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Seek God everywhere, so that the whole world
becomes charged with the presence of the beloved.
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INTRODUCTION

For all those who cherish the legacy of Father Anthony de Mello, S.J. (1931–1987), this book reveals and presents something that has so far been missing in his published works: the wellspring of his own spiritual life. For Tony de Mello, making the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola (1491–1556) for himself, directing those doing the Exercises, and teaching others to become skilled directors of the Exercises was the heart of the matter—his specifically Jesuit way to God.

In 1973 de Mello founded near Pune, India, the Sadhana (“Way to God”) Institute, a center for training spiritual guides and directors of “retreats,” a place to lead those who withdraw from their normal occupations for days or weeks of solitude and intense prayer. The third Sadhana Group consisted of seven Jesuit priests and seven religious sisters.

From July to November 1975, de Mello began the course for that group by lecturing on the Spiritual Exercises. Two or three times a week he gave hour-long talks that were taped. Several members of the group then typed out the talks and gave the others a carbon copy. Thirty years later one of the participants, Father Albert Menezes, S.J., made his copy available to us.

The pages were difficult to read: the typists had frequently used old ribbons, adopted single spacing throughout, and left very little room for margins. In any case a tropical climate had played havoc with the paper. There was no chance of scanning the text and transferring it directly to a computer. A grant from the Jesuit Foundation of the University of San Francisco enabled us to have the pages retyped entirely as a computer document.

Then we faced the task of editing the material. While preserving as much as possible the words and conversational style of de Mello, we have inserted headings and set his talks out in readable paragraphs. He did not always follow the order of the Spiritual Exercises. Hence we have, where necessary, rearranged the chapters to follow the order of the Exercises themselves. We have also added endnotes to clarify terminology: for instance, the terms Jesuits apply to their superior general in Rome (“the general”), their superiors in various parts of the world (“the provincials”), and students in training (“the scholastics”). We needed to explain as well some Indian and psychological terms. In particular, the talks of de Mello, himself a trained psychotherapist, adapted occasionally the language of transactional analysis (“parent,” “child,” and “adult”). Transactional analysis is an integrative approach to the theory of psychology and psychotherapy.

Perhaps the most time-consuming part in editing this manuscript consisted of verifying and giving precise references to different authors, both ancient and modern, when de Mello cited them. Here and there we inserted references and augmented the text with information to make his writing accessible to a wider audience. Bible quotations will reflect the New Revised Standard Version style.

For those not familiar with the Exercises, let us explain briefly what they are and how they work. The man who would become Ignatius of Loyola and the founder of the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits), was born Iñigo, the youngest of the thirteen children of Don Beltrán Yañez de Oñez y Loyola and Marina Saenz de Lieona y Balda, in the castle of Loyola in the Basque town of Azpeitia, about forty miles southwest of Hendaye, the most southwesterly town in France. He changed his baptismal name, Iñigo, to Ignatius many years later when living in Rome.

In his early years he did not have much formal education, yet at the age of sixteen he became a page to Juan Velásquez de Cuellar, the treasurer of the kingdom of Castile. When Velásquez died in 1517, Ignatius joined the army. In 1521, while defending the town of Pamplona against some French invaders, he was hit with a cannonball, which wounded one of his legs and broke the other. For the rest of his life he would walk with a limp.

During his convalescence he read The Golden Legend, a popular collection of lives of the saints, and a Life of Christ by Ludolph the Carthusian. Reflecting quietly on the material provided by these books and on his own reactions to the reading, he experienced a profound conversion. The questions he put to himself and the spiritual experiences he underwent during his convalescence would appear years later in the pages of his Spiritual Exercises. Ignatius’s book may be, as de Mello remarks, “very dry reading” and not normal “spiritual reading,” but the Spiritual Exercises come right out of the saint’s experience. “He tells you what to do,” de Mello adds, “and how to go about doing it. When you practice it, then you will see what he is talking about. You need to experience it for yourself.”

