
SHOULD WE ENGAGE 

OURSELVES IN THE WORLD, OR 

MAKE OURSELVES INDIFFERENT 

TO ALL THINGS? 

e Jacques Servais ¢ 

“It is the attitude of indifference, correctly 

understood, that allows man to involve himself 

with created things and persons, and to do so in the 

only way that is in conformity with our creaturely 

condition, that is to say, in accordance with the 

ultimate end that we must seek in all things.” 

et 20 @ 08 

Principle and Foundation 

Man is created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and by 

this means to save his soul. The other things on the face of the earth 

are created for man to help him in attaining the end for which he is 
created. Hence, man is to make use of them insofar as they help him 
in the attainment of his end, and he must rid himself of them insofar 

as they prove a hindrance to him. Therefore, we must make 

ourselves indifferent to all created things, as far as we are allowed 
free choice and are not under any prohibition. Consequently, as far 
as we are concerned, we should not prefer health to sickness, riches 
to poverty, honor to dishonor, a long life to a short life. The same 

holds for all other things. Our one desire and choice should be what 
is more conducive to the end for which we are created. 

'The opening to St. Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises. 
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1. Setting out the problem 

a. The indispensable engagement in the world 

Should we be engaged in the world, or should we make 
ourselves indifferent to all created things?” The admittedly discon- 
certing title of this essay prompts one to imagine that an opposition 
exists between action on behalf of human beings, on the one hand, 

and, on the other hand, indifference, i.e., the notion one often refers 

to as “surrender.” This either-or could have some foundation, if we 

understood indifference as a habitual disposition or a virtue, as St. 
Francis de Sales did. But would it not be better to understand the 
expression of the “Principle and Foundation,” namely, “making 
ourselves indifferent,” in its original Ignatian sense, as a spiritual 
attitude that characterizes action as much as it does contemplation? 
In this case, there would no longer be any opposition between 
indifference and an authentic engagement in the world. But would 
we thus have overcome every temptation to activism? How is it 
possible truly to integrate into this necessary engagement a surrender 
to the divine will, without which man would be doing nothing 
more than pursuing his own ends? 

One of the most authoritative editors of the works of St. 
Ignatius, Fr. Iparraguirre, does not hesitate to write: 

Without any doubt, one of the Saint’s most relevant messages 
and one of his most fruitful intuitions is that of the proper 
employment of every quality. God had granted him the unique 
gift of knowing how to discern and how to provide the most 
effective means for realizing the greatest endeavors. 

And in order to prove the truth of his remarks, this specialist cites 
and comments on several passages from the Letters written by the 
founder of the Society of Jesus, in which we hear the echo of various 

°The translations into French of the works of St. Ignatius (Spiritual Exercises, 
Letters, and Constitutions) are drawn from the Writings in the translation and 
presentation supervised by M. Giuliani (Paris, 1991). SE refers to the number of 
the Exercises (in the “autograph” text); Const. refers to the Constitutions in this 
edition, and Epp. refers to the Letters. [The English translation of the SE has been 
drawn from The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, trans. Louis J. Puhl, S.J. (Chicago: 
Loyola University Press, 1951); the other texts have been translated from the 

French.—Tr.]
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motifs from the Spiritual Exercises: “Orders that seem like flaming 
arrows shoot from his quill like sharp points. ‘Do not refuse any 
work,’ choose arms ‘with careful attention’ (SE, I, 150, 194), expose 

yourself to every labor and to every danger. He fully and intensely 
offers himself to work and he promises ‘always to be present . . . to 
engage all of his energies’ (SE, II, 193).” The Father of the new Order 
knows he can count on his sons who “[want] to attach themselves and 

distinguish themselves in every service at the side of their eternal king 
and universal Lord” and who, as a result, “not only [offer] themselves 

to toil, but . . . [have made] a sacrifice of greater value and greater 

importance” (SP, 97). His teaching, which remains alive in the 

Church today, was interpreted in later times by the Society of Jesus in 
the sense of an engagement at the service of faith and the promotion 
of justice which ought to enable the Jesuit to find God in all things, 
that is, “God present in this world where there is a battle between 
good and evil, between faith and unbelief, between the desire for 

justice and peace and injustices and growing divisions.” 
Whoever wishes to be faithful to the letter and the spirit of St. 

Ignatius is therefore not permitted to posit a dichotomy between 
engagement in the world and the maxim from the “Principle and 
Foundation”: the purpose of the present article is to confirm this 
judgment. It will not do so, however, without having first identified 
the difficulties of the problem and the inadequacies of certain attempts 
at explanation, which in our opinion are one-sided. Far from closing 
off reflection, the claims made here invite us to deepen the sense of 
indifference in relation to apostolic life and, more generally, to the 
Christian’s activity in the world. After having briefly shown the 
paradoxical character of the Ignatian formulation, we will present 
interpretations offered by traditional spiritual authors or contempo- 
rary theologians—whether these view indifference as a function of 
our decision for the magis,* or explain it primarily as a passive 

surrender to God’s action in us. Finally, we will seek to present an 
interpretation that integrates the various aspects, pointing out in 
conclusion a certain number of theological and spiritual criteria for 
discerning the Christian’s proper engagement in the world. 

