. Then, as I contemplate, a relationship is created between me and ‘the other’ - Peter, Zacchaeus, or whoever - as I compare my situation here and now with theirs, my needs and desires with theirs. And, crowning all, as the Jesus of then and the Christ of now are one, there is the relationship of myself with him who is here and now inviting me and calling to deeper intimacy, more unselfed loving and closer following of himself. What I am doing, in all of this, is listening carefully to the divine word, and asking that I may make a more and more generous response to the Holy Spirit speaking in my heart, and so may become more eager, more desirous, and more truly inspired, to live my life in every way as the Lord intends for me.

2. That brings us to a point that we touched on when speaking of Christology – to what extent does Ignatius intend us, in our reflecting on the gospel accounts, to perceive Jesus in the fullness of his humanity? Even on the Cross, in the Colloquy of the First Week, he is ‘the Creator’, and in the Kingdom meditation he is ‘Christ our Lord, the Eternal King’. After that, in the Second and Third Weeks, he is either ‘the Child Jesus’ or ‘Christ the Lord’. Yet for Ignatius he is always the God of Majesty, God our Lord, and in this Ignatius is  true to the origins of the Gospels. Those who set them down were not writing the biography of a great prophet, but preserving for the community, and so for posterity, the human expression of the glory which had been revealed in the Resurrection. ‘Emptying himself’ of the glory in becoming incarnate, the Son of God accepted our full humanity but did not cease to be a Person of the Trinity.

3. In his Manresa days, Ignatius may not have seen this explicitly, but there is no doubt that, while Christ for him was never less than a divine Person, we have only to turn to the words of Christ the King, ‘Whoever wishes to join me in this enterprise must be willing to labour with me’, and in the Prayer, ‘to imitate you in bearing all wrongs and all abuse and all poverty’, to know that for Ignatius the toils and hardships of Jesus were real, his human limitations were real, and his dying into the new life of the Resurrection was the true raising up of his finite humanity to the fullness of the Sonship that was his from all eternity. One particular application of this which is important for our retreatant is that Jesus lived by faith and  we are told that he prayed (in the desert, before choosing the apostles, before the raising of Lazarus, and often) for the Father’s guidance and power. He truly shared in our human predicament, yet remained resolute in  willing and doing whatever the Father’s compassionate love asked of him. There are writers today whose exegesis asks at what point Jesus saw his mission as restoring a right relationship with God to the world and not only to the Jewish people. For us, who live in the light of Easter and Pentecost, the question is almost irrelevant. From the start of his public ministry Jesus knew that he was sent to bring light and life, compassion and healing, because that was  the Father’s will for him (Luke 4.18-19). Beyond that he was in his Father’s hands to go willingly wherever he was guided by the Spirit .

Our prayer throughout these days is constant, asking for ‘an intimate knowledge of our Lord, who has become man for me, that I may love him more and follow him more closely’, not so that I may achieve some personal perfection but purely out of the desire to praise and worship God by seeking, finding, and carrying out his will for me in the great design of his love. In Colossians 2.9 we read, ‘In his body [Christ’s] lives the fullness of divinity, and in him too you find your own fulfilment’. It is in contemplating Jesus in the Gospels, his actual human life and relationships, his desires and purposes, that we are to enter into the life of the Trinity in union with the will of the Father for the salvation of all Creation. And, receiving the word of Jesus, ‘No one can come to the Father except through me’, we know that it is here that we meet, and grow in union with, the Christ of now who is our way to the Father, Christ in his risen glory united as Head with the extension of his Incarnation, the Church that is his Body.

All of the Exercises thus far  have had the one aim of ensuring, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, that ‘my one desire and choice should be what is more conducive to the end for which I was created’[23]. Negatively, the task has been to remove every obstacle in the way of my desire to be wholly given in love and service to do God’s will for me, every inclination to yield to Satan and the world’s evil; positively, it has been to enhance this desire so that my will to serve Christ may be the supreme purpose of my life. Now we arrive in the latter part of the Second Week,  at the time of my decision – to find  and choose the will of God for me in the disposition of my life. The three possible modes, or ‘Times’, of making an Election are set out by Ignatius, each of them a gift ‘from above’, but since the first involves a direct inspiration from the Lord and the third consists of prayerful consideration and reasoning, we have to turn our attention now to the theology of our recognising the source of our ‘inner movements’ on which the second mode relies, the Discernment of Spirits, for which the Exercises, as we shall see, will have served as a perfect preparation.

Election and Discernment of Spirits
Between [169] and [189] of the Exercises St Ignatius sets out his Introduction to making a choice of a way of life – 

Matters about which a Choice should be Made, Three Times when a correct and good choice of a way of life may be made, Two ways of making a choice  of a way of life in the Third Time, and Directions for the amendment and reformation of one’s way of living in his state of life. In covering so many topics in so little space, it may be that Ignatius considered that at this stage of the Second Week the process should be self-explanatory for the retreatant who by now would have experienced and recognised consolation and desolation sufficiently, with help from the director, to benefit from the Second Time or, failing that, from the Third. But the fact remains that the saint is less than loquacious and any amplification of his thinking has to be welcome. His intention was that those giving the Exercises should not be restricted by any commentary of his or any instructions on technique. In the ‘Autograph Directory’, however, we have some replies which he gave at one time or another, mostly collected by the faithful Polanco, though some were in his own hand. So we turn to chapter 3, Directory on the Elections.

17. First it must be insisted on that the retreatant who is entering on the elections is to make them with entire conformity to God’s will. If possible, he is to attain to the Third Degree of Humility; that is, should it be for the equal service of God, he on his part is more inclined to the counsels and the example of Christ our Lord. Anyone who lacks this indifference of the Second Degree is not ready to enter upon the elections, and it is preferable to give him other exercises until he attains it.

18. There are three modes or times of making a good choice of life. Should the director observe that the retreatant is not moved in the first, he should insist he pass on to the second so that he know his vocation through experiencing desolation and consolation. The way this takes place is by his proceeding in his meditations on Christ our Lord, and then observing to what God moves him when he finds himself in consolation. And the same when he finds himself in desolation. The director is to explain clearly to him what consolation is: spiritual happiness, love, a hope of things eternal, tears and every interior movement which leaves the soul consoled in our Lord. The opposite of this is desolation: sadness, distrust, lack of love, dryness etc. [316-7].

19. When in the second time no decision has been made or one that is not good in the director’s opinion – it is his role to discern  the effects of the good and the evil spirit – let the third time be used by the retreatant for pondering on the six points proposed [178-183] in the first way of making an election.

20. Finally, he will have him follow the second way of making an election contained in the four rules which come after the first way. This is the ultimate resource he has [184-187].

21. He might well follow this procedure – he might offer to God one day to follow one path, another day another. Thus one day he will present [the life of] the precepts to Him, the next [the life of] the counsels. Then he is to observe what preference  God indicates as to His will. This would be like offering various dishes to a prince to see which of them pleases him.

22. 

The director is to propose to the retreatant for consideration: first, whether he is to follow the way of the counsels (a life in which the evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience are practical), or the precepts; second if he chooses the counsels, whether in a religious order or outside it; third; if in an order, in which order; fourth, when and how he should go about it. Should he choose the way of the precepts, in which state and following what manner of life. And he should continue such considerations.

23. In the Second Week, in which the elections are made, there is no reason for those who have already chosen a state of life to deliberate over such a decision. Instead of such deliberation, it might be suggested to them that they choose between these two things: First – if it be to the equal glory of God and without offence to Him or without harm to their neighbour, to wish to suffer injuries  and opprobrium and to be humiliated with Christ, to be clothed with His livery, and by imitating Him in sharing His cross. Or Second – to be ready to suffer patiently, out of love of Christ our Lord, whatever of like nature may happen to him, the exercitant.       

Since our brief is to examine the theology supporting this process, and any theological queries that may arise from it, our next task is to seek and justify grounds for our applying the Second Week Rules for Discernment to the spiritual decision-making of the election  

Pre-Ignatian Discernment

In the First Book of Kings (3.5-10) we have the vision of Solomon who is told by Yahweh to choose whatever he wills. He asks, ‘Give your servant a heart to understand how to discern between good and evil’, and the text says that it pleased Yahweh that Solomon should have asked for this. And, of course, a prayer for discernment runs through many of the Psalms, as in the ‘make your ways known to me, teach me your paths’ of Psalm 25 with all its covenantal promises.

In the Gospels, we hear from all three of the Synoptics that, after the experience which accompanied his Baptism by John, Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert where he underwent what we have to call a discernment process, rejecting false ways (possessions, prestige and power) to choose his Father’s way for him – poverty and humility. Discernment is recommended, too, by Jesus when he says that false prophets are to be recognised by their ‘fruits’(Matt. 7.15-20). Ignatius applies the same principle to the discerning of our interior movements in [333] after warning us that the evil spirit can give a sort of consolation, appearing as an angel of light, but producing something ‘less good than the soul had formerly proposed to do’. There follows in [334-6] his illuminating analysis of consolation experienced and discerned.

The history of the advocates of discernment include Paul – ‘Do not stifle the Spirit; do not contemn the gifts of prophecy, but scrutinize them all (I Thess. 5.19-22; and Romans 12.1-2 – ‘…to discover the will of God and know what is good, what it is that God wants, what is the perfect thing to do’; also II Cor. 11.14) – and John – ‘It is not every spirit, my dear people, that you can trust; test them, to see if they come from God’ (I John 4.1). There followed a long line of great spiritual guides, such as the Desert Father, St Antony (251-356) who taught his monks (clearly Second Week material) that good spirits come quietly, instantly bringing joy and gladness and courage to the soul which becomes possessed with a longing for divine things, ‘betokening the holiness of the one who is present’. Evil spirits, on the other hand, come bringing disturbance and confusion, leading to dejection and finally to a desire for evil. St Thomas Aquinas, almost a thousand years later, compared discernment-wisdom with the faculty of  a healthy sense of taste – the mind renewed by the Spirit can ‘prove’ God’s will and what is good because already there is a taste for it [desire!], and its sweetness can be recognised. Quoting Phil. 1.9, ‘…always recognise what is best’, he teaches that the affective union of the heart with God through charity [self-giving love] is the cause of the effective knowledge and judgment of the mind through the gift of wisdom. 

Ignatian Discernment

We see, then, that discernment as a fact and as an ideal has excellent credentials and a long tradition, but Ignatius, by his meticulously reflecting on, and reporting of, his own experience and enlightenment, has brought new depths and a new precision to this essential aspect of Christian spirituality, and is prepared to trust its power to reveal the Lord’s intentions for a person’s life. Where the monastic tradition had seen discernment mainly as a defensive tool for testing contemplation and purely spiritual gifts, Ignatius grasped it as a means towards fulfilling his supreme desire, to serve his Lord in absolute union with his divine will for creation and for himself. What he sought always was the better way of serving, the way God intended for him.

And to this seeking he brought his own insight, stressing God’s definite intention for each individual, a call which the Lord wishes to reveal to each one so that, if only we free ourselves of self-seeking, we may come to a concrete choice and newness of life. Moreover, by coming to discernment and election by way of the self-offering of the Second (or Third) Degree of Humility, the process is given a Paschal shape, a dying into newness of life, which makes it truly a following of Christ.

So, without imposing rigidity on the retreatant, he called on his own experience to devise a choice of processes by whose use the interior movements recognised as coming from God might act as  the touchstone indicating and ratifying the guiding hand of the Spirit. First, then, the one who is seeking to find God’s will for himself, having come to the Second Degree of Humility, will have learned to recognise and evaluate the changes in his inner feelings, discerning which are from a good source – divine, angelic, societal, personal desire for God  - and which from a bad, or less good – personal self-seeking, the evil spirit, the pull of the world. The questions to be asked are straightforward. Does this movement genuinely draw me to God in the spirit of Christ’s Standard? And, assuming that my orientation is towards God,  does this movement bring peace or disturbance? And, was this movement caused by my own perceptions or thinking, or did it come to me ‘without previous cause? From the answers to these we are to come to our election by one or other of the three ‘Times’, or more commonly by a combination of all three.

Election

I say that the process of election is likely to  be a combining of all three Times because the pondering of the Second Week must needs have involved a good deal of the weighing up of alternatives in the light of my prayer which is proposed for the First Way of the Third Time, and so will have preceded the Second Time. And  some spark of the overwhelming experience of the First Time will be present in the consolations of the Second Time. What the director must be alert for, then, is any suggestion of the unique and inimitable experience which Ignatius calls consolation ‘without previous cause’ [330]. 

Fr John Futrell is very helpful here, explaining that Ignatius means an affective experience in the depths of the heart that has no proportionate cause in perception or knowledge. So it is not a matter of suddenly experiencing consolation but rather (perhaps after an extended period of prayer) being gifted with a depth of consolation beyond the capability of these efforts to produce – being wholly drawn to the love of God in a way characterized by the experience of total gratuity and complete receptivity with that of a Presence, immanent and transcendent. It is this presence of the Holy Spirit that Ignatius describes in his First Time, ‘When God our Lord so moves and attracts the will that a devout soul without hesitation, follows what has been manifested to it’. Such an experience, in its purity, requires no discernment, as Ignatius says plainly. But he also warns us [336] to distinguish between the experience itself and the afterglow which follows it, a time when discernment is called for. 

Lest it should be thought that Ignatius, in allowing such authenticity to an individual experience, was uncharacteristically opening the door to all sorts of spiritual anarchy, we should remember the safeguards against that, introduced by Ignatius, probably, with memories of his own excesses of penance at Manresa. First we have the Matters About Which a Choice Should be Made [170-174] and then there is the constant guidance of the director to curb excessive enthusiasm, discerning the discernment; there is also the seeking for confirmation [183] – a practice which Ignatius followed in all external matters (e.g. permission from Church authority, consultation with the brethren etc.); and, most important of all, there is all the contemplation of the mind and heart of Jesus in the Gospels shedding the light of his wisdom on all our experiences and deliberations. 

That, of course, raises a query concerning the confidence with which Ignatius presumes that such interior movements as he describes will be experienced by more than a few. Is he not moving on to a mystical plane where only an elite can follow? And is he justified scripturally in his expectations?  If we were considering great signs and visions, that might well justify some reservations. But what we ask for is the guidance of the Holy Spirit in order to serve God more faithfully and we have the words of Jesus to assure us, ‘If you, who are sinners, know how to give your children what is good, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him?’ (Luke 11.13). More relevant still are his words in John 14.23, ‘If anyone loves me he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we shall come to him and make our home with him’. When our retreatant comes to discern for Election, few seekers could be better prepared for that indwelling and the harmony of will with the will of God which is the criterion of finding that which we desire, and so enjoying the gifts brought by the Spirit – love, joy, peace patience, kindness, goodness, trustfulness, gentleness and self-control (Gal. 5.22).  

VI   JESUS AND THE FATHER

Put aside for the moment the fact that here we are speaking about the incarnate Son of God, and see how in the Gospels, especially that of John, the whole being of the man Jesus is devoted to the Father.  ‘He who sent me is with me, and has not left me to myself, for I always do what pleases him’ (John 8.29) and ‘all I have is yours and all you have is mine’ (John  17.10) tell the whole story of his human life.  And then we look beyond, peering into the mystery of the eternal Trinity where, guided by the words of Jesus himself, we perceive as ‘through a glass darkly’ the absolute loving which is the  eternal reality of God, that infinite reality which the incarnate Word came to reveal to us in finite ways that we could learn to understand.  It is in the response of Christ to this infinite loving that we find the driving power, in human terms, of his supremely compassionate Heart.

 Before we listen to some of the words of Jesus himself speaking about his relationship with his Father, we need to remind ourselves that in no way does he at any time deny the truth of his humanity.  He is a man like us in all things but sin because, as Paul tells us in Philippians, ‘he did not cling to his equality with God but emptied himself to assume the condition of a slave , and became as men are’.  Yet he knew, certainly towards the end of his life on earth, that his unique Sonship was such that he could say, ‘the Father and I are one’ (John 10.30), and ‘to have seen me is to have seen the Father’ (John 14.9) so that throughout his life his human will was rooted in the will of the Father.

It is not by way of analysis that we arrange the sayings of Jesus, but rather to let the convergence of his various statements bring us to a fuller realisation of how absolutely he was devoted to his Father and how central and essential to his being was the Father’s love. 

First, of course, in describing a relationship is the intimacy of the knowledge one has of the other, and here we have the assurance of Jesus himself:


No one knows the Son except the Father, just as no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him (Matt 11.25-27).

I know him because I have come from him (John 7.29)

I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father (John 10.14-15).

Next is the complete trust one has in the love of the other, in the case of Jesus a love declared at his Baptism and Transfiguration  --  ‘my Son, the Beloved’  -- and recognised and responded to all through his life:

Whatever the Father does the Son does too.  For the Father loves the Son and shows him everything he does himself (John 5.20). 

The Father loves the Son and has entrusted everything to him (John 3.35).

The Father himself loves you for loving me (John 16.27)

Anybody who loves me will be loved by my Father (John 10.21).

