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THE IGNATIAN PRAYER 
OF THE SENSES 
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The book of Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises is a terse text. Whether out of con- 
viction or temperament, its author did not believe in wasting words. In the 
Second Week, rather than set out detailed instructions on how the prayer of 
each day should be conducted, Ignatius is content to give relatively full 
guidelines for the first day’s prayer, centred as it is on Christ’s incarnation 
and birth. These guidelines serve as a model for subsequent Gospel-based im- 
aginative prayer on the life of Christ. A broadly similar pattern then con- 
tinues through the Third and Fourth Weeks. 

In the normal case, the day contains five periods of prayer. Two are 
designated simply as ‘conremplacidn’. ’ Retreatants are invited to place 
themselves in the Gospel scene, asking for ‘. . . interior knowledge of the Lord, 
who has become human for me, that 1 may love and follow him more’ (Exx 
104*). They should try to imagine what the people involved are saying, thinking 
and doing, and end their prayer by making a ‘Colloquy’, in which they con- 
verse with one or more of the characters, ‘asking according to what they feel 
in themselves in order more to follow and imitate our Lord’ ( E n  109.2*).* 

Ignatius then prescribes two further ‘contemplaciones’, which are designated 
as ‘repetition of the first and second exercise’. ‘Repeticidn’ does not mean 
simply repeating what has been done before in the straightforward English 
sense, but rather, in an enigmatic phrase, ‘noting always some more prin- 
cipal parts, where the person has felt some knowledge, consolation or desola- 
tion, making likewise a Colloquy at the end’ (Em 118.1-3). 

Finally, at the end of the day, there comes the fifth contemplation (Exx 
120- 126*1: 
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'LA QUINTA SERA TRAER 
LOS CINCO SENTIDOS 
SOBRE LA PRIMERA Y 
SEGUNDA 
CONTEMPLACION 

'Despue? de la oracidn 
preparatoria y de 10s tres 
pretimbulos, aprovecha el 
pasar de 10s cinco sentidos de 
la imaginacidn por la primera 
y segunda contemplacidn, de 
la manera siguiente. 

El primer punto es ver las 
personas con la vista 
imaginativa, meditando y 
contemplando en particular 
sus circunstancias y sacando 
algun provecho de la vista. 

El segundo: oir con el oido lo 
que hablan o pueden hablar; 
y refletiendo en si mismo, 
sacar dello algun provecho. 

'EI tercero: oler y gustar con 
el olfato y con el gusto la 
infinita suavidad y dulzura de 
la divinidad del dnima y de 
sus virtudes y de todo, segun 
fuere la persona que se 
contempla, 'refletiendo en si 
mismo y sacando provecho 
dello. 

El cuarto: tocar con el tacto, 
asi como abrazar y besar 10s 
lugares donde las tales 
personas pisan y se asientan; 
siempre procurando de sacar 
provecho dello. 

Acabarse ha con un coloquio, 
como en la primera y segunda 
contemplacibn. y con un 
Pater noster. 

THE FIFTH 
CONTEMPLATION WILL 
BE TO BRING THE FIVE 
SENSES ON THE FIRST 
AND SECOND 
CONTEMPLATION 

After the preparatory prayer 
and the three preludes, it is 
helpful to pass the five senses 
of the imagination through 
the first and second 
contemplation, in the 
following way: 

The first point is to see the 
persons with the imaginative 
sense of sight, meditating and 
contemplating their 
circumstances in detail, and 
drawing some profit from the 
sight. 

The second: to hear with the 
sense of hearing what they 
are saying, or might be 
saying; and, reflecting on 
oneself, to draw some profit 
from it. 

The third: to smell and to 
taste with the senses of smell 
and taste the infinite 
gentleness and sweetness of 
the divinity of the soul and of 
its virtues and of everything, 
according to the person who 
is being contemplated; 
reflecting on oneself and 
drawing profit from it. 

The fourth: to touch with the 
sense of touch, as, for 
instance, to embrace and kiss 
the places where such persons 
tread and sit, always taking 
care to draw profit from it. 

One should finish with a 
colloquy as in the first and 
second contemplation, and 
with an Our Father. 
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Both in the present century and among the second and third generation of 
Jesuits, opinions have varied as to how this enigmatic text is to be interpreted, 
and the exegetical and theological issues remain unresolved. This present article 
will fall into three sections. Firstly, I shall recapitulate the definitive modern 
treatment of the question: that of the Belgian Jesuit philosopher, Joseph 
Marechal. In doing so, I shall draw particular attention to some theoretical 
assumptions underlying his position, and suggest that Ignatius’s process in 
fact places these assumptions radically in question. Secondly, I shall attempt 
to support this latter claim through close analysis of some features in the 
Ignatian text. Finally, I shall offer a few preliminary suggestions towards a 
fundamental theology which might adequately reflect Ignatius’s 
unsystematized insights. 

1. THE CONSENSUS POSITION - JOSEPH MARlkHAL 

Modern discussions of the so-called Application of the Senses - it should 
be noted that the Spanish text does not use this term - largely depend on 
two essays by Marechal. The first essay was written for a 1920 Festschryt, 
and reprinted, with some slight expansion, in 1937; the second was the relevant 
entry in the first volume of the Dictionnaire de SpiritualitP. Though the 
fascicule containing Marechal’s article probably appeared a few years earlier, 
the volume as a whole likewise bears the date 1937.3 

It is not so much the detail of Marechal’s interpretation that is important 
as his general approach: the way in which he takes up the early exegetical 
evidence, and the terms in which he conceives the problem. Before we consider 
his substantive position, therefore, three features of its intellectual context 
need to be named. 

Firstly, Marechal articulates his account in relation to a pair of distinctions 
conventional in the neo-scholastic spiritual theology of his time: that between 
meditation and contemplation, and that between asceticism and mysticism. 
At the beginning of the Dictionnuire article, Ignatius’s exercise is seen as a 
matter of theoretical interest in so far as it constitutes ‘a form of transition 
between meditation and contemplation’; and the title given to the reprint of 
the earlier essay is, revealingly, ‘An Essay on Meditation Oriented Towards 
Contemplation’. 

One of Marechal’s contemporaries, Joseph de Guibert, distinguished 
between meditation (or discursive prayer) and contemplation as follows: 

. . , mental prayer is called discursive when it is made up of multiple acts of 
the understanding and will; contemplorive. where it consists not in reasonings, 
but in a kind of simple intuition of the truth already possessed and an abiding 
love in which the will rests.” 
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This first distinction was often in fact assimilated to the second: that between 
what we achieve in the spiritual life by our own efforts (asceticism), and what 
God produces in us by a wholly special action of mystical grace - an action 
in regard to which we remain wholly passive. In the early decades of the 
twentieth century, there was a sense, even among manualist writers, that these 
distinctions were too artificial and rigid. There was indeed a lively and 
sometimes acrimonious debate, largely among French-speakers, regarding 
some key principles in that tradition, including the question of whether there 
could be such a thing as a contemplation acquired purely through human 
effort.’ But these distinctions nevertheless decisively shaped the idiom in 
which discussion on prayer was conducted. 

Secondly, and more narrowly, Marechal’s interest in the Application of the 
Senses was probably, at least indirectly, set off by Augustin Poulain’s 1901 
book, Des grcices de I’oraison, a work that appears to have enjoyed 
considerable international popularity, and which played a key part in the 
debate just mentioned.6 Poulain seems to have retrieved from comparative 
oblivion the concept of the so-called ‘spiritual senses’, ‘having a certain 
resemblance to the bodily senses’, through which our understanding, ‘. . . 
can be aware analogously, and in different ways, of the presence of pure spirits, 
and, in particular, of the presence of God’ (p.93). Poulain’s approach was 
largely descriptive and classificatory, and his lack of theological sophistication 
aroused serious criticism. Marechal, however, inclined towards taking seriously 
the kind of data collected by Poulain, and sought to expand the theological 
categories of his time in such a way that they could adequately reflect the 
testimony of the mystics. Marechal’s 1920 essay on the Ignatian Application 
is one of a number of pieces in his Etudes sur la psychologie des mystiques 
which seeks to document mystical claims from the tradition and to articulate 
a philosophical grounding for them. 

Thirdly, Marechal’s essays were written in the years when the publication 
of the Monumenta Historica Societatis Iesu was in full spate, the process 
having begun in 1894. These publications catalysed a general rediscovery of 
Jesuit and Ignatian sources, the full benefits of which remain even now to 
be drawn. In 1919, a volume was published containing early sketches and drafts 
for the Directory of the Ignatian Exercises - a handbook setting out custom 
and practice finally promulgated in 1599. It seems, however, that Marechal 
had access to this 1919 volume only after the first of his essays was completed. 

Marechal articulates what was to become the standard approach to the 
Ignatian Application. He presents the issue as essentially one of relating two 
late sixteenth-century views, In the official 1599 directory, Ignatian 
‘contemplacion’ had been assimilated, questionably, to ‘meditatio’. The 
Application of the Senses is easier than meditation, and differs from it, 
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. . . in that meditation is more a matter of the understanding, more dependent 
on reasoning, and is in every way higher and deeper. I t  reflects discursively on 
the causes of those mysteries (i.e. of the life of Christ), and their effects, and 
in them searches out the attributes of God: goodness, wisdom, love etc. However, 
the Application does not discourse in this way, but simply latches onto those 
perceptible things . . .’ 

