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The Graces of the Spiritual Exercises in the Year of Prayer

Talk at St. Ignatius Church, Baltimore, Maryland


On October 17, 2005


By James L. Connor, S.J.

Provincial Assistant for Mission and Renewal

A shot fired in 1521 was heard around the world – or at least it shortly would be heard around the world. The reverberations of that shot would go down the corridors of history to our own day. But for that shot we wouldn’t be here tonight talking about the graces of the Spiritual Exercises, the graces of the up-coming Year of Prayer, and Ignatian Companions, Lay and Jesuit, on Mission in the Maryland Province. 
Let’s back up and see how this history has unfolded.
Inigo de Loyola was born in 1491 in a Basque province of northern Spain. He was the youngest of thirteen children. At the age of sixteen he was sent to serve as a page to Juan Velazquez, the treasurer of the kingdom of Castile. He was frequently at court and developed a taste for all it presented, especially the ladies. On his own admission, he was also much addicted to gambling, very con​tentious, and not above engaging in swordplay on occa​sion.  In contemporary jargon, we’d call him both a macho man and a ladies man.

The opening sentences of his autobiography say it all:  “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.”
At age 30 in May of 1521, while commanding a small band of Basque soldiers in defense of a fortress in Pamplona against the French, Ignatius was hit by a canon ball. It shattered one leg and wounded the other. In admiration of his courage, the French soldiers carried him back to his family home, the castle of Loyola, rather than to prison. 
During the long weeks of his recuperation from two successive surgeries, Ignatius asked for romantic novels to pass the time. The only two books to be found in the castle were a life of Christ and stories of the saints.  Out of sheer boredom Ignatius began to read them, and the more he read, the more impressed he became with Jesus’ heroism and the exploits of the saints.  He found himself daydreaming about ways in which he would imitate them – and even surpass them in heroism.  
Intermittently, he entertained another kind of daydream.  He imaged himself as a knight in shining armor bedazzling, with his chivalrous feats, a beautiful noble lady who gazed on in wrapt admiration.  This daydream would go on for hours, Ignatius tells us. 

At a certain point he noticed a marked difference in his feelings about these two types of daydreams.  When he daydreamed about imitating the self-sacrificing heroism of  Christ and the saints in their compassionate service of others, he felt a sense of exhilaration and basic peace not only during the daydream, but afterwards as well.  When daydreaming about his knightly exploits for the admiration of his lady love, he felt exhilarated at the time, but afterwards he felt flat, deflated, almost disgusted.  
And he started asking himself why this difference.  Why did extraordinarily demanding compassionate service of others give him peace, whereas his heroic knightly deeds for his lady love eventually make him feel restless and dissatisfied?  He finally got the insight that to be other-oriented feels right because it is right. To be ego-centered, on the other hand, feels wrong because it is wrong. And he then identified the source of these respective feelings:  the consolation that accompanies our service of others comes from the good spirit, the Holy Spirit, while the desolation that accompanies egoism is the work of the evil spirit, Satan.  “By their fruits you shall know” – God and Satan. In our feelings we can recognize the activity of each of  them working within us, calling us to join with them in their enterprises, and coaxing us to walk in companionship with them.

For Ignatius this was an extraordinary discovery.  Over the years Ignatius became more and more skilled in discerning the origin and orientation, the alpha and the omega, of his feelings.  He called this practice “discernment of spirits.”  It became a centerpiece of his spirituality.

Through his exercise of discernment during his convalescence, Ignatius felt himself undergoing a 180 degree turnabout in his life – a conversion from vanity and self-centeredness to other-orientation –  from self-indulgence to compassionate service of others.  He felt called to become what centuries later Jesuit Father General Pedro Arrupe would call a “Man for Others.”  Ignatius decided that his overwhelming desire in life was to be led by the Holy Spirit.  And all this thanks to a canon ball -- and God, of course!
Let’s pause for a moment of quiet.  Have you ever had an experience of great peace as you made a decision to do something? – even when you were conscious that it might pose a personal risk for you or possible material loss?  Ask God to help you recall that experience and to re-feel that feeling of peace.  Thank him. 