3Normes complémentaires (Paris, 1997), n. 223, §§2-3; cf., Constitutions, n. 288. 

“Magis is a central concept in Ignatian spirituality. It indicates the dynamism of 
the God who is always-greater and of his call, along with the dynamism of man’s 
response in love. 
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b. The paradox of the Ignatian formula 

Positing the act of “making oneself indifferent to all created 
things” as a condition for “praising, reverencing, and serving our 
Lord God” has something violent and paradoxical about it, 
which—it is worth recalling—provoked in the first years of the 
young Society the incomprehension of traditional theologians, when 
it did not raise their ire. The Spanish Dominican Tommaso de 
Pedroche harshly criticized the expression, judging that it presents 
an idea contrary to Holy Scripture, to natural law, to the natural 
conditions of created things, as well as to the essence of charity. A 
simple misunderstanding? “Even if the meaning is good, the letter 
does not express it well.” The prudent response of J. Polanco, a close 
collaborator of St. Ignatius, pointed out in any event that the first 
Jesuits were aware of the difficulties that such a new formula could 

produce in the context of the theology of the time.’ Does this 
formula not betray in the author of the Exercises a distrust towards 
the reality of nature? Wouldn’t it justify, on certain sides, a disen- 
gagement from the world, this latter being considered the milieu 
subjected to “empty honors” and “pride” (SE, 142)? 

And even if this recommendation did not intend such a 
disengagement—and, in fact, the person who does the Exercises is 
encouraged to contemplate the apostles’ being sent “throughout the 
whole world” (SE, 145)—doesn’t the Ignatian principle of renounc- 
ing the natural attraction of created things, such as it is proposed to 
the will, place in doubt the fundamental goodness of created things? 
In this passage on the “Kingdom,” mentioned above, Ignatius invites 

us to “act against their sensuality and carnal and worldly love” (SE, 
97). Doesn’t the rule regarding indifference derive from a negative 
conception of the world according to which one ought to train 
oneself to distance oneself from it in order to attain the sphere of 
“pure” spirit, as certain currents of Eastern spirituality advocate? Isn’t 
Thomas Aquinas’ doctrine more balanced, which links man’s natural 
desire to the will’s being ordered to a good of some sort: not only 
truth or God, or even virtues, but also pleasures and riches? If we 

deny any dichotomy between engagement in the world and 

a & 2 Polanco, Chronicon S.J., Vita Ignatii Loiolae, vol. 3, MHSI (Madrid, 1895), 

510-513, and 336.
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indifference towards it, we still face the difficulty of resolving the 
question of their mutual relation. 

2. One-sided solutions 

a. Indifference as a function of our option for the magis 

As the Society of Jesus began its development, the efforts to 
come to an understanding of the expression “making ourselves 
indifferent” and living it in all its depth were from the outset 
strongly stamped by the confrontation with certain charismatic 
currents of spirituality, against which the General Everard Mercurian 
(1514-1580) believed it was good to react vigorously. It is not our 
intention to enter into the historical questions that experts have dealt 
with at great length. As far as we are able to judge, what was at stake 
in the difficulties and controversies that took place was the specific 
character of Ignatian indifference. The authentic listening to divine 
inspirations, not to say the motions and gifts of the Holy Spirit, 
took center stage. But certain Jesuits insisted on this in a one-sided 
manner. An excessive preoccupation with personal contemplation 
in fact threatened to lead to a withdrawal from active apostolic 
engagement, which the Superiors perceived as a position incompat- 
ible with the authentic spirit of St. Ignatius. While for him action 
and contemplation formed an indivisible unity, the aforementioned 
currents, arising from schools of ancient monasticism or from 
German and Spanish mysticism, proposed a passive contemplation, 

understood more according to the letter than according to the 
spirit. 

Reacting against the risk of deviating in this way from the 
confessed spirituality of the Society of Jesus, more recent interpreters 

have emphatically underscored the active dimension of indifference. 
In an article entitled “In actione contemplativus,” which appeared 
in 1954, E. Coreth explains: Ignatius essentially sees perfection in 
“action when the person who performs it engages himself solely 

through God’s will, an action ordered to him and performed well for 
his sake. Ignatian ascesis is an ascesis of action.”° Guided by such a 