Father, I thank you for hearing my prayer.  I knew indeed that you always hear me, but I speak for the sake of those who stand round me (John 11.41-42).
And, of course, in his moment of dying:

Father, into your hands I commit my spirit (Luke 23.46).

The Father’s is a love not just to be admired and wondered at, but to be imitated by anyone who wishes to be his true son or daughter :


I say this to you: love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you; in this way you will be sons of your Father in heaven, for he causes his sun to rise on bad men as well as good, and his rain to fall on honest and dishonest men alike…You must therefore be perfect just as your heavenly Father is perfect (Matt 5.44-48).
Be compassionate as your Father is compassionate (Luke 6.36).

And no one who reads the parable of the Prodigal Son can doubt the enormous admiration and love that Jesus had for his own Father whom he called in his prayer by the intimate child’s name of ‘Abba’.

So how does Jesus describe his response to this love of his Father?  We have to say that it is nothing less than a total self-giving.  He lived and died, and rose again, in complete dedication to the mission given him by the Father.  We use the word ‘obedient’, and in his human existence the word is true of Jesus (‘the Father is greater than I’), but in the light of the eternal decision of the Holy Trinity, the shared will of Father and Son, we can discern something of the infinite love which inspired each uniting of his human will with the will of the Father:

What the Father has taught me is what I preach; he who sent me is with me, and has not left me to myself, for I always do what pleases him (John 8.28-29).

My food is to do the will of him who sent me , and to complete his work  (John 4.34).  

I have come from heaven, not to do my own will, but to do the will of the one who sent me.  Now the will of him who sent me is that I should lose nothing of all that he has given to me, and that I should raise it up on the last day (John 6.38-39).

And in the Garden, ‘Abba (Father)!’ he said, ‘Everything is possible for you.  Take this cup away from me.  But let it be as you, not I, would have it (Luke 14.36).
United with the Father in such loving compliance, Jesus spoke openly about his total dependence on his Father’s generosity and co-operation.  Before making decisions, such as the choosing of the Apostles (Luke 6.12), he would spend the night in prayer, and to the Father he attributed all the power and wisdom of his mind and Heart :

My teaching is not from myself; it comes from the one who sent me (John 7.16).

As I, who am sent by the living Father, myself draw life from the Father, so whoever eats me will draw life from me (John 6.57).

I tell you most solemnly, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees the Father doing (John 5.19).

What I have spoken does not come from myself; no, what I was to say, what I had to speak, was commanded by the Father who sent me, and I know that his commands mean eternal life.  And therefore what the Father has told me is what I speak (John 12.49-50).

Even in the days of his pre-Paschal existence, Jesus could say, ‘All that the Father has is mine’ (John 16.15), and ‘believe in the work I do; then you will know for sure that the Father is in me and I am in the Father (John 10.38).  But he longed to be taken into the fulness of the Father’s embrace, even through the shadows of death:

There is a baptism I must still receive, and how great is my distress till it is over (Luke 12.50).

I shall remain with you for only a short time now; then I shall go back to the one who sent me (John 7.33).

Now, Father, it is time for you to glorify me with that glory I had with you before ever the world was (John 17.5).

It is in that last sentence, early in the Priestly Prayer of Jesus at the Last Supper, that we come closest to grasping the mystery of the Heart of Christ and the wonder of his redeeming love.  He has already declared that his own glory consists in glorifying the Father, ‘and through the power over all mankind that you have given him, let him give eternal life to all those you have entrusted to him’.  He has ‘emptied himself’ to come from the Father, has laboured and given himself, and is now prepared to die in agony, for this: that by uniting his Father’s beloved children, and all creation, with his total self-giving and his passing from mortality to newness of life, he might bring to his Father, to share in the very life of the Divine Persons, the family united in love which was the aim and purpose of Creation. 

VII   THE THIRD WEEK

So great is the insistence of St Ignatius on the content of the message of Scripture in the Second Week, and on our need to be whole-hearted in the exercise of our minds and wills that, were it not for the prayer for this grace or that, constant throughout the Third Preludes and the Colloquies, one might fall into the error of considering the dynamic of the Exercises only on the psychological or inspirational level. The last paragraph of the 20th Annotation [20] dispels any such idea – ‘The more the soul is in solitude and seclusion, the more fit it renders itself to approach and be united with its Creator and Lord; and the more closely it is united with him, the more it disposes itself to receive graces and gifts from the infinite goodness of its God’. It is this union of one’s whole self with Christ, in the service of the Father’s creating love, which is the goal of the Exercises, an end which must depend on one’s transformation by God’s grace.

Purpose of Third and Fourth Weeks

Clarity on this point is relevant to our thoughts about the Third Week because, such has been our focus on the Election that at the end of the Second week we might feel that the essential work of the Exercises has been done and that it only remains for us to become more resolute. It is remarkable that Ignatius gives so little indication of the effect for which the Third Week is intended. In the Third Prelude of the second contemplation [203] he tells us simply, ‘In the Passion it is proper to ask for sorrow with Christ in sorrow, anguish with Christ in anguish, tears and deep grief because of the great affliction Christ endures for me’ and, dealing with the Passion in the Mysteries of the Life of our Lord [289-297], he directs our attention almost entirely to the inner sufferings of Jesus – the pain of betrayal, the example of humility as the proof of love, overwhelming fear, the denial of Peter and the mocking of his persecutors, the preferring of Barabbas and the scorn of Herod and, after his rejection by his own people, the disgrace of being crucified between two thieves. Terrible as are the physical sufferings of Jesus, it seems that Ignatius wants our focus to bear on the afflictions of his mind and heart which he ‘suffers in our human nature’ [195] so that, through our sharing in them by our contemplation, our minds and hearts may be open to their becoming united with his.

The commentators have much to say about the purpose of the Third Week with the common theme that it is intended for the confirming of the self-offering which has been made in the election of the Second Week. Ganss in his Commentary (p.179) takes us further than just the contemplating of the sufferings by inserting them as the high point in the great plan of salvation, so that ‘the aim of the last two Weeks is the exercitant’s profound and intimate association with Christ as he goes through suffering and death into the joy and glory of the risen life’, thus picking up and developing the call of the Kingdom.  In Hugo Rahner’s The Spirituality of St Ignatius of Loyola, the Third Week is hardly mentioned but on the principle that after the First Week all is related to the Election, he would see the Third Week as the working out of the Two Standards – the battle which is the overcoming of self reaches its climax in the total self-giving of Jesus, thus wresting the world from the grasp of Satan by way of self-renouncing, so that the exercitant may be in the world but not of it because of his love of the Cross.

John Futrell, in his Handbook for Directors (p. 112) says of the Third Week, ‘I pray for a profoundly felt interior participation in the sufferings of Jesus. In the continuing dynamic of the meditations on the Kingdom of Christ and on the Two Standards, one is praying to be transformed into an acting participant in Christ’s saving of humanity continuing today in the Church, according to one’s specific Christian vocation and retreat election… The compassion prayed for is that coming from passionate personal love of the suffering Jesus. It is not comprehension, which is far beyond us.’  John English in Personal Freedom (p. 232) writes, ‘The Third and Fourth Weeks taken together may be considered the unitive way, for the grace being sought is union with Christ, first in his suffering and then in his glory. The unitive way is the stage in the spiritual life when we move out of ourselves towards Christ. In much the same way Jesus moved out of himself all through the Passion. He is the man for others; he forgets himself.’

Gilles Cusson, in Biblical Theology and the Spiritual Exercises (p. 278), embraces all of these views but takes us further still. He insists that the confirmation which we seek is not just on the psychological level but on the more profound level of the life of the Spirit. ‘The full justification for a stage beyond that of the election and commitment is to be found on the level of God’s plan of salvation and sanctification. For the person who has lived through the genuine and deep spiritual experience of the Second Week, a new stage is called for by his or her spiritual desire which springs from grace.’  As Jesus said to Nicodemus, ‘The Son of Man must be lifted up as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert, so that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him’ (John 3.14,15).

To say that the grace that I pray for in the Third week is a genuine participation in the redeeming action of Christ may sound presumptuous and far-fetched, yet this is exactly what St Paul describes as our Christian ideal, accepting fully the working of the Spirit within me. ‘All I want is to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and to share his sufferings by reproducing the pattern of his death’ (Phil. 3.10). Although in my contemplation I unite my mind and heart with Christ in his pre-redemptive labours and sufferings, I come to this prayer as one who is living already the life of the Spirit, the new life of Christ’s Resurrection. ‘You have been taught that when we were baptized in Christ Jesus we were baptized in his death; in other words, when we were baptized we went into the tomb with him and joined him in death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the Father’s glory, we too might walk in newness of life’ (Rom. 6.3-4). St Paul puts this thought more clearly still when he speaks of the power that comes to us from God in our difficulties – ‘always, wherever we may be, we carry with us in our body the dying of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus, too, may always be seen in our body’(II Cor. 4.10). 

Union with Christ

In terms of the Exercises, the graces I have prayed for have moved from commitment to Christ to intimate comradeship with Christ, and now to identification with him in the self-giving of his redeeming work through my being united with him in the life of the Spirit. And so the offering which I make to the Lord in the self-giving of my Election becomes a part of his offering of himself, and as I enter more deeply into that offering I am drawn ever more deeply into my new relationship of union with Christ himself. Again it is Paul who supplies the words, ‘I have been crucified with Christ, and I live now not with my own life but with the life of Christ who lives in me. The life I now live in this body I live in faith: faith in the Son of God who loved me and who sacrificed himself for my sake’ (Gal. 2.19-20). The grace sought in the Third Week, then, which Fr Cusson places ‘on the level of God’s plan of salvation and sanctification’ will be a deepening of the original grace of my baptismal commitment to Christ in his saving work in response to his deepening of my union with him as Saviour and Lord. The Third and Fourth Weeks are meant to be my becoming more deeply inserted into the perfect homage of worship paid by Jesus to the Father, an expression of the greatest love of all, so that I become less and he becomes all as I am one with him in the working out of Redemption and the new life of his Resurrection. The more fully I understand this working out and this new life, the more will I grieve at my own failure in loving and the more will I appreciate the wonder of the Lord’s invitation to me to share in his work of rescuing and restoring Creation to its true purpose – to reflect and express the self-giving love of its Maker.      

How are we redeemed?

We use expressions like, ‘Christ died for me’, and, ‘We are saved by his death on the Cross’, or even, ‘By Christ’s sufferings we are saved from our sins’. Each of these statements is true in itself but not one is self-explanatory. So the first task of our theological consideration must be to take the words, ‘for me’ and, with St Paul’s guidance, to establish the link between the suffering and dying of Jesus and the salvation which he brought about. How are we redeemed?

The Risen Christ was to say to the two disciples on the Emmaus road, ‘Was it not ordained that the Christ should suffer and so enter into his glory?’ (Luke 24.26), and earlier he had said, ‘I lay down my life for my sheep’ (John 10.15). We have, then, to trace the thread which led through Christ’s suffering to his glory and so to salvation for ourselves. And we  shall find that it was his absolute readiness to accept whatever might befall him in fulfilling his mission of revealing the fullness of God’s love for his Creation. It was the completeness of his self-giving love, meeting and united with the infinitely creative love of the Father, the life of the Holy Spirit. In a sinful world, the work of redemption inevitably involved suffering,  but the essential power of our redeeming is the embrace of divine self-giving (the outpouring of the gift of the Spirit) enfolding the total self-emptying which was the dying of Jesus. ‘The Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again’ (John 10.17). His mission was to reveal and express in human perfection the Father’s love and to proclaim in his own person humanity’s truth - that our fulfilment must lie in our response to that love. His dying was not only the inevitable consequence, but also the consummation, of that mission.  It is our task to seek through God’s word to know what we can of the wonder of our redeeming.

The Work of Redemption

In John’s Gospel, Jesus often comments in some way on his more important actions. So, on the eve of his death, he says a solemn sacrificial prayer – ‘for them do I sanctify myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth’ – in other words, I offer myself in immolation. Why ‘sanctify’? – is he not holy already? Though consecrated from the beginning, he sought always a more complete union with his Father, making his life on earth a journey to his Father.

We have to take seriously the text in Philippians 2 where Paul speaks of the Son’s  (already sacrificial) 'emptying’ of himself in his Incarnation. By this he entered our condition of isolation, lack of glory, our separation from God and from one another. In Paul’s word, he ‘became sin’ for our sake (‘For our sake, God made the sinless one into sin, so that in him we might become the goodness of God’ 2 Cor.5.21). He entered into the whole of our human predicament, a man like us in all things except actual personal sin, yet bearing the effects of living in our world of sin.

‘World of sin’? 

In biblical thought, the unredeemed world is cut off from God and his life, shut in upon itself in a prison of wretchedness. Man might appear to be alive, but in fact he is dead. ‘Your bodies are dead because of sin (Rom.8.10). The ‘condition of the flesh’ is all that is opposed to the Spirit’s love and self-giving, man in the mortal weakness and egoism of his closed existence. The root of the evil is solitude – outside of God’s fellowship, man is closed in on himself, shut off from life’s glory. (Rom 11.32, ‘God has imprisoned all men in their own disobedience only to show mercy to all mankind’; and Rom.7.24, ‘Who will rescue me from this body doomed to death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord’.)

Living what Paul calls the life of the flesh, dead to the life-giving holiness of God, humanity had no way to rise from the despair of an inherent damnation, no way   to that life-giving holiness. Where death is built in, a life given vicariously, external to, and ‘in place of’, the deceased, is not enough. So we have to ask the question, Did Christ, in his becoming incarnate, assume a share in our need of redemption? A theology of redemption which merely presents Christ as externally paying the price for sin, dying in our place, is bound to be inadequate. So, while images like ‘washed in the blood of the Lamb’ or ‘ransomed by his suffering’ give us some of the truth, scripture in fact presents us with a much richer redemption theology based on the Resurrection.

The ‘ransom’ explanation

A way of explaining Redemption which will sound familiar to most of us goes something like this – When man first sinned, his offence was against an infinite Being and was therefore itself quasi-infinite. So it was impossible for any mere human being  to make amends and reparation. Only a being with infinite merits could do this.  Hence the necessity of the Incarnation – as Son of God, Christ could have won forgiveness for us by any act at all during his time on earth because each had infinite value. But to underline the enormity of sin and the rigours of divine justice, he ‘threw into the balance’ his suffering, blood and death. So sin was expiated, the price was paid and humanity was ransomed. Then in a second, complementary act, God ‘applies’ the merits of Christ to those who are to be redeemed and distributes the benefits which he has merited. 

First let us take this word ‘ransom’. It is true that the Jesus, telling the Apostles that the Son of Man had come, not to be served but to serve, added ‘and to give his life as a ransom for many’ (Matt. 10.45), but this is only an incomplete analogy and in the light of overwhelming scriptural evidence we have to see it as a partial illustration of a much greater mystery. Paul, for  instance says, ‘If Christ has not been raised, you are still in your sins’ (I Cor.15.17) and ‘Jesus, who was put to death for our sins and raised to life to justify us’ (Rom.4.25). It is not enough to reduce redemption to a transaction (pardon granted in exchange for suffering) since Christ himself makes it clear that salvation means bringing people into a loving relationship with himself and with one another, united with him in sharing in the life of God’s fellowship, the life of the Spirit which, in contrast to life in the flesh, is holiness and loving and self-giving. It is by our being united with him through faith and baptism that we come to share in this life of the Spirit  (cf. John 10.10, ‘I have come so that they may have life and have it to the full’ and John 17.21, ‘May they all be one, Father, may they be one in us, as you are in me and I am in you’).

Also, if redemption were a mere transaction, by whom would the ransom be demanded?  We cannot say that it is simply a matter of appeasing God and winning back his favour because ‘God so loved the world that he gave his Son’. He takes the initiative and he does not have to be reconciled to us but it is we who are reconciled with the one who has never ceased to love us. Redemption, then, has to be appreciated as a new creation for a fullness of life of which the human unredeemed are incapable. God must save them by drawing them out of the condition of ‘flesh’ and bringing them into a communion of life and selfless loving  with him – not just a transaction but a transformation. It is in the perfect human loving of Jesus, the perfect union of his will with the Father even to the point of total self-giving, that this transformation of humanity takes place in himself in his Paschal moment, to be shared with those who come to him in faith.  ‘Christ has in fact been raised from the dead, the first-fruits of all who have fallen asleep’ (I Cor. 15.20) and ‘As he is the Beginning, he was the first to be born from the dead, so that he should be first in every way’ (Col. 1.18).

