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Foreword
by Pope Francis

Precisely because of his life experience, St. Ignatius of Loyola saw with
great clarity that every Christian is involved in a battle that defines
his or her life. It is a struggle to overcome the temptation of clos-
ing in on ourselves, so that the love of the Father can make its home
in us. When we make room for the Lord who rescues us from our
self-sufficiency, we open up to all of creation and every creature. We
become channels of the Father’s life and love. Only then do we realize
what life truly is: a gift of the Father who loves us deeply and desires
that we belong to him and to each other.

This battle has already been won for us by Jesus through his igno-
minious death on the Cross and his Resurrection. In this way, the
Father revealed definitively and for all time that his love is stronger
than all the powers of this world. But even so it remains a struggle to
embrace and make real that victory: We continue to be tempted to
close ourselves to that grace, to live in a worldly way, in the illusion
that we are sovereign and self-sufficient. All the life-threatening crises
that beset us around the world, from the ecological crisis to the wars,
the injustices against the poor and vulnerable, have their roots in this
rejection of our belonging to God and to each other.

The Church helps us in many ways to struggle against that tempta-
tion. Its traditions and teachings, its practices of prayer and confession
and the regular celebration of the Eucharist are “channels of grace” that
open us to receive the gifts that the Father wishes to pour out on us.

Among those traditions are spiritual retreats, and among those are
the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola.
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Because of the relentless pressures and tensions of an obsessively
competitive society, retreats to “recharge our batteries” have become
very popular. But a Christian retreat is very different from a “wellness”
holiday. The center of attention is not us but God, the Good Shep-
herd, who, instead of treating us like machines, responds to our deep-
est needs as his beloved children.

The retreat is a time for the Creator to speak directly to his crea-
tures, inflaming our souls with his “love and praise” so that we might
“better serve God in the future,” in the words of St. Ignatius (SE 15).
Love and service: these are the two great themes of the Spiritual Exer-
cises. Jesus comes out to meet us, breaking our chains that we might
walk with him as his disciples and companions.

When I think of the fruits of the Exercises, I see Jesus saying to
the paralytic by the pool of Beth-zatha: “Stand up, take your mat and
walk!” (John 5:1–16). It is an order that needs to be obeyed and is, at
the same time, his most gentle and loving invitation.

The man was internally paralyzed. He felt a failure in a world of rivals
andcompetitors.Resentful andbitter atwhathe felt hehadbeendenied,
he was trapped in the logic of self-sufficiency, convinced that everything
depended on him and his own strength. And as the others are stronger
and faster than he is, he has fallen into despair. But it is there that Jesus
came out to meet him with his mercy and calls him out of himself. Once
he opens to Jesus’ healing power, his paralysis, both inner and outer, is
cured. He can get up to walk ahead, praising God and working for his
Kingdom, freed from the myth of self-sufficiency and learning each day
to depend more on his grace. In this way the man becomes a disciple,
able to face better not only the challenges of this world, but also to chal-
lenge the world to operate according to the logic of gift and love.

As Pope, I have wanted to encourage our belonging “first” to God,
and then to creation and to our fellow human beings, especially to
those who cry out to us. This is why I have wanted to keep in view the
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two great crises of our age: the deterioration of our common home
and the mass migration and displacement of people. Both are symp-
toms of the “crisis of non-belonging” described in these pages. For the
same reason I have wanted to encourage the Church to rediscover the
gift of its own tradition of synodality, for when it opens to the Spirit
that speaks in the People of God, the whole Church gets up and walks
ahead, praising God and helping to bring about his Kingdom.

I am glad to see these themes so present in First Belong to God, tied
to the contemplations of St. Ignatius that have shaped me over the
years. Austen Ivereigh has done a great service in bringing together
the retreat talks I gave many decades ago with my teachings as Pope.
In this way, he allows both to illuminate, and be illuminated by,
St. Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises.

This is not a time to hunker down and lock our doors. I see clearly
that the Lord is calling us out of ourselves, to get up and walk. He asks
us not to turn away from the pains and cries of our age, but to enter
into them, opening channels of his grace. Each of us is that channel
by virtue of our baptism. The question is to open it and keep it open.

May these eight days of enjoying his love help you to hear the
Lord’s call to become a source of life, hope, and grace for others, and
so discover the true joy of your life. May you find the magis that St.
Ignatius speaks of, that “more,” which calls us to discover the depths
of God’s love in the greater giving of ourselves.