°E. Coreth, “In actione contemplativus,” Zeitschrift fiir katholische Theologie 76 
(1954): 67. 
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conviction, many commentators on the Exercises have explained 
indifference as a function of our option for the magis. Let us cite, first 
of all, among many others, two French Jesuits, Albert Valensin and 
Frangois Mollat, not very well known, but representative of such an 
interpretation. In his book Initiation aux Exercices spirituels, published 
in 1940, the brother of the famous philosopher of Fourviére explains 
that “making ourselves indifferent” means the “equilibrium of a will 
that has achieved self-mastery and that, keeping the imagination and 
sensibility in their auxiliary role, submits them to the directives of 
reason, which sees clearly the end to be attained, and of a will that 
knows how to take the most efficient means of achieving it.”” To this 
definition, Valensin adds another observation: the indifference in 

question is not to be confused with insensibility or the proud disdain 
we find in Stoic autarchy. On this important point, the author 
however does not give the details one would desire; on the other 
hand, in his attempt at definition, he scarcely seems to consider the 

properly supernatural order in any direct way. 
Mollat’s entire presentation, by contrast, is based on the 

relation between the supernatural order and that of nature, but here, 

too, however, he strongly privileges the connection between reason 
and will. In a meditation on the Exercises that appeared in 1958, the 
author starts from the distinction of the three principles of human 
action: sentiment and passion, reason and faith, and finally free will. 
While sentiment and passion make us “incline toward that which 
pleases us and flee from that which displeases,” reason and faith put 
in the foreground the question of God’s will in our life. “They judge 
things according to their aptitude for attaining our end, which is to 
love God and to do his will.”” Now, it is the task of the free will to 

choose the foundation on which to base its decision to act: either 
“more or less impassioned feeling,” or “the judgment of reason 
illuminated by faith.” At the foundation of this distinction, the 
author proposes the following definition of indifference: it is “the 
disposition that makes the free will (the third principle) more capable 
of following the second principle in preference to the first, to listen 
to reason and faith rather than feeling and passion.””® 

7A. Valensin, Initiation aux Exercices spirituels (Beirut, 1940), 41. 

5R. Mollat, Maitre oi habitez-vous? Une retraite avec s. Ignace de Loyola (Paris, 1958), 

53-54.
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More than these authors, it was Karl Rahner who gave the 
seal of his speculative force to the interpretation of indifference that 
is widespread today in the Society of Jesus. In his Meditations on the 

Exercises of Saint Ignatius, he distinguishes in the Ignatian concept the 

necessary but preliminary, and therefore provisional, moment of a 
freedom that determines itself in relation to its absolute end. 
Indifference, according to him, “is the distance taken in relation to 

things which alone makes possible the objective view that is 
indispensable for a decision.” Such a decision with respect to every 
finite being that lies within the circumference of our freedom must, 
as he explicitly emphasizes, be “truly complete, existentielle,” in such 
a manner that the will is free also with respect to “predeterminations 
that have already been experienced.” It is thus a matter of “active 
indifference,” of a principle of action thanks to which “our behavior 
will be such that the use and non-use of things can and must be 
equally credited to it.”"° It is, in any event, nothing but a dialectical 
and transitory moment, which, at a second stage, must be denied and 

surpassed. In fact, in its inmost essence, indifference has to be 
surpassed in the option for the magis: for, according to Rahner, it is 
necessary that it “be moved in non-indifference.”'' It is in fact only 
a means in function of the choice of things “that lead more to the 
end sought.” According to the German theologian, this is what 

guarantees that man’s freedom is truly in conformity to the will of 

God: “It is a freedom to make a decision, though the decision, 
properly speaking, is no longer mine, but God’s.” It is a freedom 
that, in virtue of the negative moment of distance from things of the 
categorial order, consents, in the light of God present—transcend- 

entally—ain us, to determine the difference willed by him.” It is in 
this way that man fully realizes his Christian being. In this context, 
the Jesuit does not hesitate to distinguish himself from two sorts of 
Christians. Turning towards those who, unlike many people who are 

unable to make a true choice with their lives, “remain supple and 
ready for every invitation from God to ascend higher,” he recom- 
mends to them: “For us, it is necessary to be persons who are in one 
sense not subject to habit, to whom it could be given, even if to 

°K. Rahner, Betrachtungen zum ignatianischen Exerzitienbuch (Munich, 1965), 27; 
French translation Le Dieu plus grand (Paris, 1971), 19. 

"Ibid., 28 (French trans., 20). 

"Tbid., 29 (French trans., 22). 
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different degrees, to be Christians by choice and not only by birth. 
For that is certainly something out of the ordinary! It is absolutely 
not in our power to keep other people from thinking us strange, nor 
even to keep ourselves from agreeing with them: it is not a very 
common thing to renounce what it would also be quite possible to 
hold on to.” 

The criticism that we could raise against this doctrine is 
above all that it risks granting too much to the spontaneity of human 
action understood as autonomous reason and will, to the detriment 

of the creature’s receptivity in relation to finite things and to God. 
In this respect, we could ask, referring to the Ignatian method of the 

application of the senses, whether the imagination and sensibility are 

purely subalternate functions, or whether, instead, they do not 
acquire a determinative role when it is a matter of seeking and 
finding God’s will for our life. In Mollat’s position, the central role 
of faith more likely allows us to appreciate this dimension in a better 
way. With Rahner, the strong emphasis on spontaneity in the 
capacity of human freedom to take a distance with respect to the 
things of the world and to determine itself in function of the highest 
end leaves a doubt in place: can I be sure, in the choice by which I 
seek the divine will, beyond the negative moment of indifference, 

that I am truly leaving the decision to God? Couldn’t it be the case 
that, without my realizing it, I am confusing the light of God with 
the light of my own reason? As for the rest, the emphases given in 
the Jesuit’s ultimate recommendation to his confreres cannot avoid 
provoking a certain perplexity: are those that the Gospel refers to as 
the “poor in spirit” (Mt 5:3) able to feel themselves a part of the 
group of exceptional persons, and not rather, as Paul puts it, “the 
refuse of the universe” (1 Cor 4:13)? 

