FROM THE PASTOR: November 1, 2009


A recent guilty pleasure in my life has been catching up on the Showtime series, “The Tudors” by renting it on Netflix.  In an episode that I watched recently, King Henry VIII – newly smitten with his third wife-to-be, Jane Seymour – gives her an elaborate brooch of gold and jewels.  She gasps at the sight of the heavy piece of jewelry and says something like: “Your Majesty overwhelms me!  I cannot accept this… it is too much!!  I am not worthy of such generosity!”  We can all recall some similar experience in our own lives.  As I have noted before, gift giving is a very powerful symbolic gesture, and it evokes in the recipient a strong sense of obligation to “give back.”  If the recipient is unprepared or unable (like Jane Seymour) to respond in kind, he or she is likely to feel very ill at ease.


St. Ignatius was well aware of this dynamic and how it operated in our relationship to God.  He knew that if we spend long enough taking on board how loving and generous God has been and is to each of us, we will eventually begin to feel a bit uncomfortable.  Our gratitude begins to seem inadequate in light of the myriad ways that God has gifted us in our lives.  Like Henry’s Jane, we start to say to God: “Your Majesty overwhelms me!  I am not worthy of such generosity!”  And of course, we are right; our gratitude does not measure up to God’s bounty and goodness.  God understands that.  We are finite creatures, while God is infinite and all-powerful.  But… and here’s the rub… if we are honest, we have to admit that we don’t even consistently give to God the gratitude that we could and should.  In our weakness, we sometimes entertain self-pity and self-indulgence – perhaps we even grumble against God, or feel hard done by.  How does this happen?  How can we forget all the good that God has done for us and find ourselves wanting, even demanding, something more or different?  Welcome to the mystery of sinfulness.


This is where and how grace moves us in the “Spiritual Exercises.”  From sitting with and taking in the reality of God’s “steadfast love” during the “preparation days,” we gradually begin to notice the inadequacy of our own response to that love.  We find that we are mysteriously “unsteadfast” in gratefully returning God’s love.  St. Paul puts it as clearly and succinctly as anyone: “For I do not do the good I want, but I do the evil I do not want.  Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me” (Romans 7:19-20).


Note two important aspects of how the retreatant ponders “sin” in the “Exercises.”  First off, sin here is not about breaking rules.  Rather, it is about failing to love as well as we ought, indeed, as well as we would actually desire to love.  Which means, in the second place, that “sin” must be recognized as a mystery.  It is about us failing to “be all that we can be,” however much we may want to.  It is about our desiring and intending one course of action and instead, living out another.  This is a long way from the simplistic “laundry list” of broken rules that many of us learned as children.  The “Exercises” lead us, instead, into the murky, unchartered wastelands of the adult human heart – a place of mixed motives, confused consciences, and unclear choices.

To help us realize that this mystery is much older and larger than we, St. Ignatius invites us to follow a pattern that will frequently be repeated over the course of the “Exercises” – namely, to start with the cosmic and gradually to bore down to the personal.  Thus, he invites us first to consider the sin of Lucifer and the rebellious angels.  (Among other things, this gets us out of the realm of the sexual – since angels have no bodies!)  How can we possibly understand that the most powerful and beautiful angel, whose very name meant “Light Bearer,” could have looked God in the eye and said, “I will not serve”?  

Ignatius then directs us to the sin of Adam and Eve – the sin that led to their (and our) expulsion from earthly paradise.  Did you ever notice that Satan – who appears here as a serpent – suckered the first parents in with a half-truth?  He said: "You certainly will not die!  No, God knows well that the moment you eat of it your eyes will be opened and you will be like gods who know what is good and what is bad" (Genesis 3:4-5).  The catch, of course, is that they disobey God to acquire something they already have!  Remember: they are already like God (“God created man [sic] in his image; in the divine image he created him; male and female he created them” [Genesis 1”27])!

Eventually, Ignatius invites us to confront our own sinfulness; but only after having set it in the cosmic context, so that now we are pondering the same great mystery as it plays out in our own lives.  We realize that as confusing as the choices of Lucifer and our first parents may be, our own are no less mysterious and confusing.  As always, Ignatius invites us to talk about this mystery with God.  In this instance, he tells us to place ourselves before our crucified Lord and to “talk to him about how he creates because he loves and then is born one like us out of love, so emptying himself as to pass from eternal life to death, here in time… [and] by his response of love for God the Father, he dies for [our] sins” (Sp. Ex. #53).  We are then invited to sit with the questions: “In the past, what response have I made to Christ?  How do I respond to Christ now?  And what response should I make to Christ?  As I look upon Jesus as he hangs upon the cross, I ponder whatever God may bring to my attention” (#53).
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