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RETREAT - A KIND OF EXERCISE 

 

St. Ignatius of Loyola (1491/1-1556 CE) liked to use the term spiritual exercise for the “soul 

conditioning” that is necessary for the soul to awaken, to stay that way, and for a person to grow 

in the appropriation of its powers.  

Without “exercise” a soul – a person in his or her essential powers – will remain dull, its 

attention easily “kidnapped” and directed toward things that do not matter, and the soul will 

remain immature, undeveloped - an “undiscovered country.” St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430 

CE), a brilliant man of extraordinary soul, lived, and by his own account into his mid-thirties, 

unfamiliar with his own soul and what it was for. Looking back on so much wasted time in his 

life, he wrote in Confessions (written sometimes between 397-401 CE – in his mid-forties)1: 

27, 38. Late have I loved you, Beauty so ancient and so new,  
late have I loved you!  
Lo, you were within,  

 
1 Confessiones is one of Augustine’s three major works, the other two being De Trinitate and De civitate 

Dei. It is a literary, theological, and philosophical masterpiece. The most studied of all Augustine’s works in the 

twentieth century, it continues to attract the attention of historians, theologians, philosophers, philologists, and 

psychologists. Because of it, the facts of Augustine’s youth are more well-known than those of any other figure in 

antiquity. The description of his decisive encounter with Neoplatonism recorded in Confessiones has attracted 

theologians and philosophers. His conversion to monastic Christianity has attracted artists, as well as theologians 

and literati, to the present day. His attention to, and descriptions of, interior states of the human being have 

attracted philosophers and psychologists. His use of rhetoric continues to be studied both in itself and as a 

liturgical, literary, and theological tool. Though many works lay claim to the title of first “modern” literary work, 

Confessiones stakes its claim to this title on the fact that it is the first work to explore extensively interior states of 

the human mind and the mutual relationship of grace and free will, themes dominant in the history of Western 

philosophy and theology. [Frederick Van Fleteren, “Confessiones,” ed. Allan D. Fitzgerald, Augustine through the 

Ages: An Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999), 

227.] 
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but I outside, seeking there for you,  
and upon the shapely things you have made I rushed headlong,  
I, misshapen.  
You were with me, but I was not with you.  
They held me back far from you,  
those things which would have no being  
were they not in you.  
You called, shouted, broke through my deafness;  
you flared, blazed, banished my blindness;  
you lavished your fragrance, I gasped, and now I pant for you;  
I tasted you, and I hunger and thirst;  
you touched me, and I burned for your peace.82 2 

 

A Retreat is a guided exercising of the soul, with its emphasis not on the guiding (the 

Director) but on he or she who is exercising (the Retreatant). But sometimes the Guide, the 

Holy Spirit (the Retreat Director works for Her) must insist that a Retreatant awaken and learn 

and begin to become responsible for his or her soul’s powers. 

St. Ignatius famously defines the kind of exercise that cultivates the soul:  

By the term “Spiritual Exercises” is meant every method of examination of conscience, 

of meditation, of contemplation, of vocal and mental prayer, and of other spiritual 

activities that will be mentioned later. For just as taking a walk, journeying on foot, and 

running are bodily exercises, so we call Spiritual Exercises every way of preparing and 

disposing the soul to rid itself of all inordinate attachments, and, after their removal, of 

seeking and finding the will of God in the disposition of our life for the salvation of our 

soul.3 

Take what St. Ignatius has written here and contrast it with the habits of your daily life. You 

may notice how much of what you stake your life upon has little or no helpful connection to the 

 
*82 The idea of a beauty which the soul recognizes as from an ancient knowledge is found in Plotinus’ 

Tractate on Beauty (Enneads I,6,2). Augustine has enumerated the five senses several times before; it may be 

significant that this time the usual order is changed, with hearing being mentioned first. He has listened to the 

Word, and so his eyes are opened to beauty; contrast IV,13,20; for tasting the sweetness, see Ps 33:9(34:8); 1 Pt 

2:3; for hungering and thirsting, Mt 5:6. 

2 Saint Augustine, The Confessions, Part I, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. Maria Boulding, vol. 1, Second 

Edition., The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 

2012), 262. I have added the emphases you see in this text. 

3 See Father Puhl’s translation of St. Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises [001]: 

http://spex.ignatianspirituality.com/SpiritualExercises/Puhl#c01-1234.  
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“exercises” that he lists in the first sentence – activities that keep our most precious powers 

awake, strong, and skillful in their exercise. 

SETTING ASIDE A PLACE IN YOUR HOUSE 

 

In our normal living, but especially during the long “lockdown” habits that have been required 

of us during the COVID time (from March 2020 and ongoing), our home is where nearly all of 

our daily life is happening. How we wish, perhaps, that we could return to a rhythm of “going 

to work” and then “coming back home”. All of this, among other things, reminds us of the 

particular challenges (and privileges) of the “stay at home parent”, which most often has been 

the mother, even our own mothers. 