After his conversion, Ignatius traveled to the Holy Land in 1523, then gathered a group of companions around him, and afterward studied with them for a number of years at the University of Paris, where he earned his master’s degree in 1535. Even though he wouldn’t found the Jesuits, or the Society of Jesus, until 1540, Ignatius spent nearly twenty years, between 1523 and 1541, crafting the Spiritual Exercises, directing people in them, and encouraging his followers to do the same.

The purpose of the Exercises is to find the will of God for one’s life and to receive insight and encouragement in following one’s personal call. The text itself offers guidance for those directing people making the Exercises. As de Mello observes, Ignatius’s manual “is like a cookery book. There is nothing drier than a cookery book. But if you put all the ingredients together in the proper proportions, you will produce results.” Even for those who are not directors of a retreat, the Spiritual Exercises is a wealthy collection of spiritual insight that Jesuits and laypeople have used for hundreds of years.

After proposing a prologue (the “First Principle and Foundation”), Ignatius divides the Exercises into four parts or “weeks.” These “weeks” can vary in length and do not necessarily consist of seven days. During the “first week” those making the Exercises meditate on sin and its consequences, with the aim of experiencing a deep repentance or total turning to God. During the “second week” the contemplations and meditations focus on the life of Jesus Christ. Ignatius includes during the second week (1) an “Introduction to the Consideration of Different States of Life;” (2) a “Meditation on the Two Standards” (Does the retreatant really want to serve under the standard of Christ and not that of satan?); (3) a Meditation on “Three Classes of People” (What are three different ways for finding spiritual freedom and choosing which is better?); and (4) a consideration of “Three Degrees of Humility” (How far will a person go in being entirely conformed to the will of Christ?).

The “third week” turns to contemplate Christ’s Passion and Death, and in the “fourth week” those making the Exercises contemplate his Resurrection and risen life. The final exercise is called the “Contemplation to Attain the Love of God” (the goal being to receive the grace of “finding God in all things”).

To help the directors, Ignatius adds lengthy instructions or guidelines (“Annotations,” as they were traditionally called); “Additions” or “additional directions;” and various notes and rules—above all the “Rules for the Discernment of Spirits” (see chapter 7).

The full course of Spiritual Exercises is made over a period of around thirty days and can be adapted, abbreviated, or lengthened, according to how much time people can devote to them, how fast one makes progress, and so on. Ignatius believed that the Exercises in their entirety should be made only once or twice in a person’s lifetime.

In the more than 450 years since the Spiritual Exercises came into existence, innumerable people have made them and many authors have written about them. Every Jesuit is required to make them fully at least twice: when he enters the Society and then some years later (usually between ten and twenty years) when his spiritual formation has been completed. Since individual Jesuits come from and live in almost all parts of the world, their own personal and cultural contexts affect the way they approach the Spiritual Exercises. In this book both an Indian and an international perspective come through. Let us next indicate something of the emphases, imaginative suggestions, and particular “take” on the Exercises that color the lectures de Mello gave to his Sadhana Group.

In his opening lectures (from which we continue to quote in this introduction), de Mello comments on the “Annotations,” or introductory guidelines for anyone directing or doing the Exercises. The overriding aim is to make a journey through prayer and self-awareness that provides a context for becoming spiritually free and so able to seek, find, and follow the will of God in one’s personal life. Such a process of “putting order into our lives,” de Mello reflects, “really means putting order into our love.” “To love anyone or anything apart from God or as equal to God” is “inordinate; it has to be changed and purified.” “We were created for God,” de Mello insists. “Our eternal destiny is God; our hearts find rest only in God. Total satisfaction is achieved only in the infinite love of God.”

Hence de Mello can call the Exercises “a crash program for centering our hearts on God.” They enable us to let God, and no “created thing on earth,” become and remain the “center of gravity” for our lives. Characteristically, it is through a parable that de Mello illustrates this shift of gravity.

