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As it stands in the Spiritual Exercises the Principle and Foundation is a rather dry theological statement of the reality of the human situation. It reads like a catechism answer, a deduction of truths from theological premises. Can such a dry statement ground a developing relationship with God that will radically transform a person? It’s possible that some people could be so moved, but I doubt that most of us would be. Where would the passion for engaging in such a relationship, for engaging in the full Spiritual Exercises, come from? Passion comes from what we love with all our hearts, not what we only think about. This set of truths, we would have to say, is based on Ignatius’ reflection on his lived experience in the light of the theology he learned in Paris.
It seems that Ignatius had learned, from experience, that some people were not ready to make the Exercises. So in Paris he worked out the Principle and Foundation as a sort of test of readiness. But it’s still rather dry and abstract unless we realize that experience underlies it. What is that experience? In a monograph in Studies in Jesuit Spirituality Joseph Tetlow argues convincingly that Ignatius' text is based on the experience of our continuing creation. He maintains that this experience is

that we are being created momently by our God and Lord in all concrete particulars and that we are listening to God's summons into life when we let ourselves hear our most authentic desires, which rise out of God's passionate, creative love for us.

We often think of God’s creative action as a once and done thing. God created the universe some 14 billion years ago, for instance; or God created me 79 years ago when I was conceived. But we must remember that God is not bound by time. God’s action is ever-present. If God stopped creating, there would be nothing but God. God’s desire for a universe creates it and sustains it at every moment of its existence. The universe exists, not because of the titanium rod of necessity, but because of the gossamer thread of God’s desire, a desire that is ongoing. Belief in God is not about believing in certain dogmas about God; it’s being so convinced in heart and mind of God’s creative love that the conviction leads to a way of life. If I believe in God, then I live or try to live in a certain way. What kind of way of life? I would say that it is a life lived without fear. For Jesus the opposite of faith is fear. “Why are you afraid, of you of little faith” (Matthew 8:26). I will have more to say about this as we go along. For now, let’s just say that I show what I believe by how I live my life, especially by living without fear.
I have come to believe that the Principle and Foundation is the rather abstract expression of that way of life. It is based on an experience of being desired into existence by the mysterious Other we name God with all the consequences that follow from trying to live out of that experience.

Since Ignatius' text and Tetlow's interpretation express a universal, everyone must be able to have an experience that draws him/her to the knowledge, love and service of God or, as I would put it, to a committed friendship with God. Can we point to an experience that seems universal and that thus could ground the statements of the Principle and Foundation and thus ground the whole enterprise of making the Spiritual Exercises or of living a life in accordance with the experience with all its implications?

In Let This Mind Be In You Sebastian Moore suggests that we all have experiences of desiring “I know not what,” experiences which are also accompanied by a feeling of great well-being. These experiences, he says, are experiences of being touched by the creative desire of God who desires us into being and continues us in being. “God could,” he says, “be defined–or rather pointed to–by this experience, as that which ... causes in us that desire for we know not what which is the foundational religious experience.”
 He refers to the autobiography of C. S. Lewis where Lewis describes such an experience:


As I stood before a flowering currant bush on a summer day there suddenly arose in me without warning, and as if from a depth not of years but of centuries, the memory of that earlier morning at the Old House when my brother had brought his toy garden into the nursery. It is difficult to find words strong enough for the sensation which came over me; Milton's “enormous bliss” of Eden ... comes somewhere near it. It was a sensation, of course, of desire; but desire for what? not, certainly, for a biscuit tin filled with moss, nor even (though that came into it) for my own past. ... and before I knew what I desired, the desire itself was gone, the whole glimpse withdrawn, the world turned commonplace again, or only stirred by a longing for the longing that had just ceased. It had taken only a moment of time; and in a certain sense everything else that had ever happened to me was insignificant in comparison.

