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Spiritual Conversation
At the Heart of Ignatian Spirituality

Josep M. Lozano

In Venice at That Time He Occupied Himself in Giving the Exercices
and in Other Spiritual Conversations (Au 92)

We Don't Preach; but Speak About Things of God with Certain People
in an Informal Way (Au 65)
Our Vocation and Way of Life
The Most Productive and Natural Exercise of the Mind, in My Opinion,
Is Conversation
The Art of Thinking, Feeling and Living Together
Attentive Listening: Otto Scharmer (Theory U)
Attentive Talking: Edgar H. Schein (Helping)
Inhabiting the Conversation: (Socratic) Dialogue
Looking from Year to Year, or from One Period of Time to Another, the
Conversations | Have Had With Others (SE 56)
Conversation, at the Heart of the Exercises
Spiritual Conversation, Depending on Persons, Times and Places
Speak With Meaning About What You Experience and Thus You Will Be
Praying (J. M. Valverde)
The Way, the Truth and the Life
Way (Lk 24:13-35): the Disciples on the Road to Emmaus
Truth (Un 4:1-42): the Samaritan Woman
Life (Mt 20:29-34; Mk 10:46-52; Lk 18:35-43): the Blind
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For the participants in the Vicens Vives Programme,
who have taught me to converse.

And for Angel, Rai and Sira,
who have helped me learn how to.



| have been trying to show how Jesuit spirituality,

when viewed under other aspects, is not only applicable

to lay men and lay women, but in some ways may be

even more appropriate for them than for the Jesuits themselves.

John W. O'Malley S.J.



In Venice at That Time He Occupied
Himself in Giving the Exercices and in
Other Spiritual Conversations (Au 92)

We know from Ignatius himself that in the Exercises we find the core
of the personal journey that he invites us to embark on: “The Spiritual
Exercises are all the best that | have been able to think out, experi-
ence and understand in this life, both for helping somebody to make
the most of themselves, as also for being able to bring advantage
help and profit to many others. Yet at the same time, if we heed the
words from the Autobiography that head this section we could say that
they are a form -the most important form- of spiritual conversation.
In fact, the early Jesuits had it very clear in their own minds that spir-
itual conversation was a structural and structuring element of the Ig-
natian way. Thus Lainez, when summarising how Ignatius grew in his
desire to help others, associates this helping from the beginning with
three components: example, Exercises and spiritual conversation. For
that same reason we would do well to bear in mind who, in Nadal's
words, Ignatius was: “Who was he? An unlettered lay knight.">We could
perfectly well apply to spiritual conversation what Pope Francis said
about spiritual direction: “Spiritual direction is not a clerical charism, it
is a baptismal charism. The priests who do spiritual direction have the
charism not because they are priests, but because they are lay people,
because they are baptized.”? As we will see, spiritual accompaniment
(or direction) is one of the forms that spiritual conversation can take,
because spiritual conversation as such is an invitation to all those are
baptised. For this reason we must bear in mind right from the start that
to recognise, integrate and assume spiritual conversation as a manner
of proceeding that lies at the heart of Ignatian spirituality is not just to
put it where it belongs. It is also to do what V. Codina proposed: ‘it is
intended as an act of ‘tradition’ or deliverance of Jesuit spirituality to lay
Ignatian spirituality."

In this respect, our journey will have five stages. In the first stage we
will strive to show this central position that spiritual conversation oc-
cupies in the Ignatian way. In the second we will put forward some
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considerations regarding our cultural context, so substantially differ-
ent from that of Ignatius, to realise the extent to which conversation
as conversation is threatened. Consequently, in the third stage we will
tackle three proposals that have arisen in recent years with a view to
recovering and rebuilding the importance of conversation, highlighting
some of the lessons we can learn from it, and at the same time some of
the contributions we can make from the experience of spiritual conver-
sation. In the fourth we will try to bind all this together, showing some
of the theological vectors on which spiritual conversation hinges. Last-
ly, in the fifth we will show how the whole gospel can be read in terms
of spiritual conversation.



We Don't Preach; but Speak About Things
of God with Certain People in an Informal
Way (Au 65)

Converse and convert have the same etymological root, something
which Ignatius was obviously unaware of. Yet for him this link was an
existential truth from the very start. His conversion process was in-
separable from changes in his conversation, with which he did their
souls good (Au 11). And due to these external changes in his manner
of talking, those who looked after him at home began to notice the
change that was occurring within him. In fact, the first time that such
a centrally Ignatian term as helping appears is in connection with the
conversations he had with those who went to see him and talk to him
when he was in Manresa. It is not fortuitous, then, the moment when he
began to experience great inner turmoil, which caused him to wonder
“What new life is this we're beginning now?", brought him to recollect
the spiritual conversations that he sought in others and that others
sought in him (Au 21).