De Mello imagines an Indian girl called Mary. She


has a number of loves: she loves her parents very deeply; she loves her friends, her hobbies, and all sorts of other things. Then she falls madly in love with John, and he becomes everything to her. Does this stop her loving her parents and her friends, or does she lose interest in her work and hobbies? No, a new kind of life comes into all of this, and it is obviously charged with the intense love she now has for John. One day John’s bosses transfer him to Africa. Mary has the choice of either remaining here in India or going with him. There is no doubt in her mind; she will go to Africa. What will she feel? Will she feel sad leaving her parents? Very much so. She will feel sad for days on end; yet there is not the slightest doubt in her mind what she should do. What has happened to Mary? Her love for her parents has to some extent becomes relativized by her love for John. The new dimension in her love does not at all mean that she loses her humanity and her warmth. But somehow her other loves are transformed and given a new center of gravity.



The “spiritual love” encouraged by the Exercises does not mean, de Mello explains, “that we should give up all other loves.” Rather we should “move the center of gravity of our hearts onto Christ, and then all the rest become relative.” “Attachments,” he adds, are not evil; “they are both good and necessary. They become disordered when they become the center of our universe. No attachment to anything created may ever be the center of our loves. When we experience this centering on God, then everything else becomes relativized.”

Right from the outset de Mello highlights in his lectures the indispensable role of interior freedom in enabling our love to be centered on God and our will to choose what God truly wants from us. “People,” he says, “come to a right decision only when their hearts are free.” When we are truly free, God can attract our will to what is genuinely for our best and for his greater glory.

As much or even more than Ignatius, de Mello stresses the roles of silence and solitude as conditions for such spiritual growth. “Silence,” he assures his Sadhana Group, “is the greatest treasure we have.” Silence can be “painful,” but it brings “purification” and allows us to confront ourselves and God. Through silence we “come in touch” with God. “In that sense, everything is found in silence.”

Like Ignatius, de Mello treats the Exercises as “essentially activity. The one thing retreatants must do is to work. Come to the retreat and work hard. In this way it is similar to a Buddhist retreat. Work, work, work, and do not sit down and listen to a retreat master.” De Mello warns against doing much reading, “because reading can serve as a pretty good defense against God. When you are wrestling with God and grappling with the state you are in, reading can be a nice anesthetic. A person takes a book and reads in the way a husband reads his newspaper during breakfast so that he will not need to talk to his wife. Reading is a nice defense. Such people are reading all about God, but are not exposing themselves to him.”

Likewise, de Mello joins Ignatius in urging fidelity to one’s program of prayer on a retreat: “Fix the time and stick to it.” He will have none of the idea of “I pray when I feel like it,” and argues on the basis of his experience: “It is precisely when people do not feel like praying that they can make great progress in prayer.” He adds:


Prayer has its ups and downs. Sometimes we feel both disgust and exhilaration. We sometimes feel both within the same hour. Although we have instant coffee and instant tea, there is no such thing as instant prayer, just as there is no such thing as instant love and instant relationship. These things need time. When people relate to God, they must invest time. There is yet another reason for staying when we feel like leaving. The inevitable experience of people who say “I pray when I feel like it” is that they pray less and less. Then they need to start all over again.



Along with this sober advice, de Mello also promises that those who make the Exercises with faithful generosity can be led to mystical experience. An intense, immediate, and deeply consoling communion with God in prayer frequently results from such fidelity.

When in 1975 de Mello gave the talks that make up this book, he used the translation by Louis J. Puhl, S.J., The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1951). Since de Mello delivered his talks in 1975 and, in particular, since his untimely death in 1987, other translations have appeared: for instance, Joseph A. Munitiz and Philip Endean, Saint Ignatius of Loyola: Personal Writings (London: Penguin, 1996); and David L. Fleming, Draw Me into Your Friendship. A Literal Translation and Contemporary Reading of the Spiritual Exercises (St. Louis: Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1996). Many excellent studies of the Exercises have also been published: for example, James L. Connor et al., The Dynamism of Desire: Bernard J. F. Lonergan, S.J., on the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius of Loyola (St. Louis: Institute of Jesuit Sources, 2006); David L. Fleming, ed., Notes on the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola (St. Louis: Review for Religious, 1981); and Michael Ivens, Understanding the Spiritual Exercises (Leominster, Herefordshire: Gracewing, 1998). To update what de Mello said in his talks, we have at some points introduced endnotes from these and other authors.