b. Indifference as passive surrender 
to God’s action in us 

Running counter to the current that places strong emphasis 

on the engagement of the will illuminated by reason on the world’s 
behalf, it is worthwhile asking whether this interpretation under- 
stood the moment of indifference to all created things in a suffi- 

"Tbid., 30-31 (French trans., 22-23).
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ciently radical way. Doesn’t the Christian’s—and even more, the 
disciple’s—mission in the world presuppose a total renunciation of 
the world, once and for all (cf. Mt 19:27; Jn 17:14), in conformity 
to the example given by the Master (Jn 18:36; cf. 12:26)? Is it 
enough to think of indifference as a provisional function of our 
decision for the magis? Wouldn’t it, instead, be necessary to see it as 

a positive, and in a certain sense permanent, disposition of the life of 
faith understood in its radicality? We will have to return to this 

point, but let us content ourselves for the moment with the 

observation that, parallel to the conception mentioned above, 
there remains alive today another line of interpretation, which 
goes back to spiritual masters such as Jean-Pierre de Caussade 
(1675-1751), or, even before him, Louis Lallemant (1588-1635). 

Engagement quickly dries up if it is not nourished by contempla- 
tion, and if the Christian does not walk in the footsteps of the 

Christ who saved the world not only by his apostolic work, during 
his public life, but by virtue of the thirty long years of his hidden 
life, and of course in an eminent way, by virtue of the sorrowful 
mysteries of the glorious Cross. It is in this light that the concep- 
tion of indifference as passive surrender to God’s action in us 
acquires all of its contours and pertinence. 

The instructions presented by Caussade’s Letters on Spiritual 
Direction bear witness to a spirituality that, it seems, minimizes the 
engagement in the world as much as possible and unilaterally 
privileges the principle of distance in favor of a faith understood as 
the renouncing of self and placing of trust in God. Aware of the traps 
of vainglory, this advisor of souls warns: 

The proof and the mark of the death to everything external is a 
sort of indifference, or rather of insensibility with regard to all 
external goods: pleasures, reputation, parents, friends, etc. This 
insensibility becomes, by the grace of God, so perfect and so 
profound that one is tempted to believe it is purely natural, 
which God allows in order to remove from us any recourse to 
indulgence, and in order to make us walk in all things in the 
darkness of faith and in a great surrender.'* 

7p de Caussade, “Lettre 110 du 16 juillet 1735,” in Lettres spirituelles, vol. 2, 

text edited and presented by M. Olphe-Galliard (Paris, 1964), 90. On indifference 
understood in this manner, cf. St. Francis de Sales, Traité de l’amour de Dieu, book 

IX, ch. 4 and 5.   
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This explanation brings Ignatian indifference disturbingly close to 
Stoic apatheia (impassibility), the notion that K. Rahner raised 
questions about, rightly emphasizing that “one neither can nor ought 
to experience dishonor in the same way as honor, nor chagrin as joy, 
etc.”'* A doctrine that aims at avoiding all dependence on the things 
of the world has nothing specifically Christian about it. As far back 
as the fifth century before Jesus, and thus two centuries before the 
foundation of the school of Zeno of Cittium, Lao-Tse taught as 
much in his Tao.'° With Caussade, however, as with the Fathers of 

the Church who took over the Stoic and Neoplatonic conception of 
apatheia, it is not only a question of an ascetic and often heroic 
surrender to the decrees of an inscrutable Fate, but it is of course also 

a matter of a trust, in faith, hope, and love, in the unfathomable 

designs of divine Love. For the techniques of self-liberation from 
earthly vicissitudes, there is deliberately substituted the self-mastery 
linked to a disposition of soul that desires to let itself be guided by 
God’s grace, even beyond all sensible experience. Caussade’s spiritual 
instructions give evidence of the severe demand he makes on those 
in his charge: 

[Do] everything as it will be pleasing to God in a sort of indiffer- 
ence in order to attach yourselves solely to the one, holy will, 
from which we ought to take our only happiness. This will is the 
genuine ego, because we do not live, we do not subsist, except 
in it and by it, and because, without it, we are nothing but a pure 
nothingness, destroyed in sin by the oor usage of the being that 
God had lent to us, and not given.' 

At the basis of these instructions lies what is undoubtedly a properly 
Christian understanding: man is a finite being who, in his creaturely 
nature, does not find his fulfillment except in his participation in 
uncreated Being, in Him in whom, according to St. Paul’s word, “we 

live, move, and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Indifference is thus 

understood as the abiding condition of possibility of God’s action in 
us, a doctrine that seems to be in complete conformity to Ignatius’ 

ae Rahner, Betrachtungen zum ignatianischen Exerzitienbuch (Munich, 1965), 27. 

