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The Spiritual Exercises in Everyday Life 
 
 
  On the weekend of September 13th and 14th ( at the 5 PM masses on that Saturday 

and Sunday and around noon in Fromm Hall, Xavier room), Megan Pryor Lorentz who is 

the director of the excellent spirituality center at our neighboring parish of Saint Agnes 

and some of her colleagues who serve as spiritual directors will address the possibility of 

doing the Spiritual Exercises in Everyday Life ( sometimes also called a 19th annotation 

retreat).  Some may not be ready, at this time, to make the commitment but, in future 

years, a similar opportunity will be available. It may be worth thinking about. 

 I want to speak first about The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius and how they 

came to impact a thirty day retreat and were, then, adapted, more for lay people, in a 

different form as The Spiritual Exercises in Everyday Life.  The Spiritual Exercises stem 

from Saint Ignatius’ profound experiences living as a hermit for about a year in a cave in 

Manresa , Spain along the river Cardinier. Ignatius spent long hours in prayer, struggled 

with anxiety, fear ( maybe even something akin to suicide), but came to a profound peace 

and connection with God. Ignatius, of course, was a mystic and had some special mystic 

gifts such as hearing God the Father speak --saying he would place Ignatius with Christ 

crucified. At Manresa, Ignatius kept a careful notebook of his consolations, desolations, 
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his break- through learning experiences during his long hermitage and profound 

conversion at Manresa. 

 Later, based on that notebook, while a student in Paris, Ignatius personally 

directed a number of  those who would become his first companions in a month long 

process of prayer, reflection, decision making now called “ The Spiritual Exercises”. 

The format of the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises consists of a pattern of four ‘ weeks’ of 

meditation and profound prayer. He assumed that the retreatant would pray some five 

times a day for an hour each time during a month long period.  He or she would meet 

regularly, perhaps daily, with a spiritual director who would listen carefully and provide 

feedback to the retreatant’s experiences and insights and conflicting feelings. 

 The first week focuses on our life history and God’s loving presence to us and 

also acknowledges the various sins, addictions and predilections that hinder our growth in 

intimacy with God and in virtue. In that first week there are meditations on sin, on death 

and a focus on probing our many conflicting feelings so we can reach a point, in 

equanimity, where we know our deepest desires. Affections and feelings were important 

to Ignatius and he assumed that  our truly deepest desires come to us from God. The aim 

of this first week is utter conversion and becoming free to be and become who God wants 

us to be and, simultaneously, whom we most deeply want to be. The aim is to make 

choices in our life that are free of distortions, addictions or misleading predilections. 

 The second week asks us to choose to follow Christ, our leader, and to work for 

the furthering of his work of announcing and embodying the reign of God and to find out 

how best in our real lives ( with our limitations and talents) we can do so, with freedom, 

joy and depth. The purpose of this second week is to find a deep intimacy with Jesus. The 
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various exercises of the second week involve finding clarity about what it is we want 

from God and to immerse ourselves, literally and profoundly, in the mysteries of the 

gospel. Just as feeling was important to Ignatius, so was imagination. His is an 

imaginative form of prayer by which we try to place ourselves in the various scenes of 

the life of the Lord  and see what it means for our lives. In this second week there are 

various exercises which try to test our true freedom to let God be who he is and to let  

God lead us where he wants us to go. Ignatius also insisted on repetitions so we would 

allow the imagination and feelings to go deeper. As he used to say: Non Multa Sed 

Multum—not many things but instead in depth. 

 The third week contemplates the passion, death and suffering of Jesus and 

Ignatius asks us to find a way to join Jesus and be with him in this cruel time. The fourth 

and final week focuses on the risen life of Jesus and the joy he gives us. That fourth week 

ends with a profound meditation called “ The Contemplation to Attain the Love of God”. 

That meditation is linked to an overall thrust of the exercises : finding God in all things. 

For Ignatius, God and Christ are continuously active in our world. 

 Even early on, Ignatius realized that not everyone had the time or leisure to 

devote a whole month to prayer. So, in The Spiritual Exercises he talked about a 19th 

annotation version of the exercises. Geared largely to lay people, this form of The 

Spiritual Exercises in Everyday Life did not assume a completely cloistered being set 

aside for a month. Rather, in the midst of our everyday life, we add two shorter sessions 

of prayer.  The commitment is to some thirty weeks or so, under a spiritual director, of 

going through the exercises but all the while we still have our everyday life work and 

vocation as parents, for example, or in our work life. But much the same effect of 
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becoming freer before God, becoming more intimate with Jesus, learning new ways of 

mindfulness and touching our deepest desires are sought. 

 In my own life I have made the thirty day retreat of Ignatius three times. The first 

time I was barely seventeen years old. The second time I was thirty nine and the third 

time I was fifty. Each was a memorable experience, especially the one when I was fifty. 

But while the intensity and depth of a thirty day retreat is in many ways unique, it does 

have its own draw backs. On  two occasions, a month or so after this intense experience 

of meditation and prayer, I asked myself: “ Just what cocoon was I in that past month?”. 

Because it is an enclosed and isolated experience, powerful as it is, we can forget later 

how to apply it to our everyday life. I also once made The Spiritual Exercises in 

Everyday Life when I was turning sixty. It has its own advantages since it is harder not to 

link our prayer and discernment to what really is going on in our daily life and work. I am 

not sure I can say I prefer one format over the other. Each has much to be said for it. 

 For those who would like to know some more about the Ignatian Spirituality I 

recommend highly three resources: (1) The web page, Ignatian Spirituality.com—a 

service of Loyola Press. This excellent resource contains a number of helpful short essays 

about  The Exercises, various meditations in The Exercises, the Ignatian use of 

imagination and affection in prayer etc. It covers a vast area, in very readable segments, 

of  Ignatian spirituality. I can not recommend this resource too highly. 

(2) Paul Mariani, Thirty Days: On Retreat With the Exercises of Saint Ignatius Penguin 

Books, 2003.  Mariani, a distinguished Professor of Literature, a married man and, 

himself, a poet, kept a journal during his own thirty day retreat. (3) Kevin O’Brien S.J., 

The Ignatian Adventure: Experiencing the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius in Daily 



 5 

Life  Loyola Press, 2011   Whereas Mariani focuses on a thirty day retreat, O’Brien 

highlights  The Exercises in Everyday Life. 