We are most grateful to Father Albert Menezes for providing us with his copy of the notes from 1975 and to Francis de Melo, Jesuit Provincial of Bombay, for allowing us to use them. We want to express our deep gratitude to Philip Endean for help in tracing sources used by de Mello and to Father David Fleming, longtime editor of Review for Religious, for making very valuable suggestions about editing these talks by de Mello. We are indebted to our literary agent, Mr. Joseph Durepos, and to Gary Jansen of Doubleday for their hard work and expert advice in helping us prepare this manuscript. We have deposited in the Archives of the California Province of the Society of Jesus (1) the original text entrusted to us by Father Albert Menezes, (2) the complete typescript we had made from this text, and (3) our edited version in its first, longer state.

We dedicate this book to the memory of Anthony de Mello, a treasured and delightful companion in the Society of Jesus. An inspiring teacher, for his lectures in 1975 he drew on a wide range of written sources, both primary and secondary, as well as on his own personal experience as a master of the spiritual life. May this book illustrate something very dear to him: the enduring power of the Spiritual Exercises to bring believers everywhere closer to God and to their fellow human beings.


Gerald O’Collins, S.J., Daniel Kendall, S.J., and
   Jeffrey LaBelle, S.J.
July 31, 2009
University of San Francisco






1
First Principle and Foundation


We are created to praise, reverence and serve God our Lord.

—IGNATIUS OF LOYOLA



After citing classical authors who witness to the need for silence, de Mello expounds on the unique significance of God. We need to fall in love with the Absolute.

I would like to make some preliminary remarks on silence before we talk of the matter at hand. There is a little phrase from Thomas Merton (1915–1968) that I find very beautiful: “The world of men has forgotten the joys of silence, the peace of solitude, which is necessary, to some extent, for the fullness of human living.” A few lines later Merton adds: “Man cannot be happy for long unless he is in contact with the springs of spiritual life which are hidden in the depths of his own soul. If man is exiled constantly from his own home, locked out of his spiritual solitude, he ceases to be a true person.”

There is only one way for people to confront themselves and that is through silence. All of us need to develop a tolerance for silence, a home to ourselves, a place to touch the wellsprings of life inside of us. There is nothing as valuable as silence. All of us must go back and be in touch with our inner resources.

There is one passage that I like very much in the Camaldolese Constitutions that reads: “We are frequently cast out from our hearts as the sea casts out a dead body.” This is very vivid and well described. We go into our hearts and are pushed out. We cannot take it. We cannot stay. We cannot be still. Yet as these Constitutions state, “[T]o the quiet and persevering hermit the silence of the cell brings a blessed sweetness and a refreshing sweetness that tastes of paradise.” This can be glorious literature for people who want to escape; even so, it is difficult to deny the truth of it.

Thomas Merton quotes a Syrian monk, in his book Contemplative Prayer: “If you love truth, be a lover of silence. Silence like the sunlight will illuminate you in God and will deliver you from the phantoms of ignorance.… In the beginning we have to force ourselves to be silent. But then there is born something that draws us to silence.… If only you practice this, untold light will dawn on you in consequence … after a while a certain sweetness is born in the heart of this exercise and the body is drawn almost by force to remain in silence.” All the mystics say that once you get acclimated to silence, there is a great sweetness in it.

“Behold my beloved,” says Ammonas, a disciple of St. Anthony of the Desert (about 251–356). “I have shown you the power of silence and how fully God dwells in those who remain in silence; it is by silence that the power of God dwells in those saints of the past and so the mysteries of God are known to them.”

Kahlil Gibran says: “You talk when you cease to be at peace with your thoughts and when leaving the solitude of your heart you live in your lips and sound becomes a diversion and a pastime.”

