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IMAGES AND IMAGINATION 

IN THE SPIRITUAL EXERCISES 

I would like to attempt a modest contribution in an area in which we are 

not, and perhaps cannot be, very faithful to Ignatius. I refer to the whole area 

of images and imagination in the Spiritual Exercises; and by imagination I 

understand the ability of the human mind to produce, preserve, reproduce, 

combine and create images, even in the absence of perceived objects. We find 

in the Spiritual Exercises plenty of imaginative and figurative material 

suggested for prayer: from the Temporal King to the Two Standards, from the 

ignoble knight to the poor little unworthy slave. Indeed, Ignatius gives such 

importance to the imagination that Roland Barthes could speak of a radical 

imperialism of images in the Spiritual Exercises. 

Ambivalence of the Imagination 

This area of the Spiritual Exercises has suffered and still suffers because 

of the contempt or suspicion with which the level of the imaginary tends to be 

regarded, if one does not restore to it an ontological function, if one considers 

it to belong to the unreal and purely fanciful world. Naturally we should 

distinguish between fidelity to the imaginative sketches (e.g., Christ as 

''eternal Lord") and the images themselves (e.g., the "parable of the temporal 

king"). Thus, for example, in the case of the temporal king, suppressing the 

images provided by the Ignatian text would be quite different from substituting 

for them other images closer to our culture or even with biblical images. The 

following is Fr. Francis Varillon's response to a query concerning the 

application of the senses: 

l:'17 
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I offer no more than very discreet suggestions and, at times, simply 
leave this out altogether: this is not the essential thing. What matters 
is the choice of those images that are most apt to help one enter into 
the knowledge of the true God. There is no thought without an 
image, as all university graduates know. There is need, then, to 
guide the imagination, because some true ideas can give rise to false 
images; besides, since what is first received by the human spirit are 
the images, they can well obstruct the ideas. The use of images 
needs to be at once prudent and controlled. And the retreatant must 
soon enough accept the experience of "emptiness," seeing that he is 
before the mystery of God and that he must discover for himself that 
there are no images that are adequate to the revelation of the 

mystery.' 

We must remark, all the same, that in the case we have mentioned of the 
temporal king, we are dealing with applying the spirit not so much to the 
mystery of God as to that of the Kingdom, for which the Gospel offers many 
images (cf. Mt 13). 

On the one hand there is no thought without images, but, on the other, 
the core of the spiritual journey or of life in the Spirit is the transformation of 
the intellect and of the will in a union with the invisible God, in which case 
the imagination could well lead us astray. The importance which Ignatius gives 
in the Exercises to the field of the imagination indicates at least that he intends 
disposing the whole person to enter into the mystery of God. This entry will 
not be real unless the imagination is also integrated into the spiritual 
movement that such an entry supposes. 

Some think that this importance given to the imagination in the Spiritual 
Exercises should be attributed purely and simply to the particular psychology 
of Ignatius, and that therefore the imagination ought to be set aside or 
by-passed in the case of persons who do not have his imaginative capacity or 
do not share his "baroque" fascination with certain images of his day. It is 
true that his biographical data show us Ignatius as a man gifted with a more 

1 Fran~ois Varillon, Beaule du monde et sou.ffrance des hommes, Paris, 1980, p. 
194. 
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than ordinary imaginative sensitivity, whose spiritual development is marked 
throughout by a flood of images. The Book of the Hours which he uses at the 
time of his conversion, the Life of Christ on which he meditates and the 
"Golden Legend" which inspires him-these three illustrated books will be, 
thanks to the purification of lgnatius's imagination, at the root of the great 
images of the Spiritual Exercises. But even without illustrations the text of the 
life of Christ and of the saints is enough to make Ignatius "think for two and 
three and four hours without realizing it. ... he pondered over many things 
that he found good" (Autob. 6, 7). The figure of "our holy father Onophrius" 
haunts the imagination of Ignatius. 