The value of the exercise is twofold: some people, who cannot speculate on 
deeper things, are helped by this exercise to make progress in that regard; 
others descend from the heights of fervent meditation to sensory objects, 
finding delight and consolation in every slightest detail. Marechal sees both 
these accounts of the exercise’s purpose as reflecting a questionable asumption: 

The Application of the Senses is an exercise of the imagination, and as such 
inferior to discursive reflection. The value of the former depends on its relation 
to the latter, whether in so far as it constitutes an indirect preparation for i t ,  
or whether as an easy and consoling putting into action of the lights and feelings 
previously drawn off in meditation ( ~ . 3 6 8 ) . ~  

However, the interpretation reflected in the 1599 Directory was by no means 
unanimously shared among sixteenth-century Jesuits. In 1920 Marechal cites 
the views of Achille Gagliardi (1537-1607), whose commentary on the Spirifual 
Exercises had been edited - somewhat uncritically - in 1882.9 Gagliardi 
contrasts discursive meditation with a form of prayer that comes at a 
subsequent stage, in which the understanding 

is more fully enlightened regarding the same material, through a certain kind 
of intuition of it ,  as though it were actually present. Without any movement, 
or stirring of the mind, it  beholds the whole matter in one moment, as if  it had 
it there before the eyes. 

This style of prayer is far superior to straightforward meditation. The Ignatian 
Application of the Senses is the first and lowest form of this kind of intuitive 
prayer. The Application is more affective than the earlier imaginative exercises, 
and presupposes that much hard meditative work has been done. 

Marechal’s Dictionnaire article, written with the help of the MHSJ volume, 
traces the difference of opinion further back: to the sketches and drafts made 
by various Jesuits in preparation for the 1599 Directory. After his election 
as General in 1573, Everard Mercurian asked Juan de Polanco, Ignatius’s 
secretary from 1547 onwards, to write his own complete version of a Directory 
- a text which effectively constitutes the first ever secondary work on the 
Exercises. In this document, Polanco correlates two different ways of 
understanding the Application of the Senses.” On the one hand, it can refer 
to the imaginative senses. This interpretation will be particularly suitable for 
the less instructed, to whom the Exercises are in fact chiefly given. But the 
Application can also be understood, for those in the contemplative way, in 
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terms of the ‘senses of the higher reason, or mental senses’. Both 
interpretations are, in different ways, problematic. Polanco glosses the mental 
senses with reference to chapter 4 of Bonaventure’s The Soul’s Journey Into 
God: the first interpretation, as Polanco himself notes, leaves it quite unclear 
how one is meant to exercise the imaginative senses of taste and smell unless 
one presupposes some version of inner or rational sense-faculties. These 
problems will recur below. In his own article, however, Marechal simply notes 
that later contributors to the official Directory judged it best to suppress all 
reference to inner or spiritual senses on grounds of prudence. For Gil Gonzalez 
Davila, chair of the commission which produced the final version, Polanco’s 
teaching 

is more rarefied (curiosu) than what should generally be given to those who are 
simple-minded and uninitiated (rudibus er inexpertis) regarding these matters.’ ’ 

Marechal summarizes the exegetical position in his 1920 essay (p.373). The 
most authoritative interpreters of Ignatius’s text are divided on the 
interpretation of this exercise. One group sees it as a ‘relatively easy exercise 
of the imagination’, as inferior to discursive prayer, and essentially as light 
relief for when energy reserves are low. Others regard it as ‘un mode infellectuel 
d’oraison’ that is more difficult and more perfect than discursive prayer. Its 
position at the end of the day reflects its climactic role. However, in the 
Dictionnuire article (cols. 826-828) Marechal himself argues that the exercise 
can be understood not in two but in three different ways: in terms of what 
he calls imaginative senses, metaphorical senses and spiritual senses. The first 
of these interpretations is effectively the same as the understanding reflected 
in the 1599 directory, though Marechal does question whether imaginative 
prayer of this kind should so obviously be taken as inferior. The third is 
mystical in a strict sense, and hence at  a higher level even than that envisaged 
by Gagliardi. For Marechal, this represents a real possibility in the practice 
of the Exercises, even though there is nothing in the text directly to suggest 
it. Ignatius kept silent about it because it would have been senseless to prescribe 
mystical prayer in this strict sense of the term. 

Marechal’s two essays differ in date and genre, but it seems reasonable to 
conjecture that the intermediate, second interpretation of the exercise, in terms 
of what he calls in 1937 the metaphorical senses, constitutes his own favoured 
view. In his earlier essay, he articulated the idea differently, by making a 
distinction within the concept of ‘spiritual senses’. Apart from a strictly 
mystical understanding, 

the term ‘spiritual senses’ denotes also a way in which the discursive understanding 
operates under conditions which draw it close to the intuitive style of sense- 
awareness. l 2  
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This broader usage is grounded in an  ‘affective state, which plays a linking 
role between the senses and the understanding’. 

At this point, Marechal loses clarity and cogency. We are told that when 
we are brought in contact with a supersensory reality, such as ‘an exquisite 
soul’, and react emotionally, then the reaction ‘is distantly reminiscent of the 
taste of excellent things’ (‘rappelle de loin la gustation de choses excellentes’); 
and that this association permits the reciprocal transfer of attributes between 
the sensory object and the non-sensory idea. Allegedly, this phenomenon is 
well known to psychologists. On this basis, a sensory experience can be 
imagined such that its flavours and resonances are attributed to the idea with 
which i t  is associated, and the idea thus becomes ‘present’ and ‘concrete’. 
Such an experience is the goal of the Application of the Senses.13 Marechal 
envisages that the time of prayer will in fact be spent gently oscillating between 
this kind of very quiet ‘meditation’ - for such it still is - and mystical prayer, 
in which imagery is all but lost, and there remains only ‘an impression of reality 
or of presence’ (pp.379-80). 

The detail of this position is original, and largely peculiar to Marechal. I t  
seems now unconvincing, both as an exegesis of Ignatius’s text and as  a 
substantive theory in its own right. Its only grounding is a lame appeal to 
the testimony of ‘psychologists’. Its structural concern, however, is shared 
by a number of other writers. Somehow or other, the Application of the Senses 
evokes a reality in the life of prayer which the conventional manualist 
distinctions lead us to over10ok.l~ 

Marechal’s account presents the Application of the Senses as exemplifying 
a stage of prayer somehow transitional between meditation and contemplation. 
He is thus seeking to temper the rigidity of the manualist theory by developing 
i t .  But in fact something more radical was at stake as theologians in the early 
part of this century explored Ignatius and other figures in the Christian spiritual 
tradition: the realization that fundamentally new categories were required if 
an adequate spiritual theology was ever to be developed. 

The conventional distinctions between asceticism and mysticism, meditation 
and contemplation, imply a view of the God-world relationship which is, in 
fact, hardly tenable for a Christian. The object of prayer is rigorously other- 
worldly, supernatural in a crude sense. Thus, contact with God is generally 
established either through reasoning about pieces of information, about 
propositions, or else through what is effectively a paranormal transportation 
into another sphere. For the general run of Christians, mental prayer must 
be about abstract truths, and a matter chiefly of thinking; it must be meditative 
and ascetical, a human activity supported by divine grace. By a special, 
extraordinary grace, however, some people are lifted into a mystical, 
contemplative sphere, in which God takes over and the prayer is no longer ours. 
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Ignatian prayer radically challenges these assumptions. The text of the 
Application implies that an exalted form of prayer requires concentration on 
an imagined sensory object. Both conventional lines of interpretation avoid 
facing the challenge. Those who follow the 1599 Directory admit the sensory 
quality of the exercise, but thereby regard it as essentially trivial; those who 
argue for a more elevated understanding end up ignoring the text’s clear 
requirement for the imagination to be engaged with concrete events. 

It would be fair to claim that the academic study of spirituality has by now 
long abandoned the manualist conceptual frameworks, even if it is also true 
that no proposed replacement has found general acceptance. The main reason 
for this is that the crude Platonism underlying the manualist categories is now 
seen as inconsistent with a religion of incarnation. Christians believe in a God 
of self-communication, a God whose Christ and whose Spirit are a part of 
human history, and constitute its deepest reality. Thus, human beings attain 
closeness to God, not by reaching out to the beyond, but somehow by 
participating in history - a history which is also God’s. We require thus a 
spiritual theology which builds systematically on the basic principle of God’s 
irrevocable self-commitment to creation. 

The question then arises: how are the various traditions of interpretation 
surrounding the Ignatian Application to be evaluated once the theoretical 
assumptions underlying them have been discredited? A number of more recent 
studies have, in various ways, noted the problem, but none has so far provided 
more than hints towards its s o l ~ t i o n . ’ ~  We require a theological study of 
Ignatian imaginative prayer which makes explicit an alternative set of 
foundational models. My hope here is to begin on this task. The next section 
will be taken up with close consideration of Ignatius’s text, while the third 
and final section will then draw out some systematic conclusions. 

