The Way of St Ignatius

What can still be said about Ignatian prayer?

If we take a brief look at our bookshelves, I would imagine that most of us would find at least a handful of books about prayer.  As I have thought about the writing of this article, I have reached for and read anew several of these volumes and wondered what I could possibly add that might be useful when everyone else says it so well (see bibliography). This, therefore, is a more personal account of the impact of praying in, what was, for me, a new way, but a way set out, over 500 years ago, by St Ignatius of Loyola.    This article is as much a “why not?” as a “how to” because, having experienced this way of praying, I realised that Ignatian prayer is not for the  particularly pious, those of us with more time on our hands, or those contemplating joining a holy order, but for everyone who would like to be closer to God.  We discover that our intention and desire to pray is the very essence of prayer, compared to which the words, actions and tools that we use, important as they are, pale into significance as we begin to appreciate more those moments of doing nothing with God.  Having said that, however, there are some helpful guidelines along the way.  

Why follow Ignatius?  

There are few, if any, methodologies of Christian prayer which do not agree with the basic premise that this activity is about forming and continually developing our relationship with God in order to become aware of his will for us and for the world.  What Ignatius offers is a structure which helps us to make sense of and respond to the joys and challenges of this relationship.  In particular, the concepts of “desolation and consolation” along with the encouragement to use the “Examen” are specific to Ignatian prayer – see following paragraphs.  For those of us who need help in our journey of prayer, the direction offered by Ignatius is worth following.  

During my ordination training, we studied different forms of spirituality and I felt immediately drawn to the way of St Ignatius and, in particular, to his Spiritual Exercises.  A very dear friend had died of cancer at the age of 41 and several years before that had himself undertaken the Spiritual Exercises under the direction of Margaret Hebblethwaite in Oxford.  I was intrigued at the time but never quite had the conversation which enabled me to find out more.  How I would love to talk to him now about the impact of this time of deepened prayer and how it affected his approach to his death.  I never imagined that when I moved to live in Luxembourg almost 20 years later that I would find an English-speaking Ignatian director to guide me through the Exercises.  

One of the keys of Ignatian spirituality is awareness of God’s activity and our reactions to that activity and I see now very clearly that thread which I have been following but am also well aware that there may be many unexpected twists and turns as it unravels for the rest of my life.   One of my reasons for undertaking the Exercises was a response to an increasingly pressing question in my mind about my vocation and ordination to the priesthood.  This was not a doubting of this path but a feeling that I was not responding in sufficient depth to my calling.   Little had I really appreciated just how meticulous is God’s timing as our life’s purpose unfolds.  

A very brief history

However, firstly some historical background – who was St Ignatius?  

Inigo de Loyola was born in 1491, the youngest of thirteen children in Azpeitia in the Basque province of Guipuzcoa in northern Spain. He died in 1556 in Rome.  After spending his later teenage years in the court of the kingdom of Castile, he became a Spanish soldier.  After being severely wounded in battle, he spent several months in convalescence where he read two books which changed his life completely.  One was the life of Christ and the other a book on the Saints. The more he read, the more he considered the exploits of the saints worth imitating. However, at the same time, this young man continued to have daydreams of fame and glory, along with fantasies of winning the love of a certain noble lady of the court.  He noticed, however, that after reading and thinking of the saints and Christ he was at peace and felt satisfied. Yet when he finished his long daydreams of his noble lady, he would feel restless and unsatisfied. Not only was this experience the beginning of his conversion, it was also for him the beginning of spiritual discernment, or discernment of spirits, which is closely associated with Ignatius and described in his Spiritual Exercises.  

Ignatius then embarked on many years of pilgrimage and theological study and as a result of this and of his own experiences of prayer and reflection, he began compiling the Spiritual Exercises.  With a group of close companions, he founded the Society of Jesus, the Jesuits, who travelled to many different parts of the world to serve God, through education, prayer and study, a phenomenal undertaking at that time.  Schools, many of which still exist today, were founded as the effect of his educational methods were experienced and appreciated by the church and in wider society.  The first Jesuits began to direct people through the Spiritual Exercises and this pattern has continued and grown over the last few centuries. Over the last few decades there has been a renewed world-wide flourishing of the use of the Spiritual Exercises as a way for people to engage more fully with their spiritual lives and their journey with God.  His Society is, even today, far from being a closed order but one which bases its phenomenal achievements on a continuing cycle of prayer, discernment, action and reflection. 