And please, whenever you remember, don’t forget to pray for me,
that I may help us always belong first to God.

Vatican City, October 12, 2023
Feast Day of Mary of the Pillar

Foreword xiii
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We are born, beloved creatures of our Creator,

God of love, into a world that has lived long before us.

We belong to God and to one another, and we are

part of creation. And from this understanding,

grasped by the heart, must flow our love for each other,

a love not earned or bought because all we are

and have is unearned gift.

—Pope Francis

Only on the basis of God’s gift, freely accepted and

humbly received, can we cooperate by our own efforts in

our progressive transformation. We must first belong to

God, offering ourselves to him who was there first, and

entrusting to him our abilities, our efforts, our struggle

against evil, and our creativity, so that his free gift

may grow and develop within us.

—Pope Francis
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Introduction

First Belong to God grew out of an eight-day Spiritual Exercises that I was
asked to lead in July 2020 for the British Province of the Jesuits. We
were due to meet at St. Beuno’s, the Jesuit spirituality center in North
Wales, but by then the UK, along with much of the world, was in and
out of coronavirus pandemic lockdowns. With St. Beuno’s closed to
visitors, we went ahead anyway, online, dispersed in our gathering but
linked by screens and fellowship and the vulnerability we were feeling
at that time.

At that moment it was still not clear how bad it would get and how
many might die. For the past three months it had felt as if humanity
were being sifted; this was a hinge moment, a threshold. There were
so many stories of death and loss and sadness, but also of courage and
compassion and new insight. As Pope Francis had told us repeatedly
over Easter 2020, a crisis was a time of choosing, and from a time of
crisis like COVID, the choices would be decisive. You might come
out of it better or worse, he said, but you couldn’t come out the same.

It was a good moment, you might say, for a retreat.
Propitious, too, was the theme I had chosen long before the virus

struck: the joy of belonging. It was the invitation Francis had been
making throughout his pontificate, but felt now with a new urgency.
COVID brought terrible, often fatal, isolation, when people felt
invisible and hopeless. The suffering of our peripheries—migrant
centers, prisons, elderly care homes—was brutal, and suddenly more
visible. Institutions were pushed to the brink, and basics we took for
granted suddenly scarce. But it was also a time to discover new kinds
of belonging, as people looked out for one another, using technology
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to create networks of solidarity. We also reconnected with the created
world and rediscovered our interior lives. Getting vaccinated and stay-
ing at home for the sake of the elderly and vulnerable reminded us
that there is a common good that comes before our own interests.
As an organizing principle, liberal individualism suddenly seemed not
just inadequate but also criminally negligent.

It was as if humanity had been given a time of trial in order to
test the very proposition of belonging, to awaken society to what had
been forgotten. In his lockdown Urbi et Orbi homily on the night of
March 27, 2020, when he spoke to the world from a dark, wet, St.
Peter’s Square, Francis put it memorably: “Amid this storm, the façade
of those stereotypes with which we camouflaged our egos, always wor-
rying about appearances, has fallen away, revealing once more the
ineluctable and blessed awareness that we are part of one another, that
we are brothers and sisters of one another.”

At the time I gave the retreat for the Jesuits and their collaborators,
I had begun to work with Francis on what would be, when it came
out later that year, a special little book. Let Us Dream: The Path to a
Better Future was intended for a broad readership without any par-
ticular spiritual formation. But it was packed with Francis’s wisdom
on how humanity could emerge better from the pandemic, born of
insights into the way God’s grace operates in times of tribulation.
This had been something of a special topic for Jorge Mario Bergoglio
since long before he became Pope. He had a unique capacity to nav-
igate tempests and bring the boat safely into harbor. It was why the
Jesuits in Argentina used to call him the “storm pilot.” They must
have smiled that night of the Urbi et Orbi, when Francis said we had
been caught off guard by a sudden storm, and needed now to row
together.

xvi First Belong to God
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Let Us Dream showed Francis’s reading of the moment: The pan-
demic was a lens through which we could view the many other pan-
demics humanity faces at this time. Whether the climate emergency,
accelerating inequality and insecurity, vast populations on the move
across borders, or the rise in authoritarian populism and national
rivalries spilling over into war, ours is an extraordinarily turbulent age.
The crises may not have a single cause, but it was clear that meeting
the challenges they present would take more than new policies and
technologies. Nothing less than a conversion in our way of seeing and
way of being was called for.