But, in the course of his spiritual adventure, Ignatius experiences the 
ambivalence of the imagination. On the one hand, in the story of his 
conversion, the imagination acts as a "deceptive influence" which not only 
conceals the reality from him, but ceaselessly tempts him, even while on the 
brink of contemplating suicide, seducing him to the point both of holding him 
captive to certain images and of closing him up forever in thoughts of death 
(Autob. 24). But, on the other hand, the imagination is also "the place of the 
projection of the unconscious" (as is exemplified in the already cited Au
rohiography and in the symbolically poor Trinitarian images of the Spiritual 
/Jiary); indeed, the imagination drives Ignatius to search for different figures 
and sets him in the presence of the purest figure-the icon that is 
< 'hrist-which leads to the One who is beyond all figures and images. Ignatius 
l'l'l'Ognizes, in the "Rules for the Discernment of Spirits" [314] that the enemy 
makes use of the world of the imagination to "fill with sensual delights and 
~ratifications" so as better to keep a person imprisoned in the deadly revery 
c ,r sin. But he has in fact discovered the positively creative power of the 
imagination which can make Christ present to a person and that person 
rnntcmporaneous to the mystery: "Imagine Christ our Lord present before you 
upon the Cross ... " [53]. Thus, paradoxically, the imagination can open a 
fll'rson to the very core ofreality. Undoubtedly Ignatius here is communicating 
his own personal experience which is strongly characterized by his desire to 
"N1•1•" the Lord, at times even to the point of a love-filled obsession, as when 
h1• y1·arned to see "on what side the right foot [of the Lord] was, or on what 
Nlllt• the left" at the moment of his ascension (Autob. 47-48). Yet Ignatius is 
11IH0 giving witness to his unshakable trust in a human faculty which, while 
1•11nscious of it"i ambivalence, he does not disregard or do away with, but 
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rather "evangelizes" so that it can play its part in leading us to an intimate 
knowledge of the Lord [104]. 

Ignatius 's Sober Use of the Imagination 

Situating the personal experience of Ignatius in the context of his times 
is not without interest. In the classical description of Johann Huizinga in his 
work "The Decline of the Middle Ages," the sixteenth century is presented as 
the century par excellence of the "worship of the image." Seeing the world 
around them crumble, people appear to cling to religious representations 
without worrying too much about their content. And so a way is opened to the 
purely imaginary, to the superstitious. The "Rules for Thinking with the 
Church" contain allusions to these deviations. With all that, however, very 
much in the spirit of Ignatius, such deviations call not for an iconoclastic 
attitude but for the proper use of images: "We ought to praise ... images and 
veneration of them according to the subject they represent" [360]. In the 
Spiritual Exercises Ignatius clearly distances himself from that abuse of 
imagery that was so characteristic of his ambience. Exercises such as those on 
hell and on the birth of the Lord, which have express recourse to "seeing in 
imagination" [66 and 112], are extremely sketchy and jejune in the explicit 
role they assign to the imagination. 

The recent work of Frei Betto, Fidel y la religion (Havana, 1985, p. 150) 
makes it clear that President Fidel Castro remembers the Spiritual Exercises 
merely as "a punishment in which what mattered was to stir our imagination 
to the extreme ... as regards hell, the heat of the fire of hell, the sufferings 
in hell, the anxiety and despair of hell . . . a sort of mental terrorizing . . . 
in a word, stirring up the imagination." But this excessive appeal to the 
imagination which bothers President Fidel Castro, and which consists in 
exploiting all the horror which our phantasy can arouse, should not justify the 
other extreme of disincarnating to the utmost the spiritual experience of hell 
that Ignatius proposes-particularly if we realise that the application of the 
imagination is always for Ignatius inserted into a concrete spiritual movement. 
The different approaches to God and to his mystery should not be mutually 
exclusive; in fact, they rather complete one another in the unity of human 
consciousness. Indeed, the sobriety of Ignatius in regard to the creative power 
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of the imagination is so much the more remarkable in that Ignatius 
himself-the story of his life and his Spiritual Diary bear evident witness to 
this-lived his own personal experience of the life in the Spirit at an intense 
level with the aid of many images. Well known, for instance, is his devotion 
to any image whatsoever of Our Lady, but preferably to that of the Mother of 
Sorrows. And yet, when it comes to the Spiritual Exercises, where there is no 
dearth of opportunity for it, Ignatius never imposes his own preferred images. 
The same is true of his images of the Trinity and of Christ. He wishes to 
allow the Creator to deal directly with his creature, without any intermediary, 
and the creature directly with its Creator and Lord [15]. Ignatius is ever ready 
to withdraw into the background. This also happens when Ignatius brings "the 
person who is contemplating" [2] face to face with the biblical images. The 
few variations from the biblical text-like the ass of the Nativity contemplation 
11 11], or the apparition to Our Lady [299] and to Joseph of Arimathea [310], 
or even the call of the temporal king [91]-are an invitation not to shut oneself 
up in the reading of biblical texts alone, but to give the greatest freedom 
possible to the imagination "to experience and relish the truth interiorly" [2]. 