11. THE EVIDENCE OF THE EARLIEST TEXTS 

There can be no question here of solving all the exegetical problems arising 
from Ignatius’s elliptical text - indeed, a conclusive exegesis may well be 
impossible. The Application as we have it probably originates from the 1520s, 
a period when the text of the Exercises was no more than a set of private notes 
for Ignatius and perhaps a handful of close companions. It may be that 
Ignatius simply never articulated what he meant in a way that could be fully 
intelligible to later generations, especially since, in any case, the process of 
the Exercises normally engages both retreat-giver and exercitant at levels deeper 
than that of their fully reflective awareness. Moreover, the text of the Exercises 
was substantially in place well before the early Jesuits had had the chance 
to test it against the experience of a wide variety of exercitants. In my view, 
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it is quite possible that the guidelines given for the Application reflect but 
a sketchy understanding of the reality in question, standing in sore need of 
expansion and reformulation in the light of actual practice.I6 

I t  should also be remembered that we are dealing not with one text but with 
six: the so-called Autograph, which is generally taken as normative; the official 
Latin translation (or Vulgate), together with two more literal previous versions; 
a text left by Favre among the Carthusians of Cologne in 1543; and the so- 
called Exercises of Master John, a copy long attributed to Juan de Polanco, 
but now thought to have been written by Jean Codure between 1539 and his 
death in 1541. The latter is of particular value, both because of its early date 
and because it seems to give a verbatim account of how a retreat-giver would 
actually address the exercitant .I7 

Redaction criticism has yet to influence Ignatian studies, and it is therefore 
not possible to make reliable general comments about the theological biases 
of these versions. As far as the Application of the Senses is concerned, it seems 
that an underlying common tradition is filled out and nuanced in four 
independent ways. The two more literal Latin versions are closely similar to 
the Autograph; by contrast, the other three texts all seem quite different both 
from the Autograph and from each other. 

All that said, I want here to hazard three theses. Firstly, Ignatius’s 
mysterious references to smelling and tasting the divinity can be interpreted 
plausibly without invoking some distinction between ordinary and 
extraordinary grace. Secondly, the three styles of prayer recommended for 
the Ignatian day - contemplation simpliciter, repetition and the Application 
of the Senses - are much more homogeneous than the traditional accounts 
suggest. Thirdly, despite its neglect by almost everyone who has written on 
the subject, the activity of ‘reflecting’ is central to the Application - a textual 
point that helps us establish a link between Ignatian imaginative prayer and 
the Ignatian choice-process. 

A. The Gentleness and Sweetness of the Divinity 
Both in the sixteenth-century and the modern discussions, Ignatius’s talk of 
smelling and tasting ‘the infinite gentleness and sweetness of the divinity of 
the soul and its virtues’ - or, following another possible punctuation, ‘of 
the divinity, of the soul and its virtues’ (EXX 124)’* - has been seen as a 
significant indication that Ignatius intended something more than the 
imaginative use of the everyday senses. A Jesuit from Naples, in criticizing 
the first version of the 1599 Directory, wrote on this passage as follows: 

One uses the senses of taste and smell, applying them analogously to spiritual 
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things. For the senses as such, this is impossible. It seems, then, that our Father 
is pointing out t o  us that the Application of the Senses is something higher than 
the discursive activity of meditation, and that it is almost a species, as was said 
above, of contemplation. And it is in keeping with contemplation that one stays 
fixed on the object being contemplated, tasting, smelling etc.19 

For Hugo Rahner, the ‘simpler’ interpretation of the Exercise would suffice 
were the objects of prayer restricted to the visible and the audible. However, 
the fact that the text seems to envisage no such restriction provokes him into 
some rather unclear and extravagant comments: 

Thus this is no longer merely an external Application of the Senses to the object 
of meditation, but rather an apprehension of the object which begins from the 
person’s interior, and moves outwards and upwards: a direct seeing and touching, 
embracing what is divine in a fKed state of soul, without any intervening agency, 
so to speak.20 

In what follows I shall suggest a different approach. The idea of tasting and 
smelling divinity need not presuppose any form of transportation beyond the 
world of sensory objects. 

In 1948, Jose Calveras, one of the greatest of Ignatian textual scholars, 
published an article on Ignatius and the five senses of the imagination.2’ The 
detail of his position on the passage concerned here is conditioned by what 
are now obsolete assumptions regarding the consciousness of Christ, as also 
by a textual comparison between the Vulgate and the so-called Autograph 
that is not directly relevant for our purposes. But one key insight can and 
should be retrieved. Calveras notes that Ignatius uses ‘suuvidud’, ‘dulce’and 
‘suavemenre’ in the so-called Second Week Rules for Discernment (Exx 
334-335). Here they refer to the state of the soul in consolation, under the 
influence of the good angel. This suggests, then, a reading of the Application 
text whereby ‘suavidud y dulzuru’refers not to Christ’s divinity as somehow 
detached from the sensory but simply to the flesh-and-blood figures in the 
story being contemplated, whose souls - ‘segun fuere la persona que se 
contempla’ - are in various kinds of gracious interaction with the Holy Spirit. 
Calveras’s discussion of this point ends suggestively, if rather tortuously: 

We have to understand the sweetness and the gentleness here a s  those which, 
in the soul of the person concerned, accompany the exercise of that person’s 
own powers under the influence of infused virtues, and their receiving of spiritual 
graces and gifts - remembering that the exercise of virtues involves both action 
and suffering in the divine service alike. 

Further support may come from Ignatius’s instructions for the last day of 
the Third Week, in which the whole Passion is recapitulated. This exercise 
is to be done twice, at midnight and in the morning. Then we break out of 
the timetable: 
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. . . in place of the two repetitions and the senses one will consider all that day, 
as frequently as one will be able, how the most holy Body of Christ our Lord 
remained unfastened (desutudo) and apart from the soul: and where and how 
it was buried (Exx 208.10*). 

When Jesus dies, his soul harrows hell, while his body is left on earth (Exx 
219). In the absence of his soul, the Application of the Senses on Jesus’ dead 
body - even though Ignatius understands the body as still united with Jesus’ 
divinity - becomes inappropriate. The proper object of the Application is 
a human soul united to God. 

Given the state of the text, no interpretation will ever be conclusive. But 
the following claim seems at least reasonable: the objects of imaginative taste 
and smell are to be understood not as other-worldly phenomena accessible 
only to highly privileged souls, but rather as the odour and savour of human 
holiness, sustained by the gentle and sweet touch of God’s self-gift. 

B. The Ignatian Contemplative Day 
The general understanding of mental prayer presupposed by both mainstream 
interpretations of the Application of the Senses seems foreign to Ignatius’s 
text, and to the way he understands the process of the day’s prayer. This claim 
can be illustrated in two ways. 

In the first place, the conventional manualist understanding diverges sharply 
from Ignatius’s normal usages of the terms ‘meditation’ and ‘contemplation’. 
As a recent glossary of his language suggestively puts it, Ignatius 

takes up a traditional progression between [these] . . . two terms, and interprets 
i t ,  not in the sense of spiritual ascent but in terms of the Incarnation . . . 
Ignatian contemplation is specified by an object: the mysteries of  the life of  
Christ in the Gospel, and also in ongoing history, as in the Contemplation to 
Attain Love. 

Apart from the exceptional case just named, ‘meditation’ generally denotes 
prayer on material not directly given in the Gospel.” N.122 of the 
Application contains the expression ‘meditando y contemplando’ probably 
only because the history proposed in the text of the Nativity contemplation 
includes details not found in Luke’s or Matthew’s narrative: namely, that Mary 
and Joseph travelled from Nazareth to Bethlehem accompanied by a 
maidservant and an ox, and with Mary seated on a donkey. It was at this 
point that Ignatius himself corrected the so-called Autograph manuscript, 
adding ‘como se puede meditar piamente’ .23 Ignatian contemplation and 
meditation are distinguished in so far as the former makes more explicit 
reference to a canonical narrative. 

Ignatius’s usage here differs from that of John of the Cross and from that 
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of the later manualist tradition.24 Quite evidently it was not taken up, even 
by the early generations of Jesuits. By the time of the 1599 Directory, 
‘meditation’ is clearly being used to denote all forms of Ignatian imaginative 
prayer with the exception of the Application of the Senses. The puzzlement 
Ignatius’s usage seems to have caused, even among his closest collaborators, 
can be illustrated from the Codure text. After the first of the introductory 
observations (‘Annotations’) Codure inserts a long, tortuous and not altogether 
consistent discussion‘of three different conventions which may govern the use 
of the terms ‘meditation’ and ‘contempla t i~n’ .~~ In Ignatius’s original vision, 
the intensity of prayer was measured in terms of a person’s involvement with 
a Gospel narrative. Once the Exercises entered the international mainstream 
of Catholicism, this insight was suppressed. 

In the second place, though the text implies a distinction between 
‘contemplacion’as such, ‘repeticion’ and the Application of the Senses, there 
is no consistent account of what this amounts to. The Application is not clearly 
distinguished either from ‘contemplacion’ as such or from ‘repeticion ’. The 
treatments of sight and hearing in the Application seem little more than a 
summary of what was said in corresponding places in the first and second 
contemplation ( E n  115-1 16; cf.112). Just as much as the otherexercises, the 
Application of the Senses begins with the three preludes and ends with a 
colloquy. Ignatius simply refers us back to where these were first expounded, 
namely the first and second contemplations of the first day of the Second 
Week.26 By contrast, in the Fourth Week, the Application is described in 
terms which seem to assimilate it to the ‘repeticion ’. Only four exercises are 
normally to be made each day. It is not specified exactly which form the first 
three are to take, but the fourth is to be done before supper: 

. . . bringing the five Senses on the three Exercises of the same day, noting and 
lingering on the more principal parts, and where one has felt greater spiritual 
movements and relish (Exx 227). 