What was lacking was that “blessed awareness that we are part of
one another, that we are brothers and sisters of one another,” as Fran-
cis explained in Fratelli Tutti (32). This could be understood only
with a spiritual lens. For Francis, the key to our capacity to confront
and grow through these crises is a threefold belonging: to God, to
creation, and to one another. The loss of our sense of belonging to
a single human family that is part of creation has its roots in clos-
ing ourselves off from our Creator. The result is that we are uniquely
ill-prepared to manage the transition to a better future.

This crisis of nonbelonging is so well documented by sociologists
and psychologists that it has become almost a cliché. Especially in
the wealthy West, the statistics, whether on social exclusion, suicide
among the young, the fall in the birthrate, or mental ill-health linked
to a sense of alienation and “ontological homelessness,” are sobering.
In her book On Belonging, Kim Samuel writes of this as “an age of iso-
lation” in which “much of humanity is grappling with myriad forms
of alienation, disenfranchisement, and feelings of separation.” Mar-
riage and family, the workplace, culture—all are increasingly marked
by what the late Zygmunt Bauman, a Polish-born sociologist and
philosopher, who met and had great admiration for Francis, famously
called “liquid modernity,” in which precariousness in economic and
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social conditions lead men and women to perceive the world as a
container full of disposable objects, objects for one-off use—includ-
ing other human beings. Restless, anxious, and insecure, people find
it hard to build community, seeking security in a common identity
designed to keep the other, the stranger, at a distance. We are living in
an age both of decomposing bonds and identity fundamentalism.

Francis has addressed this crisis of non-belonging at its roots. You
can track the arc in his major teaching documents, as well as in, after
2017, his dialogues with Bauman, who told the Pope that he saw him
as “the light at the end of the tunnel.” The loss of belonging to a single
human family that is part of creation is addressed in Francis’s two
“Franciscan” social encyclicals, Laudato Siˊ, “On the Care of Our Com-
mon Home” in 2015, and Fratelli Tutti, “On Fraternity and Social
Friendship” in 2020. Before either of those was Evangelii Gaudium,
“On the Proclamation of the Gospel in Today’s World,” which came
out in his first year, 2013. Both there and in his short but powerful doc-
ument on holiness, Gaudete et Exsultate, “On the Call to Holiness in
Today’s World” in 2018, Francis dealt comprehensively with the first
and most important kind of belonging, to God our Creator and Father.
In that first relationship of mutuality and reciprocity—the belonging
we are born into—is what Christianity traditionally calls salvation:
freedom and life for us, and for others. It is at the origin of the two other
kinds of belonging.

This theme of triple belonging—to our Creator, to creation, and
to our fellow creatures—is closely related to what Francis calls salir
de sí, or “coming out of ourselves.” His teaching has been organized
to help us embrace this self-transcendence, and confront its contrary
temptation to close in on ourselves in egotistical self-isolation and dis-
trustful self-withholding. This is the lure of what he calls “self-imma-
nence,” the illusion of self-sufficiency or worldliness. In contempo-
rary culture, this goes by various names—individualism, materialism,
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egotism—and is described by Francis in Fratelli Tutti when he speaks
of loss of the sense of belonging to a single human family. “What
reigns instead is a cool, comfortable and globalized indifference, born
of deep disillusionment concealed behind a deceptive illusion: think-
ing that we are all-powerful, while failing to realize that we are all in
the same boat” (FT 30).

For Francis what causes this tendency to isolation and focus on
self-interest is not change per se. As with any age, changes in this
one are a mix of good and bad, threat and opportunity. While he is
deeply troubled by the social fragmentation of liquid modernity, he is
not nostalgic for a previous era, and regards the desire to recover the
past as a temptation that in Italian he calls indietrismo: a backwards-
focus that keeps us locked in desolation. Rather, he recognizes that
rapid changes and fragmentation trigger anxiety and fear, and with
these comes the temptation to distrust God and close in on ourselves.
That’s what was happening on the boat in the storm in Mark’s Gospel
(see Mark 4:35–41), which Francis spoke of that night in March 2020
in St. Peter’s Square.