Even Evelyn Underhill (1875–1941), an outstanding mystic herself, believes that “the self is yet unacquainted with the strange claim of silence which soon becomes familiar to even those who attempt the lowest activities of the contemplative life, where the self is released from succession, the voices of the world are not heard and the great adventures of the soul begin to take place.”

Simone Weil (1909–1943), the Jewish mystic, says, “At times the first words [of the Our Father] tear my thoughts from my body and transport me outside space where there is neither perspective nor point of view … Filling every part of this infinity of infinity, there is a silence, a silence which is not an absence of sound but which is the object of a positive sensation, more positive than that of sound. Noises, if there are any, only reach me after crossing this silence.”

In a sense, silence is God. I love music passionately, but when I am in the mood for silence, even music is too jarring. I want only silence to be present. A person could say that silence is a harmony more beautiful than any other harmony. I think that most people have experienced at least fleeting moments of this. Let me tell you a story.

The day before yesterday I went to say Mass for some people in the seminary. I rose early in the morning and went outside to wait for a group of scholastics [Jesuits in training who have not taken final vows]. It was quite cold. I was looking up at the sky and this thing hit me, this silence. It lasted for about a minute, but I am still experiencing the effects of it. It is the world we know but there is no knowing. We suddenly sense it. Each of us experiences it in different ways.

This morning I was talking to a scholastic while standing under a tree. A bird was chirping. I do not know what kind of bird it was; it sounded like a cuckoo. I supposed it aroused childhood memories in me of forests and similar things. Even when I was talking to him, I sensed that I was listening to what he was saying and yet I was not. I was there but I was not there. After a while I had to say, “Look, let’s stop talking because I am not completely here.” There was a call to come home, to take myself away from this world. One author puts it well: “Silence is not so much a disciple on the tongue as a disciple on the ear.” We keep silence not to stop talking but to open our ears, to perceive something, to sense something. If I say to a group: “Let’s keep quiet and listen,” we will hear sounds all around—footsteps on the gravel outside on the drive, or the rustling of the wind in the leaves, things that we would not hear if we were talking, talking, talking. Sometimes the silence becomes very deep. Then what I experienced the other morning or this morning when I was with that scholastic, one can pick up suddenly. We must always be silent to pick up something like a flash of the Infinite, of the Eternal.

The “First Principle and Foundation” is unique because it is not an exercise. It was incorporated much later by Ignatius as an introduction before he presented a finalized text to be approved by Pope Paul III. It is not given in the form of an exercise at all. It does not have those famous preludes, petitions, and colloquies. We are not told when to make this exercise or if to make it all, how to do it, and so on. Rather it is a declaration. Ignatius recommends it to people who want light exercises. Most people who were giving retreats under his direction would use it as a kind of touchstone to test the retreatants. Were they ready to make the thirty-day exercises? They would tell the retreatants: “This is where I am going to lead you. Are you ready to come?”

The “First Principle and Foundation” is a beautiful statement: “Man is created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and by this means to save his soul.” Where will you find people who have incorporated it into their lives? If a retreatant said: “I would like to be this kind of person,” Ignatius would reply, “Let us begin so that by the end of the second week you will be this kind of person.” What kind of persons are these people? They are those who really have their goal in view. They know exactly for what they were created, and they will use the whole of creation to attain that goal. Everything else is rigorously subordinated to that desire, whether it be death or life, poverty or riches, honor or dishonor, health or sickness. What does it matter? Everything else is very secondary. The main focus is the goal for which we were created: to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord.

However, in my own experience this approach creates problems for people today. I remember years ago, when I was giving retreats in the Far East, I only had to say we were created for God and, at that point, eight or so men walked out emotionally and one did so physically. How could we believe that we were created for God? Even a person like Louis Evely (1910–1985) attacked the whole idea of the “First Principle and Foundation” as ridiculous, unchristian, and pagan. All that Evely wrote is true, but only partially true. The first sentence about the human being “created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord” does not appeal to the modern mind.