Only later in life did Lewis discover that what he desired was the Mystery we call God.
In Sacred Journey Frederick Buechner provides a wonderful example from his own life, an example which also illustrates how multidimensional such experiences are. After his father's tragic suicide his mother took him and his brother to Bermuda. Near the end of his stay he was sitting on a wall watching ferries come and go with a girl who was also thirteen. Quite innocently, he says,

our bare knees happened to touch for a moment, and in that moment I was filled with such a sweet panic and anguish for I had no idea what that I knew my life could never be complete until I found it... It was the upward-reaching and fathomlessly hungering, heart-breaking love for the beauty of the world at its most beautiful, and, beyond that, for that beauty east of the sun and west of the moon which is past the reach of all but our most desperate desiring and is finally the beauty of Beauty itself, of Being itself and what lies at the heart of Being.

Buechner himself acknowledges that there are many ways of explaining this experience, for example, the awakening of sexuality in a teenager or the yearning for a lost father. However, he goes on to say that


looking back at those distant years I choose not to deny, either, the compelling sense of an unseen giver and a series of hidden gifts as not only another part of their reality, but the deepest part of all.

Anne Tyler’s novel Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant provides an example of an ordinary person. Pearl Tull is an old, blind, dying woman who was abandoned by her husband and brought up three children alone. She lives with one of her sons, Ezra, and his task each day is to read to her some of her diary from childhood. Most of the entries are pretty banal, and Pearl quickly has him move on. Then comes the final scene before her death. Ezra riffles through some entries and begins to read:


“Early this morning,” he read to his mother, “I went out behind the house to weed. Was kneeling in the dirt by the stable with my pinafore a mess and perspiration rolling down my back, wiped my face on my sleeve, reached for the trowel, and all at once thought, Why I believe that at just this moment I am absolutely happy.”


His mother stopped rocking and grew still.


“The Bedloe girl's piano scales were floating out her window,” he read, “and a bottle fly was buzzing in the grass, and I saw that I was kneeling on such a beautiful green little planet. I don't care what else might come about, I have had this moment. It belongs to me.”


That was the end of the entry. He fell silent.


“Thank you, Ezra,” his mother said. “There's no need to read any more.”

Obviously Pearl wanted to remember that foundational experience once more before she died; perhaps, too, she wanted Ezra to know that she had had that experience.

Not everyone who has such experiences interprets them as experiences of God as Frederick Buechner did. C. S. Lewis, for example, did not do so until much later in life. But a believer can do so and can also draw out their implications. Notice that the experiences speak of desire, desire for “I know not what.” Desire is what powers the dynamic of the Spiritual Exercises. And the experience includes a sense of great well being that is noticed only on reflection. While in the experience we do not worry about ourselves, our worth, our goodness. We seem to take for granted our being in the world. In other words, the experience is incompatible with fear because while engrossed in this “joy” or desire we are not self-referent or self-absorbed. What leads to the kind of fear that is the opposite of faith is such self-absorption. Sebastian Moore interprets the experience, quite rightly, as an experience of being desired into existence by God. Hence we are desirable.
However, let us not miss the most significant aspect of these experiences. The experiences happen in the present, not at a moment in the past. When we imagine the creation of the universe, as I said, we refer to something that happened in the distant past. But the experiences we have been discussing are described as happening to people already alive. If these are experiences of the creative touch of God, then we are talking of an action of God that is going on continually, not of an action that happened in some distant point in time. When we have such experiences, we are experiencing the present action of God.
How are we to understand such an assertion? The late Scottish philosopher John Macmurray developed a philosophy of the person based on the primacy of action over thought.
 Action includes thought since any action is intended. When I act, I know what I intend to do. Events are different from actions in that events are not intended; they happen. Actions include events. Let me give an example of an action as Macmurray understands the term. I am writing this talk; the whole process of writing it and giving it today is one action of mine since it is governed by one intention. I want to present my approach to the Exercises in such a way that it will have an influence on you. This one action includes many other actions, e.g., the many actions of rewriting it, and many events, e.g., the typing skills that occur without my intention. Since my intention is to have an influence on you, my one action also depends on you and your willingness to pay attention to the talk. Thus the talk is my one action. In listening to and reflecting on this talk you are also encountering me. If this one action, by the way, were writing an article, the same thing would be true; in encountering the article, you would be encountering me. In an analogous way we can understand the universe as one action of God. God’s one action, which is the universe, includes all the countless past and ongoing events and all the countless past and present human actions that make up the universe. Hence, God is always active, always doing his thing, as it were. Thus, at every moment of existence of the universe God is creating this world and everything in it, and we are encountering God whether we are aware of it or not.
If the universe is one action of God, then God has one intention in creating it. What does God intend with this one action which is the universe? We only know the intentions of persons (and only persons can perform actions) if they reveal them to us. If you do not reveal to me your intention in listening to this talk, I may infer that you intended to listen to me, but I may be wrong. You may have intended to come to another workshop and came in here by mistake. I can only know your intention if you reveal it to me truthfully. If this is true of human beings, how much more true is it of God!  Has God revealed to us his intention in creating the universe? Christians believe that God has done so in the person of Jesus the Christ.
The Kingdom or rule of God which Jesus preached can be seen as the intention of God in creating the universe. God, it seems, creates this universe to invite all persons to share the interpersonal life of the Trinity. So, this intention has implications for all of us. God wants all persons to live as sisters and brothers of Jesus and in harmony with the whole created universe. Hence God has a stake in how each of us lives our lives. Tetlow, in his monograph, writes not so much of God’s intention or of the Kingdom of God as of “God's project” which seems to come down to the same thing. God's project