Moreover, no indication is given regarding the matter of the Application when 
the day’s prayer has involved contemplation of two different scenes. 

It is evident that the lack of clarity on these points caused some problems 
in the editing of the official Directory - problems that were recognized but 
not resolved. The draft 1591 text attempts to compromise by suggesting that 
the Application need not require an hour of prayer to itself. This move was 
cogently criticized, on exegetical grounds, by a Prussian Jesuit, Father 
Quadrantini. But the criticisms had no significant effect on the final official 
version.*’ 

These exegetical problems d o  not admit of a completely satisfactory solution. 
Clearly some difference is envisaged between the final exercise of the day and 
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the kinds of prayer that have preceded it, but there is no  obvious account 
of what this difference might consist in. Indeed, what indications there are 
point to similarities rather than differences: if the Application is a more intense 
exercise than the others, it remains the same kind of imaginative prayer. But 
this is to anticipate my third thesis. 

C. To Reflect and Draw Profit 
At the end of each of the four points of the Application of the Senses as set 
out in the text, Ignatius seems quite insistent that the retreatant should ‘draw 
profit’: ‘drawing some profit from the sight’, ‘reflecting on oneself, to draw 
some profit from it’, ‘reflecting on oneself and drawing profit from it’, ‘always 
taking care to draw profit from it’.’’ Moreover, just as it is now generally 
accepted that the Application of the Senses constitutes the climax of the 
Ignatian day, so also most commentators now hold that the goal of the 
Exercises is some form of life-choice. These three points can and should be 
connected. Ignatian prayer is oriented to Ignatian discernment. 

All three forms of Ignatian contemplation end with a colloquy, an imagined 
conversation between the exercitant and one or more of the characters in the 
scene contemplated. Codure’s gloss on this is revealing. As was noted at the 
beginning, the Autograph’s account of this process is compressed, if 
suggestively ambiguous. Codure, by contrast, is clearer. What is at stake is 
a prayer of petition: 

And here you should set out what you want, not in order to teach God -who 
knows what you desire before you come to prayer - but in order to inflame 
your own mind with a greater desire of this gift as you name it and explain it 
~erbally.‘~ 

At least in this text, the Ignatian hour of prayer reaches a climax in the 
articulation of a desire, a desire which is in one sense already latent, but which 
prayerful imaginative activity stimulates into consciousness. The succession 
of such articulations - which may be conflicting - then becomes the raw 
material for discernment, in dialogue with the retreat-giver. Thus it is that 
the ‘repeticidn’ focuses on those points in the prayer where strong emotional 
reactions occurred. It seems likely, therefore, that the reflecting and drawing 
profit which Ignatius so stresses is likewise to be understood as oriented 
towards the articulation of desires, a process which eventually enables the 
making of an Ignatian choice. 

Now if, in turn, the Application of the Senses constitutes the climax of the 
Ignatian day, the same consideration must apply. The general movement of 
the day is not primarily a matter of greater quiet and simplification - even 
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if such a biorhythm might well normally in fact occur. Theologically and 
spiritually, quiet and simplicity are of themselves highly ambiguous, and in 
fact Ignatius encourages retreat-givers to be suspicious of retreatants for whom 
everything is calm and easy (Exx 6 ) .  Still less has the Application anything 
whatever to do with ‘mystical’ experiences or transportation into the beyond. 
Rather, the movement is one from reflection on the scene to reflection ofthe 
scene, one of deepening imaginative involvement. Instead of simply thinking 
about past events, rerreatants are challenged to react to the events of Christ’s 
life, and to imagine how their own lives might become responses to those 
events. 

The early texts of the Application furnish some evidence in support of such 
a view. In the Autograph it is in the Application that one is encouraged to 
imagine, not just what the characters in the scene are saying, but what they 
might be saying. In Codure’s text, what distinguishes the fifth exercise of the 
day from the first two seems quite different from that presupposed in later 
discussions. Codure, as we have seen, imagines the retreat-giver addressing 
the retreatant rhetorically. In the earlier exercises, he tends to treat the idea 
of reflection baldly and cerebrally. It is precisely in the Application that he 
becomes expansive on the subject. Here it is that the exercitant is exhorted 
vividly to imagine the dialogue of the Father and the Son as they decide in 
love on the Incarnation. Then the prayer is to go further: 

But this you will adapt to your own self (tu tibi ipsi accommodabis) as follows: 
If the almighty Father has shcwn such generosity towards me that he gave up 
his only Son to death for the bake of my salvation, how much do I owe to such 
a good and loving Lord, how diligently and strenuously ought I to make an 
effort, so that everything becomes a means through which I can be devoted to 
him (illi per omnia inserviam), and do his pleasure in word and deed alike. 

It is important to note that the retreat-giver merely furnishes a model. Much 
is left to the exercitant’s imagination. But the main concern is always that 
fruit be gathered: 

You will be able to devise (excogitare) these or similar things to attribute to the 
Father - and indeed to the other persons whom you see mentioned in the 
contemplations. Then you will apply this to yourself, in order then to read off 
and gather (legus) some fruit.30 

This pattern of thought in fact seems typical of Ignatius’s apparently quite 
distinctive and significant use of the word ‘refectir’and of its cognates. The 
only other Exercises context in which the word comes is that of the 
contemplation to Attain Love (Exx 234, 236). A reflection on the goodness 
of God should lead the exercitant first of all to think about his or her own 
situation, and then to respond imitatively, through the prayer ‘Take, Lord, 
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and receive’. Towards the end of his life, Ignatius remembered an episode 
during his conversion in Loyola in rather similar terms: 

, , . whilst reading the life of Our Lord and the saints, he would stop to think, 
reasoning to himself: ‘What would it be, if I were to d o  what St Francis did 
or what St Dominic did?’ So in his mind he turned over many such things which 
seemed good to him . . . But his whole way of thinking was to say to himself 
- ‘St Dominic did this, therefore I ought to do it .  St Francis did that; therefore 
I ought to do  it’.3’ 

I suggest that the Ignatian Application of the Senses is intended to foster this 
kind of process in the retreatant. 

Some tentative exegetical conclusions, therefore. I t  would seem, following 
what has become the standard view, that the Application of the Senses is indeed 
the climax of the Ignatian day. There is no clear account in the text, however, 
as to how this method of prayer differs from straightforward Ignatian 
‘conremplucion’or from ‘repeticion’. I t  seems unlikely that the goal of the 
exercise is to receive some kind of extraordinary ‘mystical’ grace. Rather, it 
seems best to interpret the exercise as an intensely imaginative process, leading 
to the emergence of hitherto latent desires, or perhaps of other insights into 
the present situation of the self. These are then discerned, evaluated and taken 
up into the exercitant’s choice - or renewal - of a life-commitment. 

1 1 1 .  TOWARDS A SYSTEMATIC INTERPRETATION 

Theological interpretation of prayer necessarily presupposes a theology of 
conversion: an account of how the self is transformed in Christ. The human 
person is not, or at least not literally, ‘born again’: whatever changes in the 
self Christian commitment brings with it, it does not annihilate personal 
identity. The young Karl Rahner described Origen’s doctrine of the spiritual 
senses as ‘the theory of the mind arising from his teaching on how God is 
known’ (‘la psychologie de sa doctrine de la 8~oLoyia’).~* The description 
might apply, more or less directly, to all interpretations of this traditional 
idea. The fundamental reason why conventional interpretations of the 
Application of the Senses fail to convince lies in their unreflective dependence 
on inadequate understandings of Christian growth. Ignatius’s genius was to 
develop a style of prayer which presupposes much richer and more authentic 
models: 

The originality of the Ignatian Application of the Senses comes from the 
philosophical anthropology and the Christology underlying the Exercises. The 
former stresses the place of the body and the imagination, locating the human 
person in the world. As for the latter,pace Bultmann, the Christ of faith is never 

, 
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to be separated from the Jesus of history, who through the Incarnation, has 
located himself in our space and in our time. 

On these underlying issues, as we have already begun to see, the positions 
of the early Jesuits were unstable. Polanco’s Directory - even though writ- 
ten as late as the mid 1570s - is the earliest document we have attempting 
any kind of commentary on the Application of the Senses. It is clear that his 
Bonaventuran account of the inner senses involves some kind of Christological 
reference, however unclear and incomplete. These senses are those of a soul 
‘in which the image of God has been refashioned (reformata) through God’s 
grace, in faith, hope and love’. Faith, hope and love are then related in turn 
to Christ, the Word: the Word uncreated (inereaturn), inbreathed (inspiraturn) 
and incarnate (incarnaturn). It is highly questionable whether Polanco’s cita- 
tion of Bonaventure proceeds from a full understanding of The Soul’s Journey 
into God, and equally a matter of debate whether Bonaventure’s theory of 
spiritual growth is itself entirely satisfactory. But it is nevertheless clear that 
something important has been lost when the idea of the spiritual or mental 
senses reappears in the Directory written by Antonio Cordeses - probably 
dating from the mid 1580s. Here the treatment is cruder and more dualistic. 
The spiritual senses are ‘the mind itself in so far as with it we contemplate 
the splendour of Christ - not bodily splendour, but spiritual ~ p l e n d o u r ’ . ~ ~  

The problem can be traced further back. In his early article on the spiritual 
senses in Origen (who appears to be the first to have introduced the idea into 
Christian thought), Karl Rahner makes a list of the various ways in which 
Origen refers to them: 

Besides our bodily senses we have five other senses, senses of the soul, divine 
senses, senses of the inner person, senses of the heart, spiritual senses, a ‘genus 
sensuum, immortale, intellectuale, divinum ’, ‘a sense without there being 
anything sensory . . . I ,  ‘a higher sense which is not bodily . . .’, ‘a sense which 
is divine, and completely different from the sense we normally talk about’.35 

The sheer variety of terms here indicates that neither Origen, nor his successors, 
have developed a stable and defensible understanding of the reality in question. 