In the ‘new’ Christ, humanity shares in God’s life 

The stupendous wonder of redemption is the unassailable fact that the Son of God  entered into this ‘condition of the flesh’ so that he could be drawn out of it and, as man, enter into total communion with the Father in the life of the Trinity. He thus became the first of the redeemed, the firstfruits of redemption. This is what is involved in the fact that ‘the Word was made flesh’. He took on himself a frail existence filled with mortal weakness, as far from the Father as the distance between us and God’s infinite power. He took to himself (Rom.8.3) a body as physical as any sinful body, and in that body his faculties were so incompletely possessed by the life of God that he could suffer fear and anguish, could experience ignorance and humiliation, and the pull of the world to prestige and power and the avoidance of pain. So the action of man’s redemption had to be accomplished first in Christ’s own person. The salvation he came to win for us he had first to win for himself. He had to cry out to his Father to be saved (Heb.5.7), not from death but out of death. He longed for his ‘baptism’, yearned to go to his Father. And this was to be by a total disowning of self, a dispossessing of everything in him which did not yet live to God.  This was by no means a rejection of his humanity, but his surrendering it as witness to the truth – God’s limitless love for each of us.

Dying to the flesh – alive in God

A few days before his death, Jesus prayed, ‘Now, Father, it is time for you to glorify me with that glory I had with you before ever the world was’. But the glory was to come through a purifying, an immolating of the flesh itself in his desire to be possessed totally by God – a personal dedication by which he was to renounce his existence according to the flesh and submit himself to the life-giving holiness of God flooding his entire being (John12.24 – the wheat grain).

The whole person of Christ is involved – death is the Hour of his filial destiny, his passing from this world to the Father (John 13.1). He has even said, ‘the Father loves me because I lay down my life in order to take it up again’ (John 10.17). In death he is ‘lifted up from the earth’ to the presence of God and as man becomes completely what he is eternally, Son of God.

Spirit-filled, he is source of the Spirit

The redemption is first and foremost the entry of the man Jesus into full union with his Father, so that his glorifying death is the supreme moment of his Incarnation. From this moment, God’s saving will – to bring humankind into union with himself – is realised to infinity in Christ.  Being filled totally with the Spirit, he is made to be the source of the Spirit for all his brothers and sisters (I Cor.15.45, ‘the last Adam has become a life-giving spirit’ ). His dying was the completing of his self-emptying – a total emptying to welcome the fullness of the Holy Spirit. It was a gift of love, bearing him outside of self and this world into the embrace of his Father and so was intensely personal – all was on our behalf but through his own personal experience of being caught up by the glorifying hand of God, the Holy Spirit. ‘When he died, he died, once for all, to sin, so his life now is life with God’ (Rom.6.10). How we come to share in this we shall see later. But first we consider the relationship between the death and the glory of Christ.

Total self-giving meets total Life-giving

If we go back to Romans 4.25, we hear Paul saying that Jesus was put to death for our sins and raised to justify us. It is as though he is distinguishing the human offering of his pain and death in expiation for the sins of the human race, (something like the humble apology that one offers to someone who has been wronged), from the divine acceptance of the love which makes that offering, and it is this which justifies, redeems, first the humanity of Jesus, and then those who are joined with him.  The suffering and death were necessary as the expression of total human self-giving, but we are saved, not by them, but by the absolute love of Jesus for the Father which is mirrored by the Father’s total love for him expressed in the pouring out of the Spirit in that newness of life which we call the Resurrection. In other words, the dying and the glory are two aspects of one tremendous reality in which, on the one hand, the emptying of self in love by Jesus in his humanity reaches its complete perfection of self-giving, of likeness to the Father and, on the other, that humanity is raised by the Father, in the power of the Spirit, to the sharing in the life of the Trinity which is eternally his as divine Son. The moment of Redemption was in fact the moment of his glorification. It was the rolling back of the shadow of his assumed human deficiency to allow the untold brightness of the life of the Spirit to fill his being.

Obviously all of this was undertaken and accomplished by Christ, not for his own sake, but for ours, and his purpose in sharing the destitution of our humanity was that he might become empowered to share with us the riches of a new life of the Spirit.  ‘The last Adam has become a life-giving spirit’ (I Cor.15.45). We have only to read John 15.1-8, where Jesus says, ‘I am the true Vine; you are the branches’ to understand that his redeeming is a sharing of the life which he wins for us in his rising, the life of the Spirit. First in Christ, and then in all who are united with him through faith and baptism, redemption is the entering into the new creation of humanity, raised to share in the life of the Father.

An eternal moment…

What follows is that Christ, dying into the eternal Now of divine Being, lives eternally in the moment of his redeeming, of his dying into life. He lives always in the unrepeatable moment of his death and glorification, of his surrendering into the embrace of the Father where he is received with the welcome of divine glorification. And so he lives eternally as Saviour. The Church, sharing the life of his Spirit, is the Body of his extended incarnation.  In the words of Paul, ‘Now the Church is his body, he is its head’ (Col. 1.18), and so it exists and lives as the expression of his saving will, lives and acts in his redeeming moment as the instrument of his salvation. It is thus that salvation, which can only be a dying to the world and being raised in the new life of God, is available, through faith and baptism, to all mankind in Christ – ‘having been made perfect, he became for all who obey him the source of eternal salvation (Heb.5.9).

…in which we come to Life

So it remains for men and women to find this redemption, to be ‘justified through the free gift of his grace by being redeemed in Christ Jesus, who was appointed by God to sacrifice his life so as to win reconciliation through faith’ (Rom.3.24). Finding this salvation is not just a forgiving of sins or even just a taking away of sinfulness, but it is being united with Christ in the life-giving holiness of God and, for this to come about, each must be identified with the one in whom alone God has made that holiness blaze forth in its perfection, must be identified with Christ in the moment of his dying-into-life. Paul explains: ‘When we were baptized we went into the tomb with him and joined him in death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the Father’s glory, we too might walk in newness of life’ (Rom.6.4). That moment of Christ extends, for each who shares in it, into a lifelong growing in all ways towards the maturity of Christ (Eph.  4.15-16). ‘We, with our unveiled faces reflecting like mirrors the brightness of the Lord, all grow brighter and brighter as we are turned into the image that we reflect; this is the work of the Lord who is Spirit’ (2 Cor,3.18).

So the Church (the body of all the faithful) is identified with Christ through baptism, having entered the tomb with him so as to rise with him to newness of life (Rom. 6.3-4), and by being united with him in his redeeming moment through the sharing of the Eucharist and so, as the new Body of Christ,  finds salvation in his Resurrection. It is not in this or that event or moment in the life of Jesus - Bethlehem, Nazareth, Cana or whatever - that she is incorporated into Christ. Nor is it in some union with him in a heavenly existence which follows after his redeeming moment. It is in the act of redeeming itself, eternally present, and so the union of the Church with Christ is not simply a union of being and of living, but it is a mysterious communion in his own dying and glorification. It would be an incomplete theology of the Mystical Body which did not see the Church as the Body of the Paschal Christ, of Christ in the act of dying and being glorified.  (2 Cor.4.7-11 – carrying with us in our body the dying of Jesus so that his life may be seen in us). It is through her being identified with Christ in this action that the Church lives by the Spirit, and the same is true for each one of us 

Paschal existence

So Christ’s Body which is the Church is not a static reality. Christian life is a movement, a never-ceasing activity. We are united with Christ in an action,  in his total giving of himself, which opened up his humanity to the life-giving power of the Spirit. Redeemed humanity, then, is not simply people pardoned by an extrinsic gift of merits, not even just man re-created, brought to life in a passive receiving of life, but it is men and women giving themselves by the power of the Spirit in union with Christ, growing more and more to be like God himself in selfless loving. We lead a paschal existence, going forward (a pilgrim Church) by way of all our little dyings to the goal of life itself – dying not for the sake of dying but because each of our self-giving deaths is meant to be a dying into the life of God.

What remains is for us to link our understanding of the purpose of the Third Week with the great truths of Christ’s redeeming action. The Second Week has brought me to my new commitment to Christ, my creator and Lord, and my asking for confirmation as I move with Jesus to the place of sacrifice, to the seat of power of the hostile leaders, and so to his choice of self-offering. My prayer is that I may follow him in a total surrender of my self-love (cf. [189] – ‘Every one must keep in mind that in all that concerns the spiritual life his progress will be in proportion to his surrender of self-love and of his own will and interests’) and in desiring and seeking only the greater praise and glory of God by loving as he has loved. And now Ignatius bids me to ask for anguish and grief as I accompany Jesus to Calvary.

The key, surely, lies in the words ‘for me’ in the Third Prelude to the Second Contemplation – ‘In the Passion it is proper to ask for sorrow with Christ in sorrow, anguish with Christ in anguish, tears and deep grief because of the great affliction Christ endures for me’ [203]. And this, though ‘the divinity hides itself’, is the Person who is my Creator and Lord, suffering and dying – for me. So I pray for a deeper realisation that, through my ingratitude, I have shared in causing his pains, and I pray that I may be as close to him in his Passion as he is to me in his compassion. 

Pondering on the Principle and Foundation, I contemplated the vast divine plan of Creation in which I am a tiny component, yet called to offer my own unique share in God’s work. In my response to the King, I knew myself to be chosen and loved. Now, as I see clearly the universal redeeming work of Christ, I see that it is in my being drawn into a union of life with him, a cell in the Body of his new incarnation, one with him in all his self-giving, that I can hope for that loving relationship with God and his Creation for which I was made. So with Ignatius I enter on the Third Week by sharing with Jesus and the Apostles in his Last Supper, in which he raises the Jewish Memorial, the reliving of Exodus and Covenant, to be the sign of his own fulfilling of these promises in the gift which unites us with himself in his self-offering, and so in the newness of the life of the Spirit, each and all who come to him in faith.

As the Week moves from the prayer of Jesus in the Garden to its climax on Calvary, Ignatius leaves the retreatant more and more to a simple contemplation of the gospel narrative.  This is God’s Word in all its power and all that we ask is that we may experience especially the interior sufferings of Jesus with the whole of our being. But at all times there must be awareness of the immense reality of which the visible events are the outward sign. Here are the wrongs and abuse and poverty of the Kingdom, the insults, contempt and humility of the Two Standards and the Third Degree of Humility, and because they are embraced as an expression of compassion  (‘for their sake I consecrate myself’ (John 17.19), they become instruments of the salvation which can be won only by the total loving of the Lord in the lowliness of his humanity. And so Paul could write to the Colossians, ‘It makes me happy to suffer for you, as I am suffering now, and in my own body to do what I can to make up all that has still to be undergone by Christ for the sake of his body, the Church’. God’s plan is being worked out today and every day as, in their active compassion for the sufferings and needs of others, Christ’s followers are united by the Holy Spirit with his redeeming love, finding glory in defeat and life through dying, provided always that it is God’s will that is being done for the sake of the Kingdom.

Summarising

Q.
Is it true to say that Christ died for our sins?

A.
It is perfectly true but far from the whole truth on two counts – a) he died so as to save us by his being raised as man to the fullness of divine life, the life of the Spirit; b) this saving was not just a cleansing from sinfulness but the defeat of the power of evil by our coming to share, by the gift of grace and faith in Christ, in this same life of the Spirit.

Q.
Why did the Son of God become man to save us?

A.
Because, of all mankind, he alone is capable, through his Sonship, of receiving God’s total gift of himself, the life of the Spirit for which we were created. This would be true whether mankind had sinned or not – hence John 1.4: ‘All that came to be had life in him and that life was the light of men’.

Q. Why was it necessary for Christ to die when he could have saved mankind by his least act as the incarnate Son?

A. It is only in dying that one can commit oneself totally and irrevocably – in a   completeness of receptive submission which is fidelity without limit. The divine plan of salvation was to be worked out in a total surrender of Christ’s humanity, an absolute self-giving as man into the absolute loving of the Father’s embrace – the fullness of the divine life of the Spirit.

Q. How, then, can we come to share in this new life won for his own humanity by Christ?

A. ‘God loved the world so much  that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life in him (John 3.16). Through faith in Christ, issuing in the commitment of Baptism, we are united with him in his dying into the true life of the Spirit, the life shared by his new Body, the Church, in which we have to grow towards the fullness of the maturity of Christ (cf. Eph. 4.15-16)

Q. Who, then, are offered this fullness of life?

A.
Not only those who have explicit faith in the whole truth of Christ and are baptized, but all who open their hearts to God’s love in seeking goodness, the greater good of others, with sincere love of truth. So, for example,  we have the saints of the Old Covenant who looked forward to God’s saving of his People, saved not by their own merits but by the eternal power of Christ’s dying into life. He, the Word, was in the world from its beginning and ‘available’ for all who believed because ‘God is Love’. 

VIII   THE FOURTH WEEK


Theologically speaking, there is no break between the Third and Fourth Weeks of the Exercises, not simply because there is an essential continuity in what is being contemplated, but more importantly because the climax which gives light and meaning to our sharing in the sufferings of Christ, the complete self-giving of his dying in his humanity, is the very moment which is the source and reality of all the prayer of the Fourth week. In the total loving of his surrender to the way ordained for him, he received in his humanity the fullness of what, as a Person of the Holy Trinity, he is eternally, Son of God, filled with the divine fullness of the Holy Spirit and the source of the Spirit for all mankind. ‘The first man, Adam, became a living soul; but the last Adam has become a life-giving spirit’ (I Cor. 15.45).   For himself as the Redeemer and for us as the redeemed, this moment is not only a reality of human history but beyond time and space it is the eternal moment when God’s will, to unite mankind with himself in a covenant of love, is realised to infinity in Christ. 

Selfless joy


As always, it is in the grace that we ask for that we perceive the inner meaning for Ignatius of the mystery which we contemplate. And here, he tells us, it is for us to ask for the grace to be glad and rejoice intensely because of the great joy and the glory of Christ our Lord.  

There is everything to rejoice about on our own account but first, Ignatius insists, must come our selfless rejoicing that, through the loving acceptance with which Jesus bore the labours and sufferings attendant on his mission of restoring Creation to its Creator, the power of evil has been overcome by the gift of the Holy Spirit and in him, as the firstborn of a new humanity, the love and truth of the Reign of God have come to a fullness which goes out from him to permeate the world with indestructible goodness.

 When we came face to face with the horror of sin and its history in the First Week, we saw that its reality is personal rejection of the infinite love with which God longs to draw us, his creation, into a relationship of union with himself. In the act of his redeeming, Christ has sealed that union afresh in a new Covenant and has himself, the second Adam, become ‘life-giving spirit’ (I Cor.15.45). It is in this that the victory over sin consists – the flooding into humanity, in Jesus first through his human self-emptying, of the full light of the Spirit of God’s loving which in Jesus himself fulfils the purpose of human creation to perfection, and from us sinners sweeps away the darkness of all that is unloving and untrue. So, commenting on the promise of ‘living water’ spoken by Jesus at the Feast of Tabernacles, John says, ‘He was speaking of the Spirit which those who believed in him were to receive; for there was no Spirit as yet because Jesus had not yet been glorified’ (John 7.39) . All of this is implied in that Third Prelude with which Ignatius guides our First Contemplation of the Fourth Week [223], and in his Fourth Point, to consider the divinity, which seemed to hide itself during the passion, now appearing and manifesting itslf so miraculously in the most holy Resurrection in its true and most sacred effects.

The Consoler

Only after this sharing in the deep personal joy of our Saviour, and our asking that our hearts may be united with his now, as they were in our joining him in his sufferings, does Ignatius direct our contemplation to the Risen Christ who comes to us, both collectively as his new Body of the faithful, and to each individually, as ‘consoler’ and friend. Our immediate understanding of the word ‘consoler’ is of one who brings comfort and relief in times of grief and distress, and of course that holds true here. But when we remember all that Ignatius means by ‘consolation’ [316], the grace which gives joy and energy to our faith and hope and love, we read much more into the consolation which he brings in his appearances to those he loves. 

Cross and Glory are one
 True to his own practical way of presenting the theology of the Incarnation, Ignatius lets us come to a fuller understanding of the graces and blessings of Easter through our contemplating the visible events which are recorded in the Gospels in the light of scriptural prophecy (e.g. Passover and Exodus) and elucidation, especially that of St Paul. The salvation that the Risen Saviour brings is first of all spiritual, rooted in the peace of our hearts’ right relationship with God and with one another. But  he wills us to recognise and to imitate its external signs. As the Risen Christ said to the despondent disciples on the Emmaus road, ‘Was it not ordained that the Christ should suffer and so enter into his glory?’(Luke 24.26) and, as we have seen, Cross and Resurrection are two aspects of the great God-given turning point in the history of the human race. 

Jesus himself said at the Last Supper, ‘Your sorrow will turn into joy’ (John 16.20) – as we move with him from Calvary and the tomb into the joy of his newness of life, the Cross, with all that it implies of self-giving and commitment to loving in the Spirit, is not abandoned but itself becomes a living part of the joy of our union with the Risen Christ. As Paul assures us, ‘always, wherever we may be, we carry with us in our body, the dying of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus, too, may always be seen in our body’ (II Cor. 4.10), and for our reassurance, in Ephesians 1.18, he prays, May the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, give you a spirit of wisdom and perception of what is revealed, to bring you to full knowledge of him. May he enlighten the eyes of your mind so that you can see what hope his call holds for you, what rich glories he has promised the saints will inherit and how infinitely great is the power that he has exercised for us believers. This you can tell from the strength of his power at work in Christ, when he used it to raise him from the dead and to make him sit at his right hand, in heaven.’