suggests ... a finite reality that exists in God but that is not God. A project is a concrete event, an ongoing activity that requires improvisation and adjustment.... To God's project, all things great and small are required to make a contribution out of the self, and indeed will make a contribution whether by choice or not, whether embracing God's hopes or attempting to frustrate them.

Thus, when we have foundational experiences such as I described earlier, we are experiencing the creative action of God who is always at work to bring us and all persons under the Rule or Kingdom of God, into the inner life of the Trinity. We may not draw out all the implications of such experiences, but we can do so. In fact, Ignatius has drawn out these implications from his own experiences and distilled them, albeit in a language colored by his own age and theology, in the Principle and Foundation. This is the point of Tetlow's monograph. When we experience the desire for “I know not what,” we are experiencing God's one creative action which calls each one of us and the whole universe into being with the intention of drawing all persons into the one community which is the Trinity. No wonder C. S. Lewis could say that he was “surprised by Joy,” by a desire that “had taken only a moment of time” but which made “everything else that had ever happened to me ... insignificant in comparison.” 

When I have the experience of desiring “I know not what,” I am experiencing God creating me now in all the particulars of my present existence. While under the spell of that experience I do not worry about my past failures and sins or about what the future might hold. I feel at one with the universe and as whole as I could possibly be. In fact, only after the experience has passed do we reflect on ourselves at all; as I said before, the experience is not self-referential or self-absorbing; it is focused on “I know not what.” In the experience there is no fear, only the joy that is the desire for “I know not what.” Moreover the desire I experience is the deepest desire within me. That desire is in tune with God's one intention in creating the universe, and that desire can become the ruling passion of my life, if I let it. When we experience this desire, it is God's Holy Spirit drawing us into the community which is the Trinity.
I have come to the conclusion that what God wants is our friendship with all the implications such friendship with God entails. While we are in the power of this desire, everything else becomes relative before the absolute Mystery we desire. Moreover, insofar as this desire reigns in our hearts, we desire to live out our lives in harmony with this desire and want to do whatever will more readily bring us to the object of our desire. Hence, we want to live in harmony with God's purpose in creating us, to choose what will be more in tune with our desire for union with God. Ignatius spells out the implications of the foundational experience of God's creative touch in the Principle and Foundation.
Because God is God and because our only ultimate happiness lies in living in harmony with God's intention for the universe and for each one of us, Ignatius calls upon us to be “indifferent” to all created things. In his translation Ganss notes that the term is a key technical term in Ignatian spirituality. However, “(i)n no way does it mean unconcerned or unimportant. It implies interior freedom from disordered inclinations.”
 In the monograph already cited Tetlow translates “indifferent” by “at balance.” The term “at balance” comes much closer to Ignatius' intent. Caught in the pull of the desire for “I know not what” we do not want anything else to get in the way of the fulfillment of that desire. Thus before every choice we want to be at balance in order to discern or discover what will more surely bring us what we most deeply desire. When caught up in Joy, the desire for I know not what, we want God so much that everyone and everything else becomes relative. Sickness or health, a long life or a short one, etc. are irrelevant as long as we are one with God.