The insistence of Ignatius on the part which the imagination should play 
in the Spiritual Exercises does not mean, therefore, that Ignatius wishes to 
impose or rigidly determine the ways in which it is to be used. Some 
commentators of the Exercises have surely good reasons to mistrust certain 
visual representations of hell, to free themselves from the "outdated 
symbolism" of the Two Standards and to reject the "dead letter" of the par-
11hlc of the king. But this is not the same as rejecting the very imaginative 
sketches of which we have spoken earlier; much less does it mean doing away 
with every form of "seeing" and every recourse to the imagination, or 
n•ducing every gospel contemplation to a mere intellectual interpretation of the 
mystery, or substituting for the first prelude of "seeing the place" [91] an 
rxplanation that entails a precise investigation of the scriptural texts with the 
lll'lp of biblical criticism. What is the "solid foundation of facts" [2] that 
l~rmtius demands as starting point for a faith-inspired listening to the Word of 
( hi? In his letter to the Churches of Europe Fr. Clodovis Boff writes (ll 
H,·,:no, 15 February 1985, p. 55): 

There exists the danger of shielding oneself against the Gospel by 
means of a culture of exegetical, historical and sociological erudi-
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tion, without ever letting oneself be wounded by "the sword of the 
Word." The problem will always be: how much have we understood 
of the Gospel and how much of it have we assimilated? The Gospel 
is Good News only when it is read with the eyes of the poor and 
with the heart of children, or, in other words, when we believe it 
simply. Doubtless, the Gospel does not dispense with critical 
understanding; but it is an illusion to think that the latter can 
guarantee our essential grasp of the Gospel. We need, therefore, to 
go beyond, and further than, mere criticism. Only thus will the 
Gospel be read with a rediscovered innocence, a second innocence. 

As Ignatius would say in concrete language: "I will make myself a poor little 
unworthy slave and, as though present, look upon them, contemplate them, 
and serve them in their needs with all possible homage and reverence" [114]. 
Nothing prevents us, in this becoming contemporaneous to the mystery 
contemplated, from giving to this "poor and unworthy slave" all the spiritual 
depth that the Gospel accords to "the child of the Kingdom"-image of a faith 
that has surrendered all security. 

Contrariwise to those who would like to free themselves of the 
imagination, other commentators favor the role of images in the Spiritual 
Exercises, having recourse to photo-language, slides, and films in order to 

rouse the imagination. Thus, for example, the use of photograph albums of the 
countryside or of the family is suggested as a way of visualizing the 
"meaning" of life and its discovery in the consideration of the "Principle and 
Foundation" [23]. Again, as an aid to the contemplation of the King in all its 
fullness, the use of a whole collection of reproductions of works of art on 
Christ is proposed, to say nothing of the present-day use of icons. At times the 
commentators consider this recourse to figurative material absolutely 
necessary, because the attack mounted on modern man by the bombardment 
of images runs a great risk: it either atrophies the human ability to produce 
images or causes total confusion between the external images provided by 
television, publicity and the audiovisual media on the one hand and the 
internal images of the imagination on the other. In order that we may also 
make use of the imagination in our discovery of God, we must at times have 
recourse to certain strong and vigorous images and spend a certain amount of 
time in "fixing one's gaze" on these images so as to activate the imagination 
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as the place of the projection of the unconscious. In this way, in the 
contemplation of the Gospel, we will assure the transition from the body 
which the Incarnate Word chose for Himself to the intimate knowledge of the 
Incarnate Lord. There is need then to step out of the flood of images which 
invade a person day after day, but not indeed to eliminate the imagination. 
This imagination plays its part even in that exacting task of making a good 
choice, in which "as far as depends on us, our intention must be simple, 
considering only the end for which we are created, that is, for the praise of 
God our Lord and for the salvation of our soul" [169]. Or, as is set forth in 
the second way of making a choice in the third time, "[t]he love that moves 
and causes me to choose must descend from above, that is, from the love of 
God, so that before one chooses he should perceive that the greater or less 
attachment to the object of his choice is solely because of his Creator and 
Lord" [184]. And so Ignatius suggests that "I should represent to myself a 
man whom I have never seen or known" [185] to help him with advice 
regarding his life, or "to consider . . . if I were at the moment of death" 
[ 186], or "to picture and consider myself as standing in the presence of my 
judge on the last day" [187]. Careful to take in all the dimensions of man, 
Ignatius makes use of the imagination in the journey towards him who is 
beyond all images. 