Gift of the Spirit
It is really this power, the power of the Holy Spirit, that the Fourth Week is about. John describes the first meeting of Jesus with the Apostles as a group after his rising (John 20.19-23). ‘He said to them, “Peace be with you”, and showed them his hands and his side. The disciples were filled with joy when they saw the Lord, and he said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father sent me, so am I sending you”. After saying this he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit”’. For forty days after this he will still guide them in the way that they are to bring his word and his love to their world (Acts 1.3 – ‘For forty days he had continued to appear to them and tell them about the kingdom of God’); then he will commission them to become his word and his love for all nations. Then after their days of prayer together, they will be empowered to become his witnesses to the ends of the earth. In this way, for our greater understanding, the blessings of Easter are extended in time over the weeks of Paschaltide. But all of it happened in the moment when Jesus died into the embrace of his Father and, as he said of himself, from this time onward he will come to us. In fact, through the indwelling Spirit, he will be within us – ‘If anyone loves me he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we shall come to him and make our home with him’ (John 14.23).  

In this way God’s promise through his prophet is fulfilled, ‘I shall give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I shall remove the heart of stone from your bodies and give you a heart of flesh instead; I shall put my spirit in you’ (Ezek. 36.26-27). And the purpose of the Good Shepherd is achieved, ‘I have come so that they may have life, and have it to the full’ (John 10.10). It is life in unity, in loving relationship, the life of the Spirit, as we see from the True Vine of John 15, the Body of the new humanity of which Christ is Head (Col. 1.18), endowed in various ways by the same Spirit in service to the same Lord - 'Now you together are Christ’s body; but each of you is a different part of it’ (I Cor. 12.27). In his Priestly Prayer Jesus prayed, ‘May they all be one, Father, may they be one in us, as you are in me and I am in you’ (John 17.21), and in this he referred not only to the disciples but to all who would come to him – ‘I pray not only for these, but for those also who through their words will believe in me’. It is to bring this unity in the Holy Spirit to the world that the disciples, and all who follow them, are sent by the Father to be comrades of his Son, not in bringing people into subjection but in sharing with all people the new hope that has come to humanity through its re-creation in Christ. 

The Appearances of the Risen Christ

Any notion that the first appearances of the Risen Lord were no more than private reassurances for those close to him is dispelled, in the First Prelude of the First Contemplation, by the words referring to the Sheol of the dead, ‘There he sets free the souls of the just’. We say in our Creed, as does Ignatius here, ‘he descended into hell’, but it is all too easy to miss the vast implications of this until we link it with ‘he went to preach to the spirits in prison’ of I Peter 3.19 - all those men and women who by the goodness and sincerity of their lives, especially the saints of the Old Testament, had looked forward to the coming of a saviour with an implicit faith which came to explicit fruition in the harvest of Resurrection. The salvation which he came to offer is not limited by space or time but is universal, being the re-creating of the divine plan to unite all people of good will in the embrace of his love. 

The Mother of Jesus

The central point of this first contemplation [219] is the Risen Christ’s appearing ‘in body and soul to his Blessed Mother’. In [299] Ignatius defends this addition to the gospel accounts with the argument, ‘Scripture supposes that we have understanding’ and he will have found it first in Ludolph’s Life of Christ. But quite apart from the distinguished support for this meeting that he could quote from such Fathers of the Church as Saints Ambrose, Anselm and Ignatius of Antioch, again there is implied a great theological perception which would not have escaped him, pertinent as it is to the salvation theme, both individual and universal, which runs through the Foundation, Kingdom and Incarnation. 

Mankind, brought into being so as to grow, through grace, in the likeness of God’s self-giving love, and so to come, by faith, to a perfection of loving relationship with the Creator and with one another, turned aside out of self-love from this high calling so that only the mercy of God could restore his beloved creation through the Incarnation of the divine Son, the Word through whom all things came to be. He was to be conceived and born into the human race so that in his human nature humanity might come to a new birth, a new creation.  Mary was chosen, and was asked by God’s angel, to be the mother of this Saviour, of this new Creation (Luke 1.26-38) and, in her consenting and devoting her life to his mission, she spoke for mankind, the representative of all ‘those who did accept him’ and to whom ‘he gave power to become children of God’ (John 1.12). She became in a sense the world’s womb, welcoming  its new Head on our behalf as the second Eve with her simple words, ‘Let what you have said be done to me’.  Without for one moment equating her as a co-redeemer with her Son, the Fathers of the Church saw her as Mother of the living, of the new humanity, of all who find new life in her Son.

When we contemplated the Visitation ([263] and Luke 1.39ff) we heard Elizabeth’s greeting, ‘blessed is she who believed that the promise made her by the Lord would be fulfilled’. That faith, the power of the Most High covering her with its shadow (Luke 1.35), brought her by way of Simeon (Luke 2.33-35) and Cana (John 2.1-10) to the anguish and the trust of Calvary. As a true daughter of Abraham she would have the words of the Angel of the Annunciation echoing in her heart, ‘Nothing is impossible to God’ (Luke 1.37), as she united herself on our behalf with his self-giving, and like every bereaved mother she would spend the time of separation with loving memories of her child, but with trusting acceptance of God’s ways, while she turned over in her mind his words to John, ‘This is your mother’ (John 19.27). Of all people, she has borne the labours and sufferings, the insults and humiliations, of her Son most closely to his heart, and through it all she has stood there as the representative and precursor of all creation.  

So now this coming to Mary of her Risen Son has all the intimate tenderness and joy which belong to the glorious return to his mother of her beloved Son, and with his customary reticence Ignatius leaves the retreatant to share in their deepest feelings and thoughts. But it is not only the joy of the Resurrection in which we share. It is also the ‘glory’ of the Risen Lord. He comes to his Mother as the one who has been closest to him, of course, but in coming to her, he is coming as its Saviour to all the Creation which she represents, to each one of us who, like her, share in that glory, that life in the Spirit for which we were made. This contemplation, then, is not a mere act of filial piety on the part of Ignatius, but is to be the model in which we see the perfection and wholeness of all the ways in which the Christ of Easter comes to his own, to our world and to each of us in our prayer, in the service of our lives and in our hope of eternal life in the fullness of God’s love.

Other appearances


As for the other appearances, Ignatius simply directs [226] that ‘all the mysteries from the Resurrection to the Ascension inclusive are to be gone through in the manner indicated below (i.e. in Notes I to IV) and the actual Appearances are given in The Mysteries [299-312]. As in his coming to his Mother, so as he comes to his own, both in the Gospels and in our prayer, the Risen Lord brings to each the special joy and strength which he knows to be the needed consolation. To Magdalen, healed of some terrible affliction (Luke 8.2) and entirely devoted to him even in his death, he comes to raise her fidelity and homage to faith in him as Creator and Lord (John 20.17-18). The disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24.13-35) have pinned their hopes on him as the Messiah, their own notion of an all-conquering Messiah. His word raises their minds and hearts to hope in the one who brings renewal and true freedom out of suffering and the surrender of death. 

Even the Apostles, so familiar with his words and thinking, have been shocked into fear and confusion (John 20.19-23). To them he comes, revealing to them and conferring on them the fullness of the grace of redemption. He has lived and suffered and died so as to be able to say to them and to us, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’, but not before he had commissioned them, ‘As the Father sent me, so am I sending you’, and like himself they and we are to bring, to all who will receive it, forgiveness and healing. His ‘Peace be with you’ is no formal greeting but is his assurance that with perfect trust they can go forward freed from all fear by their faith in him. For Peter, still distressed by the memory of his denying his Lord, there is the special healing as Jesus bids him look deep within himself to know that, in spite of his lapse, he is wholly devoted still in loyalty and love (John 21.15-19). He, too, is given his special mission, to feed and to shepherd, bringing to all people the word and the love of his Master. Last of all, as Ignatius insists on three occasions, [4, 226 and 312] is the Appearance of the Risen Lord at his Ascension.         

ASCENSION  (Acts 1.6-11)
How do we perceive the Lord’s Ascension?  Do we think of it simply as a farewell - a neat rounding off of the time of his visible presence on earth?  Or do we think of it as Christ’s triumph over the world of sin and death, the moment of humankind, in the person of Christ, being raised to the life of God, and therefore as the sign and promise of our own return to God in the power of Christ’s Resurrection?  Of course, it is all of this - it is as one of us that he goes to the Father as Risen Man and brings to fulfilment the purpose and plan of his Incarnation - ‘I have come that they may have life, life more abundant’. But although from one perspective the Ascension is a completion, from another, just as important for Ignatius in the context of the Exercises, it is a beginning. In the Easter appearances we have discovered a pattern – first there is delay in recognising Jesus. Then, when faith has flowered, there is mission, a sending. Magdalen is bidden, ‘Go and find the brothers, and tell them: I am ascending to your Father and my Father, to my God and your God’. The Emmaus disciples, recognising him, are constrained to go all the way back to Jerusalem to share the good news with the Apostles. And they are instructed by the Risen Master, ‘As the Father sent me, so am I sending you’. The Fourth Week is not about complacency or triumphalism, but about post-Resurrection life, a life joyfully proclaiming and generously expressing God’s love revealed in Christ. He is the unseen presence, continually creating this new life within us, our going to the Father in the life of the Spirit, and enabling our witness to him by the power of the Spirit.  

In Acts 1.8 we hear Jesus telling the Apostles, ‘You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you, and then you will be my witnesses....to the ends of the earth’. It is a mission and a promise not only to the Eleven but to all who will follow them.  What we celebrate, then, is not just a remembrance of Jesus taking leave of his disciples, not just a day of departure, or even just of triumph.  It is a new way of presence – ‘Know that I am with you always; yes, to the end of time’ (Matt28.20).  It is the day of Christ’s commissioning  his Church, sending out his apostles - and us - to continue his own work - that of spreading the Good News and building up a Kingdom of peace and love and justice.  It is he who makes all things new, but it is through our lips that his word is to be spoken; it is into our hands and hearts that he gives power  to transform humanity into the community of love which is its destiny.

Power of loving Service

When Jesus promised power to his disciples and to us, he made it clear that it was to come about through the giving of the Holy Spirit, a sharing in the life of God - that life which is love.  And all of this for a purpose: to witness to him; to carry on his own work in our world.  On the eve of his own death he had prayed, ‘Through the power over all mankind that you have given him (the Son, himself), let him give eternal life to all those you have entrusted to him’ (John 17.2) The purpose of his power is to empower humanity for fulness of life.

 When John and James came to Jesus asking to be given privileged places when he came into his kingdom, Jesus said to them, ‘The Son of Man himself did not come to be served but to serve’ (Mark 10.45), and at the Last Supper he washed the feet of the disciples in the utter humility of loving service.  Then he said to them, ‘You call me Master and Lord, and so I am - if I, then, have washed your feet, you should wash one another’s feet.’(John 13.13-14).

For Jesus, the only genuine power was power to serve; the perfect use of power was to exercise in our world a share in the power of God, the power of selfless loving..  In his commissioning of his Church at his Ascension, the power he promised was a sharing in his own power to heal and to witness to that love of God revealed in himself -  ‘May they be one in us as you are in me and I am in you, so that the world may believe that it was you who sent me’ (John 18.21). Power to serve, to witness, to unite.

By the truth and in love

But there is another dimension which is of great moment for us in the Fourth Week - that of truth.  When Pilate questioned Jesus about his being a king, he replied, ‘Yes, I am a king.  I was born for this, I came into the world for this - to bear witness to the truth; all those who are on the side of truth listen to my voice’ (John 19.37).  Witness which is not true to God’s Word is bereft of the reality of power.  So we have St Paul telling us, ‘We prove that we are God’s servants by the word of truth and by the power of God’.  The Spirit who is the gift of power is also the Spirit of truth.  ‘He will lead you into the wholeness of truth’ (John 16.13), Jesus had said - the truth of our relationship with God as loving Father, that truth which makes us free.

In contemplating the Ascension, we are to see how we are endowed with gifts of nature and grace, charisms, powers of the mind which are at best worthless if they are not at the service of the power of the Spirit. At worst, they are destructive if they are used merely for self. It is for all who are empowered by God to dedicate themselves for the building up of God’s kingdom of peace and love and justice, and for unremitting service of the truth of God. Whatever our talents, each one of us is called to be selfless in using the powers we are given in the service of humanity and, in particular, in the service of those near to us.  The integrity of intellect, the humanity of understanding and empathy, and the dedication of one who genuinely witnesses to the self-giving of Christ -  it is for this that we are commissioned in the very bestowal of our powers.  And we have the assurance of St Paul, writing to the Church of Ephesus, ‘If we live by the truth and in love, we shall grow in all ways into Christ who is the head, by whom the whole body is fitted and joined together....So the body grows until it has built itself up in love’ (Eph 4.15-16)

The Contemplation to Attain the Love of God
As Fr Cusson makes clear at the start of his discussion of this contemplation, the ideas and motivations proposed here by Ignatius, like the contemplations on  the Life of Christ and his Passion and Death, can be beneficial at any time. But that does not mean that a director who intends to follow the mind of Ignatius in giving the Exercises should feel free to introduce it at any stage of the first three Weeks. Within the context of the Exercises it has its proper function and our first task will be the attempt to discover the intention of Ignatius and his purpose in placing it in his Fourth Week and in this way to come to the theological principles on which his contemplation is based.

 It goes without saying that our first source  is the Second Prelude where I ‘ask for what I desire’. And ‘here it will be to ask for an intimate knowledge of the many blessings received, that filled with gratitude for all, I may in all things love and serve the Divine Majesty’. We note that the knowledge I seek will be deeply appreciated, such as will inspire my personal relationship with the Lord, so that the result of my gratitude may be love and service in all things. That takes us back to Note 1 where Ignatius points out that love ought to manifest itself in deeds  rather than in words, and to Note 2, about the mutual sharing which love demands. I might ask what do I have that God does not already possess, that I can share with him. The answer is in the prayer at the end of each Point. It is the freedom which he has given me so that I may have power to love – my liberty, my will to give myself to the service of others in giving myself wholly to my Creator and Lord. In this crowning of the Exercises, we come full circle from the Foundation but, with the light of intimate knowledge and deep experience of the love which comes to us through Christ, at a new level of gratitude and love and with a truer realisation of what his call to service is to mean in my life.

Some commentators emphasize the significance of the change from the ‘to love more’ of the earlier Weeks (e.g. 2nd Week,1st Contemplation, 3rd Prelude – ‘that I may love him more and follow him more closely’) to the ‘to love in all things’ of this contemplation (2nd Prelude – that filled with gratitude for all, I may in all things love and serve the Divine Majesty’). And certainly this goes well with the constant desire of Ignatius ‘to find God in all things’. In this way our attention is directed to one of the most valuable fruits to be hoped for from the Exercises – while clinging to our experience in prayer of the transcendence of the Divine Majesty, to discover the wonder of the divine immanence in our created world. It is a grace that we pray for because it is not a matter of proceeding from our knowledge of the world to a knowledge of God. Rather, by the gift of the Holy Spirit, we encounter God in our world where he reveals himself as totally loving, ‘working’ always to help his beloved mankind, and the whole of Creation, to answer his call to share with him in his glory. And it is in Christ, the Word of God made manifest in his assumed humanity, that this revelation reaches its perfection. ‘From his fullness we have, all of us, received – yes, grace in return for grace, since, though the Law was given through Moses, grace and truth have come through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God; it is the only Son, who is nearest to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.’ (John 1.16-18). It is in that knowledge, and in our seeking in all things to be selfless in serving Christ in the Spirit, that he and the Father will come to us and make their home with us     

IX   THE PRAYER OF THE EXERCISES

The Heart of prayer

The supreme and essential purpose of all prayer cannot be anything other than the giving of praise and glory to God, and so the power of prayer for the Christian – and therefore, however unconsciously, for every believer – is the redeeming prayer of Christ in the unity of the Holy Spirit.  This is true of all prayer, both ‘personal’ and ‘shared’, whether it be the prayer of petition or intercession, the prayer of adoration and thanksgiving, the prayer of contrition and reconciliation, or the prayer of discernment and seeking God’s way for us to give him glory.  The heart and perfection of all prayer is surrender to love, God’s love coming to us in Christ.

To understand this deepest truth about our prayer is to be liberated from all sorts of fears and doubts that appear to afflict the many people who worry about the quality of their prayer, dissatisfied with themselves because their prayer seems to them to be ineffective, so that dryness is interpreted as disaster. Once I am convinced that surrender, active and happy surrender to the loving purpose of God, is what prayer is all about, the way is clear for prayer both of mind and heart.

Not so long ago, the idea was prevalent that affective prayer was in some way suspect, as though sentiment necessarily involved sentimentality, and we can be thankful that in our day the prayer of the heart has recovered its place as the prayer of the whole person.  As the summit of all prayer is the glory of God, so the effect of all prayer in my spiritual self must be the uniting of my will with the will of the Lord, and in this the mind and the heart have to work together to allow the Holy Spirit to conform my will to the will of Christ in worship of the Father..