The experience that underlies the words of the Principle and Foundation leads the person who takes it seriously to want to make the full Spiritual Exercises in order to be freed from anything that might get in the way of the ability to choose what is more in tune with what God wants and to be able to discern better what that is. Hence, the title of the Spiritual Exercises: “Spiritual exercises to overcome oneself, and to order one’s life, without reaching a decision through some disordered affection” (21). But we would miss the point if we take these words in too ascetical a manner; rather we need to read them in the light of the experience we have been talking about, the experience of Joy, of desiring union with God or friendship with God, of desiring the mutuality of friendship that God desires in creating us. Disordered affections get in the way of obtaining what we most deeply desire.
Now let’s move from the theoretical to the more practical, namely how we help people to become aware that the Principle and Foundation expresses the deepest truth about themselves and their desires. I assume that the Exercises will be profitable for people in proportion to the depth of their desires. Those who are ready for the full Exercises must, I believe, have strong desires to develop and deepen their relationship with God. Such desires, if they are real, are based on strong, positive experiences of desiring God, experiences which I have come to call the affective Principle and Foundation. It may help to understand my meaning if I first describe people who do not have such positive experiences of God. These are the fearful, scrupulous people whose image of God seems to be one of a tyrant. The British psychoanalyst Henry Guntrip notes:

It is a common experience in psychotherapy to find patients who fear and hate God, a God who, in the words of J. S. Mackenzie, “is always snooping around after sinners”, and who “becomes an outsize of the threatening parent.... The child grows up fearing evil rather than loving good; afraid of vice rather than in love with virtue”.

Pierre Favre, one of the founding members of the Society of Jesus, seems to have been in this condition when Ignatius first met him in Paris. Only four years later was Pierre ready for the full Exercises after much patient spiritual direction by Ignatius. What the Favres of this world need in order to desire closeness to God and detachment from their inordinate desires is an experience of the enjoyment of God described by the psychiatrist J. S. Mackenzie.

The enjoyment of God should be the supreme end of spiritual technique; and it is in that enjoyment of God that we feel not only saved in the Evangelical sense, but safe: we are conscious of belonging to God, and hence are never alone; and, to the degree we have these two, hostile feelings disappear.... In that relationship Nature seems friendly and homely; even its vast spaces instead of eliciting a sense of terror speak of the infinite love; and the nearer beauty becomes the garment with which the Almighty clothes Himself.

Again, notice the absence of fear as a hallmark of faith in God. Such experiences of the “enjoyment of God” elicit the desire to get to know God better and to let one's life be governed by one's relationship with God.

How do we help people like Favre to pay attention to the kinds of experiences C. S. Lewis calls Joy? As mentioned earlier, belief in God the creator entails belief that everyone has such experiences. I try to keep that in mind when dealing with people who, for whatever reason, have been so wounded by life that they find it hard to take seriously such experiences; that is, I beg God to help me to believe in his presence even with people who seem so distant from that presence. When someone who is deeply afraid of God asks for spiritual direction or to make a retreat, I try to find out what they like to do that takes their minds off themselves. For example, a deeply scrupulous woman afraid of any closeness to God told me that she liked to walk in the woods and to look at children at play. I suggested that she do these things and then afterward to reflect on how she felt. Gradually, she began to associate such experiences with the presence of God. One member of a religious congregation, a woman in her 70’s who had been a missionary for years, told me that she hated making retreats. “Why do you make them?” I asked. “I’m a sister; so I have to.” I shrugged and asked her what she liked to do. She liked walking in nature and doing crossword puzzles. I suggested that she do these things as her retreat prayer, asking to experience God’s presence. After a couple of days she said, sheepishly, “I’m enjoying this retreat,” and even more sheepishly, “I think that God is too.” I will try anything to help such people to become contemplative for a few moments, forgetting themselves, so that they can experience God’s creative desire for them, an experience that will found a different kind of relationship with God. I keep asking God to deepen my faith in his loving presence to everyone.
What I am hoping will happen is that these moments of contemplation will enable such people to become aware of God as a loving Presence and of their own deep desire for God. In other words, I am hoping that they will become aware of the desire that will found a positive relationship with God. Such awareness is the Principle and Foundation upon which the development of that relationship envisioned by the Spiritual Exercises rests. C. S. Lewis writes in another place that the desire he calls “Joy,” is an intense longing which is distinguished from other longings by two things. “In the first place, though the sense of want is acute and even painful, yet the mere wanting is felt to be somehow a delight.... This hunger is better than any other fullness; this poverty better than all other wealth.” Secondly, we can be mistaken about the object of the desire, as Lewis himself was for a good part of his early life. Lewis concludes:

It appeared to me therefore that if a man diligently followed this desire, pursuing the false objects until their falsity appeared and then resolutely abandoning them, he must come out at last into the clear knowledge that the human soul was made to enjoy some object that is never fully given - nay, cannot even be imagined as given - in our present mode of subjective and spatio-temporal experience.

I believe that Ignatius spells out the implications of such an experience in the First Principle and Foundation. Indeed, the purpose of the Exercises is to do what Lewis suggests, to allow God to show us how our pursuit of false objects of this desire lead us astray in order to bring us back to sanity.
When people have such an affective principle and foundation, they desire to be united with God and to know God's dream for themselves and for the universe. Before I take on someone for the full Exercises, I try to ascertain that he or she has had sufficient positive experiences of God so that this desire is present. In the first couple of days of the retreat I suggest exercises that will bring back to memory these experiences of being desired into existence and kept in existence by a loving Creator who has a dream for the person. Here are some ways I go about these first few days, or even preparatory days before the actual retreat.

One way: as I prepare people for the Spiritual Exercises, I ask them to spend some time contemplating natural beauty with the desire to be in touch with God’s dream for our world. “Ask God to show you how much God delights in creation and in you and wants your friendship or closeness.” I point out that this is not an exercise in thinking alone, but in seeing, tasting, smelling, touching what is all around us and enjoying it all, as a way to come to realize that God wants us to enjoy it and Godself. Psalm 8 might be an appropriate response to experiencing God’s creative love.

A second way: I have them read, aloud if possible, the creation story in chapter one of Genesis, asking to grasp God’s dream for our world and for them. I point out the exuberance of the text and the generosity. Mehret euch. Psalm 104 expresses our wonder at the goodness and generosity of God.

A third way: I suggest going over their salvation history in this way. “Psalm 105 is Israel’s hymn to its salvation history. They remembered, not just to remember, but to make present the marvelous activity of God on their behalf. You have such a salvation history too which you can get in touch with. Here is a way to go about it. After the usual preparatory prayers, ask God to reveal to you how God has been with you throughout your history, saving you and drawing you into a closer relationship. Then remember a place or person from your childhood and let the memories come freely, like free association. You will, of course, be led by your own unconscious and conscious desires, but you can trust that the Holy Spirit will also guide you to those memories that are important for your life with God.” Of course, I ask them if this seems to make sense to them at this moment, but my explanation runs much as I just put it. They can spend a whole day going through their life history in this way, going from period to period of life. Psalm 139 can also be used in conjunction with this exercise.

I’m sure that many of you are more creative than I am in helping people to become aware of God’s loving, creative desire for a close relationship, a friendship, with them. Perhaps after the talk some of you may be willing to speak of your own work as directors of the Exercises.

The point is to help retreatants to the deep realization that they are the apple of God’s eye, desired by God, and to be almost astonished by this immense love. Then they might be able to realize that the Principle and Foundation does express how they want to live in order to be true to who they are and to who God is, true, that is, to the relationship with God both they and God want. The hope is that they will come to the heartfelt knowledge that they have a part to play in God's one action which is this universe and will desire to know what that part is.

