Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam
The Spiritual Journey of St Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556)
[Notes prepared by Margaret Beirne RSC]

Part 1. The Autobiography; Iñigo’s background, youth, convalescence at Pamplona;
Montserrat and Manresa; Rome and Jerusalem; education in Paris; gathering
companions; founding the Society of Jesus; Ignatius’ final years in Rome.
Part 2. Spiritual highlights: conversion; the pilgrim; initial formation at Manresa;
vision by the river Cardoner; vision at La Storta.
Introduction
Ignatius has bequeathed to us a small but unique and extraordinarily rich written
heritage. Probably best known among these documents is The Spiritual Exercises, a
guide-book for spiritual directors to assist people who wish to make a prolonged
period of prayer and discernment about their relationship with God and their personal
vocation in life. Other significant sources are his Autobiography, his Spiritual Diary
and the Constitutions of the Society of Jesus, the order he founded with a small group
of companions in 1540.
Part 1: The Autobiography – an overview of Ignatius’ life
Iñigo of Loyola: the context
The era in which Iñigo lived was one of great change and upheaval. His countryman
Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) discovered the New World of the Americas the
year after Iñigo’s birth. At the same time, other European explorers were establishing
lasting links with the Orient. Culturally, it was the period of the Renaissance, the great
intellectual, humanist and artistic revival which swept Europe during the 16th century.
Despite the positive benefits these events brought to western civilisation, they were
usually at the price of unrest in various forms. Colonialism went hand in hand with
ongoing battles which brought disturbance and tragedy in their wake. Even the
Renaissance, with its exciting new ideas, met with resistance from among
traditionalist cultural and religious groups. The other side of this ongoing upheaval
was the burgeoning of romantic notions of bravery and chivalry. Hot-blooded young
men wanted to be first among their peers to defend their people, homelands, culture
and beliefs.
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From a religious perspective, Catholic Spain was under attack. Martin Luther (14831546) and the Protestant reformers were quickly demolishing the long-held western
assumption that Catholicism and Christianity are synonymous. When these religious
uprisings of the Reformation are placed alongside the increasing insurgence of Islam,
the complexity of lñigo’s political, cultural and religious background is obvious!
The Autobiography or Narrative of the Pilgrim
Although there are whole libraries of books covering the life story of Ignatius of
Loyola, the definitive version is his own account, reluctantly dictated in the third
person by Ignatius towards the end of his life.
The original text is in Spanish, except for the last few pages which are in Italian.
Popularly known as the Autobiography or Narrative of the Pilgrim, its full title is A
Pilgrim’s Testament: the Memoirs of St Ignatius of Loyola as transcribed by Luis
Gonçales da Câmara.
In scope, the Autobiography spans the period 1521-1538, the formative years from
Ignatius’ conversion at Pamplona to his arrival in Rome when he assumed the formal
leadership of the Society of Jesus, the order he had founded in 1534.
There are other sources for the remaining period 1538-1556, most notably his
Spiritual Diary which provides his own mature and deeply contemplative living out
the Spiritual Exercises. It is hoped that we may find time later to read the Diary, a
deeply moving personal account of a unique ‘mystic in action’.
In the Autobiography,
Ignatius
consistently
refers to himself as ‘the
pilgrim’, an image that
encapsulates core of
Ignatian spirituality.
Each of us is invited
into a unique and
personal relationship
with God, starting with
our call into life and
onwards
throughout
our earthly journey

until its completion
when we return to final
and lasting union with
God.
During
this
life
journey, we find God
and God’s will for us
by reflecting on our
experience of people
and events.

Ignatius the Pilgrim

Family background and youth (1491-1521)
In 1491, Iñigo Lopez de Loyola was born the thirteenth and youngest child of a noble
family on its property called Loyola, situated in the northern Basque country of Spain.
As a young man, Iñigo was caught up in the daring chivalrous exploits of young men
of his time, including participation in the constant warfare against the enemies of
Spain and the Church. In the course of one such battle on the plains of Pamplona, he
was seriously wounded in the leg and was taken to a nearby castle to recover.
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Conversion at Pamplona (1521)
[Autobiography, chapter 1]
During his long period of convalescence, Iñigo soon became bored. Asking for
something to read, the only books available were the Life of Christ by Ludoph of
Saxony and a life of the saints, Flos Sanctorum or Golden Legend by Jacob da
Voragine. Apart from reading, he spent most of his time day-dreaming about the great
exploits he would engage in as a chivalrous knight errant, once he had recovered.
However, his reading gradually made an impression on him and he began to realise
that God was calling him to turn from his frivolous and worldly way of life towards
something deeper.
Although this initial ‘conversion’ was only the beginning, lñigo began to get really
serious about his spiritual life. He determined to repent of his past life and begin anew
to imitate the devotion and dedication of the saints about whom he had read. He
decided to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem and, on his return, to enter a Carthusian
monastery. On his recovery, he returned briefly to Loyola where, resisting his
brother’s pleas to pursue a fine career, he prepared for his pilgrimage.
Montserrat and Manresa (1522)