'“The man who knows the Tao is untouched by favor as much as by disgrace, 
by benefit as much as by detriment, by honors as much as by ignominy,” Le Livre 
de la voie et de la vertu, book I, ch. 56 (Paris, 1842), 83. 

"Caussade, “Lettre 132,” in Lettres spirituelles, 183-184.
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image of the “‘debilia instrumenta,” of the feeble instruments, which 
find their strength by being intimately joined to their Lord.”” 

In order to understand the scope of this doctrine, it is useful 
to return to the master who inspired it, Louis Lallemant. The author 
of the Doctrine spirituelle places into stark relief, in the “Principle and 
Foundation,” the idea of a supreme and unique end, and thus the 
necessity, which is repeated in the instructions for the election of a 
form of life, of keeping what is a simple means in its subordinate 
order. It is important to seek God in all things, and by consequence, 
he explains, “not to want anything, not to desire anything, except 
what he wants and what he orders by his providence.”'* Holiness 

means allowing onself to be carried by divine action without placing 
any obstacle to or limit on it. In fact, 

perfection consists in the operations produced by interior grace, 
which comes from God alone; and because God is always ready 
to act in the soul according to his plans, all that a person must do 
who wishes to become perfect is to remove the impediments to 
divine action." 

To older Jesuits to whom Lallemant gives the “Third Year” (a third 
and final year of probation before the solemn vows), he recommends 
purity of heart. Addressing those people taken up by the occupations 
of the exterior life with all of its attractions and temptations, he 
cautions: 

We ordinarily have in the soul certain things that spoil our whole 
interior life. This will be some disordered affection, some plan or 
desire for a place, an employment, a responsibility. It is necessary 
for us to study ourselves with a complete indifference, and to 
confess that we seek nothing except to possess God in this life, as 
much as we are able to possess him, and that everything else is 
indifferent to us.”° 

To the extent that the recommendation aims at avoiding the dangers 
of an engagement in the world detached from the interior life, it is 

"Cf. Const., nn. 638, 813-814. 

187 Lallemant, Doctrine spirituelle (Paris, 1979°), 85. 

Ibid., 369. 

Tbid., 152. 
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completely pertinent, and the advice has lost nothing of its rele- 
vance. Doesn’t this echo exactly what Ignatius demands of the Jesuits 
in the passage from the Constitutions mentioned earlier: “To seek 
God our Lord in all things, avoiding as much as possible the love of 
all creatures for their own sake in order to place it in their Creator, 
loving him in all things, and all things in him, in conformity with 
the very holy and divine will” (Const., n. 288)? When, nevertheless, 

the author took a further step and defended the necessity of passive 
contemplation for fruitful apostolic activity, he was accused of 
betraying the saint’s teaching. The Exercises, it was objected, 
privilege a practical style of prayer, one ordered toward action. 
Moreover, let us recall, the founder of the Order had given a 
negative response to the desire, formulated by a group within the 

Society, to give long hours to prayer.”' It is a fact that unilateral 
insistence on indifference for the benefit of contemplative prayer 
(understood as an infusion of the Holy Spirit) risks weakening the 
meaning of apostolic work, as Fr. de Guibert justly notes.” The 
surrender to the Holy Spirit’s guidance, which, according to the 
spiritual teaching of Lallemant, has as its precondition the spiritual 
disposition of indifference with regard to created things, cannot in 
any case turn the Christian away from the urgency of his earthly 
responsibilities. On the contrary, this surrender shows itself to be an 
authentic gift from Christ (cf. Jn 16:7; 13-14) if it stimulates the 
subject’s disponibility to “go anywhere he judges to be most 
opportune for the glory of God our Lord” (Const., n. 633). For this, 
as Caussade goes on to suggest himself, the apostle must surrender 
everything, even surrender itself. 

3. Attempt at an integral solution 

a. To love the Creator in all things, and all things in him 

If we now seek to assess the reflections presented up to this 
point, we ought to say that neither one of the solutions we have seen 

proves to be fully satisfying. Indifference ought not to be conceived 
either as a simple function of our decision for the magis or as a 

"ICE. Epp., XII, 632-54; see also Epp., HI, 505-13. 

oy de Guibert, The Jesuits, ed. G-E. Ganss, 3" ed. (St. Louis, 1986), 348.
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passive surrender to God’s action in us. Emphasizing for good 
enough reasons the spontaneity of finite freedom and thus the ascesis 
of action, the first solution easily leads modern man into the 
temptation of interpreting his activity in a Stoic or Buddhist manner, 

as a personal achievement; as a result, a pseudo-ethical attitude of 
superiority over other people arises in him, which runs completely 
counter to the Christian significance of personal encounter. As for 
the second solution, which insists, for good reason, on the motions 

and inspirations of the Holy Spirit in the human spirit, but which 
gives too much importance to the dimension of transcendence, it 
risks reestablishing the ancient dualism between action and contem- 

plation: in this respect, such an approach could lose sight of the fact 
that divine Goodness needs to be served “in all things.” Now, in our 
opinion, it is precisely at this point that the genuine balance of the 
Ignatian understanding comes into play. 