Here we have the heart of all prayer, but in a very special way the heart of the prayer of the Exercises.  They were given by the Spirit to Saint Ignatius as a means to help each man or woman to desire and to discover how God could best be praised and served by each individual and, with the ‘Election’ as the height of this self-surrender, they lead each one to an ever deeper union with Christ in his redeeming Death and Resurrection.

It is true that in the daily prayer of our lives we may, and should, open ourselves to whatever way the Holy Spirit is leading us in the life the Lord has chosen for us. In the Exercises, while ‘it is more suitable and much better that the Creator and Lord in person communicate Himself to the devout soul in quest of the divine will’, we are given a sure and trusted pattern to guide our prayer in entering into that communication.  In all the meditations and contemplations we ask for a particular grace, and the focus of our prayer must always return to this, so that God may be glorified and that we may grow towards the stature of Christ.    

Prayer of the heart

 What most seekers are really longing for is the prayer of the heart, a deepening of their relationship with the Lord.  This is not necessarily emotional, but it involves the opening to God of the very depth of my being., and for this there are no clearly marked highways.  The basic map is the Word of God.  In this prayer I do not travel from A to B, nor do I decide on my destination and, when I run out of words and thoughts, my prayer does not come to an end but rather becomes a listening, a receptiveness.  I may, and in fact I am well advised to, hope for a particular grace, a specific way of growing in faith and trust and love, but the purpose of this prayer is, quite simply, to become more confident in God’s love embracing and empowering me, more and more available for pleasing the Lord in my living and loving, more open and listening at all times to the whisper of the Holy Spirit within me.  The Spirit speaks to me in many ways, through the Church, through events and encounters, but above all through the Scriptures, God’s revealing of himself in word and especially in the Word made flesh. My part in this prayer is essentially my welcoming and responding to that word 

Prayer that is Personal

We used to talk about ‘private’ prayer and we knew what we meant by that.  It was the praying for which we tried to be alone with God.  But ‘personal prayer’ is more than that.  For one thing it is knowing that I could not look for God if he had not found me already and gifted me with faith, the longing to belong to him.  It is surrendering, or at the least beginning to surrender, to an all-embracing trust that the Father cares for me personally with infinite love and wisdom and that, through the guiding power of the Spirit, Christ will bring me into an ever closer, ever more intimate, relationship with himself and with the Father. 

I suppose that fully accepting the reality of this personal and unconditional love of the Lord for me as an individual is the first hurdle that I need to clear as he shows me the way to the heart of prayer.  I cannot express greater trust in anyone than to say, ‘I would trust him with my life’ and, come to think of it, no one deserves such trust more than the Lord of life himself, the one who gave himself so that I might have life to the full.  The moment will come for each of us to echo his words of total trust, ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit’.  For now, all that he asks is that I come to him in prayer with absolute trust that he is present to me, loving me with longing for my loving response. 

I need to take a closer look at those words, ‘present to me’, because here, I believe, is where I may find my second hurdle.  ‘God is everywhere’ trips easily off the tongue but do I really believe that the loving Lord lives in my heart?  For my prayer to be truly ‘personal’ this must be so.  Happily, we have the word of Jesus himself: ‘If anyone loves me he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we shall come to him and make our home in him’.  I find that I am helped by considering two sorts of presence that I experience, spatial and personal, two ways of  ‘being with’ someone.  I may sit beside a stranger on a bus or plane with no exchange whatsoever of word or even glance.  We are present to one another but only spatially, only because of our close relative positions.  ‘Close’ here refers only to measurement but we use the word ‘close’ with other meanings such as concerned, interested, attentive, loving  -  in fact all the many ways in which one can relate personally to another.  This personal presence, which is not governed by mere distance, becomes complete when it is mutual  -  speaking invites listening, giving asks for receiving, loving hopes for a return of love.

When we apply this to prayer, we discover that all prayer is a response to God’s presence, not simply spatial but also intensely personal, and as varied as there are ways of his relating to us, as his people in our liturgies and groups, or to me as precious individual in the quiet of my heart.   He reveals himself as Creator, Shepherd, King, Father, Spouse, Teacher, Counsellor, the one who heals, the one who feeds, the one who forgives, the one whose love is unconditional and eternal, making himself known to me through the human heart of Christ with me and for me in all the ways of personal presence.  So long as this truth is reality in my life, and so long as I keep growing in knowledge and love of Jesus as he reveals his inner self in his Gospel, the response of my prayer, however little I may be moved emotionally, will complete the union of personal presence at whatever level my prayer has reached.  

To grow in the likeness of Christ

There is another aspect of this personal quality of prayer which mirrors a desire that is present in most human friendship.  That is my wish to grow in the likeness of Christ.  It is not imitating his outward appearance and actions that we mean by this but likeness of mind and heart, asking to make my own his ways of thinking and relating to the Father and to others.  Jesus himself said, ‘Learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart’ (Matt 11.29).  It is in our accompanying him in all the selfless and compassionate loving of the gospels that we can hope to do just this.  It is not enough to marvel at the wisdom of his words or the power of his healing as we ponder and pray over the events of his earthly life, but we must pray humbly to grow in knowledge and love of his mind and heart and, above all, to come to know and share the central driving purpose which embraced and unified all of his teaching and self-giving.  Here we can only touch briefly on this but it is important to carry with us as the bedrock of our prayer words of Jesus himself describing his mission lest we be misled into considering him as no more than an exemplary guru,  a visionary or revolutionary instead of  as the re-creator of the human race in the pattern of his Father’s loving.

After his baptism by John and his testing in the desert Jesus returned to his own town and in the synagogue declared that he had come on a mission of healing and restoration.  In the Beatitudes he set out the ways in which those who followed him were to find their fulfilment , ways of selfless loving; and in his final prayer before his arrest he asked that all those whom the Father gave him might be one, united with himself and the Father.  Through all the various events and teaching of the Public Life of Jesus, and of his Passion and Resurrection, runs the thread of his longing to break down the barriers erected by people’s greed for power and wealth, so as to gather all into the one family of his Father.  ‘I have come so that they may have life to the full’,  he said, and this was to come about through a great reconciling of mankind with God and of all people with one another through their sharing in the life of the Spirit and worshipping the Lord, not just in external observances, but in spirit and truth.

There is much more to be said and explained but in these thoughts we can trace the main lines of the mission of Jesus.  True, it is the Christ of now, the Risen Christ, who is present to us in our prayer, but he has revealed himself to us in all the longing and striving and praying of the gospels so that we may know the eternal reality which is his heart and so come to love and follow him more and more closely.  In what we call his Priestly Prayer he asked the Father, ‘through the power over all mankind that you have given him, let him give eternal life to all those you have entrusted to him’.  Yes, his whole being was directed to doing the will of the Father but the Father’s will, he said, was ‘that whoever sees the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life’.

It all adds up to a determination on the part of Jesus to restore a true relationship between ourselves and God, and with one another.  He offered trust in place of guilt and fear, love in place of mere duty.  Here, for instance, was the nub of his opposition to the Scribes  -  ‘they tie up burdens for men to carry and make no effort to relieve them’.  Instead they labelled them sinners and outcasts, dividing the very people God longed to bind to himself in the loving union of the Covenant, a union of mutual self-giving.  For all of us, to know and relate to the Father just as he experienced the total loving of the Father, and so to live lives of growing in likeness to the Father   -  this was what he wanted for everyone and what he put within reach of everyone when he was able to say as Risen Lord, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit…As the Father sent me, so am I sending you’.  He came, and he comes day by day, offering a life not cluttered with things and regulations but filled with relationships of self-giving love, the true worship in spirit and truth which reaches its climax in the united offering of the Eucharist and which is to illuminate and guide the whole of our prayer.

Always I am to come to the Lord aware of my own failings yet filled with thankfulness that I am a forgiven sinner.  I think it is Thomas Merton who says that contemplative prayer is not so much striving to know God (in the sense of trying to pin down his infinity) as striving to let myself be known by God.  But the Father reveals himself in the Son, so my prayer to him must always be, ‘Help me to know you more clearly so as to love you more dearly so as to follow you more nearly’.  And for that I am entirely in his hands.

A Way of Prayer

Whenever I read the Gospels prayerfully,  I ought to consider as addressed to myself the words that Jesus speaks inviting his hearers to come to him.  This is especially true when I embark on the enterprise of regular personal prayer.  When John and Andrew asked where he lived, he answered, ‘Come and see’ (John 1.38-39).  When Peter asked from the boat, ‘If it is you, tell me to come to you across the water’,  Jesus challenged him with a simple ‘Come’ (Matt 14.28-29).  And of course  to all in any sort of need he still says, ‘Come to me, all you who labour and are overburdened, and I will give you rest’ (Matt 11.28).


Whenever I pray, or turn to God in any way, whether I  realise it or not, I am responding to a word which he has already spoken to me, an approach that he has already made.  Always it is the Holy Spirit who takes the initiative and moves me to pray.  In fact, more often than not, what leads me into prayer is a word from Scripture.  It may be just a phrase or a sentence, or it may be an incident, an encounter with Jesus, but it is here that God’s word speaks to me most clearly so that my prayer is a response to this.  And this reply should not be just a matter of putting words together, but of  asking the Lord to make his word come alive in my heart  so that I may see my life through his eyes, lit with the light of the word which he speaks to me. 


  All those who take the task of prayer seriously can look back on moments when they were carried along in their prayer effortlessly in the embrace of the good Lord’s consolation.  In fact, at such times any effort on their part to reflect or take any initiative would clearly have been an obstacle to their awareness of the Lord’s loving presence.  But these are times of special favour and mostly it is up to me to prepare myself and choose a starting point for whatever journey the Holy Spirit has in store for me. 

 Something else that I need to bear in mind is that my praying has to keep in touch with the life I am living or it risks being frothy, ethereal and apart from the reality which is where God intends me to grow.  If I try to uproot my spiritual life from my daily tasks and experiences and particularly from my life in the company of family, friends and colleagues, I am hardly responding to the Lord’s presence in the wholeness of my being.  At the same time, when my prayer starts from this experience, as sometimes it must, there is the danger that I may just go round in circles, simply talking to myself and listening to myself, so that I fail to come to the Christ-centred pondering and conversing which can be that emptying of self which gives the Holy Spirit the freedom of my heart.  At first, I may seem to be faced with a dilemma: which is more important, pondering God’s word or talking to him about myself.  But there is no real contradiction here.  It is simply a matter of order.  First I have to ponder on God’s word to me, and then he helps me to see myself, my aspirations, my attitudes and, above all, my relationships in the light of that word. Here is the time for talking to the Lord about myself, but never losing sight of the word that he has spoken to me or of my absolute need of his creative power in becoming what he intends me to be. 

 I said earlier that the basic map for the journey of personal prayer is the Word of God.  In the Gospels I find my starting point, and it is through my letting God’s Word permeate my mind and heart (no footnotes, remember!) that I assent to be guided by the Holy Spirit as my prayer follows the Way that is Christ.  The aim of this prayer of friendship is to become more aware of God’s love for me, and for all his people and,  seeing my life, with all that it comprises, in the perspective of responding with love to the love of God, to be moved to ever greater generosity of love in return for love.  

Needless to say, I have no right to expect instant bliss.  In fact, the good Lord has a way of encouraging a sincerely committed beginner in this mode of  prayer with conscious joy in his companionship.  But the felt consolation is not the goal.  It is rather a pledge of his continued presence with me on a road which can be strewn with patches of dryness and humdrum endurance.  Yet here in prayer, as in life, the modern parable of the Footprints holds good - when I seem least alive to his nearness, he is most surely supporting and guiding me in the way of more selfless loving.  My part is to make a complete gift of myself to Christ, with faith in his power and hope in his love,  for whatever space of time I have offered to him.  Whether my prayer proves buoyant or laboured is purely within his gift, but I can be sure that in my fidelity lies the key to prayer that pleases him. 

Taking steps

Far from being a standardised drill, my personal prayer needs to be an opening of my heart to the Lord as I ponder his word to me.  If there is a pattern, it is that of conversation with one who, we know, comes to us with gifts of wisdom and love, what our American friends would call ‘visiting with’ the Lord.  Bearing all that in mind, what is the pattern that helps me most?  The answer to this will vary from person to person.  What I offer here is one which I and many others  have found gives both form and freedom.


Once I have decided on a scripture text to be prayed over, I read it slowly several times  It may be an incident from the Gospels or a short piece from one of St Paul’s letters, for example, or from one of the Prophets.  Then, having composed myself in the presence of the Lord, I ponder on his word to me, asking him to speak to my heart so that I may know what he is saying to me here and now and may open my heart freely to welcome his word.  If the passage is taken from one of the Gospels and describes the encounter of a person or persons with Jesus, I can use the way set out in the next section of this chapter.  Otherwise it helps to select a phrase, or at most a sentence, which strikes me as conveying for me the heart and depth of the piece.  On this I ponder.  By that I do not mean that I analyse or rationalise the words but rather I absorb them interiorly, letting the Spirit bring them alive within me.  All that he asks of me is that I should be wholly aware of, and receptive to, the word spoken to my heart. 


The next phase of my prayer, when the absorbing of the word seems complete, is to talk to the Lord quite freely and simply from my heart about how these words affect my prayer, my relationships and my life as a whole.  It is here that through his word he challenges me, helps me to see my weakness, encourages and consoles me, while helping me to know more clearly the ways of his own mind and heart.  This phase of actually talking to the Lord is very important and I have to be careful not to leave it out.  More than any other activity on my side, it is this which personalises and focusses my prayer, making possible the quiet prayer which follows. 

 Invariably this talking will bring me to some prayerful attitude such as praise or gratitude, sheer worship and wonder, longing or love or sheer surrender to God’s love.  For a time, shorter in the early days but growing longer as I progress, I stay in this attitude without looking for new thoughts or words, simply, for instance, being a thankful person.  The more busy and active my life, the more I am likely to feel that I am wasting my time in this prayer of quiet, but it is here in my silence that I hand myself over, emptied to make room for the Spirit.  So, when distractions occur to me, as occur they will, I look at them and, if they are irrelevant I refuse to be disturbed by them but go back to God’s word and to my quiet.  But if the Lord is giving me a nudge, for instance to make my peace with someone, then I make a mental note and peacefully return to my prayerful attitude.

The four phases of this pattern may fill the whole of the time I have promised to the Lord.  But if not, then I go back to the original passage and select another word or phrase or sentence, pondering, talking and then being still, quietly dwelling in whatever attitude of prayer I arrive at.  This way of praying is aimed at getting away from prayer controlled by my head and praying instead from the heart, asking the Holy Spirit to be in control.  I ought never to be in a hurry to move from one phrase to another but should stay always where I feel that the Lord is speaking to me.  

Meeting the Lord

This subtitle is not meant to indicate that I do not meet the Lord in other ways of prayer, but that I intend now to set out a particular way which I call Prayer of Encounter.  All that I have seen already about the Lord speaking to me in my mind and heart, and about all of my prayer being a response to this word spoken to me, still applies.  But where in a gospel passage there is an encounter with Jesus, whether by an individual or a group, my prayer can become a meeting with the Lord in a special way by altering the pondering phase described in the previous section of this chapter. 

Every time I open the Gospels, I can remind myself of the words of Jesus, ‘I have chosen you’.  By my Baptism, by his gift of the Holy Spirit, he has chosen me to receive his word in my heart and to respond to him there so that every encounter with him that is described in the Gospels can be my encounter with him, seeking my response, my offering of myself to be with him in doing what is pleasing to the Father, my presenting myself to him for his healing touch.


I think that I owe to Fr David Stanley, S.J. the insight that, as the Word became flesh for us, so his Spirit-filled flesh has, in the gospel narratives, become our saving word.  Or, to put it less succinctly, I experience the wonder of the Risen Christ and his salvation as I surrender to the self-giving love, the sheer goodness and compassion which I meet in the Jesus of the Gospels because, as the Gospels come to me through a process moving from lived experience to loving reflection to inspired writing, so I pass from inspired writing through loving reflection to lived experience of the Lord in my prayer and so in my life.

In praying over gospel encounters, I have to think of each one as a pattern, an eternal mode, of Christ’s coming to me.  It is an incident in the historical past, but Christ is the same for ever and, as I come to each encounter in the Gospels, I can seek and pray to read the mind and heart of Jesus, his way of reaching the heart of this person (Peter, Zacchaeus or whoever), knowing that he, the Risen Christ of now, comes to me with the same offer of healing, the same longing for friendship, the same challenge to generosity, the same seeking for a full response, so that I look for a way of experiencing in my prayer what is already a reality in the depth of my being.

First, as before, I have to read the passage over a few times until I know it well.  But then, in the place of the pondering, I look at the other person. to see the ways in which I resemble him. 

That is the first part of this phase.  The second is that I turn to Jesus in the gospel passage and I watch him and listen to him.  But even more important, I beg him to let me see beyond his words and actions  to know his mind and heart, how he feels towards this person, why he decides to approach him or her in this way, what response he is hoping for, and what longing he has to help the other  to wholeness of body and spirit, with what love he desires to bring the other to his own union with the Father.