[Autobiography, chapters 2-3]

Leaving Loyola, lñigo travelled to the
hillside shrine of Montserrat.

Here before the shrine, he pledged his
life to God and made a general
Confession and an all-night vigil there
before the statue of Our Lady of
Montserrat (the ‘Black Madonna’).

Even today, as you travel up by cablecar to this shrine located within the
Benedictine monastery on the side of
the mountain, you can gain a sense of
Iñigo determinedly trudging up the
rugged slope with all the enthusiasm of
a new convert.
Iñigo then travelled down to the nearby town of Manresa where he lived in a hospice,
earning his keep by begging. Over the next few months, he spent his time in prayer,
accompanied by fasting and abstinence, and taking on all manner of penances and
personal privations. The latter included allowing his hair and fingernails to grow, as a
means of overcoming his previous worldliness. Some of this extreme behaviour was
moderated by a wise confessor who also helped him to overcome a serious bout of
scruples.
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After some months, the Dominican
friars provided Ignatius with a room in
their monastery and he gradually began
to find new peace and inner freedom.
People started to hear of him and to
come to him for spiritual advice.
Among these were several women, at
least one of whom, Ines Pascual,
became a life-long friend and was the
recipient of the first of Ignatius’ extant
letters (1524). Another woman he met
about this time was Isabel Roser who
became a significant friend and
supporter.

Crossing the River Cardoner into Manresa

Jerusalem, Paris and Rome (1523-1556)

[Autobiography, chapters 4-11]

From Manresa, Iñigo journeyed to Jerusalem where he joyfully immersed himself in
reliving Jesus’ earthly life as he visited each of the holy places. In spite of his wanting
to remain in the Holy Land, this proved impossible. It is a measure of how singleminded he had become about discerning and carrying out the will of God that he
unreservedly accepted the directive of the Franciscan provincial and, in September
1524, returned to Spain. By now he realised that, in order to carry out the work for
which God had called him, he needed a solid education.
Beginning at Barcelona with studies that included rudimentary Latin, after two years
he moved to the University of Alcalá where he undertook a program of liberal
education. From there he went to Salamanca where he stayed about six months.
Meantime he continued to share his insights with anyone he met and to give the
Spiritual Exercises. This even included two short spates in gaol where he was cast by
authorities suspicious of his apostolic teachings and the enthusiasm of some women
who were profoundly moved by his spiritual conversation. Ultimately he was cleared
of any irregularity in his teaching and in February 1528, he went to Paris to continue
his studies in theology.
It was in Paris that his life’s work finally began and where he decided to change his
name to Ignatius. After some further travels, in 1529 he settled in to study at the
University of Ste Barbe where he soon made friends with his room-mates fellowSpaniard Francis Xavier (1506-1552) and Frenchman Peter Favre (1506-1546).
By the time Ignatius graduated with a Master of Arts degree in 1534, the group of
three companions had grown to include three more Spaniards Lainez, Salmeron and
Bobadillo, and the Portugese Simon Rodrigues. Each member of the group had
resolved to dedicate the rest of his life to serving God single-mindedly. In order to
discern what this might mean in their life as individuals and as a group, Ignatius led
each of them privately through the Spiritual Exercises over the course of 1534.

4

On August 15, 1534, this little group of seven took religious vows in the small chapel
of St Denis, close to the great basilica of Sacre Coeur at Montmartre. As part of this
dedication, they vowed to offer themselves to the Pope to be totally at his service,
ready to go to whatever mission and whatever part of the world the Vicar of Christ
should see fit to send them. This promise of obedience directly to the Pope remains a
distinctive feature of the Jesuit order.