But how is it possible to love the Creator in all things, and 
to love all things in him? The answer to this question—which ought 
to provide an integrated response—once again requires an examina- 
tion of the “Principle and Foundation,” in which we discover the 

fundamental orientation of human life. In contrast to the Neoplato- 
nists and Stoics, according to whom man bears a divine spark within 
himself, Ignatius repeats that man is, in his totality, a created being, 
one who owes his existence to an Other, the ultimate end of his life. 

“However, the ultimate end lies absolutely beyond our choice,” St. 
Thomas tells us” in the Summa theologiae that Ignatius had studied in 
Paris. For what reason? Choice, clearly, “consists in preferring one 
thing to another”; thus, “it cannot be performed except in relation 
to a multiplicity of realities capable of being chosen. That is why,” 
Aquinas specifies, “there is no choice possible in beings that are 
completely determined to a single thing.””* But to what single end 
is man ordered? He answers: the universal Good to which man is 

determined according to the order of his creaturely being. It is God 
himself, explains Ignatius, in more existential terms, taking up a 
proposition from Peter Lombard’s Sentences (II, dist. 1): He alone 
indeed is worthy of being praised, reverenced, and served. However, 

man is not able to choose the ultimate end that presents itself to him 
under the form of the universal Good (St. Augustine will prefer to 

Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, I-II, 13, 3. 

*bid., I-II, 13, 2. 
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speak here in terms of beatitude), for, what the heart desires, it is not 

able to attain on its own; indeed, as a “spiritual creature,” man has 

“a direct relation to God, which stems from his origin,”” and it is 

from God that he receives his fulfillment. This primordial condition 
of being a spiritual creature leaves man, in contrast to the animals 
that lack reason, indeterminate with respect to all particular limited 
goods.”° 

This is the negative moment of indifference, which is not, 
however, anything else but the flip-side of the coin: it presents the 
open space in which—within the necessary ordering to the ultimate 
end—the rational creature develops its positive capacity to work out 
specific choices and to perform its own acts. Man, in fact, can and 

must choose means in view of this end, and he is free to select what 

is more properly ordered to this end. For Ignatius, as for Thomas, 
man’s freedom is found most originally not in the faculty of choice 

between good and evil (which includes the possibility of sin), but in 
the capacity to determine in one way or another one’s fundamental 
orientation to the absolute Good.” Considered from this perspec- 
tive, indifference thus appears, in its positive sense, as man’s 
disposition to adhere unconditionally to God, in view of which he 
was created. In the terms of the “Principle and Foundation,” it is in 
virtue of the creative act that we are called to praise the Lord, to 
reverence him and to serve him in all the particular circumstances of 
our life “by desiring and choosing solely that which bears most on 
the end for which we are created.” 

Because he is fundamentally undetermined with respect to 
particular and limited goods, man is in principle capable of making 

himself indifferent to all created things. But in practice, it is by the 
grace of Christ that he succeeds in living out a relationship ordered 
to his ultimate goal toward “the other things on the face of the 
earth.” Augustine, from whom Ignatius learned so much (by way of 
Peter Lombard), explains: “When Christ Our Lord comes and 

Henri de Lubac, Le Mystére du Surnaturel (Paris, 1965), 146, citing a text from 

St. Thomas’ Compendium theologiae. 

OST T-IL,13, 2. 

27O)n the meaning of freedom before and after original sin, see J. Servais, “‘Si tu 

veux étre parfait . . . viens suis-moi’: Le Christ, norme concrete et pléniére de l’agir 
humain,” Anthropotes 10 (1994) 1: 25-38, in reference to Maximus the Confessor 

(ibid., 29).
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establishes his dwelling in a soul . . . , the believer begins to use the 
things of this world with indifference.”** Man is commanded not to 

“use” things except in order to find the Creator in them. The 
distinction between uti and frui allows Augustine to maintain man’s 
creaturely state in his relationship with the world: “In fact, to enjoy 
a thing is to attach oneself to it with love, for its own sake. On the 
other hand, to use a thing is to employ it in such a way as to obtain 
what one loves, provided that one ought to love it. Consequently, 
an illicit use will be called a waste or an abuse.”” 

Sinners, Ignatius will explain from the same perspective, are 
those who “do not go directly to God but want God to conform 
directly to their disordered attachments; as a consequence, they make 
the end a means and the means an end” (SE 169). They love the 
creature for its own sake, with concupiscence, placing their end in 
temporal goods and directing a spiritual desire to them, the sole 
adequate object of which can be none other than the ultimate Good. 
At the moment in which the one who does the Exercises seeks to 
make a fundamental decision for his life, he must “consider solely 
the end for which [he is] created” (SE 169). The instruction 

recapitulates well the most classical Christian doctrine: “if we want 
to enjoy things that one ought only to use,” warns St. Augustine, 
“we will impede or deflect our course, in such a way that the love 
of the lower goods that entangle us will hold us back from, if not 
prevent forever, the possession of those goods that ought to be the 
object of our enjoyment.”*” Hence, his advice, which the maxim of 
Ignatian indifference simply articulates in more formal terms: “Love 
and do not love: love in one respect, do not love in another. One 

can love with profit, and one can love in a way that hinders one. Do 
not love at all what hinders, if you wish to avoid what tortures.”*! 