So what makes the Ignatian way of prayer special?  I’d like first of all to say something about this and then to look more closely at the Spiritual Exercises themselves.   
Ignatian Prayer

As followers of Jesus, our lives are to be built, above all, on our relationship with God.  All of our human relationships know their times of ebbs and flows, times of distance and closeness, times of deep agreement as well as more disturbing times of profound disagreement and seemingly insurmountable challenge.  What we, as human beings, bring to our relationship to God are these very same ebbs and flows but instead of relating to someone who is struggling with the same issues, we meet someone who remains constant, patient and endlessly understanding.  Within this unique relationship, we are confronted more fully with ourselves and it is here that the way of St Ignatius can offer some guidance. In his perspective and understanding prayer is essentially the unfolding and deepening of this two-way relationship. Indeed, it is sometimes said that when we pray it is not we who pray but God who prays in us.

Paradoxically Ignatius, and those who have subsequently developed his approach to prayer, insist that prayer is not a ‘technique’.  It is rather a deeply mysterious and unique relationship with God.  However they  actually make a whole range of suggestions, (“handy hints” if you like) about how we should go about our prayer and for those of us who need some encouragement along the way, these are immensely helpful.  Thus Ignatius encourages us to pray with all of ourselves.  Prayer is an engagement with God that uses all of our senses.  It is not only our intellect which helps us to come to recognise the action of the Holy Spirit in our lives but our emotions, feelings, bodies and imagination.

One of the first and most important suggestions is to prepare ourselves for prayer. We set aside a special place, a regular time if possible, we decide on the length of time – it doesn’t matter if this is 10 minutes or an hour – and we stick to that.  Before moving into our “holy space”, we reflect on how we are feeling, what we are bringing into our meeting with God.  By doing this we begin to hone the skill of awareness – a key emphasis in this way of prayer.  And we ask for grace – the grace which goes before us, surrounds us, and without which we can do nothing.  This is not about personal endeavour but about opening ourselves to being fully loved.  As we begin to pray, we reflect on - what do we really want?  We can say that God already knows the desires of our hearts but unless we articulate that for ourselves and present them to God, the relationship cannot grow.  Being open is not a matter of sitting back and being passive.  This relationship is active and we are to take a full part in it by being alert and aware.  

Another key element is what might be called ‘meditative contemplation’. Typically this is based around a Bible passage, often from the Gospels, since Holy Scripture has a special place in Christian life. But it need not be so. We can build our contemplation around anything such as a work of art, or the beauty of nature, or we could just sit on a bench in a busy street and contemplate the people passing by.  In each case ‘awareness’ and ‘noticing’ are the key elements. Thus, for a Gospel text we would read it slowly and prayerfully, noting any words or phrases which make an impact.  Then we place ourselves in the story – are we one of the main characters, one of the disciples, one of the Pharisees, the crowd?  Where are we in relation to Jesus?  Next to him, part of the crowd or watching from a distance?  What’s the weather like?  What smells surround us?  How do we feel – tired, curious, excited…..? 

Repetition

Ignatius encourages the repetition of the use of Bible passages or other images until we feel that we have dissected or mined or discerned their full meaning for us at this particular time.  We may of course use the same passage a year or so later and discover a whole new different meaning for us.  But the fact that one does not discern quickly or clearly on first contemplating a particular passage is not a reason for moving on to another passage - quite the contrary.  

And we relive the passage several times in our minds.  We then note first of all, what has happened in this time and then, how do we feel now?  This is the beginning of the process of discernment.  Ignatius believed that by using Scripture in this way, people would experience what he called “movement of the spirits”, which we might term “changes in mood and feeling”.  When we feel positive, we are experiencing what is called “consolation” and when we feel negative, we experience “desolation”.

Consolation and Desolation
It is easy to misunderstand this by thinking that feelings of consolation come from God and feelings of desolation are evil.  This is not necessarily the case.  Jesus himself had negative moods of sadness, anger and irritation.  These arose because his love for the Father was so strong that anything which worked against this love brought on feelings of desolation which moved him into further action (e.g. the cleansing of the Temple).

The key to understanding what these states of mind and emotions mean is to realise that both states are temporary.  When we are filled with consolation and joy, it must be remembered that this will be challenged by circumstances surrounded by difficulty and we feel our spirits descending but likewise when we are undergoing a period of desolation, it is important to hold on to the fact that consolation will come.  It’s helpful to able to discern quite objectively the reasons for these states and what causes us to move between them.  A spiritual director is extremely helpful here. Is my feeling of desolation a genuine sadness, a dry patch when prayer is boring or a blockage in me which needs to be further mined for its meaning?  

All of this, Ignatius advises, is helped by deliberately and consciously ‘reviewing’ our prayer, even making notes on it – in just the same way that we would consider and reflect on close human relationships that we value and want to deepen. Slowly we begin to see more clearly where God is most active in our lives and what His desires are for us.  