After he recovered mobility – though he had a severe limp all his life – Ignatius decided to visit the Holy Land and walk in the steps of Jesus, his Lord and Master.  On the way through Spain in a town called Manresa he decided to hole up in a cave by a river for a while to pray and fast for God’s guidance. He stayed there for almost a year -- praying and fasting, begging alms, letting his hair grow and leaving his nails uncut, seeing a Dominican priest in the town for confession and occasional spiritual direction, and visiting the sick in a nearby hospital. During this time, he experienced tumultuous interior conflicts between the good and the evil spirits.  He was tormented by guilt over his past sinfulness, by scruples over the completeness of his confessions, and deep depression at the prospect of a life of self-sacrificing service. He was even severely tempted to suicide several times.  But gradually clarity and peace emerged, along with a  firm inner conviction that his call to follow Christ his Leader and King was coming from the good spirit and Christ, and that God would sustain him. Ignatius said later that God had been treating him like a school boy in the spiritual life.
From Manresa Ignatius moved on to the Holy Land to walk in the footsteps of Jesus.  His stay was brief.  War was raging between Christians and Moslems.  He was actually ordered out by the Franciscans who had been charged with responsibility for the church there. When he arrived back in Europe, Ignatius decided to go back to school, the better to ready himself for the service of others. He enrolled at the University of  Paris and there met some fellow students whom he began to counsel. Subsequently, he guided them along the personal, spiritual pathway that he himself had traveled at Manresa. And he recorded notes of how he guided them – notes that would eventually be published as the “Spiritual Exercises.”

At the front of this guidebook Ignatius announces their goals and aim: 

“Spiritual Exercises… have as their purpose the conquest of self and the regulation of one’s life in such a way that no decision is made under the influence of any inordinate attachment.”  (Spiritual Exercises 21) 


We notice that it is about decision making. Ignatius is a man of action – of serving others and doing so as the Lord calls and guides him. In order to hear God’s call and respond accurately, we need to be free of hang-ups, biases, and any non-negotiable personal preferences.  That’s what Ignatius means by “inordinate attachments.”  It’s all about being able to “hear and heed God’s word.”  Knowing her as we do from the Gospels, it is not surprising that, next to Christ, Mary is Ignatius’ favorite person. 


Besides being a man of action, Ignatius is man of order – an “organization man” – and he lays out the Spiritual Exercises according to an unfolding series of graces.  There are four such major graces , each leading to the others.  They are: Gratitude, Healing, Call, and Co-Laboring.  These four graces of the Spiritual Exercises are the stepping stones of the Year of Prayer which Ignatian Companions of the Maryland Province will tread from mid-October till June 4, the Feast of Pentecost.  


A brief word about each of these four graces and the way they interrelate.

First, GRATITUDE.  The opening meditation of the Spiritual Exercises is called “The First Principle and Foundation.” It tells us that we humans are created by God to praise, reverence and serve with him and to be God’s stewards in caring for all else in creation.  As God’s companions and co-creators we are to work with God and under his guidance to bring all things to completion, and to help transform our human family into the Kingdom of God -- the Kingdom of love and truth, peace and justice. And to do this we need to be free, as we saw above, of any “inordinate attachments,” using whatever helps for the growth of the Kingdom and avoiding what hinders us.  The basis of our freedom and enthusiasm for service is gratitude to God, “the Giver of all good gifts.”  It is a beautiful description of our fundamental relationship with God.

The final meditation of the Spiritual Exercises is complementary to the opening meditation.  In it Ignatius has us contemplate God as one who labors in us and for us, giving of his very self to us that we might live with his liveliness, and God does so solely out of his unbelievably generous love for us.  


 These meditations lead us to feel and say “God, you’re WONDERUL!” 
PAUSE:  Let’s stop again for a moment to remember a particular gift we have received, a kindness perhaps unexpected that brought us a rush of gratitude.  Ask the Lord to help us recall and re-feel the experience.  God’s gifts are generally mediated through human beings.  In feeling gratitude, we are touching God – and God is touching us.

The second  grace along the pathway of the Exercises and the Year of Prayer is HEALING.  Our wonderful God is an ever faithful and steadfast Healer.  But why in the world do we need a Healer – much less why should we be grateful for a Healer?


I am an Irish American and I have always suspected -- perhaps unfairly -- that my cynical streak comes from my lineage.  When I hear a call to be grateful to God for my present existence and future happiness, or when I am told that without God I am nothing and can do nothing, it runs against the grain of my adulthood, my competence, even my integrity as a person! What’s more, our American culture prizes freedom, competitive initiative, and self-reliance.  So it seems absolutely un-American to denigrate my maturity by calling me a “gift of God.”


Does this reaction ring any bells?  It’s not uncommon.  In fact, we find it in the Garden of Eden.  It was the temptation to absolute self-autonomy that was offered by the serpent to Adam and Eve. And they succumbed.  It’s been with us humans ever since. It is the root of many different expressions of the unfolding trilogy of  “possessiveness, prestige and pride” which Ignatius calls the “Standard of Satan.”


Ignatius has us ponder this side of ourselves, not to depress us or fill us with guilt, but to free us from illusion and to fill us with ever deeper gratitude to our God, the God of never-failing understanding and compassion.  Nothing we do can “turn off” the love of God for us.  As St. Paul says, “Nothing in life or death … can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus the Lord.” (Romans 8:39)

Let’s pause again for a moment.   Let’s be quiet and ask God to show us the principal way in which we are tempted to resent God or – the same thing – to claim for ourselves autonomous independence of God.  Ask to re-experience that feeling in order to lift it up to God’s healing, salving, saving love.  Thank you, God, for being such a God for us.