In what follows, I shall presuppose an understanding of Christian growth 
as the transformation in our self-understanding which occurs as we learn, 
perhaps painfully, to interpret the whole of our existence as God’s self-offer 
to creation; and struggle to respond accordingly. This generates an  interpreta- 
tion of Ignatian imaginative prayer which, in comparison with the mainstream 
accounts, is at once more defensible as Christian theology, and closer to what 
Ignatius actually says. I shall develop my position by drawing out three main 
contrasts, applying each of them to the interpretation of the text. Firstly, our 
knowledge of God is dependent not on our ability to bridge an  ontological 

31 
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gulf and enter some supersensory realm, but rather on God’s symbolic self- 
expression in our history. Secondly, divine and human activity are not simp- 
ly opposites: rather, human freedom is empowered through its transformative 
encounter with God’s grace. Finally, the concept of ‘spiritual senses’ should 
then be taken primarily to refer to the renewed understanding and perception 
of ordinary reality which flows spontaneously from the acceptance of grace. 
One neither can nor should postulate a range of distinct objects which can 
only be perceived ‘spiritually’, nor a second set of sense-faculties in the human 
person somehow at once separate from, and yet analogous to, those of every 
day. 

A. The God Who Speaks Through Symbols 
I have already suggested above that the mainstream debate labours under a 
grossly deficient set of theological assumptions, which could not allow anything 
like adequate systematic space for the idea of a divine act in history. This 
is not to deny that many spiritual writers strove, sometimes creatively, to over- 
come this difficulty - still less that there were many holy men and women 
who articulated deeply authentic relationships with the God of Jesus Christ 
through Platonist conceptualities. But 1 am suggesting that a consistent and 
adequate systematic understanding of the spiritual life requires alternative 
categories. For there is, in fact, no God other than the God of self-gift in 
incarnation and grace. 

An alternative set of theological models starts from just this conviction: 
the idea of a divinely initiated activity at the centre of human history, an  ac- 
tivity which constitutes that history’s deepest meaning. Thus Karl Rahner en- 
titled the fourth chapter of his Foundations of Christian Faith ‘The Human 
Person as the Event of the Divine Self-Communication’. This starting-point 
yields a symbolic account of revelation and of the ongoing knowledge of God. 
Ex hypothesi, the created understanding is itself caught up in the divine ac- 
tion, and thus has no access to a neutral standpoint from which the whole 
can be viewed ‘objectively’. Revelation therefore cannot take the form of 
declarative sentences, purporting to describe how things are in some 
straightforward way. It must be symbolic, operating through particulars which 
somehow specially disclose the meaning and direction of the whole. It is thus 
that Christians see the story of Jesus as of decisive importance for the 
knowledge of God.36 

The contrast I am drawing here is reflected further in different under- 
standings of God’s transcendence and incomprehensibility. On a traditional 
manualist theory, the truths of revelation lie beyond our grasp in that they 
are propositions referring ultimately to a supersensory sphere of being. On 
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the alternative I am proposing, God’s truth eludes exhaustive formulation 
in that it encompasses the whole horizon of our history. 

The contrast extends to different notions of holiness, of closeness to God. 
Manualist writing suggests highly cerebral, intellectualist understandings of 
human perfection. Though protests against such views occur frequently in 
the history of Christian spirituality, their persistence attests the captivating 
hold of a fundamentally sub-Christian account of the God-world relation- 
ship. If, however, divine truth is found through God’s symbolic self-expression 
in history, then holiness must be a matter not ultimately or simply of know- 
ing this truth but of responding to it, of participation in it, of continuing a 
pattern disclosed. The appropriation of revelation does not consist simply in 
relish or enjoyment, nor even in proclamation. On the contrary, the learning 
of God’s truth is a dynamic process of ongoing exploration, of deeper accep- 
tance of the divine self-gift, of more authentic participation in the life of grace. 

This symbolic understanding of revelation discloses rich significances in Ig- 
natian imaginative prayer. In a brief essay first published in 1974, Karl Rahner 
rightly pointed out that any adequate theology of the Exercises must concern 
itself not simply with what Ignatius says but also with what is implicit in the 
methods of prayer he  propose^.^' On the surface, Ignatius presents the In- 
carnation as a story of the three divine persons decreeing that the Second Per- 
son should become incarnate in order to rescue human beings from their blind- 
ness, and prevent them hurtling towards hell (Exx 102, 106, 107). This message 
is then carried by the angel to Mary. Two important points are not directly 
expressed here. Firstly, Ignatius does not articulate the theological connec- 
tion between the divine deliberations and the free choice of Mary. What he 
says presupposes a subtle and nuanced theory of divine providence which 
perhaps still awaits full theological reflection. Secondly, as we have seen, the 
gift which the exercitant seeks is not that of knowing the external facts bet- 
ter, not thegift of ‘knowingmuch’ (Exx 2.4), but rather an ‘interior knowledge’ 
leading to greater love and closer discipleship (Exx 104*). The Incarnation 
is seen not simply as a truth to be impressed ever more deeply on our minds, 
or as a comfortable datum gratifying our complacency, but rather as a pat- 
tern to be reproduced and re-enacted, through our free choices. Hence, as 
we have seen, the stress on reflection, dialogue and the articulation of desires. 

Some cautionary notes need to be struck in parenthesis. The desires which 
surface in prayer are not to be accepted uncritically: rather, they are to be 
discerned. Not all Ipnatius’s dreams on his Loyola sick-bed were construc- 
tive. Discernment is a process of evaluation of desires, of their gradual purifica- 
tion and of their being shaped by the contingencies of ongoing experience. 
In the Exercises, the second mode of Ignatian choice takes place when ‘enough 
light and knowledge is received by experience of consolations and desolations, 
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and by the experience of the discernment of various spirits’ (Exx 176). Some 
of what surfaces may in fact be negative. The imaginative projections arising 
in Ignatian prayer can symbolize both the creative and the destructive forces 
at work in the self. The experience of withdrawal and of conversation with 
a sympathetic retreat-giver can foster insight into the workings of these forces, 
empowering us to throw our freedom behind what is good. Moreover, just 
as the three divine persons worked the salvation of the world in dependence 
on Mary’s free choice, so too the projects and desires we imagine remain depen- 
dent on the contingencies of the human condition and the waywardness of 
created freedoms - both our own and those of others. 

B. Divine and Human Freedoms 
Manualist understandings of contemplation made much of a distinction bet- 
ween states of holiness which human beings can, with God’s help, acquire, 
and mystical states in which we are totally passive, totally subject to the ac- 
tion of God. De Guibert, for example, understands infused contemplation 
as ‘a gratuitous gift of God in the strict sense’: 

The soul receives this passively. It cannot obtain it by its own effort, nor in 
any way foresee when it  will be received, nor retain what has been vouchsafed 
when it begins to fade, nor summon it back once it has passed.38 

An alternative view sees divine and human action as permanently in- 

Because in the Incarnation the Logos creates the human reality in that he assumes 
i t ,  and assumes it in that he empties himself, for this reason there also applies 
here, and indeed in the most radical, specifically unique way, the axiom for 
understanding every relationship between God and creatures, namely, that 
closeness and distance, or being at God’s disposal and being autonomous, do 
not vary for creatures in inverse, but rather in direct p r ~ p o r t i o n . ~ ~  

Whatever we say about God’s action in us, it must, as our fulfilment and 
our highest good, by definition involve some kind of interaction between the 
divine reality and ourselves. Even in the beatific vision ‘this most radical im- 
mediacy (i.e. of God) is still always, in a certain sense, mediated by the finite 
subject experiencing it, and thereby also experiencing itself’.@And the open- 
ing of Encounters with Silence (Worte ins Sch weigen), Rahner’s profound 
early book of prayers, brings the point home. Even though God is vastly 
beyond us, and God’s ways unfathomable, even though we have no real idea 
what we mean when we say ‘God’ - nevertheless, even to say this much 
presupposes an understanding of the self as constituted by relationship with 
God. All Rahner can do  is say to God, ‘I am yours’: ‘I know nothing else 
about myself, I know nothing else about you. You - God of my life, 
infinity of my f in i t~de ’ .~ ’  

terpenetrating. As Rahner put it in his Foundations: 
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For all that each human person makes unique and individual choices, those 
choices are choices about how to relate to the world in which we are situated. 
A strong sense of individual freedom in no way implies an  ideal of isolationism: 
rather, freedom is responsibility, in the root sense of the word. The self is 
expanded and becomes authentic through appropriate relationships. Further, 
if God exists, and if the story of Jesus is understood in faith to be God’s ir- 
revocable and unsurpassable self-expression, then what counts as ap- 
propriateness of relationship and responsiveness and as authentic expansion 
must be determined with reference to that story. 