The Spiritual Exercises

This is an experience of focussed prayer following a structure which Ignatius initially taught to a few friends and which they in turn passed on to others. They were perfected over a period of 25 years.  The Exercises are based on the fundamental principle that we are all created in the image of God, and that our lives will be increasingly fulfilled and liberated to the extent that our deepest desires are aligned with what God desires for us – in all the detailed daily mess of our individual lives. They are divided into four sections, called Weeks (not related to our understanding of a week being seven days).  Each Week has a different emphasis for contemplation, allowing a deep examination of our personal life and God’s purpose for us, using, for the most part, Gospel passages.  

In many ways the First Week is the basis for everything that follows. We are invited to contemplate and seek the grace of feeling God’s creative love – his unconditional, infinite love for each one of us as well as for creation as a whole. Against this background of feeling loved, we are then invited to reflect on its rejection by each of us through sin, and on God’s reconciling mercy in Jesus.  We are then drawn to consider our active response to that love, in our own human life, so the Second Week centres on the life of Jesus, from its beginnings through his public ministry.  The Third Week fixes upon that very special time in the life of Jesus – his passion, crucifixion, and death.  The Fourth Week considers the risen Christ and the world which has been renewed in his victory and not least our own personal renewal.  

The Exercises can be undertaken as a 30 day retreat or as a retreat in daily life giving an hour a day to prayer over a period of 9 months or so.  Whatever the form, each retreatant meets regularly with a spiritual director whose task is to guide, encourage, focus and determine the length of the each “Week” as they feel that the retreatant is ready to move on.  

I quote from David Fleming’s translation of the Exercises:   “The most important qualities in the person who enters into these exercises are openness, generosity, and courage.  As retreatants, our one hope and desire is that God will place us with his Son so that in all ways we seek only to respond to that love which first created us and now wraps us round with total care and concern.” 

(But perhaps I should also add at this point that the book of the Spiritual Exercises is not a book to be read as an inspirational text; the Exercises are to be undertaken with a director and the book of the Exercises is the handbook for doing so.) 

At a particular stage in the Exercises, normally during the Second Week, there comes a moment of what is called Election.  This is a way of helping us to come to a decision about our life’s direction, the important thing being to discover how God is calling us at this time of our lives.  A straight choice between what we might consider as good or evil can be easier than a choice between two positives.  We often find ourselves in the position of having to choose between two seemingly good paths and this is where we seek the gift of discernment.

In all human endeavour, we are left asking:  “Is this really what God wants for me?  Is this the right decision which I am making?” I felt very reassured when my own director said to me:  “We make our decisions remembering that we do so as far as is humanly possible” and having made that decision, we go forward in a state of continuing openness and reflection to God’s word. I was given a sense of rightness and ease as well as the lightening of a burden.  I was not alone in this process and whatever the consequences of my decision, I knew that I would never be left alone to face them if in fact the decision turned out not to work out as I had hoped.  

The actual time of prayer, which at times can be boring and solitary, involves an almost imperceptible turning more and more of ourselves to face God, a gradual inching of our compasses towards true north.  My experience during my regular meetings with my director frequently had me recalling that “not a lot had happened” but then when I went on to recount my feelings, what had stayed in my mind, what questions I had been left with, I realised that God is at work all the time and there is very little time when “not a lot happens”.  I was able to begin to discern God in all things – another key Ignatian concept. My time of prayer has become decreasingly wordy, I use more silence and try to “just be” in God’s presence like the times of companionable silence spent in the company of a close friend or partner.  This helps to open up my imagination to allow the scripture passages to speak in a deeper way.  

I felt a close affinity with Ignatius who apparently nearly ruined his eyesight because he was so frequently moved to tears.  I too found it very difficult to speak dry-eyed to my director about my experiences but this experience too spoke to me of something deep and meaningful if at times difficult to fathom and understand.   

The Examen
Well perhaps all this seems very burdensome and complicated. But Ignatius also suggests a very simple way of praying, which he called The Examen, and to which he attached great importance. In this we simply use the events of our daily life as a basis for discernment, after contemplating and reflecting on God’s action in our lives.  This applies whether we are embarked on the Exercises themselves or just using the methodology of Ignatian prayer. The essence of The Examen is that we should simply take time at the end of the day to:  


Be Still


Ask for wisdom and light


Recall the day in gratitude and sorrow


Give thanks for those moments of joy and grace

Express sorrow and ask for forgiveness for those moments where we have failed

Look forward in hope to tomorrow
In doing so we slowly discover that not only is there more to be said but that it is God who always has more to say to us.  

St Ignatius travelled from being a young philanderer in courtly circles to his canonization in 1622 experiencing an incredible journey where he was able to find God in all things.  While perhaps not heading for canonization ourselves, we can also take this journey of prayer because to find God in all things is to truly live and to be faithful to our calling as people of God. It’s a rich and exciting journey offering unexpected treasures along the way.  It helps us to live deeply now rather than clasp our hands, shut our eyes and head for the final goal without appreciating the landscape in front of our eyes.  

Joan Lyon
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