This struck me very forcefully when I was talking to a scholastic some time ago. He was telling me how, when he was a regent, he had fallen in love with a woman—actually with more than one—and he was having difficulty in keeping them apart. He needed to be careful that one would not know about the other and all the rest of it. When he was describing the situation to me he said: “This is the time when I forgot I was a Jesuit, I forgot God, I forgot prayer and the Mass. I would go to Mass but the whole experience was so empty. The only thing that mattered was Mary. If I did not see her one day, I was miserable; if I would see her, everything was great. If the phone rang and I was told, ‘There is a call for you,’ I would go just to hear Mary’s voice.”

I had an image of him standing near the phone, and when he heard Mary’s voice, he brightened up. He was all alive when he encountered her. When he could not talk to her, he was crushed. He was a poor man, withdrawn, being thrown up and down on the waves of his emotions, completely helpless, powerless, living very superficially, and going through the agonies of relating. What is life and what is love if that is all there is to it?

To be thrilled by another human person, to be crushed by the rejection of another person, moving up and down or moving from one person to another, or holding to one person, being completely committed but never having anything of a wider vision and nothing else—is this what life is about? When existentialists consider this situation, they say that this is the great superficiality of human life. Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980), for instance, keeps repeating again and again: “We want to anesthetize ourselves; we do not want to realize that underneath all of this there is nothingness. When we realize that, the only proper attitude is despair and tremendous anxiety.” The great superficiality of human life! We usually do not go deeper. I think that if people went deeper, they would find the Absolute, the Eternal where they are finally anchored.

I contrast this to an image of a Rishi there on a Himalayan mountain, waking up in the morning and waiting for the rising sun in adoration and reverence. There is a rising sun within his heart! He is in touch with the Absolute and has complete serenity and peace. He has found that since it is true that God exists, then nothing else exists. If it is true that God is good, then what Jesus said to the rich man is true (Luke 18:22–24); namely, that he had to give up all his riches to enter the kingdom. In this way, he can realize his utter dependence upon the Absolute, that “[n]o one is good but God alone” (Luke 18:19).

If it is true that there is an Absolute, then all the rest is shadow. There are images, it is true, but then our reality is relative reality. For example, we do not fall in love with a letter. Just yesterday I was reading a book, The Intimate Enemy, where the author says that some have the knack to fall in love not with people but with their letters. I fall in love with the letter you wrote to me, and you fall in love with the letter I wrote to you—a kind of love at a distance. It turns out that I am in love with your letters and do not even know you. It could be that I am all taken up with an image or photograph of you, but I am not in touch with your living, vibrant self. The secret of human life is not falling in love with illusion. The ultimate meaning of human life is to get in touch with the Absolute, to discover the Absolute, to achieve fusion, union with the Absolute. Then everything else makes sense, everything falls into place.

Charles de Foucauld, who had been an atheist for a long time, put it very nicely when he said: “When I came to know that God exists I could do nothing but live for him.” He continued: “It is like eternal beauty, eternal goodness, infinite goodness, infinite loveliness; that is the end of it. I am captivated; so do not entertain me with relative reality.” He then went on to assert: “We shall be detached from all ideas by banishing every memory, every knowledge, every bit of thought that God does not make it a duty for us to keep, and remember only Jesus, think only of Jesus. Consider any curiosity an asset against his love and deem as gain any loss through which a greater place is made for Jesus, compared with whom everything else is as nothing.” This may sound scandalous, but this is what Paul says in Philippians 3:6–8; namely, that everything is garbage … he deems everything as loss, and he did in fact lose everything in order to gain the knowledge of Jesus Christ, his Lord. This is also very similar to Ignatius when he says: “Man is created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord.”

All the mystics, even Teilhard, say the same thing. Teilhard says, and no one would accuse him of not being incarnational enough, that if all we want is love, we have many people who love us so tenderly, so passionately, so completely, people to whom we can give our hearts. But he also says, addressing himself to Jesus, that it is not enough for him to have someone to love. He needs from the very depths of his being someone to adore. He needs adoring love or loving adoration and this no one can supply except You. In another place he says that mankind will soon have to make
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