In Ignatian imaginative prayer, we are invited to experiment with new ways 
of understanding the world: to let our sense of self be instructed by the Gospel 
narrative. We seek to let the Gospel symbols be reflected in our own selves, 
generating new patterns of interpretation and action. Thus, ascetical and 
mystical theology - a phrase implying a division between what we do  and 
what God does - gives way to spirituality, the life we live in God’s Spirit.42 
An awareness of dependence on God enables and expands us to be who we 
are. Our ultimate categories are relational. 

C. Seeing AN Things New 
Given the assumptions outlined above, the concept of the ‘spiritual senses’ 
is a nonsense if it is taken literally - as indicating an independent set of sense 
faculties which enable us to perceive an  otherwise hidden, esoteric range of 
‘spiritual’ objects. But if used with care, the idea can generate helpful 
metaphors, pointing to the spontaneous reactions of the human person under 
grace. At the end of his essay on the medieval uses of the idea, Karl Rahner 
argued that, though Bonaventure was saying something of great significance 
in his account of spiritual touch, the insistence on five such senses was ar- 
tificial, a usage attributable ‘to the conservatism of the medieval mode of 
thinking’.43 And it is indeed possible to trace links between Rahner’s work 
on Bonaventure and his later doctrine of the supernatural existential. When 
he retrieved Bonaventure’s idea of a direct encounter between human beings 
and God, sustained by God’s own self as the informing object of the will, 
this was clearly a contribution to the debate on supposedly elevated states 
begun by Saudreau and Poulain. But in Rahner’s later work the idea is foun- 
dational to theological epistemology as such. Talk of ‘spiritual senses’, in other 
words, is legitimate if taken as a metaphorical or metonymical usage indicating 
the ways in which we react to the world under the influence of God’s grace. 

This claim can be supported from Ignatian texts. Sergio Rendina suggests 
that any talk of ‘spiritual senses’ in an Ignatian context must surely be related 
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to Ignatius’s distinctive and complex use of the word ‘sentir’. Admittedly, 
in the Discernment Log-Book this term is strongly associated with a particular 
sense-faculty. But elsewhere, it expresses 

. . . a ‘spiritual perception’ which lacks further specification, and embraces both 
the reality itself and stimuli which cannot easily be reduced to one specific sen- 
sation - for example, his expression ‘sentir the will of God’. It is permanently 
able to take on different modes and intensities, depending on the person con- 
cerned, and the circumstances. Sentir therefore is distanced from the classifica- 
tion of the five senses - or, rather, escapes the classification altogether. 44 

One might cite Ignatius’s own account of his experience at Manresa: 

As he sat there the eyes of his understanding began to be opened. It was not 
that he saw a vision but he came to understand and know many things, as well 
about spiritual things as about matters of Faith and secular learning, and that 
with so strong an enlightenment that all things seemed quite new to him.45 

Moreover, a study of the Ignatian exercise by a professional psychologist 
begins, surely plausibly, by insisting that we rarely (never?) receive sense im- 
pressions in isolation: 

In our perceptions, the individual sense-data (Einzelempfindungen) are brought 
together into larger complexes, into units of meaningfulness: we receive them 
as properties of things, realities, and events. 

Sense awareness cannot be separated from cognition as a whole. Inner 
disorders of the self may become manifest in distorted perception, both literally 
and metaphorically: 

By contrast, a character who is inwardly balanced, and free from egocentric 
wishes and strivings, will more likely see the environment as it actually is.46 

Now for a Christian, ‘to see the environment as it actually is’ is to see the 
world as the event of God’s self-offer and to react and act accordingly. In 
an indefinite number of different ways, Christian beliefs condition the way 
we respond to reality, or at least how we feel we ought to respond. Wealth 
and power are not the most important goals; all women and men are of uni- 
que dignity and worth; forgiveness and healing remain possibilities, no mat- 
ter how horrendous the deeds human beings perpetrate; death is not necessarily 
disaster. A 1989 magazine account of how one Jesuit community reacted to 
the martyrdom of six confrtres in El Salvador illustrates the point tellingly 
- though the attitudes described are more characteristic of Christianity as 
such than specifically Jesuit: 

There was anger, of course, and outrage . . . and private grieving, too, not so 
much for the death of these brothers as for the meagreness of our own sacrifices. 
But . . . after we had exchanged the grim information we had, there was what 
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could only be called a sadness that was merry, or, to reverse the oxymoron, 
a sober exuberance. After all, these few, these ‘happy few’, had done the ultimate 
Jesuit thing . . . by laying down their lives.47 

Origen’s doctrine of the ‘spiritual senses’ arises from a theory which 
distinguishes different stages in the knowledge of Christ. Commenting on Mt 
16:27a, ‘the Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father’, 
Origen first contrasts the two comings of Christ, one in the Incarnation, one 
that we yet await. But the contrast can also be interpreted at another level: 
as distinguishing the ‘perfect’ from those whose knowledge of Christ is as 
yet but superficial. The latter know Christ only according to the flesh: 

For those who have only recently been introduced (to Christianity), the Word 
of God takes the form of a slave - so that they say, ‘we saw him, and he had 
neither form nor beauty’. But for the perfect he comes ‘in the glory of his Father’, 
so that they say, ‘we beheld his glory, glory as of an only Son from the Father, 
full of grace and truth’.48 

The distinction Origen makes here is basic to Christian self-understanding. 
Confrontation with God’s word gradually transforms our whole personality, 
the way we ‘see’ the world. If ,  however, the metaphors of the spiritual senses 
are extended, one must be careful to avoid two misunderstandings. It is neither 
the case that the perfect have distinct and different sense-faculties from the 
rest, nor that the objects which come before them are somehow different. 
Rather, their sensibility has been schooled in the Gospel - and hence, quite 
spontaneously, they see in ordinary every-day occurrences the power and 
wisdom of God, even where others perceive only stumbling-blocks and scan- 
dal. The ‘spiritual senses’ are possessed by those able to ‘find God in all things’. 

In this light, the Ignatian prayer of the senses is not, itself, directly an ap- 
plication of the ‘spiritual senses’, but rather a pedagogy towards acquiring 
them. It remains an ‘exercise’: the goal is for the human heart ‘to unload itself 
of all its disordered tendencies, and, once unloaded, to seek and find the divine 
will in the disposition of one’s life for the salvation of the soul’ (Exx l*). 
By imaginatively intermingling one’s own situation with the story of divine 
compassion incarnate, and by then reflecting and drawing profit, one makes 
progress in a task that will have no end: the reading of all reality as God’s 
self-emptying gift, calling for our response and imitation. 

* * *  

I have argued that Ignatian imaginative prayer implies an understanding 
of how God relates to the world that perhaps only modern systematic theology 
even begins to articulate properly. In an  open letter for the 65th birthday of 
his brother Hugo, Karl Rahner paid tribute to his brother’s Ignatian scholar- 
ship, and remarked that with Ignatius 
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a new theology begins to be lived our, and the task o f  articulating this theology 
reflectively has not yet really been tackled. And yet the success of this enter- 
prise will be a very substantial factor among those which decide the fate o f  
Catholic theology in the future.49 

Karl Rahner is but the most famous and significant of a number of modern 
Jesuit theologians for whom the rediscovery of Ignatian sources stimulated 
new and daring theological insights. Emerich Coreth, for example, writing 
in 1954, argued powerfully that Nadal’s description of Ignatius as ‘simul in 
actione contemplativus’ implicitly involved a radical correction of 
philosophical habits going right back to antiquity: the preference for know- 
ing over loving, the interior over the exterior, the individual over the 
c o l l e c t i ~ e . ~ ~  The rediscovery of Ignatius was one of the means through which 
some influential Roman Catholic theologians were able gradually to make 
Christian sense of the Enlightenment - a movement which obviously had 
its Protestant parallels in figures such as Bonhoeffer, and which gained, at 
least ambiguously, official ecclesiastical recognition at Vatican 11. Ignatian 
prayer teaches us that God is active in history, and to be found in history. 
The theological challenge Ignatius sets us is that of articulating the freedom 
and gratuitousness of God’s action without invoking a notion of the ‘super- 
natural’ that all too easily fosters psychological alienation and legitimates reac- 
tionary politics. 

I t  is no disrespect to Ignatius to suggest that his own reflective theology 
fell far behind his practical insights. Nor does one deny the significance of 
great interpreters of his work, such as Polanco, Marechal and Calveras, when 
one argues that their formulations now look inadequate. Such criticism is 
rooted in dependence and’ admiration; we remain pygmies on the backs of 
giants. But equally, it would be quite inappropriate for an article written in 
celebration of Ignatius piously to parrot what others had already said, and 
probably better. For Ignatius taught us that we should respond to past 
achievements under God’s grace as Keats once said he reacted to great works 
of art: by admiring and doing otherwise. Or, more in Ignatius’s own idiom, 
by contemplating the achievement, reflecting within oneself, drawing profit 
- and then, both boldly and critically, attempting to move forward, in ways 
at once corresponding and creative. 

Notes 
I References to the Spiritual Exercises are taken from: Ignacio de Loyola, Ejercicios 

espirituales, edited by Candido de Dalmases, S.J. (Santander, Sal Terrae, 1987); and the 
English translation by Elder Mullan, S.J.. in The Spiritual Exercises oJSt Ignurius: A Lirerul 
Translation and u Contemporary Reading, edited by David L. Fleming, S.J. (St Louis, In- 
stitute of Jesuit Sources, 1978), amended where appropriate. Citations are given in the form 
‘Em (paragraph number)’. The subparagraph numbering follows that established in the recent 
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French translation compiled under the leadership of Edouard Gueydan, S. J . ,  Paris, Desclee 
de Brouwer, 1985. This was taken up by Dalmases and is likely to become internationally 
standard. Throughout this article. slight corrections to  published translations are indicated 
by an asterisk after the appropriate page number. 