Role of the Imagination: 
Ignatius and John of the Cross 

Is Ignatius's daring trust in the imagination justified, given its had 
reputation in East and West? Is it lgnatius's intent to "save" the role of the 
imagination in prayer so as to help in the struggle against "distractions," and 
then to reject the imagination once it has served this purpose? Ignatius trusts 
the imagination and, in this sense, he is regarded differently from his 
contemporary John of the Cross. The latter incessantly repeats that, if one 
is to know God really, one needs to go radically beyond "distinct 
knowledgeable data, forms and images" and remain before God en vacio de 
todo aquello, in the void or emptiness of that entire world. Nevertheless, 
even John of the Cross accepts that man must pass through these images, hut 



144 THE ROAD FROM LA STORTA 

that he must "so pass through them as not to encounter obstacles to his 
attaining the living reality-de ir a lo vivo" (Ascent of Mount Carmel) III, 
15, 1-2; cf. also Spiritual Canticle A, prologue, 1). According to John of 
the Cross the image is a transit port or a door, a place of passage. It would 
be a mistake to stop halfway, or to expect to hold on to God on the level of 
the imagination. Prayer moves towards the wiping out of images: 
"meditation ... is a discursive act with the help of images ... for example, : 
we imagine Christ crucified or bound to the pillar . . . or God seated in 

I 

splendid majesty on a throne, or his glory as most beautiful light, etc. To 
attain to divine union the soul has to strip itself of none of these images and 
remain in darkness ... " (Ascent of Mount Carmel, II, 12,3). 

It would be less than just to oppose an "iconoclast" John of the Cross 
to an "iconophile" Ignatius. Both mystics acknowledge that the praying 
person must traverse the path of images and that the one who contemplates 
cannot short-circuit the imagination. For both spiritual authors the image 
stands at the crossroads of the perceptible world and the world of thought. : 
While the image no longer belongs directly to the sense-perceived world, it ' 
is not as yet precisely thought and does not belong to the world of thought. , 
The terminology of the Spiritual Exercises seems to reflect this openness of 
the imagination, this mediation between body and soul. The imagination has 
its roots in the bodily sphere even though it does, and should, open to the, 
realm of the spiritual. Hence, when referring to the imaginative seeing-vista .. 
imaginativa-and the seeing in imagination-vista de la imaginacion-[cf. 
47], Ignatius does not strictly distinguish between the visible and the 
invisible, and allows a person "to taste the bitterness of tears, sadness and· 
remorse of conscience" [69]. The images of so many hellish, 
situations-signs, all of them, of the absence among us of a society and' 
culture of love-will suffice to make us grasp the reality of the fire of hell, 
The function of images and of imagination in this vision of hell is not,. 
indeed, to inflict terror. 

In his Structures anthropologiques de l'imaginaire (Grenoble, 1960, p.: 
124), Gilbert Durand shows how every image mitigates the harshness o 
one's lot: "To portray an evil, or represent a risk, or symbolize an anxiet 
is already to master them by the dominion expressed in my cogito or act 
reflection." Here we discover once again the mark of mediation th 
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L'.haracterizes the image, with the result that negative images always connote 
their contraries. How is one to portray a prison without setting up a contrast 
hetween its darkness and some light, be it ever so distant? How represent 
hell without thereby connoting heaven? Only the imagination can express the 
simultaneity of those contraries that spiritual experience has necessarily to set 
over against each other: light and darkness, heaven and hell, sin and grace. 
It is necessary, then, to control the imagination-the additions in the Spiritual 
Htercises [74 and 81] insist on this-and not to allow it to deteriorate into 
hallucinations and illusions, but by no means to do away with it, for the 
imagination makes it possible for me to see myself as a "knight ... filled 
with shame and confusion" and a "prisoner bound with fetters" [74]-"to 
l·onsider who I am ... " [58]-and, above all, to see the Lord: "While one 
is eating, let him imagine he sees Christ our Lord eating with His apostles 

. " [214). 