To “come out of ourselves,” then, is to resist these temptations and
to recover our deeper belonging. In receiving God’s mercy and in
appreciating that all is gift, we open ourselves to new freedom and
possibility. We allow the Spirit to guide us into a better future. We
regenerate the bonds of our belonging. New life flows into our lives,
and into our Church. This is the invitation of Francis’s teaching, and
the hoped-for grace of this retreat.

What follows is what I offered the Jesuits and their collaborators
but expanded and updated. It follows the broad pattern of a traditional
eight-day “preached” version of the month-long Spiritual Exercises,
moving through Ignatius’s signature meditations and contemplations.
Days One, Two, and Three belong to the first “week”; Days Four
through Six belong to the second “week”; Days Seven and Eight belong
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to the third and fourth “weeks”. There are four reflections for each day
and suggestions for prayer. How the material is structured as well as
how it may be used—over longer periods, and in groups, for exam-
ple—is set out in detail at the back, along with a summary framework,
an Overview of the Retreat, which maps each day’s themes and
readings.

It is a “retreat with Pope Francis” not just in the sense that it is a
way into his teachings but also because it quotes from retreat talks he
gave as a Jesuit, and later, as cardinal. These talks, most of which have
never been published in English, are a treasure trove and a reminder
that, before he was elected the 264th successor of St. Peter, Jorge
Mario Bergoglio was a formidable Ignatian spiritual director. It is a
joy and privilege—if also an intimidating responsibility—to bottle up
this fine wine and make it available to the wider Church.

The path to a better future, the future God desires for us, begins
in the human heart, in our yearning to belong. In those desires is the
road out of our crises, both our own and those of our world. By regen-
erating the bonds that bind us, in reoxygenating us to receive the gift
that is our life and our world, we need first to know and experience
the Giver, who is already here, waiting for us. There is no better man-
ual for this than the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius, and no greater spir-
itual guide in our time than Francis, the world’s first Jesuit pope.

Having received so many gifts from both, my gift to you is to put
you in their hands.

May this be a blessed time for you.

xx First Belong to God
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Note on Acronyms

Documents frequently referred to in these pages are referenced in the
text by their acronyms, followed by the paragraph or section number in
the case of papal teaching documents and the Spiritual Exercises, or the
page number in the case of Let Us Dream. Thus (SE 140) refers to num-
ber 140 of the Spiritual Exercises, (LUD 89) refers to page 89 of Let Us
Dream, and (EG 29) refers to paragraph 29 of Evangelii Gaudium.

The following acronyms for papal teachings are used in the text:

• AL = Amoris Laetitia (2016)

• DD = Desiderio Desideravi (2022)

• EG = Evangelii Gaudium (2013)

• FT = Fratelli Tutti (2020)

• GE = Gaudete et Exsultate (2018)

• LS = Laudato Siˊ (2015)

• QA = Querida Amazonia (2019)

Also included are the following:

• SE = Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius

• LUD = Let Us Dream

To avoid footnote numbers cluttering the page in addition to these
references, information on other citations and references are given in
the Sources section at the back of the book.
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The goal of our life is to live with God forever.

God, who loves us, gave us life.

Our own response to love allows God’s life

to flow into us without limit . . . .

Our only desire and our one choice should be this:

I want and I choose what better leads

to God’s deepening his life in me.

—St. Ignatius of Loyola
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DAY ONE

Wonderfully Made
On Understanding Ourselves as God-Belonging

Creatures, Made Out of Love for Love

Created in Love
There is a moment, like this one at the start of our retreat, that
the monk writer Thomas Merton called le point vierge, the “virginal
point.” It is the place of fresh possibility, the moment when things can
begin anew. Many of us know it when we stumble on some beauty,
truth, or goodness that opens a new horizon, or sense an inrush of
the Holy Spirit while in prayer, silence, or solitude. The virginal point
brings a joyful, expectant peace; it is to experience, in relief and joy,
our true self. It is the point from where we see “the innocence for
which we were created, which we have lost and which we can regain,”
in Merton’s words.

This is grace, an irruption of the divine, that reveals to us both that
we were created and can again be re-created. Many words are spilled
to describe these moments, but they cannot match the experience. “I
am about to do a new thing,” says the Lord in Isaiah. “Now it springs
forth, do you not perceive it?” (Isaiah 43:19a).