The next step is a leap of faith.  I put the gospel account entirely on one side and rest my whole weight on the assurance that Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today and for ever; that when he leads me to reflect on any particular gospel encounter, he comes to me in my situation in that same mode or pattern.  It is not a matter of putting myself back two thousand years, imagining that I am crippled beside the pool, or that I am in a storm-tossed boat with the disciples.  I carry my own disabilities, my own blindness, my own storms.  The leap of faith is to accept that the encounter is for real, that here and now Christ comes to me in my circumstances, with my needs and weaknesses, as truly  and with the same concern and compassion and healing power, or it may be with the same challenge and encouragement, that I have witnessed in the Gospel.  So it is the real me, as he has helped me to know myself and my need of him, who welcomes him in the reality of his coming to me,  pouring out my heart to the one who so clearly reveals his own heart to me and knowing his healing touch. 

 As I talk with him and listen to his word I live again the experience of the disciples on the road to Emmaus – ‘were not our hearts burning within us as he talked with us on the road?’  Then, as words become superfluous, I pass to my time of quiet and dwell peacefully in his company, knowing that this is the true heart of my prayer when the Spirit prays within me the prayer of the heart of Christ who reminds me of his words which I know from John 14.23, ‘If anyone loves me he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we shall come to him and make our home with him’.

X   IGNATIAN SPIRITUALITY  FOR TODAY

Chronologically speaking, ‘Ignatian’  and ‘Today’ may sound like a contradiction in terms since the specific elements of an Ignatian spirituality must necessarily be based on the Spiritual Exercises as Ignatius has bequeathed them to us.  However, such is the vitality and the fertility of the Scriptures that continually in the life of the Church the emergence of  new emphases in their message unveils fresh riches in the theological treasury on which Ignatius drew, and on which any truly christian spirituality needs must be founded.  Those of us who lived through much of the last century have experienced this markedly in teachings which brought into greater relief the scriptural revelation that the basic commandment, that we must love God, is one with, and is to be expressed by, our duty to love one another,  a bidding which Jesus made his own in ‘a new commandment: love one another; just as I have loved you, you also must love one another’ (John 13.34). 

Few would, of course, deny that loving respect for the needs of others, especially in the self-giving of ministry and marriage, and in carrying out the works of compassion named by Jesus in his Judgment account, has characterized Christianity from its earliest days.  The various forms of almsgiving, from the sharing between members of the early Church to the charitable blessings of monasticism, to the social pioneering of religious institutes founded for the care of the sick, the relief of the poor and the education of youth, Christians have led the way in recognizing and meeting the needs of indigent mankind.  Then, at the end of the 19th Century, in the encyclical Rerum Novarum, Pope Leo XIII universalised the duty of anyone who ‘has received from the divine bounty a large share of temporal blessings, whether they be external or material, or gifts of the mind’,  to use them for ‘the perfecting of one’s own nature’ and, ‘as the stewards of God’s Providence, for the benefit of others’. 

 A hundred years later, in Novo Millennio Ineunte, Pope John Paul II wrote: ‘We must reject the temptation to offer a privatized and individualistic spirituality which ill accords with the demands of charity, to say nothing of the implications of the Incarnation and, in the last analysis, of Christianity’s eschatological tension’.

Moreover, in praying as a worldwide body, and in the offering by its members of their daily lives, for the announced monthly intentions of a succession of Popes, the Apostleship of Prayer has, for a century and a half, cultivated an attitude of global caring which should counteract any tendency to excessive individualism in the prayer or practice of their spirituality.  But the re-stating and re-elevating in the course of the 20th Century of three great truths, inaugurated by Christ and enunciated by St Paul, has brought about their being freshly understood as integral to the teaching and spirituality of Christian life.  The first, explained by Pius XII in his encyclical Mystici Corporis, shed renewed light on the prayer of Jesus, ‘Father, may they be one in us, as you are in me and I am in you’, and on St Paul’s exposition, that the Father has made Christ ‘as the ruler of everything, the head  of the Church; which is his body, the fullness of him who fills the whole creation’ (Eph. 1.23), and later, ‘If we live by the truth and in love, we shall grow in all ways into Christ, who is the head, by whom the whole body is fitted and joined together, every joint adding its own strength, for each separate part to work according to its function.  So the body grows until it has built itself up, in love’.  Or, to put it plainly, we, in complete dependence on Christ and on one another as his Church, are not just a new creation, but we are the extension of Christ’s incarnation, his continued presence and mission in our world.  The spirit of ecumenism, then, the gathering in unity of all the baptized, is not an option for our spiritual life but an absolute necessity.

Next came the teaching of the Vatican II Council, recognizing the supreme place of Christ’s Eucharist in God’s sanctifying of ourselves and of our world, and in the worship we bring to him in Christ through the power of the Spirit, made ours in the eternal moment of his Paschal self-giving  preserved for our presence and participation. ‘The blessing-cup that we bless is a communion with the blood of Christ, and the bread that we break is a communion with the body of Christ’ (I Cor. 10.16). Hence our being united as one body in Christ: ‘In the sacrament of the eucharistic bread, the unity of believers, who form one body in Christ (cf. I Cor. 10.17), is both expressed and brought about (Sac. Con. 3).  In a sense, then, as through it Christ shares with us all the life of his Spirit, the Eucharist is the life of the body which is his Church and we are united in Christ with all who, through baptism, have become members of his eucharistic community.  It surely follows from all this that at the very heart of a Christian and Ignatian spirituality must flourish an intimate union with Christ himself and consequently a love which is both prayerful and practical for all of his Church and all whom he wishes to gather into the family of his Father, what we may call a spirituality of the New Covenant.

The third great truth which we have been encouraged to act on with more enlightened vision is closely linked with the Principle and Foundation of the Exercises, with the Contemplation for the love of God and, through our consideration of God’s creation throughout the Exercises, with our practice of discernment. This is the message which runs through the whole of the Pastoral Constitution, Gaudium et Spes, The Church in the Modern World as it lays stress on reverence for the human person made in the image of God.  Everyone must consider every neighbour without exception as another self, taking into account first of all his or her life and the means necessary to living it with dignity, so that human institutions, both private and public, must labour to minister to the dignity and purpose of man.  This, the document states, is a world ‘which in the Christian vision has been created and is sustained by the love of its maker, which has been freed from the slavery of sin by Christ, who was crucified and rose again in order to break the stranglehold of the evil one, so that it might be fashioned anew according to God’s design and brought to its fulfilment’.

From the comprehensive account of the many ways by which this re-fashioning has to be brought about, we can suggest principles which should be viewed now as essential in some degree to a fully developed Christian spirituality, and which therefore should have a place in the considerations of the Foundation and First Week as well as the discerning of the Second Week. We have to bear in mind that the prayer for mankind of the contemplative has greater true value than many of our more visible efforts to achieve the greater good of the human race.  But the ordinary human ways by which we should strive to make lives more humane and express our interdependence as members of the family of God, from defending the rights of children to active concern for the saving of our planet, are part now, authentically, of our Christian vocation.  The economic, political and social tensions which cause so much of mankind’s trouble and suffering arise mostly from that pride and selfcentredness which is eliminated by a truly Christian spirituality like that of the Exercises, letting the followers of Christ serve their fellows by  the maturity of their attitudes and, going beyond the demands of justice, by the charitable self-giving of their way of life. 

Specifying a few of the fields for the practice of  this spirituality might  help to focus our thinking and possibly suggest particular ways in which one’s gifts, of nature, training and grace, might be of service, whether to the few or to the many.  There is, for instance, the whole area of informing and conscientising, helping people to recognize both physical and spiritual dangers that threaten them today and to take what measures they can to circumvent them.  The more obvious examples as of now seem to be global warming, worldwide poverty and the pandemic of HIV/AIDS; but others that need to be more publicized are, first and foremost, threats to the minds and hearts of children through neglect of their right to healthy growth and education, and through their misuse of the internet; the latter-day slavery of human trafficking in women and children; the destructive effects of unemployment – not only poverty but loss of human dignity and purpose, resort to crime, and a generation of youth resigned to idleness; the lack of insistence on ethical standards; the various ways in which the weaker and less sophisticated are dominated or exploited by the unscrupulous. Then, more positively, there are the fields of charity, justice, ecumenism, environmental care, catechizing, art and culture; vocational guidance for the young; welcome and work for refugees, help for the disabled and so on.  No gift or skill is given us which is not intended, too, for others either individually or for the common good, and so for the return of creation to its Creator. 

Father Pedro Arrupe, S.J.,  in his introduction to A Planet to Heal, wrote these words:

‘We are all stewards of the planet Earth – a planet to heal. Our responsibility to tend its wounds is in proportion to the talents God has given us. Much is expected from those whose wounds have felt the soothing touch of his mercy, and much is forgiven those who, in word and deed, show much love…It is the human heart which stands first in need of healing. Only through inner change, the conversion or metanoia of which the Holy Scripture speaks, will man become his true self.  The Christian message does not inhibit men and women from building up the world, or make them disinterested in the welfare of their fellow human beings; on the contrary it obliges them more fully to do these very things’.

Father José Magana, S.J. wrote in Ignatian Exercises, A Strategy for Liberation (p. 13):

‘Personal responsibility and obedience… Technology and spirit…Action and prayer…Charisms and hierarchy…Structures and liberty of spirit…Personal development and humility…etc., etc. This is the world of the exercitant. He cannot forget that. It is not a question of wishing to solve all these problems while he is making the Exercises. But it must be the atmosphere, the climate in which he moves, in which he will make his election, in which he prays. So may he come, whole and, himself healed, feel compelled to turn in compassion to a planet in need of healing’.

Finally, let us hear from Father (later Cardinal) Avery Dulles, S.J. who wrote in Saint Ignatius and the Jesuit Theological Tradition (Studies in the Spirituality of Jesuits 1982):

‘The Church was for Saint Ignatius the community of those working for the Kingdom under the Lordship of Christ. But dedication to the Kingdom, as Ignatius understood it, emphatically called for social justice.  Both at Azpeitia  in 1535 and at Rome during his generalate, Ignatius threw himself with great energy into what we can only call the social apostolate.  He promoted not only charity toward individuals but the reform of laws and social institutions.  Although the theology of social reconstruction did not develop until centuries later, it is highly appropriate that many of the pioneers of this new discipline should have been members of his Society’.

Later, having spoken of Ignatian prayer as familiaritas, a family relationship with God, Dulles writes, ‘Thanks to this, holy persons can know by inclination what ought to be believed, said, and done in a given situation. For Ignatius and his followers, therefore, prayer and holiness of life are not mere consequences or applications of a faith-knowledge acquired from books, but are essential means for discerning what ought to be expressed and found in books’   ‘Mysticism’, he writes, ‘with its sense of the ineffable, can easily degenerate into a vague pantheism or a pallid agnosticism.  Authentic Ignatian mysticism, however, is relatively secure against such deviations because of its links with Christ, the “crucified Creator” – the Ignatian phrase of “finding God in all things” must often be understood in the sense of “finding Jesus Christ in all things”…In summary, then, Ignatian mysticism takes in the whole of reality architectonically in a single comprehensive glance.  As Harvey Egan says of the illumination received at the river Cardoner, “Ignatius mystically tasted that all things hold together in Christ”’.
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NOTES FOR A THEOLOGY OF THE IGNATIAN EXERCISES 


PREPARATORY NOTES


1. In association with the Spiritual Exercises, we hear about Ignatian spirituality more often than about Ignatian theology. This may be because the author of the Exercises takes as axiomatic the great truths of Trinity, Creation, Incarnation and Redemption, and moves directly from this faith vision of reality to the consequences for humanity and for each human person. He is not concerned with apologetic proofs or with creating a system of dogma, but with applying God’s revealing of his relationship with the human race, and with each individual, to the here and now life-choices of each believer in Christ as the Way for mankind. Yet no one doubts  that in his manner of interpreting and elucidating the great truths of Christianity, St Ignatius has not only built on a solid theological foundation, but has also contributed – in the matter of discernment, for instance – to the theology of the spiritual life.


2.
Clearly, then, it will help one guiding others through the Exercises to be aware of theological principles involved  so as to avoid misinterpretation or mistakes of emphasis.. More positively, the more deeply one appreciates the great truths of creation and redemption revealed in the Scriptures, the more surely and fully may one assimilate and even communicate the ‘intimate knowledge’ that we pray for, that ‘relish of the truth’ which ‘fills and satisfies the soul’.


3.
Some years ago, Avery (later Cardinal) Dulles, S.J. introduced a masterly reply to the question, ‘Is there an Ignatian Theology?’ in these words:


The theological insights of Ignatius were due in great part to sublime mystical experiences, such as the vision by the banks of the river Cardoner, of which he declared, ‘I beheld, sensed within myself, and penetrated in spirit all the mysteries of the Christian faith’.  Such supernatural visions, though they nourished the theology of Ignatius himself, were not transmissible to his followers.  What he did transmit, however, was a perspective on the Christian life centred on certain symbols and concerns – a perspective capable of engendering in reflective minds a certain distinctive type of theology. 


[And later:]  Such theology must be Christocentric, anthropocentric, ecclesiocentric, and theocentric.  I shall attempt to show that these four aspects really coincide.


Since this dissertation appeared in a publication dealing with Ignatian spirituality, the editor, Fr Ganss, S.J., explained in a Foreword:


Does this article on theology and a theological tradition fit appropriately into this series of studies on spirituality?  Yes, for theological knowledge of the great truths which God has revealed is one of the most important foundations of spiritual doctrine and practice.  


I   FIRST PRINCIPLE AND FOUNDATION


The text in the translation of Louis J. Puhl, S.J., adapted to what St Ignatius might write today:


The human person is created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and, in so doing, to be saved.


The other things on the face of the earth are created for man to help him in attaining the end for which he is being created,


Hence, man is to avail himself of them in as far as they help him in the attainment of his end, and he must rid himself of them in as far as they prove a hindrance to him.


Therefore, we must strive to be indifferent to all created things, as far as we are allowed free choice and are not under any prohibition.  Consequently, as far as we are concerned, we should not prefer health to sickness, riches to poverty, honour to dishonour, a long life to a short life. The same holds for all other things.


Our one desire and choice should be what is more conducive to the end for which we are created.


When one  has been brought up on two thirty-day Exercises and a dozen or so of annual eight-day mini-Exercises, all of them of the ‘preached’ variety, the theological content of the Principle and Foundation seems, at this distance, to have been limited to the omnipotence of God (and, as a corollary, my own insignificance), the immense love with which God loves us and loves me with all my failings, the detachment we must have from the created world, and (very daringly) the importance of my being the ‘I’ whom God intends me to be.  All of these are very good in themselves, theologically ‘correct’, and highly motivating, but they are not the breathtaking vision which Ignatius hoped to communicate to those who offered themselves for the Exercises.


We can only surmise about his reasons for leaving so sparse instructions concerning the Foundation that such a variety of interpretations and explanations is possible. But in his own spiritual development and from various indications we can attempt to read his intention and uncover the rich theology which lies just beneath the surface of his words. 


There are anomalies to be cleared up first, one of which we have mentioned – the dry exposition and a text with no explicit mention of Christ;. the apparent inconsistency which at one time presents the Foundation as of supreme importance and at another omits it altogether; another, in the different lengths of time to be given to this consideration. The key, as one would expect, lies in the experiences of Ignatius and in his recommendations. The pages of ‘References’(pages 10-16), especially the excerpts from the Autobiography, can help here and allow us simply to list relevant facts.


· Inigo’s own preparation preceding his time at Manresa was not just pious reading but, through Ludolph the Carthusian’s work (pp 10-11), he steeped himself not only in the gospel narrative and the words of Jesus (laboriously copied out in red ink) but in the wonder of the Prologue of John’s Gospel – the Word through whom all things came to be, the light that darkness could not overpower; we saw his glory, the glory that is his as the only Son of the Father, full of grace and truth.


· He left Loyola after his recovery, converted from his worldly existence to a life devoted to a new sovereign Lord, but still flawed with the vanity of wanting to do extraordinary deeds, to excel the saints in performing the externals of religious devotion while, as he says of himself, ‘he never took a spiritual view of anything’ (Autobiography 14, p 12).


· At Manresa, while he occupied himself with external devotions, vocal prayer, meditations and penances he was content; but when he was racked with temptations to despair and with scruples, he was utterly at a loss until he made his absolute surrender to Christ, and then his spiritual education  began, culminating in the tremendous experience beside the Cardoner river (30, p 13). What before had been learning now became experience. What had been duty became burning love. What had been a collection of truths became one great movement of creation, coming from the Triune God and returning to him in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit, in which Inigo himself, like each human person, had a part chosen for him by God, who was creating him from moment to moment as he desired and chose God's way above all others. To be devoted to this vast enterprise, and to choose always God’s way for him, was all in all. Indifference, then, was not an end in itself but an essential means to following Christ in finding and doing always what is pleasing to the Father (John 8.29).