Though Ignatius and John of the Cross are at one on the constructive 
h111l'.tion of the imagination in prayer, they still have different emphases. The 
two authors see themselves as gifted with different vocations. Prayer, it is 
lrne. moves towards the disappearance of images once the icon of the 
lnvisihle is lit up. But-and this is to simplify matters greatly-in the case of 
IMnatius, taking up and transforming the images without destroying them, 
while in that of John of the Cross, freeing self from every attachment to 
rnnl'.rete images and places of devotion, as it were jumping over the wall of 
lhl, imagination to leap towards the Bridegroom. Hence the advice of John 
111 the Cross: "Let the soul know for sure that the more it is attached 
1111Nsessively to the image ... so much the less will it see its devotion and 
prnycr rise up to God" (Ascent of Mount Carmel, III, 35, 6); while, for 
IM11111 ius, the application of the senses contributes, in his spirituality of 
lnrnrnation, to the transformation and transfiguration of the imagination into 
111,, Sl'nliments of Jesus Christ. 

A1•1•llrntion f?{ the Senses: 
MrdJ,11, >ry Function of the Imagination 

Since Ignatius takes the mediatory function of the imagination quite 
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seriously, without ever isolating either one of its two poles, and concretely 
integrates the ambivalent character of the imagination, viz., the real made 
present in an unreal way, he conceives of the application of the senses as one 
total experience of body and soul, by means of which the praying person 
progresses towards the Lord and lets himself be seized by him. This Ignatian 
anthropology was not taken seriously from the beginning of the history of the 
Society, and so certain problems were raised which imply a completely dif
ferent conception of the imagination. We should study the mediating function 
of the imagination in the application of the senses without ever isolating either 
one of its two poles. To wish to know whether the application of the senses 
is easier or more difficult, for beginners in the spiritual life or for the 
proficient, whether it is inferior or superior to meditation, whether it is 
intended as a help to take things more calmly at the close of a day or to gather 
up the entire fruit of a day filled with prayer, is in the last analysis to probe 
the very nature of the application of the senses. The official Directory 
published by Father Aquaviva situates itself very definitely on a plane above 
the imagination: "When the soul is already satiated with the knowledge of 
higher things and finds itself full of fervor and piety, it gladly comes down 
again into those things perceptible to the senses and finds in them its 
nourishment, so that even what is lowest or least may help it on towards love 
and consolation" (M/, Dir., p. 681). Father Fran~ois Courel puts things more 
positively in his translation of the Spiritual Exercises: "In this way St. Ignatius 
proposes the application of the senses at the end of a day's striving in prayer 
as a help to gather up all its fruit. Such a form of prayer marks a definite 
progress over the discursive and even affective forms of meditation" 
(Exercices Spirituels, Paris 1960, p. 76). The latest French translation of the 
Spiritual Exercises (Exercices Spirituels, Paris 1985, p. 220) situates the 
application of the senses within the context of the understanding of 2 Cor 
3: 18: "None of us, then, reflect the glory of the Lord ... and that same 
glory, coming from the Lord who is the Spirit, transforms us into his very 
likeness, in an ever greater degree of glory." There is no comparison between 
the object perceived by our senses and the object imagined. What is 
represented by the imagination is, as such, extremely simple in the case of 
every person. In this connection it would be quite a mistake to think of the ap
plication of the senses as an exercise possible only for those gifted with a 
powerful imagination. Many persons, it is true-particularly a large number 
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of adolescents-are accustomed to cultivating their ability to phantasize in 
extreme fashion. But it is an error to identify the imagination with mere 
fantasizing activity. Indeed, there is no question here of filling up an interior 
void with the products of one's fantasy, even if this is seen to be devout. 