To make temporal goods an end means reducing the Creator 
of these goods to a means to my own happiness. The “Principle and 

Foundation” insists, by contrast, on the immediate character of the 

creature’s relationship to God: the human being is created in view 

*8 Augustine, Enarr. in. ps. 138, 16. 

"De Doctrina christiana, 1, 4, 4. 

Mbid., 1, 3, 3. 
*'Sermo, 311, 4, 4.     
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of God, ordered to his glory.” The result is that a distance must be 
maintained in an absolute way with respect to earthly things. Man is 
destined to administer the world. In the manner of a king, he must 
remain above that over which he reigns. The proper use of the 
goods of this world includes the possibility of letting them go. Man 
ought to be able to make use of things, but also to leave them 
behind, according to whether they present a help or a hindrance. He 
cannot do without a certain number of things in order to live. The 

question is to know how to use them, and in what spirit. 
Here again St. Augustine has illuminated the essential 

criterion for discernment: “when we live according to God, our 

intellect, which is attentive to his invisible perfections, ought to 

derive benefit from modeling itself on his eternity, truth, and charity; 

but .. . a part of our rational attention, that is to say, of our intellect, 

ought to apply itself to the use of changeable and material things, 
without which this life is impossible; and this is true, not in order to 
conform ourselves to this age (Rom 12:2), by making these goods 
our end and directing our desire for happiness to them, but in order 
to act for the sake of acquiring eternal goods, in everything that we 
do that is reasonable in the usage of temporal goods, accepting the 
latter as they come and clinging only to the former.”*’ Thus, the 
Christian, i.e., the man created by the Father, reconciled by the Son, 

and sanctified by the Holy Spirit, becomes ever more capable of 

“seeking and finding” (SE 1) in created things the “end for which 
[he is] created” (SE 179), without deviating from this end, and thus, 
“in all things,” to “love and serve his divine Majesty” (SE 233). 

Enjoyment is never proper for anything but God. The Creator and 
Lord, however—as the famous contemplation to obtain love has 
it—‘indwells” or rather “labors and works . . . in creatures” and in 
an eminent way “in human beings” (SE 235-36). That is why 
Ignatius instructs his sons to love God in all things and all things in 
him, in conformity to the wish he expressed to his sister Madeleine 
in 1541: “May it be pleasing to the infinite and supreme goodness to 
allow you to love him always more in all things, by placing, not a 

In conformity to this axiom, the Annotations recommend that the director 
“permit the Creator to deal directly with the creature, and the creature directly 
with his Creator and Lord” (SE 15). 

> Augustine, De Trinitate 12, 13.
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part, but the whole of your love and your desires in the Lord himself 
and, through him, in all creatures” (Epp. I, 170). 

Seen from this perspective, relationships with people are of 
the same nature. To be sure, Augustine introduces a useful distinc- 
tion here as well, which one does not find as such in the Spiritual 
Exercises: “Either the creature is equal to us, or it is inferior to us; in 
the second case, it is necessary to use it for God, in the first, to enjoy 

it in God.” But in our relation to our neighbor, the same rule that 
is applied to things holds. We may not bind ourselves to a person as 
we do to God himself; we may not divinize our neighbor. He must 
be loved, according to the Lord’s commandment, more eminently 

than other things: far from treating him as a means for the sake of a 
self-interested goal! Ignatius, in the “Principle and Foundation,” 
does not explicitly pose the question of the relationship between 
people, but he resolves it, at bottom, in the same way as the great 

Western doctor. This relation finds its truth in the fact that the other 
is a human being like me and thus we ought to treat one another this 
way. We are able to enjoy only God because he alone is worthy of 
being loved for his own sake. The love of neighbor that is not 
referred to the Creator is a love of concupiscence; the love of the 
brother whom we enjoy in God as for his own sake is a love of 
charity. “Indeed, just as you ought to enjoy yourself, not in yourself, 
but in him who made you, so too must it be with respect to the one 
you love as yourself.”*» Augustine draws the practical conclusion 
from this principle: “If you are not permitted to love yourself for 
your own sake, but relatively to Him who is the direct end of your 
love par excellence, no one else has the right to complain that you do 
not love him except in relation to God.””” This is something Ignatius 
knew instinctively from the time of his conversion, something he 
had taught in his spiritual correspondence, as a letter written to his 
brother Martin in 1532 attests: “The measure of the love that I have 
here below for a person is that of the help that I am able to bring to 
him for thé service and the praise of God our Lord, for he does not 
love God with his whole heart who loves something for himself and 
not for God” (Epp. I, 79). 

*Tid., 9, 8 [13]. 

Ibid. 