For this reason, doing a Retreat at home will require that each of us be deliberate about setting 

aside and protecting some place inside our house where only we go during the Retreat. That 

dedicated, protected, place within the house must be only yours to enter during the time of 

Retreat. I know of people who have prepared a closet (!) as that protected spot, getting it set up 

with a pillow to sit on, a light to read by, a Bible to read, and a journal to write in. I know other 

who have set aside a spot in their basement or in their attic. More commonly, people set aside 

their bedroom. 

So, in the days before the Retreat begins, figure out where in your house that place will be, 

and then stick with that place. Place there sacred signs: Bible, journal, crucifix or holy icon, etc. 

If you have a spouse, ask his or her help to protect that place as only yours during the hours of 

the Retreat – from, say, the time you wake up on the day of the Retreat until it concludes in the 

later afternoon. If you have children, even little ones, instruct them about that “sacred space” 

that you have set aside for your Retreat, and explain why they must not go into that room while 

you are on Retreat.  

Guarding, protecting that place in your house “teaches” powerfully those of your family who 

are not making the Retreat about making room for God in your life and in your home.4 

 

 
4 My parents made it clear, and mostly without having to say it, that their bedroom was their space. From 

very young, we six Ganz children knew that their bedroom was not a place open to us to play in, to explore, or to 

access unless one or both of them was there to invite us in. Only later reflection taught me how much their 

insistence about the privacy of that place in the house taught us children that our parents were their own, were not 

just another one of us kids, and that they had places and times that only belonged to them. Very important 

teaching. 
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GETTING SOMEONE TO PRAY FOR YOU 

 

It matters that you ask someone (usually someone other than your spouse) to pray for you 

during your Retreat. This is a person, not of your home, whom you ask to be particularly aware 

of you during the hours of your Retreat, who is willing to do certain special things in his or her 

day as their deliberate act of prayer for you on your Retreat. And if you, the Retreatant, are 

asking God for some specific grace, then (if you can do so without violating the privacy of your 

own prayer) tell that person to pray that you be given an answer to that prayer. 

What are some such “special” things this person could do? The person could skip a meal and 

offer the hunger he or she feels as a prayer for you. The person could set a timer to stop every 

hour while you are on Retreat to pray the Lord’s Prayer with you in mind. The person could 

pick up and read Psalm 139, for example, and think about you on your Retreat as he or she 

ponders that most beautiful of Psalms. The person could decide to write a Letter to you, a 

Letter of encouragement – “I love and believe in you, and this is why I do,” etc. – which he or 

she can then give or send to you after you have finished your Retreat (giving or sending it after 

your Retreat is better than before the Retreat). 

THE NIGHT BEFORE 

 

Because we live such “deployed” lives, we each need time, deliberate time, to get ourselves 

ready for a time of Retreat. And so if you can work it out with those with whom you live at 

home to go apart for 45 minutes before you go to bed on Friday night, then do so!  

Go apart that night before, into your guarded spot, and ask God to bless you on your Retreat 

the next day. If you don’t know how to ask God, then pick up and read Psalm 139 or read Isaiah 

55 (all thirteen verses of that beautiful “Invitation to Grace”) and let the power of the words 

gain access to you. 

And once you have done this, go to bed for the night. 

DISCONNECT YOUR LIFE! 

 

St. Ignatius at Spiritual Exercises [020] instructs a Retreatant who desires to make a good 

Retreat, who chooses to give God a real chance to make Himself known to him or her: 
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First, if in order to serve and praise God our Lord a person [the Retreatant] withdraws 

from numerous friends and acquaintances and from many occupations not 

undertaken with a pure intention, the Retreatant gains no little merit before the Divine 

Majesty. Secondly, in this seclusion [of the Retreat], the Retreatant’s mind is not 

engaged in many things, but can give its whole attention to one single interest, that 

is, to the service of its Creator and to the soul’s spiritual progress. Thus, the soul is more 

free to use its natural powers to seek diligently what it so much desires. Thirdly, the 

more the soul is in solitude and seclusion, the more fit it renders itself to approach and 

be united with its Creator and Lord; and the more closely it is united with Him, the 

more it disposes itself to receive graces and gifts from the infinite goodness of its God. 

Please have an enormous respect for the power that your electronic devices have to split your 

consciousness, to compete with your ability to give God your complete attention and to offer 

God your freedom during your Retreat. Get rid of your electronic devices during the hours of 

the Retreat. And if you are “normal”, then be ready to feel a real challenge to your freedom 

from those devices! Fight off their attraction; defeat their power to control your attention! 

Your grief for what you’ve lost lifts a mirror  

up to where you’re bravely working.  

Expecting the worst, you look, and instead,  

here’s the joyful face you’ve been wanting to see.  

Your hand opens and closes and opens and closes.  

If it were always a fist or always stretched open,  

you would be paralyzed.  

Your deepest presence  

is in every small contracting and expanding,  

the two as beautifully balanced and coordinate  

as birdwings.5 

 

 
5 Coleman Barks, translator and editor, A Year with Rumi, on January 5th, “Birdwings”. 