“The characteristic common to God and man is apparently . . . the
desire and ability to make things,” observed writer Dorothy L. Sayers.
This capacity to make, humans have from God; creativity is one of
the ways we image our Creator. The first gift of our Creator is creation

1
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itself, which we are handed at birth. “We are not God,” says Pope
Francis in Laudato Siˊ. “The earth was here before us and it has been
given to us” (LS 67).

Because I have written this book, this book belongs to me (at least,
in a different way than the way it belongs to you, who may have
bought it or been given it). That might seem a strange claim when
you think how much it depends on others: Pope Francis for its con-
tent; the publishers for editing it and laying it out and getting it into
your hands; and you, for whom it was written. Yet as its author, I have
authority over it: in Latin, auctor and auctoritas denote an ownership
that carries with it a particular responsibility.

Just as this book belongs to me because I created it, so, in a far
more important and absolute way, do we belong to God who created
us. In a lesser way, we belong to those people and places made by him
that have also made and helped to form us. Many of them have had
authority over and responsibility for us. As products of the places and
people that preceded us—their gifts and hurts, their possibilities and
limits—we are their creatures too.

“In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth”
is how it all starts (Genesis 1:1). Before the beginning was the point
vierge, when the eternal God chose to love the universe into being, to
create time and the seasons, the days and the nights. God is the great
Maker, and we come to know God best through what he has made
and in the act of making itself. Every time a creature is born or a new
day breaks or we pause in prayer or we come on retreat, there is a vir-
ginal point we are called to attend to, and in the place of that new
possibility we can find again the divine power that flows through the
universe and in us, that creates and re-creates us.

We can study God; we can debate ideas and concepts of God,
but we know God directly through experiencing his creation and his
re-creation. When we take time to let God seek us out, as we do here

2 First Belong to God
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now, we are opening ourselves to this virginal point. “God moves in
our hearts to be experienced and then makes us all to be artists of the
kingdom,” as artist Makoto Fujimora puts it.

When we told people we were making a retreat, did we grasp what
that means?

We make a retreat to know our Maker. On a retreat we create space
and time for our Creator to communicate with us, his creatures. The
word creation means more than just “nature,” says Francis in Laudato
Siˊ, for in the Jewish-Christian tradition “it has to do with God’s lov-
ing plan in which every creature has its own value and significance”
(LS 76). We go on retreat to find, or perhaps discover afresh, God’s
plan in the design and purpose of his creation—which includes us.

So much thinking and spirituality today is disincarnate, even gnos-
tic. People seek God outside and above creation, in abstraction and
purity and complexity. But the creation story of Genesis, the Incar-
nation in Luke and Matthew, and the Cross in all the Gospels tell us
that the reverse is true: in Francis’s words, God is close and concrete.
God creates this world as good and beautiful, wanting all his creatures
to thrive. And the place we find God is right here, down here with his
creatures, “in all things.”

God made the world ex nihilo and ex amore, as the ancients put
it. “Out of nothing” means that creation serves no need of God; he
does not create us because he needs us. “Out of love” means that God
created us because it is in God’s nature to create, for the sake of cre-
ation itself. And so, like a great work of art or craft, we are “wonder-
fully made” (Psalm 139). As human creatures created ex nihilo and ex
amore, each of us has an in-built significance, a deep value, and an
inherent purpose; we are a means to no one’s end, for we are created
out of love, for love.

Wonderfully Made 3

sa
mple



The distinction made in the Gospels and in St. Paul between
“flesh” and “spirit” is not the dualistic distinction between material
world and ethereal heaven but between creation and “new creation,”
creation created anew by the rising of Christ. To live by the spirit is
not to flee our creaturehood but to participate in that new act of cre-
ation: in God’s loving, nurturing, healing power, making us afresh.

In opening each of his creatures up to one another, God helps us to
be what we are called to be, like a gardener ensuring that every plant
and tree in the garden has what it needs to thrive: not just good light,
some warmth, rich soil, and water, but also the right relationship with
other plants, through roots and flowers and pollinating insects. “In
creating a garden world,” writes Norman Wirzba, “God made it clear
that human kinship is to be so broad and deep as to include the ani-
mals and all the life of the garden. . . . For people to thrive, they need
to know they belong in their places and communities, grow out of
and are benefited by them . . . and can only fully flower if they make
mutual flourishing their central concern.”