2 ‘En fin, hase de hacer un coloquio, pensando lo que deb0 hablar a las tres personas 
divinas, o al Verbo eterno encarnado, o a la Madre y Sezora nuestra, pidiendo segun que 
en si sintiere, para mas seguir e imitar al SeZor nuestro . . .’ It  is not quite clear, at least 
in this text, whether the ‘si’refers to the exercitant or to the person the exercitant imagines 
themselves speaking with. If the general position of this present article is correct, the linguistic 
ambiguity may be significant. 

3 Joseph Marechal, S.J., ‘Un essai de meditation orientee vers la contemplation’, in 
Erudessur lapsychologie des mystiques, 2 vols. (Brussels, Edition Universelle, 1937), vol.2, 
pp.362-382; ‘Application des sens,’ in DSp I, cols.810-828. Hereafter Markhal 1920, Marechal 
1937 respectively. 

4 Joseph de Guibert, S.J., The Theology of the Spiritual Life (London, Sheed and 
Ward, 1954), p.4*. For the equiparation of meditation with discursive prayer in de Guibert’s 
terminology, see p. 194. 

5 See Pierre Adnes, ‘Mystique’ (I1 B: ‘XVle-XXe siecles’), DSp X ,  cols. 1919-1939, 
at cols. 1936-1937: Auguste Saudreau’s 1896 work, Les Degres de la vie spiriruelle, set off 
‘a long, stubborn and passionate controversy, taking up almost all the first half of the 20th 
century. The history of this dispute remains to be written . . . The controversy finished not 
so much because an agreement on principle was reached as  for lack of protagonists. Death 
broke them up’. A fuller account of the dispute, illustrating also Marechal’s characteristic 
standpoint, is his ‘Sur les cimes d’oraison’, NRTh 56 (1929), pp.107-127, 177-206 - a  brief 
extract from which is reprinted in ~ t u d e s s u r  lapsychologie des mystiques, vol.2. pp.41-47. 
- Sandra M. Schneiders, I.H.M., ‘Spirituality in the Academy’, TS 50 (1989), pp.676-697, 
illustrates how this debate has at once continued and changed after the collapse of the neo- 
scholastic intellectual hegemony in Roman Catholicism, both in how the author presents 
her own, by no means uncontroversial, position, and in her wide and helpful documenta- 
tion of other opinions. 

6 1 cite from the eleventh French edition (Paris, Beauchesne, 1931), and the English 
translation I have consulted (at p.88), The Graces of Interior Prayer (London, Kegan Paul, 
Trench and Trubner, 1928), is no less than a fourth impression. On Poulain, see the entry 
by Henri de Gesnac in DSp XU, cols.2026-2027. - It is Karl Rahner who attributes to Poulain 
the revival of interest in the concept of the spiritual senses and indeed cites a charge that 
Poulain invented the doctrine: ‘The Doctrine of the “Spiritual Senses” in the Middle Ages’, 
in Theological Invesrigations XVI (London, Darton, Longman and Todd, 1979), pp.104-134, 
here p.132. 

7 MHSJ MI Dir, p.681 - a 1955 volume replacing the 1919 work mentioned in the 
text: ‘Differt autem applicatio ista sensuum a meditatione, quoniam meditatio est magis 
intellectualis, et magis versatur in ratiocitiatione, et omnino est altior: discurrit enim per 
causas illorum mysteriorum, et effecta, et in eis investigat attributa Dei, ut bonitatem, sa- 
pientiam, charitatem, et reliqua. At vero applicatio non discurrit, sed tantum inhaeret in 
illis sensibilibus . . .’ 

8 One should, however, note that the 1599 Directory does not go quite so far in this 
direction as Roothaan in the nineteenth century. In Roothaan’s edition, the Application of 
the Senses is presented as light relief for a period of the day when the exercitant is tired. 
See MarCchal 1920, p.367. 

9 Achille Gagliardi, Commentarii seu Explanationes in Exercitia spirirualia Sancri Parris 
Ignarii de Loyola, edited by Constantinus van Aken, Bruges, DesclCe de Brouwer, 1882. 
The discussion of the Application of the Senses comes on pp.22-24. (On this shadowy, but 
seemingly maverick figure, see the article by Ignacio Iparraguirre and Andre Derville in DSp 
VI, ~0ls.53-64.) 
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10 MHSJ MI Dir, pp.300-303. 
1 1  MHSJ MI Dir. p.487. 

un mode d’operation de I’intelligence discursive exerce dans les conditions qui 
le rapprochent du mode intuitif de la sensibilite’ (p.379). 

13 The summary of Marechal 1937, referring back to Marechal 1920, may or may not 
make the matter clearer: ‘(one says). . . see a truth, lend an ear to  the inspirations of the 
Holy Spirit, burn with charity, etc. All our senses are susceptible to being transposed sym- 
bolically onto the level of ideas (se pretent a une transposition symbolique au plan intellec- 
tuel): a transposition grounded in the affectivity, and consisting essentially in maintaining, 
when faced with immaterial objects, the total stance (‘attitude totale’) that one normally 
takes up in the context of sensory objects when one sees and hears them, and so on. 

‘Psychological analysis would show that this symbolic transposition of the senses, so fre- 
quently used in human language, a) carries forward onto the concept something of the emo- 
tional value of the sensory symbol; b) brings about, to a greater or lesser extent, an objec- 
tive feeling ofpresence, or at least mitigates the unreal, distant quality of the object being 
conceived. 

‘In general, when sense-based intuition is transposed symbolically to conceptual objects, 
it creates a complex state of representation that tends asymptotically towards strictly 
understanding-based intuition (‘l’intuition strictement intellectuelle’). This more or less close 
resemblance to a higher level of intuition justifies the terminology of “interior senses” or 
“spiritual senses”, used by some ascetical writers to designate what I call “the imaginary 
senses in their metaphorical use”’ (cols.826-827). 

14 Frederic Bertrand, for example, writing in 1958, links the Ignatian exercise with the 
so-called ‘prayer of quiet’, or ‘prayer of simple regard’ - a relatively well-attested form 
of simple, affective prayer: ‘La priere du coeur’, Chrism 5 (1958), pp.477-493. 

I5 So, for example, Etienne Lepers criticized the more ‘mystical’ interpretation as ‘more 
likely to originate from the tradition of Origen or Augustine than from the Exercises 
themselves’: ‘L’Application des sens: Exercises nos 121-126’, Christus 27 (1980), pp.83-94, 
here p.93. -Other suggestions in this vein, emerging from what is otherwise a striking variety 
of intellectual idiom, are to be found in: Sergio Rendina, ‘La dottrina dei “sensi spirituali” 
negli Esercizi Spirituali’, Servifium 29-30 (Sept-Oct 1983), pp.55-72 (here pp.68 and 70). 
a study that is broadly theological and textual in character; James Walsh, ‘Application of 
the Senses’, The Way Supplement 27 (Spring 1976), pp.59-68 - which explores possible 
medieval antecedents for Ignatius’s teaching; and Friedrich Wulf, S. J.,  ‘Die Bedeutung der 
schopferischen Phantasie fur die Betrachtung nach Ignatius von Loyola’, GuL 22 (1949), 
pp.461-467 -an early attempt to draw on the insights of depth psychology as a means towards 
understanding Ignatius. - For the underlying theoretical issues, Karl Rahner’s 1944 essay, 
‘Reflections on the Problem of the Gradual Ascent to Christian Perfection’ (Theological 
Invesrigations, I l l ,  pp.3-23) still provides a provocative and radical starting point. 

16 For statistical data regarding Exercises made during Ignatius’s lifetime, see Ignacio 
Iparraguirre, S.J., Praetiea de 10s Ejercieios de Sun Ignacio en vida de su autor (1522-1556) 
(Rome, Jesuit Historical Institute, I%), especially pp.267-301. I have taken the hermeneutical 
point made here somewhat further in my ‘Discerning Behind the Rules’, The Way Supple- 
ment 64 (Spring 1989). pp.37-50. 

17 On this text, see Candido de Dalmases, S.J., ‘Juan Codure autor probable de la ex- 
planation de 10s Ejercicios atribuida a Polanco’, AHSJ 37 (l968), pp. 145-52. For more general 
background information regarding the textual traditions of the Spiritual Exercises, see the 
introductions to  MHSJ MI Exx (1969), and to the Gueydan and Dalmases editions men- 
tioned in note 1 .  

18 The punctuation option here obviously does affect the sense. The so-called Autograph 
manuscript supports the former reading: lgnace de Loyola, Tare  autographe des Exercises 
Spirituels, edited by Edouard Gueydan, S.J. and others (Paris, Desclee, 1985), p.103 -but 
note the editors’ cautions on pp.45-53. Unfortunately, the other early texts support a case 
for both possible options. Calveras’s article, cited below, assumes the latter reading. I f ,  
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however, the former is correct, the substantive claim I take from him is all the more convincing. 
19 MHSJ MI Dir, p.781: ‘Si serve delli semi del gusto et odorato, applicati propor- 

tionalmente a cose spirituali, il che non si pub fare con I’istessi sensi. Pare dunque che il 
nostro Padre ci accenni che I’applicatione de sensi e qualche cosa pih alta del discorso della 
meditatione, et che e quasi una spetie, come s’e detto, di contemplatione, di cui e proprio 
star fisso nell’ogetto che si contempla, gustando, odorando, etc.’ 