Some Aspects of the Imagination 

This is surely the point at which it would be helpful to focus on certain 
aspects of the imagination as such, the more easily to grasp the intuition of 
Ignatius: characteristic of the imagination is the ability to render present even 
that which is absent. The image makes present what is absent. How are we to 
restore to the life of Christ, which historically belongs forever to the past, all 
its human reality as experienced in His flesh and in his heart without the aid 
of the imagination, which alone can help us discover past history as actually 
present here and now in the contemporary reality of our life? The figure of 
Jesus of Nazareth, such as is presented by the gospels and the Exercises, 
cannot be bypassed. Without this reference to Jesus-and not merely to 
Christ-the mystery of God is, for us, beyond our reach. Ignatius's invitation 
"to see the way from Nazareth to Bethlehem, its length, its breadth, whether 
level, or through valleys and over hills" [112] is not aimed at exercising the 
probing curiosity of the imagination or at encouraging a search for descriptive 
details, as would be the case of painting in representational art. Rather, it is ~ 

meant mainly to guarantee the sense of presence of the Gospel as an actual ; 
event taking place here and now. 

The imagination will always have an aspect of "phantasizing" to it, but 
ii is also and above all the capacity to produce symbols-that is, forms that 
conjoin the visible and invisible, able to make present the encounter between 
< ,, ,d and man. Ignatius suggests making use of the surrounding 
atmosphere-" closing the shutters and doors" [79]; "to make use of pleasant 
, ,r disagreeable weather" [ 130]-to awaken the senses, then proposing "gospel 
srcnes" to the imagination so that in it may spring up the symbols that 
prayerful faith can hold on to. The symbolizing function of the imagination 
makes the one who contemplates capable of being transformed into the 
<iospt'/-capahle, that is, of experiencing in the "gospel scene" the "mystery" 
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of Christ, and of "putting on Christ" while taking an active part in the present 
reality of the Lord. 

Contemplation of the Mysteries of Christ: 
Recent Objections and lgnatian Orientation 

Even recently this form of contemplation of the Gospel has been 
criticized as not really suited to the pragmatism and empiricism of our day. 
Con.tempora~ man wants facts and, as is often said, we have no image of 
Christ that gives us an idea of his true traits and features, nothing that 
guarantees that He actually pronounced the words attributed to Him in the 
gospel ?r even those attributed to him by our imagination-"to hear what they 
are saymg, or what they might say"-[123]. Then again, the burgeoning of 
several for?1s of oriental meditation has evidently called into question the very 
contemplation of the Gospel: such an approach would call for a liberation 
from all content that is the object of the senses or of the imagination, finally 
even all that is conceptual, in order to conform to the simplicity of God-in 
the case, at any rate, of a Christian type of oriental meditation. A form of 
prayer, such as the one described earlier on as contemplation of the Gospel, 
would be acceptable merely to beginners who initially consider Christ as an 
?bject of meditation before experiencing him at the heart of the contemplation 
itself. On the other hand, the fact that the Spiritual Exercises conclude with a 
"Contemplation to Attain Love," which is related not so much to Christ as to 
God present in all creation and at work deeply within us, is considered an 
indication that even for Ignatius Christian mysticism has to go beyond the 
stage of the contemplation of the mysteries of Christ, in which the imagination 
necessarily plays its part. Nor is there wanting, together with these current 
opinions, a certain reaction against a conception of prayer in which only the 
Christ of faith is taken into account, to the complete neglect of the Jesus of 
history. 

. .Without wanting to define these various positions inflexibly, and keeping 
m mmd that the problem is far more vast and complex than the whole question 
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related to the imagination, we need nonetheless to call attention to the fact that 
the reality of God and of man in Catholic prayer will always remain the 
mystery of Christ in the indissociable union between God and man that is true '/ 
of the Lord Jesus. As Ignatius refuses, in the contemplation of the Incarnation 
[101], to separate what is historically incarnate from what is in every age 
Trinitarian, the same Ignatius assumes fully what is historically the object of 
the senses. Human beings, in fact, ought never to completely break away from 
it, but rather should shed only those images which are the product of 
inordinate attachments. In this way he is able to get to that surrender of self 
which is the attitude of spiritual indifference [23], and which makes it possible 
for God's plan of "saving the human race" [102], deeply written into the core 
of our being, to be accomplished in and by us in the likeness of Christ. 
lgnatian contemplation, which finds its place within patristic and medieval 
tradition, is a being plunged into the mysteries of the new and eternal alliance 
which transforms us from mere spectators into present-day partakers of the life 
of Christ. Without water and blood, the Spirit alone is of no avail (1 Jn 5: 6). 
Contrary to a human being's experience, which runs the risk of closing it up 
narcissistically upon itself, the contemplation of the Gospel makes man get out 
of himself to encounter Christ. Ignatius focuses only slightly on the "I," just : 
enough to discover in it the sinner; it is rather the life of Christ that is the 
ever-fresh existential dimension of his trinitarian prayer, which unfailingly 
takes off from the concrete historical event to leap towards the eternal now of 
God. 