St Peter Fabre, at first the only priest in the group celebrates Mass, 1534

As the founding group of the Society of Jesus, these ‘companions’ of Jesus and of one
another planned to go to Rome to offer themselves to the Pope in fulfilment of their
vow. However another war broke out so that it wasn’t until 1537 that the little group,
now ten (with Codure, Le Jay and Broet), arrived in Venice and began to preach and
minister to the sick in hospitals. It was here in Venice that Ignatius and those of his
companions who were not already priests, were ordained on June 24, 1537.
Finally, they travelled to Rome in
smaller groups, Ignatius with Favre
and Lainez, arriving there in 1538.

Far East. Ignatius died in Rome on 31
July 1556.

As they had done from the beginning,
now in Rome they worked with the
poor in the city, they cared for the sick
in hospitals, they preached and taught
catechism, and they set up a refuge for
reformed
prostitutes
called
St
Martha’s.
Meanwhile, Ignatius, as Superior
General, completed the Constitutions
and exercised his ministry of
governing the Society, expanding its
mission into schools, universities and
other good works from Europe to the

Ignatius farewells Francis Xavier, 1541
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Part 2. Spiritual highlights
Interestingly, the important turning-points or highlights of Ignatius’ spiritual journey
are almost all identified by him with the places at which they occurred. Even the
chapters of the Autobiography are named in terms of a geographical place. This has
the fascinating suggestion of a symbolic tie between his outer and inwards journeys, a
true ‘incarnational’ dimension to his spiritual heritage.
Discernment of spirits
As mentioned above, while convalescing he was given a copy of the life of Christ and
a popular collection of lives of the saints. He began to take notes as he read; their
influence made such a lasting impression on him that their influence can be seen in
his later writings, especially the Spiritual Exercises.
It was also during this period of convalescence, that Iñigo began to notice that
something deep within him was stirred while he was daydreaming. When dwelling on
thoughts about God, he felt a deep peace and ‘rightness’, but when he frittered away
his time on romantic and frivolous notions, he felt restless and dissatisfied. The terms
Ignatius began to use for these movements were ‘consolation’ and desolation’.
What Ignatius meant might be described as follows.
When a person is seriously trying to grow in the ways of God, those thoughts or
behaviours which are consistent with this intention will bring the person
‘consolation’. Even if these actions might be regarded as ‘difficult’, such as going
against one’s natural inclinations (agere contra), they bring a certain peace or feeling
of ‘rightness’ because they are consistent with the interior movement of the Spirit.
At times the same person, although still oriented towards God, may act contrary to
his/her deeper intentions or better self. This may lead to a certain tension or
discomfort which St Paul captures when he says: “the will to do good within me I do
not do, but find myself acting against my own good intentions...” (Rom 7:18-19).
While the person remains in this state, they will feel ‘desolation’ because they are
giving in to behaviour which draws them away from God either because of its very
nature or because it creates in them a resistance to persevere in their first resolve.
On the other hand, a person who has deliberately chosen to move away from God and
live a life of self-indulgence, will find cheap ‘consolation’ in all that supports these
selfish interests and ambitions. However, at some point they may begin to sense a
growing dissatisfaction with their self-centred life and lifestyle. This experience of
‘desolation’ (because it is ‘contrary’ to their general direction) is a sign that the Spirit
is nudging them to take stock, raising questions which disturb their comfort zone. For
a person in this state, this experience of discomfort or ‘desolation’ has the potential to
move them in a positive direction - towards God.
Over time, Ignatius came to understand these feelings as gifts of the Spirit, indicators
which could be trusted whenever he had to make important decisions. By identifying
them and reflecting on their meaning, a person is able to ‘discern’ which of these
feelings or ‘spirits’ leaves them with a sense of ‘rightness’, a deep interior peace, “that
peace which the world cannot give” (John 14:27).
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Manresa: Ignatius and Jesus
After his vigil at Montserrat, Iñigo intended to spend just a few days at the nearby
town of Manresa, reflecting on his experience. But, almost a year passed before he
had gained the spiritual strength and freedom to move on to the next stage of his
journey. Much later, he would look back on the time at Manresa as an extraordinarily
rich period of his own spiritual growth, and more.
Through reflection on his own experience, Iñigo came to realise that there is a broad
universality in the way God draws people into lifelong companionship with Jesus. He
began to sense that God was leading him to become an instrument for helping others
to discern how God works in their own lives and thereby to guide them to seek similar
deep and lasting graces.