A retreat makes space for God to issue this invitation through what
he has wonderfully made, and that includes our thoughts, feelings,
insights, and dreams. When we think of creation, we often ignore this
“invisible” dimension. Yet the Church’s ancient profession of belief,
the Nicene Creed, declares that God is maker “of all that is, seen and
unseen.” Both physical creation and the realm of the spirits (angels both
good and fallen) are created. Knowing and interpreting the spirits as
manifested in thoughts and feelings is the ancient means by which we
come to know God and receive his gifts and guidance. It is also the place
we discover false or distracting spirits that can block us from receiving
those gifts and guidance. In the Church’s tradition, the practice of this
very deep kind of wisdom is called discernment of spirits.

4 First Belong to God

sa
mple



A unique aid for entering into this consciousness of God and dis-
cerning his loving call to us are the Spiritual Exercises (SE) of Saint
Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556), which hereafter I’ll just call “the
Exercises.” For five centuries, using silent prayer and imaginative con-
templations, this little retreat manual has helped people encounter
and follow Christ more deeply. Now we have a Jesuit pope deeply
formed by those same Exercises.

In his notes at the start of the Exercises, Ignatius takes it for
granted—for this was his experience—that the Creator communi-
cates directly with the creature, who opens herself to him, by inflam-
ing her soul “with His love and praise” and disposing her toward the
ways in which she might “better serve God in the future” (SE 15).
God communicates to us, says Ignatius, through what God has cre-
ated, both the created visible and the created invisible.

We make a retreat to return to our place in the God-created garden
world, to receive good things from our Creator, to hear what he has
to tell us, and to receive his guidance to become more deeply the thing
for which we were made.

We pray, at the start of this retreat, for the grace to desire what God
desires for us when he looks at us. We pray for an attitude of grate-
ful receptivity. For it is only by “coming out of ourselves”—the fruit
of the Spirit’s action in us, to which we open in trust—that we allow
God’s life to flow in and through us, and out to others, and so become
co-creators with him of a new creation.

POINT FOR REFLECTION

In what ways am I already aware that God speaks to me through his
creation? What other ways might I be open to?

Wonderfully Made 5
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A Mission on This Earth
It is a sobering thought that most of what we start out with in life
has literally nothing to do with our own efforts or choices. Even what
we choose and achieve is enabled or limited by the circumstances we
started out with. Our parents, our name, our sex, the home we are
brought to after being born, the schools we were sent to, our rela-
tives—all these are handed to us, with their gifts and their hurts. I
have been dealt a hand, and inside the hand I have been dealt is a lit-
tle package addressed to me alone, which contains the promise of the
thing for which I was made.

“I am a mission on this earth,” says Francis. “That is the reason
why I am here in this world” (EG 273). With his invitation to know
and embrace my mission, God invites me to become what uniquely I
am called to be in the service of his new creation.

“The world is always being made,” says Francis in Let Us Dream
(LUD 4). But we are not passive spectators. “No: we’re protagonists,
we’re—if I can stretch the word—co-creators.” Through our imagina-
tions and our desires, our work and our being, we forge a bridge to
God’s activity of ongoing creation. “Once we realize that we are crea-
tures,” Francis said in Budapest in April 2023, “we become creative.”

This awareness that we are called to create through service is much
more important than other things we might pursue or desire, includ-
ing success, wealth, power, good looks, and fame. Some of the most
fulfilled and contented people have none of these, but they know
they belong to God and to others. They have a sense of agency, of
being subjects, of being called to serve a good larger than their own
self-interest. Just like healthy plants above the soil that reflect a com-
plex mesh of interconnectedness beneath it, these people are rooted in
networks of belonging, bound in with others, giving and receiving.
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Fleeing from “a personal and committed relationship with God
which at the same time commits us to serving others” is a temptation
of our times, Francis notes in Evangelii Gaudium, “as believers seek
to hide or keep apart from others, or quietly flit from one place to
another or from one task to another, without creating deep and sta-
ble bonds” (EG 91). This rootless superficiality is very different from
those moments of uprooting that are necessary for growth; healthy
development at times requires moving to richer soil. But uprooting
that goes on too long is damaging to us. Among the most wounded
people are those who are convinced that they belong nowhere, to no
one, and have no role in serving others. Prisons and refugee camps are
full of this kind of despair and depression.