From the very beginning, then, the link between helping and conversing
gave structure to Ignatius' journey. The Ignatian expression about help-
ing souls refers to people as such, in their totality, not to one aspect of
their life. Ignatius helped through example. He helped by attending to
the vital needs of those before him, without being restrained by any of
these needs and without identifying helping with attending to just one
specific need: helping means being sensitive to the reality each person
is experiencing, and responding to it. And he helped with conversation,
which may -or may not- lead on to the Exercises. This threefold help-
ing would always accompany him, albeit in different forms and with dif-
ferent contents (sometimes in stark contrast) depending on depending
on persons, times and places. Exemplariness, sensitivity towards the
needs of others and spiritual conversation are, therefore, the compo-
nents of helping.



Our Vocation and Way of Life

In this respect, right from the very beginning he stressed what we could
call the enabler of any spiritual conversation: listening. Not passive but
receptive listening. Because the quality of listening is the necessary
condition for this relational spirituality that characterises spiritual con-
versation. In the Autobiography, Ignatius soon reminds us that, even
at the outset, his custom was not to talk to others at mealtimes but
to listen. To listen in order to understand and grasp the reality of the
other, and once he has finished, to speak about God on the basis of
what he had heard; in other words, on the basis of the situation of the
other (Au 42). In fact, Polanco confirms that “his manner of conversing
was to be silent’s at mealtimes in order to have a spiritual conversation
at the end depending on what he had heard, but he adds: “without
having thought it out in advance, and if on some occasion it was pre-
meditated, it did not go so well."® Spiritual conversation is a relational
and contextual experience, not an instrumental one. It is not the right
time to talk about what has already been decided beforehand, nor an
opportunity to deliver a prefabricated discourse. It must respond to
the reality of the other, seeking his good. Responding in order to help.
And helping means attending to the reality and the need of the other
in an attempt to accompany him on his -his!- way to God. The fact that
spiritual conversation responds to a relational spirituality means that it
occurs within the relationship, from the relationship and on the basis of
the relationship. Nadal reminds us that “two things must be observed
in the conversations. Firstly, to know the temperament of your interloc-
utor in order to be able to permeate his state of mind more easily, so
that you do not tire or bother him. Secondly, not to start at once with
spiritual things; rather, one should start with what is yours and his and
return to what is yours, said Fr. Ignatius.” Ultimately, listening means
not conversing from a position of egocentrism, no matter what form it
takes and no matter how supposedly ‘spiritual’ it is.

Without attentive and welcoming listening, then, there is no spiritual
conversation. But it is a conversation with a purpose. For this reason,
when in Salamanca he was asked what he and his first —and unsuc-
cessful- group of companions preached, he replied: “We don't preach,
but speak about things of God with certain people in an informal way”
(Au 65). The circumstances that help us to understand this answer, at
the same time intelligent and cautious, are well known. What we are
interested in stressing now, however, is that it is not a matter of con-
veying or preaching a pre-established doctrine, but of talking familiarly
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with some, and of speaking about things of God. Let's leave it for later
to explore what we can understand today by ‘talking about the things
of God' But from now on we should not forget that without talking
about things of God, again there is no spiritual conversation.

If there is one thing the early companions (and Ignatius himself) rec-
ognised, it was that spiritual conversation was the pivot around which
the bond between them all and with Ignatius revolved, and what ac-
counts for Ignatius' impact on the transformation of their lives. In Paris,
spiritual conversation and the Exercises nurtured their relationship and
the dealings he had with the companions he fell in with, to the extent
that he was described as “one who lead students astray” (Au 78). This
was particularly important in his relationship with his fellow lodgers
(Xavier and Favre). In this light, especially with Favre, Polanco reminds
us that he decided to interrupt the spiritual conversations so as not to
impede their studies® Ignatius himself confessed that he had time to
study because “I'm not talking to anyone about the things of God. But
when the course is over we'll back to normal” (Au 82).