The cave at Manresa today

It was during this long and profound ‘retreat’, the Spiritual Exercises began to take
shape, first as journal notes and ultimately (though much later) in the form we know
them today. They became the means by which he and his companions could fulfil
their basic goal of helping others to find God in their own inner experience and
ultimately in all people and things.
At the heart of Ignatius’ faith journey, and hence of the Spiritual Exercises, is the
Christian disciple’s personal relationship with Jesus. While Ignatius had practised his
Catholic faith since birth, it was only at Manresa that he became vividly aware of the
truth and richness of this relationship, and the potential for an ever deeper intimacy
with the risen Lord.
Ignatius’ conviction that such a grace was intended by God for every individual
person became the basic motivation for the central place given by him, and eventually
by his followers, to giving the Spiritual Exercises. As we shall see, the person, life
and mission of Jesus becomes increasingly the key theme of the Exercises and the
heart of the religious order he founded, the Society (or Company) of Jesus.
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It is a mark of the depth of this relationship that it began to break through the limits of
what we might call ‘ordinary’ human experience. This is how he himself describes
what happened.
Often and for a long time, while at prayer, he saw with interior eyes the
humanity of Christ. The form that appeared to him was like a white body,
neither very large nor very small, but he did not see the members distinctly.
He saw this at Manresa many times He saw it at another time at Jerusalem and
still another while travelling to Padua. He also saw Our Lady in a similar
form, without distinguishing parts. The things he saw strengthened him then
and always gave him such strength in his faith that he often thought to himself:
if there were no Scriptures to teach us these matters of faith, he would be
resolved to die for them, only because of what he had seen.
(Autobiography, ch. 3)
Visions at Manresa, the River Cardoner and La Storta: Ignatius and the Trinity
In a somewhat different way Ignatius also ‘saw’ other religious truths, including the
Trinity. He himself describes these occasions as moments of enlightenment, whereby
he saw with ‘the eyes of his understanding’. There were many such occasions.
Here we mention three of the most significant.
Manresa
While still at Manresa in 1522, he was sitting on the monastery steps saying the
Office one day when he ‘saw’ the Trinity in the form of a musical chord, three distinct
notes which when played together produced a perfect harmony. For Ignatius who
already had a keen sense of devotion to the Trinity, this was an insight which would
last forever and which has been described as the experience which marked the end of
his dark night of the soul (Hugo Rahner, Spirituality of St Ignatius Loyola, p.50).
By the River Cardoner
At another time, as he stood facing the
river Cardoner, about a mile outside
Manresa, though he did not see any
vision, he understood and knew many
things, both spiritual and matters of
faith and of learning, and this with so
great enlightenment, that everything
seemed new to him In the whole
course of his life, through sixty-two
years, even if he gathered up all the
many helps he had had from God and
all the many things he knew and added
them together, he does not think that
would amount to as much as he had
received at that moment.
(Autobiography, ch. 3)
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La Storta
Many years later (in 1537), on his journey from Vicenza to Rome, Ignatius ‘was
visited very specially by God’ at the little chapel of La Storta, a few miles outside of
Rome. This little chapel is still active – the local Catholic community celebrates
Eucharist here each Sunday. On the wall is written the promise Ignatius received from
the Lord: ‘I will be propitious to you in Rome’.
(Photos taken, 24 January 2009)

Chapel at La Storta,

‘I will be propitious to you in Rome.’

Having prayed constantly for a year to Our Lady ‘Mary, place me with your Son’, his
prayer was answered when he
experienced such a change in his soul and saw so clearly that God had placed
him with his Son Christ that his mind could not doubt that God the Father had
indeed placed him with His Son.
(Autobiography, ch. 10)

Vision at La Storta, artist
unknown, Jesuit University of
San Francisco

Vision at La Storta, painting in
Mary Aikenhead’s room, Harold’s
Cross Dublin, 1 March 2009

Ignatius came to recognize that these peak experiences were intended not only for his
personal consolation but as an affirmation by God of the direction he and his
companions were taking and were to take in the future.
This sense of living and working consciously in the presence of the indwelling Trinity
was to remain with Ignatius for the rest of his life. His Spiritual Diary, written in
1544-1555 while he was General of the order in Rome, reveals a man whose inner life
was imbued with this sense of the immediate presence of the Trinitarian God.
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