This contemplation of the humanity of Christ is admirably suited to 
heginners in the life of the Spirit, but it equally sustains the great mystics who 
have already been initiated into intimacy with the Word. The activity of the 
spiritual senses is linked to the spiritualization of inner consciousness, and 
admits of various degrees ranging from that of the beginner to that of the 
spiritually perfect person, who rises effortlessly from the plane of the senses 
lo the spiritual and mystical plane. The contemplation of the gospel scenes cer
tainly has in itself elements appealing to the imagination that facilitate the 
w1 ,rk of contemplation. But the purification of this imagination remains always 
difficult if one is to arrive at truly seeing how the Word is entirely present in 
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his "mysteries" and how in every detail the whole mystery of his love is 
revealed. Finally, even though the imagination is in itself on a lower plane, 
it ought to be gripped all the way from top to bottom or from within to 
without. For it is the imagination which perceives what God had to do to 
become visible and to make himself audible; it is the imagination which 
experiences on the sense level even what of God is beyond the senses. The 

application of the senses cannot be understood except in the context of the 
whole human person. Hence "the application of senses can assume many 
modalities, of quite different depth, ranging from a contemplation of a more 
simplified and affective nature to a more or less profound intuitive 
apprehension ... whose quality is gauged according to the measure of God's 
gift. "2 

Instead of relegating prayer in isolation to this or that level, Ignatius 
probes all the energies of persons to transform them into availability to the 

coming of the Lord in us. Nothing is excluded from it; everything is 
integrated in the measure in which his Divine Majesty grants us to make use 

of it. Ignatius wants to make sure that the person enters into the mystery of 
the Incarnation with all his heart; and in this heart, taken in the biblical sense, 

the imaginative powers have a role to play which, however, will depend on 
the here-and-now situation of each person. 

This freedom of Ignatius in regard to the forms of prayer, and the care 
he takes to mobilize all the potentialities of the person so that they can be 
seized by the Spirit of the Lord, explain as well the ambivalence of "the three 
ways of praying" (233-260). The Eighteenth Annotation (18) considers them 

' ' suited to "those who have little natural ability or are illiterate," while 
Annotation Four (4) appends them to the Fourth Week with the Resurrection 

and the Ascension. They are, in fact, placed at the very end of the Exercises, 
following the Contemplation to Attain Love (230 ff; 238 ff.]. Nowhere is the 
fleshly reality and down-to-earth aspect of the human person so clearly 
underscored as here: the very material and content matter of the 
commandments, the harsh reality of the capital sins, the meaning of words, 

2 Cf. H. Coathelem, lgnatian Insights, Taiwan, 1961, p. 157. 
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the rhythm of breathing and all the bodily senses. This rich text of the three v
ways of praying inserts the whole human reality into a movement of prayer 
developing from the exterior to the interior; but all this human reality can be 
the manifestation of the new person captivated by the love of Christ and 
transformed by his paschal mystery. Then it is that one's respiration breathes 
in the Spirit, words give expression to the Word, and the observance of the 
commandments as well as the desires of the senses manifest the love of the 
Father. The application of the senses as well as the three ways of praying 

allow of two interpretations, from above and from below, because they 
express the totality of the human person as saved by God-with-us. 