It was clear for the first Jesuits that (spiritual) conversation character-
ised the Ignatian way of dealing with others and helping them. Camara
recognised that “as for his way of talking to others, he has received such
gifts from God that they can hardly be written about."® And many of the
early companions (Xavier, Bobadilla, Rodrigues and, of course, Favre)
remembered the conversations with Ignatius when recalling their own
process of conversion. Because it was not talk for talk's sake, to pass
the time of day or share student life. It was talk with a purpose, which
activated in all of them a strong desire to devote their lives to following
Jesus; spiritual conversation articulated a community of experience. It
is not by chance that Polanco, when referring to the Montmartre vows,
singles out the desire for “a life dedicated to honouring Christ," imme-
diately adding that “the second way of keeping these companions was
mutual familiarity and frequent communication among them."° It fol-
lows that in Venice Ignatius referred to all of them in a letter as his
‘friends in the Lord,"* an expression that we find in none of his other
surviving texts, which Arrupe and the GCs did not retrieve for the Je-
suits until the second half of the twentieth century. “They were not a
group of friends who founded a congregation, but individuals of dif-
fering ages and life journeys who became friends on their journey until
together they founded the Society of Jesus."?

It should come as no surprise, then, that once the Society had been
set up, in the diversity of ministries and apostolates they carried out,
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“‘they all achieved their end through some form of conversation. In-
deed, conversation was a hallmark of almost all the Jesuits’ ministries,
[.1. It was, in fact, a hallmark of the way they understood themselves."3
Therefore it was not a mere apostolic instrument (although it was that
too), nor just a common denominator of their manner of proceeding
(that too), but rather it arose out of the heart of the spiritual path that
had led them to found the Society of Jesus. They all left testimonies
of how they talked, both about their journey of conversion, referring to
their own conversations, and about their apostolate, mentioning the
conversations they had with a wide variety of people. They would often
talk about the Exercises as a form of spiritual conversation or about the
conversations as a road leading to the Exercises.

We can sum it up with what Favre tells us in his Mémorial, as Ignatius
said of him that it was he who gave the Exercises best and that he
could strike water off a rock Favre was a man who had an “untiring
friendship for men,s helping them in their weaknesses, healing their
wounds and desiring “to help all the living in all their needs, first spiri-
tual, and then bodily."*® He said that in order to help we need, for sure,
spiritual lights; but he immediately goes on to mention the eyes, the
ears and all the senses and all the qualities of the soul and the body.
Hence the trilogy with which Favre defines his itinerant activity and his
ministries: confessions, conversations and Exercises. Conversations al-
ways figure as the meeting point with the other that connects, opens
and sustains other forms of helping.

It may be worth asking ourselves, however, whether spiritual conver-
sation gradually shifted from nurturing a core experience of encounter
with the other in God (we could say it like this: between friendship in
the Lord, i.e,, among themselves, and talking familiarly about things of
God i.e., with others) to being a preferential apostolic activity. Obviously
they are not incompatible; on the contrary, and both form part of the
way the Jesuits understand themselves. But putting stress on the latter
may lead us to see spiritual conversation as a preferential apostolic ac-
tivity, to some extent to the detriment of its central place in all spiritual
life of Ignatian inspiration, aside from the concrete ministries carried
out by the Jesuits.

At the risk of oversimplifying, we could find an analogy between the
mist that has come to blur some dimensions of spiritual conversation
and the thick fog that blotted out communal discernment (which was
absent from Jesuit language until well into the second half of the twen-
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tieth century). In fact, the so-called deliberations of the first fathers
(which ultimately led to the founding of the Society of Jesus) provide
us with the key as to what spiritual conversation is about: “We decided
to assemble before the day of separation and discuss for a number
of days our common vocation and the way of life we had adopted."”
Discussing (our) common vocation and way of life is, then, the form
and the framework taken by the spiritual conversation experienced
profoundly by any Christian. But if we focus excessively on the process
carried out at that foundational moment (as if it were just a very finely
tuned decision-making method) we may be missing the fact that it was
not a process that started and finished in itself, but rather was the re-
sult of a long shared spiritual journey, which bears the hallmark of this
manner of conversing, and is explained by being able to feel ‘friends
in the Lord.

Curiously, though, this peak of common deliberation also marked the
beginning of a rapid decline. Polanco made this very clear, also talking
about the way to proceed to Venice: “in that which required resolving,
after quiet prayer they resolved it, opting for the inclination of the ma-
jority; and in this way they acted until they chose a superior."® Spiritual
conversation did not disappear so drastically, but it gradually retreated
to be reduced to some extent to a preferential apostolic instrument in
the development of the Society of Jesus.

The Constitutions

Of course, seeing it like this also depends on how we read the Con-
stitutions. Because the Constitutions are more than just a legal or ca-
nonical text. We could say that they are the institutional dimension of
Ignatian spirituality, and that they always demand a spiritual reading.
They cannot be separated from the Exercises, among other reasons
because they were born of the same womb, as Ignatius’ Spiritual Diary
bears witness. So, if anything is to be gleaned from the Constitutions
it is that the Jesuit is a man of conversation. Nadal, who according to
Ignatius had best understood the spirit of the Constitutions and who
explained them to the first generations of Jesuits, insisted that they
could help in any ministry of the word (“that which is understood in
good conversation”), and that it is always possible to “teach the Chris-
tian doctrine, not preaching it, but in conversation."