· It was at this time that Inigo was writing down the essentials of the Exercises, especially the Christ-centred Kingdom and Two Standards, conceived the strong devotion to the Holy Trinity that governed his life henceforth, and talked about this to all who would listen (Autobiography 28). He had discovered the sheer joy of belonging totally to God and of being privileged to serve as part of the vast enterprise of bringing that joy to all the people of God’s world.


· After his return from the Holy Land and his two years at Barcelona, we find Inigo at Alcalá where he studied and ‘worked at giving the Spiritual Exercises and in teaching Christian Doctrine’ (57), and we hear in (58) of ‘crowds that came whenever he taught catechism’, leading to an investigation which found no error in his teaching. Next, at Salamanca, when again he was questioned he pointed out that he did not preach but spoke ‘familiarly of spiritual things’ with a few people and, when asked ‘what things?’, he answered , ‘sometimes of one virtue, sometimes of another, to praise it, sometimes of one vice, sometimes of another, to condemn it’. As at Manresa and Alcalá, and as later in Paris, much of his apostolate went into ‘spiritual conversations’. 


· From what he tells us about his time in Paris, it seems that Inigo gave the full Exercises only to people whom he knew well. Peter Favre who was one of his close companions went through three years of preparation and another, Francis Xavier, probably as long. We need only study the 5th, 18th and 19th Annotations to understand that even later, when many were making the Exercises, those admitted to make them in full were to be selected with care and, presumably, preparation.. From those same Annotations it is clear that only these were ready for the Foundation, either (Directory, page 16) briefly as though recalling all that had gone before, or ‘explained’ for some days if more preparation was needed.  It was when Ignatius had left Paris that John Helyar (Ref. p.16) made the Exercises under Peter Favre and we first meet a written version of the Foundation.


· One has to conclude that the Principle and Foundation, as we have it, is a sketch, or summing up, of all that was revealed to Inigo beside the Cardoner, the great plan of God in creating and redeeming and drawing his human creatures into the selfless working out of his plan, purely to bring them to share the true life of his glory. Each one is called to a life of discovering his or her authentic desire (in the circumstances of his life and in the recesses of his spirit) and choosing in action, in a world of God’s gifts, the way that God intends for him individually, the ‘attainment of that end’. So what matters for Ignatius is that each one should be ready to enter on the Exercises ‘with magnanimity and generosity toward his Creator and Lord, and to offer Him his entire will and liberty, that his Divine Majesty may dispose of him and all he possesses according to His most holy will. (5th Annotation). 


· Hence, the way in which our outline of the Foundation is to be adapted (18th Annotation & Directory p.16 of References) and elucidated will depend on what is best and most effective for each so that, within the guidelines of the text, as much of  the Manresa vision of Creation and Redemption as is feasible may be brought to bear. Our next task, then, failing long weeks of  ‘spiritual  conversations’, will be to attempt an overall view of the theology on which the Foundation rests, followed by particular points made by Ignatius and, lastly, a way to deal with them.


The creative/redemptive lordship of Christ

The complaint is sometimes made that what St Ignatius has given us in his Principle and Foundation is little more than a logical process, taking no account of the much more powerful motivation provided by a theology expressing the truths of Redemption, and above all by the Person of Christ. Those who say this overlook or fail to understand that these considerations never for one moment escaped the mind of Ignatius. He, more than most, was ever aware that no one could come to the Father except through Christ and, being thoroughly grounded by Ludolph the Carthusian in the Prologue of the Gospel of John, he could not possibly talk of his Creator and exclude thereby the one through whom all things came to be.  ‘In the beginning was the Word….Through him all things came to be; not one thing had its being but through him. All that came to be had life in him and that life was the light of men’ (John 1.1-4).


The divine plan for creation as envisioned by Ignatius must necessarily embrace the whole sweep of God’s dispensation for mankind. He may not have expressed in his writing the redemptive preeminence of Christ’s Resurrection, but he certainly included in his total world vision the entirety of Christ’s Pascal action. He sees Christ in both his creating and his redeeming roles, as we see in the Colloquy of the very First Exercise where, before Christ on the cross, we ask how it is that though he is the Creator, he has stooped to become man… ‘God our Lord’ in the Principle and Foundation is the triune God, and all of Christ’s involvement in creating and redeeming is here implied, since the salvation won by him is not merely the granting of forgiveness, not only the blotting out of sin, but the fulfilling of the work of creation in which God leads man to his fullness by inviting him to be one who shares in the great project of creating and restoring all to love of the Father and, in this way, making him the gift of his glory.  


In Colossians 1, Paul makes this point clearly. After saying that God has created a place for us in the kingdom of the Son that he loves, he goes on:


15 He is the image of the unseen God


and the first-born of all creation,


16 for in him were created 


            all things in heaven and on earth:



everything visible and everything invisible.



Thrones, Dominations, Sovereignties, Powers –



all things were created through him and for him.


17 Before anything was created, he existed,


and he holds all things in unity.


18 Now the Church is his body,


he is its head.


The unity of Creation, then, is not merely a psychological concept, nor a spiritual fantasy, but an ontological reality ‘in Christ’.  In his eternal existence, and independent of the Incarnation, the Son of God (the Word of John 1) played a creative role, all of creation being made through him and ‘for’ him.  So Paul can say ( in I Cor 10.4) ‘the Rock (at Horeb) was Christ’, and in I Cor 8.6 he speaks of ‘one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist’. And of this Lord, our Head, we are the body, the extended incarnation, whose purpose is to do his work, the will of the one who ‘sent’ him.  ‘It is the same God that said, “Let there be light shining out of darkness”, who has shone in our minds to radiate the knowledge of God’s glory, the glory on the face of Christ’ (II Cor 4.6). 


For Paul, God dwells in inaccessible light, and he unveils his face only in Christ. (cf. John 1.18  ‘No one has ever seen God. It is the only Son, who is nearest to the Father’s heart, who has made him known’.)  The ‘earthly man’ already was created in the likeness of God (Gen 1.26-28) but the ‘heavenly man’, Christ, is the image (eikon) of God in full perfection. So in him, and most perfectly in his Resurrection, creation is fulfilled so that each christian life (itself created from moment to moment) shares in his creating and re-creating until all people and  things are made new in  him. 


 
Here Paul is speaking of the incarnate God of whom he says in Rom 8.29 that those who love God, whom he has called according to his purpose, he ‘intended to become true images of his Son, so that his Son might be the eldest of many brothers’. Christ is the ‘first-born’ because ‘in him all things were created’  and also because he is the image of the unseen God and the one for whom, and in whose image, all things are made. He is lord of creation both by his transcendence and by his immersion into our world. This lordship is not complete nor all things reconciled in him until the peace of God’s love is universal. But already this ‘kingdom’, the final reality, is present in Christ himself and is to be the crowning of all humanity.  All will be brought to life in Christ…’Christ as the first-fruits and then, after the coming of Christ, those who belong to him.  After that will come the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father….for he must be king “until he has put all his enemies under his feet”…And when everything is subjected to him, then the Son himself will be subject in his turn to the One who subjected all things to him, so that God may be all in all’(I Cor 15.23-28). 


Creation & Redemption


As we seek understanding of the mystery of the creative act, we must first of all take account of Christ as its ultimate fullness and so see in him (glorified) the explanation of its beginning. (cf Gaudium et Spes 10.2 – The Church believes that Christ, who died and was raised for the sake of all, can show man the way and strengthen him through the Spirit in order to be worthy of his destiny; nor is there any other name under heaven given among men by which they can be saved). Which brings us to the second  part of the Colossians hymn, Col 1.18-20 :


18       he is the beginning,


the first-born from the dead,


that in everything he might be pre-eminent.


19       For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell,


20       and through him to reconcile to himself all things,


whether on earth or in heaven,


making peace by the blood of his cross.


Paul gives us a fine metaphor in Col 2.17 when, speaking of the material realities of the Old Testament – sacrifice, festivals etc. – he says, ‘These were only pale reflections (skia, a shadow) of what was coming: the reality is Christ’. The ‘real Light’, who casts the shadow, was one who was to come, Christ in the glory of the Resurrection. Creation pointed to this pinnacle, a perfection which first has full being only in him, but a perfection (’paradise’) which is offered to created humanity with the assurance that likeness to God will be within its reach. So Paul, in I Cor 15.45, distinguishes between the first man, ‘a living soul’, and the last man (the second Adam) who has become ‘life-giving spirit’, living in total communion with God, in likeness to God.


 What this means for the Principle and Foundation                                                  So we are created for this likeness to God, this living by the Spirit of Christ, who is ‘Un-Self’ as the personification and perfection of self-giving love in the eternal relationship of the Trinity, and all of creation (including our ‘deepest desires’) is his gift to us to enable us to grow in this likeness and relationship. From moment to moment we are being created for him so that only in Christ and in his self-giving loving is the reality and truth of our being. In so far as we yield to sheer self-centredness we fail to be true to our real selves (in his likeness), whereas to choose this way of loving is to grow and move toward the fulfilment of life in the Spirit.  So ‘becoming unselfed’ does not mean denying our deepest and most authentic desire (e.g. to be a healer or teacher) but our being true to it at any cost to oneself.  What matters first is to discern what this authentic desire may be, telling me the way God is inviting me to go NOW.


To grow in happiness is to grow in this, and at every moment of my life I am either growing in this loving by becoming unselfed, in harmony with the Spirit who is love alive in me, or failing by letting my ‘lower’ (unloving) self push the Spirit aside so that negative (and therefore internally painful) feelings take over. My emotions never fail to carry a message so that even feelings such as those of anger, humiliation or greed warn me to act selflessly, and in this way to find inner peace and joy and freedom; otherwise I choose self rather than the Spirit so that, by denying my ultimate purpose which is growing in likeness to the self-giving of Christ, I opt for weakness, darkness and slavery.  To approach the Principle and Foundation (and, for that matter, the whole of the First Week) in the light of this Christ-centred (Alpha and Omega) vision of creation, and Spirit-directed (discernment-governed) understanding of growth in the good life, can give their true power, and a holistic unity, to all these meditations. 


So we see God’s creating not as a limited and conditional outpouring of his love, a partial giving of himself, but as a sort of heralding of his total self-giving which culminates in the very gift of a sharing in his own life, the life of his Spirit of loving. His creating is not a once-for-all action in the past (‘our’ past) because he incorporates us, through the action and choices of our mind and will, in a co-creating of ourselves, and of our world, from moment to moment.  It is not too much of an exaggeration to say that we find here a divine logic which lends, even to our limited  understanding, new light on the whole history of mankind, the history of salvation. We see Redemption as the climax of a process of raising men and women to the glory for which they were brought into being, the glory of sharing, at every step of our existence, in the Sonship of the Word in whom they have their being. We see it as his gift of his own fullness of life, of which we are incapable in ourselves, but in whose nurturing and growth we are invited to share by the one in whom we live and move and have our being.


Ignatian particularities


1. What Inigo received in his Cardoner enlightenment was not new revelation but the re-discovery, and new perceptions, of familiar truths, especially light on the relationships within the Holy Trinity and the divine Persons’ relationship with their Creation with, of course, the relationship of creatures with their Creator. Most of this we gather from his conversations later in life with Fathers Polanco and Nadal, but also from his many letters.


So he saw how God created out of his desire to share his infinite happiness by reflecting into a finite creation (his Word expressing his goodness) his life of totally loving relationship, so setting in motion a universe with a destiny far beyond its mere existence – to serve as a means for humanity to return to him. Humanity, and therefore the human person, is at the heart of his plan, both as beneficiary and as co-operator – to live and serve for the praise and glory of God and to care for all of  creation on behalf of others. Here Inigo found his great enterprise, the huge responsibility in the service of the sovereign Lord of all.  In the self-giving of this caring and sharing, loving service of God and of one another, humankind is being prepared for the fulfilment of the Kingdom – eternal life.


2. Created with the freedom without which there could be no response of love, and gifted with a world of choices, humanity, each human person, must discover how best to praise and serve, how to fulfil this wonderful destiny. So comes discernment, each one ordering his or her life so as to become more and more true to this destiny by being true to Christ, each in his or her own situation and with their own bestowed qualities and deepest longings. This is possible because the Holy Spirit will not fail to guide one who is wholly devoted to doing what is pleasing to God, desiring this above all else so as to be ‘indifferent’, interiorly detached from all that is not God.


3. This is not to say that creation, including material creation, is not good in itself. It is fashioned to raise our minds and hearts to God so that every particle of creation is, in its own way, a word from God calling us to himself, not just a backdrop but an essential part of the action – ‘all the other creatures on the face of the earth’ are given us so that we might find ‘God in all things and all things in God’. So the rest of creation is not to be shunned or rejected, but ‘used’ with discerning love – material creation not just for its beauty and benefits, but most of all because it is ‘ordered’ to its Creator (Eph. 1.10 and Rom. 8.19-23) – it shares our human destiny and though now deformed by our sin, it too will be ‘raised up’ in Christ.  The message, applied to our care for our planet, is more telling now than ever before


4. ‘El hombre es criado’ – not just ‘people’, but ‘the human person’ is created for God. Each human person is caught up in the creative movement from God and back to God, each with his or her responsibility for the universal return to the Father ‘in Christ’. Therefore I am to use all the other things in creation which God puts in my way, intellect, art, music or whatever, to help lead mankind back to God, to his glory and praise and for the well-being of creation, and in this way I myself will come to him by expressing (as an echo of the Word) the love and goodness of the Divine Majesty. So, in his Constitutions [814]  (for the Society of Jesus), Ignatius says that human means ’are to be employed, not that we might put our confidence in them, but that we may co-operate with divine grace, according to the arrangement of the sovereign providence of God our Lord’, and with a preference above all for the divine ordering of creation worked out in love and service.


5. It is here, of course, already in the Foundation, that we catch sight  of the social relevance of the Exercises. Our co-operation in God’s creative intention for our world is personal to each one, but not restricted to each one. If the poor cry out for sustenance or the oppressed cry out for freedom, their desire is in harmony with the Lord’s will, his desire that we should practise ‘the weightier things of the Law – justice, mercy, good faith (Matt. 23.23). Again, we see the importance of indifference, my not being attached to what, by my clinging to a selfish choice of creatures, would impede my will to set right an injustice, or a desperate need.

6. The Foundation in Practice


St Ignatius insists that the one who gives the Exercises should not do too much explaining – ‘The points of meditation are not to be prolix, but are to be given concisely’, he says in one of the directories. But as we have seen, he allows more latitude in the case of the Foundation. However, unless we have much more time for preparation than is customary, there will not be much opportunity for providing theological background. By far the soundest and most powerful way to present these considerations is to provide oneself with a battery of Scripture passages which focus on parts or the whole of the text and which can be given with a minimum of explanation, leaving (as Ignatius says in Annotation 15) the Creator to deal directly with the creature, and the creature directly with his Creator and Lord.


Towards the end of his ‘Contemporary Reading’ of the Exercises, Fr David Fleming suggests a number of texts, each with its ‘focus’, which can be used ‘always in view of the needs of a particular retreatant and the abilities of an individual retreat director’.  


These are:  Psalms 103 (Yahweh’s love), 104 (May Yahweh find joy in what he creates), 105 (let the hearts that seek Yahweh rejoice), 136 (his love is everlasting) and 139 (It was you who created my inmost self… thanks for the wonder of my being, the wonder of your works), and Genesis 1 – 2.4, John 1.1-14, Isaiah 55 (Seek…my ways…the word that goes from my mouth), Revelation 21.1-8 new heaven and new earth), Colossians 1.15-23 (first-born…all things to be reconciled), Gen. 12.1-9 & 22.1-18 (call & response of Abraham), Acts 9.1-18 (Why are you persecuting me?)and Mark 10.17-31 (How hard it is for those who have riches to enter…).


I would with due deference add some of my own – Wisdom 11.21-26 (You love all that exists…) with Psalm 8.3-4 (what is man…?), Jeremiah 18.1-6 (The Potter) with Psalm 139.1-18, Deut. 30.15-20 (Choose life) with Eph. 1.3-14 (live through love in his presence) and John 10.10-15 (I have come so that they may have life) with John 17.2-3 (let him give eternal life to all…). These can be used for ‘preparatory days’ and then, accompanying the actual Principle & Foundation text – Isaiah 43.1-7 (I have called you by your name, you are mine), Matt. 6.24-34 (seek first the kingdom), Romans 8.31-39 (Nothing can come between us and the love of God), Matt. 19.16-22 (the rich young man), and Jeremiah 29.11-14 (the plans I have in mind for you). The beauty of becoming familiar with such a number of texts is that one can hope, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to meet the needs of each retreatant so that the Lord can touch the heart of each with the grace he sees is best for each.  
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III   THE FIRST WEEK


St Paul sets out for us God’s great plan, his gift to each of us, to which the Indifference and ‘magis’ of the Foundation are the response of each who truly seeks to do his will (Eph. 1.3-14). 