20 Hugo Rahner, S.J . ,  ‘Die “Anwendung der Sinne” in der Betrachtungsmethode des 
hl. Ignatius von Loyola’, in Ignatius von Loyola als Mensch und Theologe (Freiburg, Herder, 
1964), pp.344-69. here p.356; ‘The Application of the Senses’, in Ignatius the Theologian 
(London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1968). pp.181-213, here pp.195f. See also, for example, 
Marechal 1920. p.372. 

21 Jose Calveras, S.J., ‘Los cinco sentidos de la imaginacion en 10s Ejercicios de San 
Ignacio’, Manresa 20 (1948). pp.47-70, 125-136. What follows derives chiefly from pp.62-64. 
The article is as problematic as it is inaccessible (to my knowledge, there is only one copy 
in the U.K. - in ms. in the library of Manresa House, Birmingham). Calveras appears to 
have envisaged writing a second piece that would have continued and completed the argu- 
ment of this essay, but my attempts to trace this have proved unsuccessful. In the rather 
diffuse text which we have, the overall strategy of Calveras’s exegetical considerations is 
not at all clear, at least not to me. 

22 Exx, French 1985 edition (see note I). pp.224, 238. 
23 Exx 111.1.  Other texts that seem to support this interpretation are: 47.2, 261.3, 310. 
24 It  seems likely that Ignatius’s usage could fruitfully be traced back to Ludolf of Sax- 

ony’s Vila Christi. Walter Baier’s monumental work on this text should provide a fruitful 
resource for a renewed theological and historical understanding of the way in which Igna- 
tian prayer uses scripture: Untersuchungen zu den Passionsberrachfungen in der Vita Christi 
de5 Ludolfvon Sachsen, 3 volumes, Salzburg, 1977. Baier has also written a suggestive arti- 
cle in DSp IX, cols. 1130-1138. - Baier’s pages on Ignatius (vol.1, pp.172-186) can still 
usefully be supplemented by E. Raitz v. Frentz, S.J., ‘Ludolphe le Chartreux et les Exer- 
cices de S.Ignace de Loyola’, RAM25 (1949), pp.375-388, and Rafael Maria de Hornero, 
S.J. ‘Algunos rasgos comunes entre la contemplacion ignaciana y la del Cartujano’, Manresa 
36 (1964). pp.337-342. For a brief account in English, see Gilles Cusson, S.J., Biblical Theology 
and rhe Spirifual Exercises (St Louis, Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1988), pp.10-19. 

25 MHSJ MI Exx (1969), pp.518-520. ‘Meditation’ and ‘contemplation’ can be taken, 
firstly, as simply synonymous, both with each other and with a more general description 
such as ‘mental prayer’. Or a distinction can be made in terms of the amount of effort re- 
quired: the hard reflective work of meditation leading to a more intuitive, simple contempla- 
tion. Or, finally, we can understand ‘meditation’ as referring to acts of the understanding, 
‘contemplation’ to all acts of the will. The text admits that this final description is in some 
ways artificial: but such a usage does have the advantage of enabling us to  see the First 
Week ‘meditations’ as a preparation for the later, more affectively oriented, ‘contemplations’. 

26 Astonishingly, Lepers seems to be the first commentator to have drawn attention to 
this point: see his article cited in note 15, pp.85, 87. 

27 MHSJ MI Dir, pp.676-679, 760, 765, 769. 
28 Once again, Lepers (art.cit., note 15) seems to have been the first interpreter to notice 

the point, and what follows is very much indebted to his suggestive essay. - Marechal 1920 
suggests that, during the Application of the Senses, a person could move gently backwards 
and forwards across the all-important line separating meditation and contemplation. In sup- 
port of this claim he notes that ‘St Ignatius himself anticipates that the Application of the 
Senses will be intermingled with thoughts and reflections’ (p.380). 

29 MHSJ MI Exx (1969), p.576. 
30 MHSJ MI Exx (1969). p.579. 
31 Inigo: Original Tesfarnenr. The Autobiography of Sf Ignatius Loyola, translated by 

William Yeomans, S.J. (London, Inigo International Centre, 1985). n.7.. Lepers, seeming- 
ly under the influence of Lacan, suggests that ‘refletiendo en si mismo’ could mean both 
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to reflect the mystery in oneself as  in a mirror, and to reflect on oneself in the light of the 
mystery: modern Spanish ‘refejar’ and ‘reflexionar I. The materials are simply not available 
for a full philological test of this point. The 6-volume Diccionario crrfico etimologico castellano 
y hispunico (Madrid, Editorial Gredos, 1980) states that no cognate of the modern word 
‘reflejar’is found in Golden Age dictionaries (v01.2, p.916). The lack of an accusative ob- 
ject, however, suggests that the more cerebral meaning is primary. I am grateful to Dr Mark 
Kelly for an expert Hispanist’s advice on this point, and for his restraining my exuberance 
regarding Leper’s position. - Perhaps only for stylistic reasons, the Vulgate tries to avoid 
‘reflecrere’or ‘reflexio’; in the Application of the Senses, we have lost both resonances of 
the Spanish, and are told to ‘turn all (that we hear) to our benefit’ (‘omnia in usum nostrum 
attrahere’), and, from what we taste and smell, ‘to adapt to ourselves those things which 
could bring us some fruit’. 

32 ‘Le Debut d’une doctrine des cinq sens spirituels chez Origene, RAM 13 (1932). 
pp.113-145, here p.134; see ET, ‘The ‘‘Spiritual Senses” according to Origen’, in Theological 
Investigations XVI, pp.81-103, p.96. The original German text of this article is lost. The 
English translation is taken - seemingly exclusively - from a back-translation and slight 
abridgement of the article into German, prepared for Schriften tu r  Theologie, vol. 12. This 
option has led to some serious garbling of the sense. 

33 Lepers, article cited in note 15, p.94. 
34 MHSI MI Dir, pp.302-303. 549. Polanco’s text in fact differs in more than trivial 

detail from the relevant passage in Bonaventure. Compare Polanco’s text with Bonaven- 
ture, Opera omnia, vol. 5 (Quaracchi, 1891), p.306b. English translations of the two fexts 
are to be found in Bonaventure, The Soul’s Journey into God; The Tree of Life; The Life 
of St Francis, translated and edited by Ewart Cousins (London, SPCK. 1978), p.89; and 
Hugo Rahner, Ignatius the Theologian (see note 20), pp.204f. 

35 ‘Le Debut d’une doctrine’ (see note 32), p.134: ‘The ‘‘Spiritual Senses’’ in Origen’, 
p.85. 

36 I am obviously indebted here to Avery Dulles, Models of Revelation, Dublin, Gill 
and Macmillan, 1983. 

37 Karl Rahner, ‘The Ignatian Exercises’, in The Practice of Faith (London, SCM Press, 
1985), pp.100-103, here p.103. 

38 De Guibert, Theology of the Spiritual Life (see note 4), pp.200, 305*. 
39 Karl Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith (London, Darton, Longman and Todd, 

40 Foundations, p.84.. 
41 Karl Rahner, Prayers of a Lifetime (Edinburgh, T.  and T.  Clark, 1986). pp.8-1 I * .  
42 Sandra M. Schneiders, 1.H .M., ‘Theology or Spirituality: Strangers, Rivals or Part- 

ners?’, Horizons 1312 (1986), pp.253-74, here pp.262-4, charts the emergence of the term 
‘spirituality’ in the first half of this century. She sees the development as  deriving from the 
gradual ascendancy of the position which saw ‘all states of the spiritual life as  a continuous 
whole’, as opposed to the position which gave major theoretical weight to the specific no- 
tion of infused contemplation. I t  is clear, however, from her more recent article (see note 
5 )  that she would prefer not to gloss ‘spirituality’ in the way I do here. 

43 ‘The Doctrine of the “Spiritual Senses’’ in the Middle Ages’ (see note 6), pp.133-134. 
44 ‘La dottrina dei “sensi spirituali” ’ (see note IS), pp.69-70. 
45 Autobiography, n.30. 
46 Alfons Bolley, ‘Zur Psychologie der Meditationsmethode “Anwendung der Sinne” ’, 

47 T.H.S. (Thomas H.  Stahel). ‘Of Many Things’, America 161117 (2 Dec 1989). p.390. 
48 Origen, Commentary on Sr Marrhew XII, 11.30 (GCS ~01.40, p.133), quoted in DSp 

49 ‘Gerburtstagsbrief Professor Karl Rahners an seinen Bruder, P. Hugo Rahner. zum 

50 Emerich Coreth, S.J., ‘Contemplation in Action’, in Contemporary Spirituality, 

1978). p.226’. 

Konigsteiner Studien 17 (1971), pp.18-32. here pp.20.22. 

VII, ~01.1045. 

65. Geburtstag’, Die Furche (8 May, 1965), p.8. 
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edited by Robert W.  Gleason, S.J.  (New York, Macrnillan, 1968). pp.184-211, especially 
pp.199ff. This text is a translation and summary of ‘In acrione contemplurivus’, ZKT 76 
( l954) ,  pp.55-82. 
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