In fact, conversation is a constant presence throughout the text of the
Constitutions, from their evaluation in the general Examen for candi-
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dates to the profile of the General (where Nadal said that Ignatius had
portrayed himself), who must “discern the various spirits and to give
counseland remedies to so many," as well as “conversing with such var-
ious persons from within and without the Society" (Co 729). They can-
not all receive the same mission, but they can all help others through
their conversations: candidates, brothers, students, the ordained and
those who were sent to important missions. Because it applies to all of
them that “in their spiritual conversations they should strive to obtain
the greater interior progress of their neighbour” (Co 115). For this reason,
in order to be admitted to the Society “a pleasing manner of speech,
so necessary for communications with one's fellowmen, is desirable”
(Co 157). And, in general, it is necessary to know at least “the languag-
es which are ordinarily found necessary, such as the vernacular of the
place of residence and Latin" (Co 146). Accordingly, when Jesuits are
sent to the various missions, conversational ability (including outward
appearance) is a determining criterion in the choice of who to send (Co
624). And in the educational Institutions the Rector “should also con-
sider which of his subjects should deal with their neighbours inside the
house or outside of it, and for what length of time they should do this,
in spiritual conversations, conducting exercises, hearing confessions,
and also in preaching or lecturing or in teaching Christian doctrine” (Co
437). Even to the extent that it should be properly assessed whether
persons who have notable disfigurements or defects are suitable for
the Society, among other reasons because they “do not help toward
the edification of the neighbours with whom, according to our Institute,
it is necessary to deal" (Co 186).

When allis said and done, however, we should not get lost in the nice-
ties of the various specifications, because ultimately it is all about the
fact that “the manner of speaking may assist that of feeling" (Co 62).
That the manner of speaking may assist that of feeling should give us
the key to understanding spiritual conversation, insofar as feeling® is a
fundamental term in Ignatian spirituality that connects with a unified
anthropology, an experience that is modulated over the weeks of the
Exercises, a dimension that structures discernment, and the way of ex-
periencing the bond and the presence in the Church. And for this rea-
son it should also be stressed that spiritual conversation is inseparable
from Ignatian helping, because we must never forget that, according to
Nadal, Ignatius had from the beginning an “insatiable desire and incli-
nation to help his neighbour"* and not just to chatter.
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The Letters

“For Ignatius and the first generation of Jesuits, spiritual conversa-
tion was a fundamental part of their life and mission, but they had not
properly defined it, and they had not coined a single expression to talk
about it"?? In any event, intimate communication among all of them was
a core manner of proceeding of their identity. This was authoritatively
present in their recollections and memoirs, where they also habitually
acknowledged who excelled in conversation. They all made reference
to this: Favre, Xavier, Bobadilla, Jay, Rodrigues, Coduri.. and it was re-
corded by exceptional witnesses such as Polanco, Lainez, Camara and
Nadal. Hence the importance of maintaining this communicative link
in the organisational makeup of the Society and the interest —encour-
aged and demanded by such a key figure as Polanco- in making epis-
tolary communication the hinge around which the expansion of the
Society pivoted. Nonetheless, the importance of correspondence was
not just a decisive organisational innovation for an increasingly global
institution. In the same way as the Constitutions were, as we said ear-
lier, the institutional form of Ignatian spirituality, letters were the rela-
tional and organisational form of Ignatian spirituality, insofar as those
who experienced it were scattered missionally all over the world. Of
course, letters served to be mutually informed. But what was sought
through the information was the cherishing of mutual affection and the
union of hearts and minds=.

The letters, then, reflected pragmatically -i.e., in the form of advice,
indications, prescriptions, recommendations, criteria and so on- how
Ignatius and the first companions understood many central elements
of their spirituality. One of these was spiritual conversation, which, as
we said above, fluctuated between cultivating friendship in the Lord
and the union of hearts and minds, on the one hand, and talking about
divine things, on the other. In other words, between intimate commu-
nication and mutual edification, on the one hand, and -increasingly-
apostolic activity and spiritual conversation as ministry, on the other.
We have already underlined the importance of spiritual conversation
and mutual communication for nurturing friendship in the Lord, first,
and strengthening the union of hearts and minds, subsequently (es-
pecially when they ceased to be a group of laymen to become a re-
ligious order). In this respect, the apostolic dimension of conversation
(explicitly spiritual or otherwise) gained weight and importance, as
“Through spiritual conversation they can be of help to everyone they
deal with.">* For this reason, for example, in 1553 Ignatius wrote to D.
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Miro (who was hesitant to accept to be the confessor of the king of
Portugal) that "according to our vocation, we talked with everyone."s
In the Society, conversation and vocation work in tandem. “You shall
converse with everyone," (Xavier); “in order to be able to converse with
everyone," (Bobadilla); “lthe Jesuitl has freedom in the Lord to converse
and deal with everyone," (Nadal). And we could go on: the Jesuit is a
man of conversations.