The temptation of our times that Francis refers to is a restless flee-
ing from our roots in ways that keep us closed in on ourselves. It hap-
pens when we have tried to seize hold of our lives and make them
conform to some idea we have of what they should be, and perhaps
what others—parents, friends, employers, advertisers—expect of us.
In choosing to act as our own creator, rather than seek from our Cre-
ator the mission for which he created us, we become alien to ourselves
and to our true needs and desires. We need religion—from the Latin
re-ligare (“to re-tie”)—to help restore us to our primary belonging, the
source of our true life and identity.

In Genesis, humans come late in the act of divine creation, in a
kind of grand finale. God fashions the first human (adam) out of the
soil (adamah), breathing into Adam’s nostrils the breath of life (ruah),
and so makes a “living being,” in the “likeness” of God himself (see
Genesis 2:7). He creates them different—male and female—but of
the same flesh, and makes their differences fruitful, and he gives them
life through what he has made: the fruit-filled garden, teeming with
plants and creatures.

Wonderfully Made 7

sa
mple



What lessons can we draw? We are not independent of the ground
out of which we were made but in some way belong to it. (To say “the
land belongs to me” is a very different proposition from “I belong to
the land.”) Our existence is not a private possession but a sharing in the
divine life. Our task and purpose is not to escape from this earth but to
take care of the earth and all the creatures within it. We depend on the
life God continues to breathe into us and into all creatures. Like them,
we seek shelter, nutrition, and companionship; and when we live with
other living creatures—pets, livestock, flowers, vegetables—we can
empathize with their needs of food, water, and protection. Like them,
we are called to be fruitful, to create and nurture life in all its forms.

But we humans are different from other creatures in our conscious-
ness of a purpose instilled by our Creator. Even when they do not know
God, or reject the very idea of a Creator, humans cannot escape their
inner restlessness, that sense of incompleteness and emptiness that is
often described as a search for meaning or love. Pre-programmed, as it
were, to seek out our Creator, we enter life with in-built navigation aids
that tug us out of ourselves to seek belonging. Yet at any time we have
the freedom and propensity to recoil back into ourselves, to reject that
pull of transcendence, and to set alternative courses. This battle within
us, the tension of our freedom and God’s loving purpose, is what gives
human life its extra dimension. While God’s nonhuman creatures reach
their full flourishing when they have what they need—light, warmth,
space, water, food, shelter, soil, and so on—for human creatures, fulfill-
ing these needs is not the end goal of life but our launchpad into life.

Like other creatures, we are created, and a lot of the ills of our time
flow from our forgetting of this truth. But unlike other creatures, we
are also invited consciously to choose to join God’s creative mission,
and so find our true purpose. This special role carries with it a solemn
responsibility that is narrated in the book of Genesis. God entrusts
Adam and Eve with the garden world God has created, not to plunder
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or spurn it, but to tend and take care of it as God’s partners, and in so
doing, find fulfillment.

Ignatius invites us, right at the start of the Exercises, to embrace this
belonging, to see “that God our Lord is in every creature by his essence,
power, and presence” (SE 39). In the created world, says Francis in Let
Us Dream (78), everything has its place, existing within a larger unity.
In God’s loving plan and desire, everything and everyone belong. This
is most fully revealed in the Incarnation, for in the human body “all the
fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (Colossians 1:19).

God so identifies with the human condition that he takes flesh in
us, cares for us, even suffers and dies to free us from the imprisonment
and exile of sin. God is not afraid of our frailty and weakness; he is not
repelled by our failure; he rejoices in what he has made and seeks con-
stantly to mend it, repair it, restore it. Nothing we have done, are doing,
or ever will do can cause God to disown us. He is constantly available to
us. As Francis announced almost as soon as he was elected, God never
tires of forgiving us. It is we who tire of asking to be forgiven.

This understanding of who and how God is, is itself a gift. It can-
not be willed or fabricated or earned. It is not a philosophy or idea
or concept. It cannot be imposed by force and law or absorbed in
a lecture. To skeptics it sounds absurd. It can only be experienced in
the form of an encounter with God’s infinite love. Like all encounters,
it is testified—proclaimed, shared, lived out, reflected upon—and the
experience handed on to others. This handing on, which is the mean-
ing of the word tradition, is what the Church calls faith, which is not
an assent to a set of propositions but begins in a joyous realization:
We belong to God. In discovering that belonging, we find our mission,
our call—that path that is uniquely ours.