From Mirror Image to Icon Image 

The application of the senses thus reaches its filfillment not just in the 
production of our images by our imagination, but in the transfiguration of our 
powers of loving by the love of Christ. On the plane of the imagination such 
a transfiguration means the "epiphany" or manifestation of the icon of God 

that is the figure of Christ. Of set purpose, then, must we speak of the icon. 
For images, inasmuch as they are products of our imagination, can easily be 
mirror images in which we keep on looking at ourselves. After all, one cannot 
rule out in principle that we could well project ourselves into a gospel scene. 
It is a very different matter when the products of our imagination are icon 
images by means of which we aim at seeing the light "in your light." Ignatius 
offers an illustration of this in the call of the temporal king [92-94). The 1 _ 

image of the king somehow embarrasses us, and we dearly wish to move 
beyond it. And yet, this image is placed between two invitations: on the one 
hand, one is "to see in imagination the synagogues, villages and towns where 

Christ our Lord preached" [91). On the other hand, one should in reality "see 
Christ our Lord, the Eternal King ... " [95). Indeed, the invitation "to place 

before my mind a human king" [92) is intended precisely to elicit this ,,, 
movement from a mirror image of the Gospel-"a sentimental walk, with a 
flower in the buttonhole, through the gardens of the Gospel or of Scripture as 
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a whole" (Jean Laplace)-to an actualization by means of the icon image of 
v the experience of the living God revealed in Jesus. The desire to be with the 

other, as well as the desire of the other to be with me through suffering which 
opens out onto glory, is a desire called forth by the image of the human king, 
and it must be evangelized. To this human capacity of desire is given, in the 
deeds and actions of Jesus, the possibility of seeing the icon, the true figure 
of a freedom without fetters, because here the desire of man and the desire of 
God coincide perfectly. 3 The application of the senses mobilizes the whole of 
the human person to see in the Gospels the Epiphany of the Icon of God. 

The term icon image is very much to the point. It is well known that the 
icon, in contrast to the portrait painting, attempts to elicit a maximum of pre
sence with a minimum of strokes. It is worthwhile calling attention to 
Ignatius's constant sobriety when it comes to tracing certain features of the 
gospel. "After that he appeared to James" [309]: this single stroke, for 
example, is aimed at lighting up the icon of the risen Lord and his encounter 
with us. But the most notable characteristic of the icon, as compared with the 
portrait or the mirror, is that of "looking" or "gazing." And so Ignatius looks 
at God dwelling in creatures, and at humanity created in the likeness and 
image of the Divine Majesty [235], but the human face does by no means 
become for him the only image of spiritual life. Far from tending towards the 
figurative image, the icon is accompanied by the presence of the Invisible and 
gazes upon us, all the while transforming us. 4 The application of the senses, 
therefore, entails disposing the imagination to welcome and receive the look 
of Christ so as to be transformed into him. By no means does it signify being 
filled with images: it is rather the look of Christ gazing upon our desire and 
our history, as the icon that is the visage received through grace.s 

3 
Cf. Joseph Thomas, Le secrel des Jesuites, 1984, p. 153. 

4 
Cf. Charles A. Bernard, 1heologie symbolique, Paris, 1978, pp. 133 ff. 

3 
Cf. Olivier Clement, Le visage interieur, Paris, 1978, p. 58. 
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Conclusion 

After all that has been said so far, there will be no more need to insist 
that the Spiritual Exercises is not an awkward, outdated deposit of image~. 
Rather this text affords us a path through our mirror images and portrait 
images' towards the seizure of the whole of ou~ being-~ody, ~oul, imagination 
and understanding-by the Icon of the Invisible that 1s Chnst Je~us. A p~th 
through our images: the contemplation of the Nativity confirms this wh~n, m
stead of stopping at a beautiful picture of the crib, it makes us see with ~e 
gaze of the imagination the way from Nazareth to Bethlehem, sy~bol of this 
journey even unto the cross [112 and 116]. A path ~rough _our images: ~e 
contemplations of the Third Week are in fact and precisely a Journey on which 
one never halts- "from the garden to the house ... " [208], "from Herod to 
Pilate" [208]: they aim to shatter our own images and transform them into an 
actual resemblance of the bruised and broken figure of Christ. 

That such a task is also apostolic is affirmed by the Thirty-Second 
General Congregation in its Decree 4, n. 26 a): 

Certain false images of God which prop up and give an aura of 
legitimacy to unjust social structures are no longer accepta~le. 
Neither can we admit those more ambiguous images of God which 
appear to release us from our inalienable responsibilities. . .. For 
our own sake, as for the sake of our contemporaries, we must find 
a new language, a new set of symbols, that will enable us to leave 
our fallen idols behind us and rediscover the true God. 