But this is not done just any way, or as it comes. Let us take a closer
look at just two of the several letters in which Ignatius makes recom-
mendations about conversation.

When the Pope sent Broét and Salmerodn to Ireland, Ignatius wrote a
series of recommendations on how to start up conversations: "be slow
to speak and say little [..], be ready to listen for long periods and until
each one has had his say."?® Not only does he stress listening to under-
stand the other, but also adapting to his reality to speak to him, and
striving not to impose one's own perspective but anchoring it in the
other's preoccupations, character and contexts, with particular atten-
tion to the emotional situation from which he talks.

As “it is not possible in our calling to avoid such a conversation,"? Ig-
natius recommends Lainez and Jay, sent to Trent, to listen attentively
and not to speak in haste; and not only as a conversational technique
but also because such an attitude is always considerate and amica-
ble. In other words, “keeping quiet so as to sense and appreciate the
positions, emotions and desires or those speaking. Then he will better
able to speak or to keep silent"? (incidentally: knowing how to be silent
also forms part of conversation). Because, once again, as it is a matter
of 'helping souls’ an effort should be made to avoid controversy be-
tween two people; and, if the issue is important, to make sure to give
one's own opinion “as calmly and unpretentiously as possible," bearing
in mind that “it will be of great help to forget completely one's own oc-
cupations and lack of time, i.e. my own convenience, and adapt myself
completely to the convenience and requirements of the person | want
to deal with, so that | can urge them on to God's greater glory" And, at
the end of the day, the fathers attending the Council should talk about
how the day has gone and how to approach the next day, helping and
correcting each other in everything that might improve the service
they are doing. Because it is important not to lose sight of the good of
the other and the apostolic purpose for which they were sent, without
conversing around themselves and their own ideas.
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Spiritual conversation lies, then, at the heart of Ignatian spirituality.
This entails both working and developing the skills that make it possi-
ble, such as attending to one's inner world, and the life of prayer and
the Examen that sustain it. The question we must ask ourselves now

is whether this understanding of spiritual conversation is viable in the
midst of the society we live in.



The Most Productive and Natural Exercise
of the Mind, in My Opinion, Is Conversation

Montaigne wrote this not many years after the foundation of the Soci-
ety of Jesus.®@ It seems unlikely that he would say it if he had to rewrite
his essay on conversation today. At the very least because each soci-
ety and each period change the topics, the manner of conversing and
the assumptions from which conversation is conducted. We could say
that conversation too, and the way it is understood, is modelled ac-
cording to ‘persons, times and places, and does not follow a pre-exist-
ing norm on what to do. But if conversation lies at the heart of Ignatian
spirituality, how can it find its centre today? And, at the same time, how
can it contribute to helping souls in our context?

Nowadays we often hear that we live in the information society. But,
as we have seen, conversing is not only, or fundamentally, conveying
information or managing it. Nor a communicative skill. Nor a manner of
talking. Conversing is dealing with the other and building a relationship.
Arelationship in which, first and foremost, we are present, fully present.
To converse is to propitiate a quality present, and there are no quality
presents without quality conversations. This quality is not derived from
the content but from mutual presence. In conversation we are present
in both senses of the word: we are there fully, and we give each other
the present -the gift- of our presence.

To converse is to recognise that relationships are more important than
things and goals. And therefore that what matters most is to grasp what
we are saying to each other and not just what we are talking about.
Conversation ultimately evokes the intimate inner space -the source-
from which we speak, not the agenda of items to be discussed. The in-
tention of the conversation arises out of that inner space, not from the
goals we have set. Therefore, there is no conversation unless we talk
and listen from the source that gives us life, and we become its vehicle.
For this reason the primordial requirement for being able to converse is
attention: attention to the inner world, to the outer world and to others.
And it is wise to bear in mind that attention is not an exclusive require-
ment of conversation: thought requires an attentive mind, empathy
and compassion require emotional attention, and courage requires the
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