No matter how well one tries to screen people prior to beginning the full Exercises, some people begin them without a deep trust in God. In such cases this time on the affective principle and foundation can take a number of days. One man, a Jesuit for more than fifteen years, spent about ten days struggling with whether he could entrust his life to the God who had, seemingly, let him down early in his life. It was time well spent; indeed, the lack of trust might not have come to consciousness if he had not been making the full Exercises with a director. Without this foundation, however, it makes no sense to try to move the retreatant to the next stage of the Exercises. The Exercises are an ordered progression in which one stage depends on the relatively “successful” completion of the prior stage. The whole edifice depends on the solidity of the foundation.
 If the foundation is not firmly established prior to the beginning of the full Exercises, then the wise director has no alternative but to help the retreatant to allow God to build it firmly.

Seamus Heaney’s poem “Scaffolding” expresses with regard to the relationship with a loved one the kind of trust in the experience of God one needs to begin the full Spiritual Exercises.

Masons, when they start upon a building,

Are careful to test out the scaffolding;

Make sure that planks won’t slip at busy points,

Secure all ladders, tighten bolted joints.

And yet all this comes down when the job’s done

Showing off walls of sure and solid stone.

So if, my dear, there sometimes seem to be

Old bridges breaking between you and me

Never fear. We may let the scaffolds fall

Confident that we have built our wall.

— from Death of a Naturalist

I hope that it is already apparent that the kind of direction I do and encourage in others requires the ability to listen to the experience of the directee and to adapt one's approach accordingly. The director, in other words, must have developed some of the basic listening skills of the skilled counselor such as the ability to help the directee to be concrete and somewhat detailed about experience, the ability to respond to the directee with accurate empathy, the ability to ask questions for clarification in a way that does not imply a negative judgment on the directee's experience.
 Very often directors need much help and supervision to overcome their tendency to want to give answers or to help the person to discern before the actual experience of the directee is sufficiently explored. Before discernment is possible directees must become sufficiently aware of their experiences. Directors who too quickly presume that they know what their directees have experienced run the risk of not permitting “the Creator to deal directly with the creature, and the creature directly with his Creator and Lord” [n. 15] and thus of leading them astray.

Conclusion
In this workshop we have been reflecting on the Principle and Foundation and on the experiences upon which it is based. Ignatius' text is not derived from theological premises although theological premises and principles are at work in the elaboration of the written exercise. The experience that underlies it seems to be an experience of God creating this universe and everything in it with the intention of drawing all persons into the inner life of the Trinity and into harmonious relations with one another and with the whole universe. Because God is the One Creator, this experience is available to all people according to their capacity. However, even those who have vivid and even awesome experiences of this creative touch of God may not, and often do not want to, pay enough attention to the experiences and to draw out their implications for their lives. A committed faith is required, faith that in these experiences I have been touched by God the Creator desiring me into existence, faith that my desire for “I know not what” is God-given. Such faith leads to a way of life, a way of life that can be nurtured by making the Spiritual Exercises. For those who do pay attention and who want to draw out the implications of their experience of the Mystery who calls everything and “me” into being for a purpose, Ignatius offers the Spiritual Exercises as a powerful means “to overcome oneself, and to order one's life, without reaching a decision through some disordered affection” [n. 21]. Because such people experience, in an overpowering way, what God intends with the universe, with every person and with “me,” they recognize the deep disorder of our world and of human beings and of “myself,” and they beg God to convert them and all human beings. Moreover, in our day, because we are so aware of the interdependence of everything in the universe, the experience of God's creative action brings us to recognize how contrary to God's intention are many of the institutions and social structures that influence all our lives, and we beg God to give us the courage and the willingness to do our part to change these unjust institutions and structures.

Thus the experience we have been discussing can be the Principle and Foundation for the Spiritual Exercises because it grounds a way of life that recognizes that God is the lodestone of our hearts and lives. The Spiritual Exercises, in other words, is a way to become a person of the First Commandment, one who believes that there is only one God upon whom all that exists depends. To become such a person is a hard and difficult journey, but worth the price because God is “that beauty east of the sun and west of the moon which is past the reach of all but our most desperate desiring and is finally the beauty of Beauty itself, of Being itself and what lies at the heart of Being.”
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