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 The Jesuit Guide to ( Almost) Everything: A Spirituality for Real Life 

 A number of parishioners have expressed a keen interest in learning more about—

which includes learning something of the’ how to’—Ignatian spirituality. While some of 

that learning is best done through spiritual direction or a guided retreat, there are other 

avenues to probe and grow in Ignatian spirituality. One useful mode might be to try to 

follow the daily reflections for a 19th annotation retreat in real life which will be begin 

September 19 on the Creighton University web site, http/onlineministries 

@creighton.edu. 

 Another would be to peruse a new book by James Martin, The Jesuit Guide to ( 

Almost) Everything: A Spirituality for Real Life ( New York: Harper One, 2010 420 pp). 

Martin, the culture editor for the Jesuit weekly magazine, America, is a truly gifted 

writer. His earlier book, My Life with the Saints, was a runaway best-seller, selling ( for a 

religious or spiritual book) the amazing total of over 200,000 copies. I have a sense that 
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his The Jesuit Guide to( Almost) Everything might just become also a kind of instant 

classic.  

 Martin sketches some of the highlights of Ignatian spirituality: ( 1) A deeply 

experiential spirituality which focuses on finding ( noticing, really) God present and 

active in daily life; ( 2) A spirituality which intends to help us find God in all things 

( not putting him or any of our feelings in some kind of box!); (3) A spirituality which 

focuses on learning how to become and continue to be contemplatives in action; ( 4) A 

spirituality focusing on freedom and detachment; ( 5)  A spirituality which looks at the 

world in a profoundly incarnational way.  

 Martin’s book, in many ways, is similar to what he says about The Spiritual 

Exercises of Saint Ignatius: it is a book meant to be experienced, prayed through rather 

than merely read. Martin notes that spiritual seekers come in varying stages and follow 

divergent paths: ( 1) There is the path of belief ( with its shadow side of not probing 

enough or coming to a truly adult faith). ( 2) Another path pursues independence and 

autonomy ( with its inherent danger of perfectionism). ( 3) There is a path of return—

coming back to faith in a new sense of wonder; ( 4) There is also a path of exploration. 

Ignatian spirituality can usefully touch base with each of these spiritual paths.  

 Martin provides helpful chapters on how we probe our true heart’s desire. Ignatius 

assumed that asking ourselves “ What do I want?”-- as Jesus once asked a man he cured 

the same question-- helps us find out when our desires tell us exactly what we want 

versus times when we are aware of desires which are still inchoate:” I desire something, I 

still know not what”. Ignatian spirituality embraces feelings and emotions, since Ignatius 

assumed that our deepest, freest and most profound desires sprang from God and put us 
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in contact with God. Finding God in all things sounds like a mighty, even highfallutin, 

motif but, in fact, it mainly means learning how to notice God, where God is and has 

been already active in our life. Martin very usefully takes the reader through the Ignatian 

exercise ( meant to be done daily) of an examination of consciousness ( not, as usually 

thought, of conscience, probing sins) where we stop at the end of the day and ask where 

God has been there for us. 

 Often one of the major obstacles to finding God in all things lurks in our feeble or 

mis-leading images of God: as a parent ( while we remain still children, rather than in the 

adult relation of a child to a parent); as a kind of judge or parole officer. We need to 

attend, instead, to a God of surprises, to the one who is a friend. Being human means 

being in relationships. Praying in a human way entails being in relationship with God, not 

censoring who we are or what we feel in prayer. As the great Jesuit theologian Karl 

Rahner once pithily put it: “ Knowing God is more important than knowing about God”. 

 Other chapters in Martin’s book explain the Ignatian traditions of prayer: (1) An 

imaginative use of our five senses by placing ourselves in a gospel scene; ( 2) A kind of 

lectio divina—a slow reading of scripture, lingering over a phrase or word which gives us 

pause, joy or wonder; (3) Other forms of praying: ( a) centering prayer; ( b) journaling as 

a form of reflective prayer;  © prayer in nature ( as the psalmist sings of God dancing in 

and through the sea, the moon, stars etc); ( d) music as a way to get lost in and into 

prayer. Martin suggests that sometimes, once we get silent ( and attend to our bodily 

states), prayer might best be considered a kind of ‘ wasting time with’ or ‘ hanging out 

with’ God. I suspect the reader will want to experiment with the forms of prayer Martin 

outlines and invites to. Importantly, Ignatius knew that there was much more than just 
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one way to God and that it would be wrong to impose a rigid praxis of prayer on 

everyone. 

 Another wonderful chapter in The Jesuit Guide to ( Almost) Everything takes the 

reader, step by step, through the Ignatian way of making decisions in freedom, gratitude 

and generosity. The big word used for this is discernment. Martin helps us see that 

discernment can occur in varying ways. Sometimes it is clear what we want and should 

do. At other times we need to linger over alternative possibilities to test our feelings, our 

sense of which would give us life. Ignatius gave helpful hints to guide the discerner as to 

when they were acting out of un-freedom, fear, lost in a plethora of “ what if” 

conjectures. So, Ignatius asked the discerner to imagine they were on their death bed—

what then would they have wanted to have chosen? Or, alternatively, Ignatius counseled 

that we imagine we are giving advice to a good friend over the choices we are making. 

The discerner tries to listen to his or her reaction to alternative choices: what gives joy, 

peace, a sense of a more flourishing life. 

 Other chapters focus on embracing the simple life ( a sensible simplicity) and a 

spirituality for work. Here Martin explicates the Ignatian two standards, the norms and 

principles of Christ versus those of the false or evil spirit. We need to linger a bit to 

distinguish our wants from our needs. Ignatian spirituality, to be sure, is imaginative. But 

it is also realistic. One well-known Jesuit, Walter Burghardt once said that spirituality 

and a life of prayer, realistically, meant : “ A long, lingering look at ( and embrace of) the 

real”. 

 Martin draws on a panoply of Jesuit spiritual writers, from Peter Favre, one of the 

first companions of Ignatius who insisted :” Take care, take care, never to shut your heart 
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against anyone”, to the well-known Jesuit writer and retreat director, Bill Barry. 

Throughout the book, Martin weaves reflections and stories from his own life—from a 

decision to leave corporate America to become a Jesuit; to learning from poor refugees in 

Africa; to working with actors off Broadway; to his own feelings of uptightness, failure, 

fatigue, loneliness, doubts.  Some of the readers of The Jesuit Guide to ( Almost) 

Everything told me that they were, partially, put off by Martin’s narration of his own pit-

falls, learning curves and meanderings in his spiritual journey, as if it were, they said,  

“ too much about him” or even, partially narcissistic. I disagree. Like two other spiritual 

classics, Augustine’s Confessions and Thomas Merton’s The Seven Story Mountain, the 

personal narrative served for me as a kind of first stepping off point to find analogous 

reflections about my own spiritual journey. 

 Ignatius always insisted that love ( and the spiritual life) consisted more in deeds 

than in words. So, Martin’s compelling and very useful vade mecum book will be best 

perused rather than just read breakneck through. Its success will depend more on the 

reader’s enacting, experimenting with, praying over his words than just gaining some 

intellectual knowledge of a blue-print for spirituality. Of one thing I am sure. If anyone 

asks me for just one book to help them understand, embody and enter into Ignatian 

spirituality, I have no doubt that Martin’s is the very first I would recommend, not just for 

starters but for those, too, who want to refresh their already existing grasp of Ignatian 

spirituality. Read it with relish-- and profit from its insistent invitation to plunge into the 

world of Ignatian spirituality as a praxis for a real life.  