*°De Doctrina christiana 1, 22, 20-21.   
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b. Active disponibility to do God’s will 

It is the attitude of indifference, correctly understood, that 

allows man to involve himself with created things and persons, and 
to do so in the only way that is in conformity with our creaturely 
condition, that is to say, in accordance with the ultimate end that we 

must seek in all things. No contradiction exists between the Ignatian 
maxim and the fact of devoting oneself to a worldly activity. As we 
conclude these reflections, we are able to repeat what we had 
suggested at the outset, but in doing so to add that “to make oneself 
indifferent to all created things” does not have to be interpreted 
either as a pure and simple function of our decision for the magis, nor 
as a passive surrender to God’s action in us. In the first case, the 

temptation is that of a one-sidedly ethical and ascetic approach in 
which man unwittingly confuses his own will with the will of God. 
In the second case, the temptation is that of a quietistic mystical 
conception, which, conversely, underestimates the Creator’s active 

presence in the world and in man as the source of personal engage- 
ment. 

A passage from the Letter to the Ephesians (2:10) cautions us 
against these two temptations: “It is He who has made us; we have 
been created in Jesus Christ for good works, which God prepared in 
advance, in order that we might engage ourselves in them.” 
Believers are God’s creatures, new creatures in Christ: at the 

foundation of Christian existence, there lies not their works but a 

grace that anticipates, precedes their action, and which they must 
always welcome anew in faith. It is in Christ and in him alone that 
they have their being. To the extent that they live on the basis of 
such a grace, they are ordered toward the good works that God has 
destined for them, and, by bringing these about in a personal way, 
they fulfill their vocation. As H. Schlier noted in his great commen- 
tary on St. Paul’s letter, the apostle’s precise formulation excludes in 
principle the two errors into which we too easily fall: “first and 
above all, the opinion that our good works draw their goodness from 
the goodness of our action and not from the fact that God presents 
them to us as good. In the second place, the opinion that the good 
works are good by virtue of our deed itself, denying the fact that 
their goodness lies in our appropriation of them, i.e., that they are 
good through the mediation of our decision.” The well-known 

exegete thus rightly connects these errors to two recurrent tenden-



490 —_Jacques Servais 

cies in the Church: “The first is the error of all moralism, the second 

the error of all gnosticism.”*” 
Ignatius’ merit is to have rediscovered and walked the 

straight and narrow path of the most traditional Christian doctrine, 
by preserving an absolutely correct equilibrium. As he understands 
it, indifference is not the habitual disposition of detaching oneself 
from created things in order to devote oneself to contemplation, nor 
is it a provisional moment of distancing oneself from them in order 
to engage oneself in a more universal manner. It is instead the 
fundamental attitude of active receptivity to the will of the Father 
that characterizes the Christian existence of a healthy and intact 

creature who lives according to the original divine plan. In the sume 
et suscipe (“take, Lord, all my liberty . . .” [SE, 234]), Ignatius of 
Loyola interprets this free openness to and active participation in 
God’s elective mission as the disposition of love of one who offers 

his finite freedom, choosing in advance what will be more pleasing 
to the Divine Majesty. Man gives his unconditional yes without 
reservation to God’s absolute designs; he understands his own life as 
an undivided service of the ever greater totality of the divine plan, 

and, at the same time, he fulfills his part, as meager as it might be, as 
his own particular way of contributing to the totality. He engages all 
of his energies in the world, but in a spirit of obedience which again 
and again draws its reasons from the mysteries of the life of Christ 
our Lord (SE 261-312), this royal road presented in the Exercises as 
an aid for finding the way in which God wants to make use of us (cf. 
SE 135). In this light, we should reread The Exercise of Perfection by 
Alfonso Rodriguez (1538-1616), in which, once we set aside the 

admittedly voluntarist accents, we find penetrating pages on the 
radical meaning of Ignatian indifference.** Also in this light, we 
ought to follow out the path taken by someone like Cloriviére,” 

97H. Schlier, Der Brief an die Epheser (Diisseldorf, 19587), 118. 

8 Alfonso Rodriguez, Ejercicio de perfeccibn y virtudes cristianas; French translation: 
Pratique de la perfection chrétienne et religieuse, 3 vols. (Lille, 1851). 

Sent to Lille in a house of the Franco-Belgian Province, after having been 

thrown out of the collége de Compiegne, following the decree of dissolution 
pronounced by the Parliament of Paris, Fr. de Cloriviére writes to Fr. Fleury on 26 
June 1762: “I now see myself as a ball that the Lord loves to watch roll from one 
side to the other and it makes me happy to delight my Lord,” Pierre de Cloriviére, 
d’apres ses notes intimes de 1763 a 1773, vol. 1 (Paris, 1935), 60-61. Cf. C. Reynier, 

Pierre-Joseph de Cloriviére. Jésuit (1735-1820), Un maitre spirituel pour aujourd’hui 
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whose life, as eventful as it was, is a living commentary on the more 

profound Caussade: “the soul is light as a feather, fluid as water, 
simple as the child; it is mobile as a ball for receiving and following 
all of the impressions of grace.”*” The indifference to all created 
things finds its fulfillment in the recognition of the divine will, and 
above all else in its accomplishment within the engagement that God 
himself undertakes on behalf of the world.—Translated by D. C. 

Schindler. O 
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