Blessed be God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with all the spiritual blessings of heaven in Christ.  Before the world was made, he chose us, chose us in Christ,  to be holy and spotless, and to live through love in his presence.                                                                           Determining that we should become his adopted sons [and daughters] through Jesus Christ for his own kind purposes, to make us praise the glory of his grace, his free gift to us in the Beloved, in whom, through his blood, we gain our freedom, the forgiveness of our sins. Such is the richness of the grace which he has showered on us in all wisdom and insight.  He has let us know the mystery of his purpose, the hidden plan he so kindly made in Christ from the beginning, to act upon when the times had run their course to the end: that he would  bring everything together under Christ, as head, everything  in the heavens and everything on earth. And it is in him that we were claimed as God’s own, chosen from the beginning, under the predetermined plan of the one who guides all things as he decides by his own will; chosen to be, for his greater glory, the people who would put their hopes in Christ before he came. Now you too, in him, have heard the message of the truth and the good news of your salvation, and have believed it; and you too have been stamped with the seal of the Holy Spirit of the Promise, the pledge of our inheritance which brings freedom for those whom God has taken for his own, to make his glory praised.


Preparatory Notes


1. It is the violation of the ‘right order’ intended by this plan and promise which constitute the sinfulness of Creation in which we all share. The Foundation serves as a transition from a worldly life-attitude to a true attitude of prayer before our Creator in which we become more aware of his creating love and of our living at all times in his presence. In praying then for indifference, we ask that we may come to him with openness and receptivity, putting aside our defence mechanisms and placing ourselves trustfully in his hands.


2. We remind ourselves of the words in the 2nd Annotation, ‘it is not much knowledge that fills and satisfies the soul, but the intimate understanding and relish of the truth’. The full effect of the First Week depends to a great extent on the retreatant’s assimilating the twofold grace of the Foundation – a lively consciousness of our debt to God in our being entrusted with a share in his creating work; and an intense desire to be faithful and generous in our response.


Purpose of First Week


 True to his distinction in the 3rd Annotation, Ignatius first proposes ‘acts of the intellect’, to be followed by ‘acts of the will manifesting our love’. So his first aim is to situate us before the reality of sin, not in an abstract, academic, presentation, nor in a way which will narrow our concern primarily to our own failings, but by confronting us with the very essence of sin’s ugly enormity in its concrete expressions. Only then does he direct us to open our hearts to the Lord both in recognition of the horror of our own betrayal of his trust and in wonder at his loving mercy. We are led to an understanding of the meaning of sin in terms of disorder, of wilful thwarting of God’s loving purpose in his creating, and so, not to futile self-pitying remorse but to utter  shame for our repeated failure in loyalty and gratitude, and to renewed fidelity in the knowledge both of our own weakness and of the saving mercy of Christ. The repetitions which Ignatius recommends in this week are not designed to plunge us in guilt and gloom but to allow us to grow, through surrender to love in our contemplation, in that trusting relationship with the Lord which rescued himself from his troubled experiences at Manresa.


The Nature of Evil

The theology of Ignatius is always conceived and expressed in terms of relationship, stemming as it must, from its origins in the divine life of the Holy Trinity. So when he speaks of ‘disorder’, we have to understand it, not as a mild upset but, in the context of God’s eternal and infinite gift of himself in his creative love, a rejection that is made, to some extent, by even the least of our deliberate faults. It is this vision - of the ongoing exchange in a creative relationship which our creaturely nature demands - that gives power and poignancy to our sense of sin.


Sin, then, is my refusal to place myself before God and the rest of his creation in a relationship of love, rejecting both my dependence on him and his trust in me. Unlike all else on this planet, the human person is entrusted with freedom so as to choose the good, which necessarily involves the freedom to refuse it. Moreover, this choosing or refusing is not simply agreeing or disagreeing with some set blueprint or established code, but it is choosing or refusing my co-operation with God who is active here and now in creating me and enabling me, if only I am willing to embrace his will, to share in creating and restoring all things in Christ.


 Depending on my choices I become what I let God make me. And such is the interdependence, the need for exchange and sharing of love, which God has built into our human family, that the evil of sin is never a merely individual hurt but, as it acts against the nature of creation, it strikes at the purpose for which all things and persons were made, and strikes at their Maker. 


Evil, then, for Ignatius, prescinding for the moment from the sin of the angels, resides in the heart of human persons where the intentions of God’s loving providence are either welcomed and accepted or neglected and rejected. It is the human mind and heart, created with the freedom to love selflessly and so to mirror God’s union of Persons, which takes his gift and, in distorting his creative purpose, flings it, so to say, in his face. At Manresa, the Lord opened the mind and heart of Ignatius to understand and appreciate the harmonious relationship which He intends to exist between Himself, and human persons and the rest of creation, so that he saw evil as having its focus at this theological point of deliberate human infidelity to an all-wise and all-loving God, and our individual sinfulness as our complicity in this. 


History of Sin


It is not enough, for our purpose in the First Week, just to turn over in our minds the nature of evil and to ponder on its presence in our world. The ‘acts of the intellect’ have to lead to ‘acts of the will, manifesting our love’. So Ignatius presents us with a conspectus of the history of sin in stages which reveal its theological significance as it develops more and more closely to ourselves. We see it as a movement which is totally opposed to that of selfless loving and service, and which is overcome only by Christ’s complete self-giving of the Cross. We are invited to situate ourselves as creatures within this world of sin, so that we may experience the essence of it, lest we reduce our own sins to mere harm done to ourselves or to others. 


At the same time, throughout these times of prayer, we are in the presence of God’s mercy which, in his invincible love,  he offers in Christ to each one who has been unfaithful and repents. The meditations of the First Week must always be made at the foot of the Cross which is God’s response to man’s sin in general (Love conquering the denial of love) and also the source of each one’s salvation here and now.


Ignatius goes about this, not by presenting proofs and doctrine, but by placing the retreatant in the presence of a concrete dynamic reality as Scripture reveals it, not simply to relate facts but to educate our hearts through those facts, especially by our examining the link between them so as to be confronted by the unique reality of sin, the choosing of self rather than God with its disastrous effects, and the wonder of God’s mercy lavished still on each of us.


It is a reality which does not concern only the past but which extends right into our present and so affects our future destiny. So we are to gaze on this ongoing history, asking to understand its significance, by going beyond its awful consequences to the still more awful denial of the love of God by one whom he brought into being to find perfect happiness in loving and serving him in response. I see myself as participating in this rebellious movement which gathers momentum from the first fall and, by the agency of Satan and man’s self-seeking, continues trying to pull the creature away from his eternal destiny.  


In the case of the angels who refused the divine call which was implicit in the creative act that brought them into being, we recall and contemplate the very essence of sin in their rejection of God’s loving purpose for them – created free spirits who were subjected to no extrinsic inducement, yet who refused, in a single irrevocable decision, to submit to their Creator, choosing instead enmity and separation for all time. What we ask for is, first, horror at the enormity of their act, and then shame as we reflect on our many deliberate refusals to God’s loving invitations, refusals the same in nature, if not in responsibility, as the sin of the angels. 


The sin of our first parents is treated along the same lines though here, of course, we are on more familiar ground, a human refusal to submit to a time of preparation for a glorious destiny. The refusal, as recorded in Scripture, is the human person’s attempt to seize by his own powers what can be granted only by God, and by  acting thus he imprisons himself in his own finitude and mortality, the ‘kingdom of this world’ with Satan for ruler. We reflect further that this refusal, evil in itself, entails dire consequences both for individuals and for the whole human race in the loss (until it is restored in Christ) of that communion which is a sharing in the divine life. Here is the inheritance which, to our utter shame, we have claimed by our own collusion.    


The point of the third stage or example, the man who is condemned for a single mortal sin, is not so much the story of any particular person as the culminating, in this terrible catastrophe, of what has gone before. So Ignatius asks us to bring all our earlier reflections to bear on this single case, seeing the whole history of sin coming to a head in this one person, who deliberately prefers the reign of Satan to that of his loving Creator and the disorder of sin to the harmony of humanity and all creation, and so is lost for ever. Such is the gravity of serious sinning, and the peril of my acquiescing in solidarity with the world of evil.


So I place myself before Christ crucified, seeing in his torment and disfigurement the awful handiwork of sin, and at the same time his great love for me which has brought him to this complete self-giving of his humanity so that, filled with the Spirit, he may raise me up with himself. And, all aware of my past failings and of all that I owe to him, I talk to my crucified Lord ‘as one friend speaks to another’. And I pray that, like those who heard Peter at Pentecost, I may be ‘cut to the heart’ and  may ask, ‘What must I do?’


Personal                                                                                                                                                 The Second Exercise, reflecting on personal sins, is not a deviation from the way we have been going, but is a continuation of the history of sin up to and into my life. So it is not intended by Ignatius to be an examination of conscience, a sort of preparation for a general confession. Still less is it to be an invitation to scruples raked up from my past life. The arrangement of the First point – ‘year by year and period by period…place…others…office’ – directs my attention to the pandering to my weaknesses and the hardening of my attitudes that I perceive in the story of my life rather than to a detailed accounting, so that I come to see the ways in which sinfulness has taken hold of me. The grace that I pray for is significant – no longer shame, but sorrow and even tears as I contrast my state with the goodness of God and his love for me. So I come to the ‘cry of wonder, accompanied by surging emotion’ as I realise how greatly I am loved and how God’s creation continues to serve me. All is brought together in the colloquy, a contemplation of the mercy of the Lord and of thanksgiving for his so loving me, a sinner.  


Coming to the repetitions, while the use of Scripture texts is an essential method and is unfailingly a great help for the retreatant in seeking the grace of the First Week, it is most important to choose material which does not depart from the dynamic of the Exercises as planned by Ignatius. Apart from the single meditation on Hell to conclude the week, these are the only exercises he gives for the First Week. Already during his lifetime, directors were adding exercises on death and judgment, and apparently Ignatius did not object. But unless we discern a particular need (e.g. for the Judgment scene of Matthew 25 – individuals who have chosen the disorder of failure-to-love), it seems better not to depart (however many repetitions are required) from the carefully structured sequence prepared for us. 


We should note, too, that the repetitions take us more deeply into our earlier reflections. At once, in the introduction to the Third Exercise, we learn that we should dwell especially on reflections where we have felt most affected, and in the Triple Colloquy, which tends to occupy a good deal of our time, our prayer moves back to the world, as we ask for interior knowledge of the source of its evil, and understanding of the horror of its sinfulness, so that ‘I may put away from me all that is worldly and vain’. There is an echo of the Foundation here, as we ask for the uprooting of any attachment to self to which we still cling. 


The Fifth Exercise of the week deals with a topic which has been touched on repeatedly in the earlier meditations of the First Week – Hell, the ultimate consequence of sin. The actual points, First to Fifth, given by Ignatius may seem to be introducing a note at odds with the loving mercy we have been contemplating and, in its descriptive details at least,not well supported by biblical theology today. That is not the point. What Ignatius is talking about is the loss of God, and of all else that is for our peace, for all eternity, a precipice that we must avoid at any cost, including a clear vision of what my future would hold ‘if I were to forget the love of the eternal Lord’ and choose to forsake him. The Colloquy is important – to end with thankfulness that up to this very moment the Lord has shown himself so loving and merciful to me.


Theological Queries


1. Is there not a danger  that we may adopt a semi-Pelagian attitude to the conversion experience which we hope for in the First Week – I will pull out all the stops and shift the right levers and, provided I do it all correctly, the result is assured? 


Nothing could be further from the mind of St Ignatius. It is true that he insists on our use of the intellect so as to understand fully the matter of our reflections. In our ordinary human way of proceeding this is essential if our will is to be moved to make right choices. It is also true that, in the Additions for the First Week [73-90] he recommends what might be called devices in order that our prayer might be helped to the end desired – for instance, in choosing the posture best suited, by avoiding joyful thoughts, by appropriate use of the imagination, and by a carefully moderated use of penance. 


But from the start the retreatant is begging the Lord for the favour of the graces he prays for. ‘I will ask for – sorrow, tears, shame…’. The knowledge that we pray for is ‘inner’ knowledge, taking to heart the truth that the Lord presents to our mind so that our response will not be shallow and ephemeral but deep and lifelong. This is not something that we can force or manipulate but truly a grace for which we ask humbly and in complete dependence on the goodness of the Lord. How, then, can Ignatius be so confident that these graces will be granted? First, he does not expect that all will come easily to ‘the end desired’ and for some a longer time (Annotation 4) or more penance is indicated. But secondly, and more important, the presumption is that, following Annotation 5, the retreatant has entered on the Exercises ‘with magnanimity and generosity toward his Creator and Lord, and to offer Him his entire will and liberty’. This being so, Ignatius would offer his basic principle, that the Lord is never outdone in generosity.


2. Granted that we pray in absolute dependence on the merciful favour of the Lord, and that we ask that he may guide our minds and influence our wills, is it right that we should ask that we should be moved emotionally – to shame and anguish, for instance, and even to tears? 


We are continually told that our prayer does not depend on our emotions, and that anyone who seriously sets about the task of prayer will inevitably experience times of dryness when we even cry out with Hopkins, ‘Send my roots rain’. In that sense, the value of prayer, even or rather especially in times of desolation, does not depend on our emotions but on our sheer fidelity. And it goes without saying that any deliberate working up of emotion artificially has no place in prayer. At the same time, we must realise that Ignatius is not writing a course of dogmatic treatises or of sermons. For each exercitant he intends, in addition to deeper knowledge, a personal and subjective experience in which God’s revealed word will enlighten and inflame his or her whole being, heart as well as mind. While the director has to be discerning in not fanning the flame of emotional response, to deny it and to concentrate solely on a logical and intellectual approach would be, in human terms at least, to undermine the power of the meditations.


It may help us here to consider the distinction between sentiment and sentimentality. Sentiments, ordinary human feelings like those of gladness or sadness, are such an essential part of a person’s normal response to many real situations that, if they were wholly lacking, that person might be considered abnormal and incomplete. Sentimentality, on the other hand, is an empty luxury which seizes either on the unreal (the soap opera mentality) or the superficial (the success or failure of one’s favourite team) to produce feelings which are barely relevant to real life.


This can be said of life as we live it – the distinction between true mourning, for instance, the poet’s lacrimae rerum, and the ‘good cry’ of the mere spectator, the divide between reality and fantasy. One way of looking at the Foundation is that it brings the retreatant face to face with true reality. Looking back from Manresa, Ignatius perceived how his previous existence had been one of literal vanity, the emptiness of seeking honours, pleasure and wealth and the fragile feelings these aroused. Confronted with the truths of the Foundation, with genuine reality, he was totally changed, mind, will and every ounce of his feelings. No longer did he give a merely ‘notional assent’ to God’s absolute kingship over him, but a ‘real assent’ to its becoming the very heart of his life, complete with genuine feelings as opposed to the froth which accompanied ‘all worldly attachments’.


 It is this wholeness of commitment that he hopes the exercitant will have brought from his contemplating the Foundation to the exercises of the First Week, open in his entire being to the movements of the Spirit, tears and all. Keeping this in mind, and relying too on the guidance of First Week Discernment, the director will, perhaps, have more confidence in the 6th Annotation. When the exercitant is not being affected by consolation or desolation etc., ‘he ought to ply him with questions about the exercises’, helping him to ‘attain what is sought, namely, contrition, sorrow, and tears for sin’.     


Father Bernard Haring, in a passage from La Loi du Christ, provides our conclusion –      ‘In religious experience, what causes the sinner the greatest affliction is that he has offended against not only a Law but also a Love; he has despised not only a Legislator, but also a Father. Nevertheless, what afflicts him at this point is also what encourages and reassures him: He is not asking a pardon from an inflexible Law, but from the infinite mercy of a God who has revealed himself as Love.’     


Some helps for Repetitions


Nature of Evil : Jer. 2.4-19;  Dan.9.4-10;  Neh. 9.29-36;  Dan. 3.26-37;  Is. 59.12-20;  Is. 5.1-7;  Bar. 1.11-22;   Jer. 4.23-27;  John 3.19-21;  John 5.35-44;  Rom. 7.14-20.   Psalms 36,53, 94,141


History of Sin : A reality opposed to Love – Deut. 30.15-20;  Is. 58.1-10;  I John 3.15-20; Gal. 5.16-24;  Ezek.34.1-10;  I John 1.5-10;  Rom.3.9-18 Psalms 13,31,32,38,51,106


Angels – Jude 1.6-7;  II Pet.2.4;  Luke 10.17-20;  John 8.44;  Luke 4.1-1-13


First Parents – Gen. Chap 3;  Rom. 5.12-14;  I Cor. 15.21-22


One Sinner – Mark 9.41-48;  Is.66.23-24. Psalms 22,25,38,39,51


Personal Sin – Gal.5.16-26;  II Sam.11.1-12,15;  Luke 18.9-14;  Eph. 4.17-24;  Luke 7.36-50; Luke 15.11-32;  Ezek. 34.1-10;  Jer. 7.1-11. Psalms  50,80,65,90,95    