We come now to the third grace of the Year of Prayer, the grace of  CALL.  In the very experience of being forgiven, freed, and healed by our ever-loving God in Christ, we also experience a call to shout this Good News from the roof tops and to share our joy with others. We feel a call to tell people they don’t have to “go it alone.” They don’t have to “earn” salvation. It’s already theirs. Ours is simply to open our minds and hearts to receive it gratefully and to share it with others in our lives.  


Sharing love and helping people to forgo the urge toward self-sufficiency and ego-centricity enables them and all of us to live wholeheartedly in communion with one another.  It is a message and mission of reconciliation which dissolves divisions and makes peace with justice.  “Doing justice out of our loving faith in God” is  the contemporary Jesuit mission statement in shorthand.  It is our response to the call of the “Our Father:”   “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done – on earth as it is in heaven.”
Our model and exemplar of  building peace through doing justice is Jesus. In making the Spiritual Exercises we ponder the Gospel stories of Jesus’ peacemaking and reconciling life and ministry – from the cradle to Calvary, and beyond. It is on his Cross that Jesus makes an absolutely definitive expression of his love (“No greater love has anyone than to give his life for his friends”), and of forgiveness (“Father, forgive them for they know not what they do”) for the life and unity of the world.   In dying Christ pours himself out – his spirit, his life – and his Spirit-life enters into his disciples, who catch the fire and come alive with his reconciling love. They are transformed from cowardice to courage, from fear to determination, and from doubt to confident conviction. 

When we see the apostles breaking out of the Upper Room on Pentecost, we are seeing Christ’s resurrection in action.  In them Christ is being raised from the dead.  He is being re-born in his disciples.  It is his second incarnation into the new Body we call Church.


That’s who we are, too.  That’s our life.  And reconciliation – faith doing justice – is our mission – our life-mission.  So, obviously, it’s our Ignatian mission as Companions together, as well.  

This commitment to CO-LABORING with Christ and one another is the fourth and final grace for which we pray. 

The Year of Prayer is explicitly entitled “Co-Laboring with the Living Lord: Ignatian Companions on Mission.”  We can get an appreciation of what this grace entails by taking each of these three words: “Ignatian” – “Companions” – “Mission” and considering the way in which each word qualifies the other two.  For instance, Ignatian spirituality is the foundation of our companionship and gives vision, focus and methodology to our mission.  Our Companionship catches up a central feature of our Ignatian spirituality and reminds us that this spirituality is thoroughly mission-oriented. And our Mission grows out of and is daily sustained by our prayerful Ignatian spirituality of discernment which requires companionship for its efficacy in today’s complex world.  Work it through. Think about it.  And pray God that we rise to the challenge.
The world we live in, the country we live in, and the church we live in desperately need us to be genuine and faithful Ignatian Partners on Mission. With your mind’s eye, look around.  What do we see?  Among other things, we see a world torn by dissension and violence.  We see our once proud American culture thinning down to a point where crime in business is commonplace and legal investigation of government officials is daily news. And we see a Catholic Church torn by scandal. This is a time of crisis, Chris Lowney  told us in his talk at Province Days last summer.  Chris was elaborating on his recent book on Jesuit leadership, entitled,  Heroic Leadership: Best Practices of a 450-Year-Old Company That Changed the World.  It is the third major crisis or turning point in the life of the Society of Jesus, he said.  The first crisis was the founding of the Society of Jesus by Ignatius and his early companions. The second was the decision to re-found the Society after its dissolution for 40 years  by order of the Popes.    
The third crisis is now.  It’s ours to face and to convert into opportunity. How shall we respond?  Chris Lowney told us that we have all the spiritual and natural resources, as Ignatian Companions on Mission, to make an extraordinary difference in our world, under the Lord’s leadership.  But to continue with “business as usual” -- not to deepen our Lay-Jesuit Ignatian Companionship and not to renew our works through the on-going practice of the various Ignatian exercises – is to become irrelevant, perhaps terminally so. 
Thunderous applause lasting for two or three minutes was the Lay-Jesuit response to Chris Lowney’s talk at those Province Days.  I understood that applause to be saying, “You’re right! We agree. We are ready to do something about it.  We are ready to become genuine Lay-Jesuit Ignatian Companions on Mission together.” 



Here tonight, I think we are ready to say the same thing.  We, too, hear God calling us to walk this path together. Let’s pray for one another that, out of gratitude for our gifts, including our continuing healing, we may respond to that call with full-hearted generosity and move ahead to co-labor imaginatively and effectively with God and one another for the good of our world.  And this we ask through Christ our Lord.  AMEN.
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