“Each of us knows the place of his or her interior resurrection,
that beginning and foundation, the place where things changed,”
said Francis in his Easter Vigil in 2023. “Return to that first
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encounter. . . . Remember the emotions and sensations; see the colors
and savor the taste of it. For it is when you forgot that first love, when
you failed to remember that first encounter, that the dust began to
settle on your heart.”

POINT FOR REFLECTION

Can I remember my “first encounter” with God, either directly or through
another? Did it reveal to me my mission?

Principle and Foundation
At the start of the Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius declares that “man is
created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and by this
means to save his soul” (SE 23). This is the famous “Principle and
Foundation from which everything begins anew,” as Francis put it in
an October 2023 homily.

It is startling in our age to see such a bold statement of what the
ancient Greeks called the telos, the end for which we are made: for
praise and service of God. In Christian societies or subcultures, this
was long taken for granted. Faith was passed down through fam-
ily, law, and culture via sacraments and schools. But the fraying and
breakdown of those transmission mechanisms mean nowadays that
every believer or searcher must choose, at some point, whether they
“hold this truth to be self-evident.” Yet even to ask the question is to
make a countercultural move, because our age has long abandoned
the idea of a natural telos in creation. Since at least the eighteenth
century it has been assumed that human beings assign meaning and
purpose for themselves. We are thought of as self-determining beings
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with rights rather than aims, who must work out for ourselves what
we want and seek.

But as a map for navigating life, this point of view is severely wanting.
We never obtain the autonomy to decide our own telos, and few of us are
in a position to make the attempt. We focus instead on immediate goals
and needs, and all too easily end up serving and praising gods not our
own: ends and interests defined by corporations and power brokers who
do not know us and care nothing for us. Trapped in a confusion of pres-
sures and desires, we feel powerless, forced to run faster and faster, always
anxious that we are not good enough or will fail. The result is that we are
living through an epidemic of anxiety, distress, and anguish.

Ignatius, compiling the Exercises at the end of the Middle Ages,
gives us in the Principle and Foundation a three-point map that sets
a different course, one that starts from the purpose for which we are
created, and invites us there to find fulfilment and freedom.

First point on the map: We are called to adore God, in praise
and service, not for his sake but for ours, that is, in order that we
open ourselves to God’s gifts. In a retreat he gave to the Jesuits in
Argentina in the 1980s, Bergoglio described how God “remembers
me, loves me, cares for me. . . . And in my praising and revering him,
I affirm with my whole being, my mind, my word, my body, my
modesty, that there is only one Lord who is worthy of all praise.” This
truth, he said, will “make us free, with a freedom of the heart that
is wholly unprecedented for our merely human possibilities.” For to
praise is “to live in blessing and gratitude,” Francis said on the Feast
of the Assumption in 2023. It is “to see that God is near you, see that
he has created you, see the things he has given you.”

Second point on the map: As belonging beings who are God’s
co-creators, we are called to make use of his gifts as God intends
those gifts to be used. Namely, these gifts help us develop as persons
who serve, who care for God’s creation, who go out of ourselves—in
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love—as God goes out of himself toward us. The gifts we are
given—who we are, our experience, the means at our disposal, our
education, our unique personality—are given to help us resonate with
other creatures, to encounter them in respectful receptivity, to touch
and be touched by them, to receive them as gifts and to offer them
the gift of ourselves. In these ways, through life, we grow toward
God, who is the true center of our lives. As Francis says in Evan-
gelii Gaudium, “We become fully human when we become more than
human, when we let God bring us beyond ourselves in order to attain
the fullest truth of our being” (EG 8).

Third point on the map: What stops this going out of ourselves
is when we make these gifts rather than the giver the center of our
lives. When we cling possessively to these gifts and seek to use them
to master the world around us, we do so out of fear, anxiety, or greed.
This is the mystery of sin we will consider tomorrow. But the point
now is to understand the effect of our doing this, which is to close
us in on ourselves and alter our relationship to the world. Instead of
receiving and giving all as gift, we become rigid, grasping, mistrust-
ful, and alienated from our true selves. In this state we hinder not
just our own growth but the growth of our fellow creatures and of
the world. Rather than God’s co-creators, we become rapacious users,
even destroyers. This is the spiritual malaise behind the ecological cat-
astrophe of our time, and the mistreatment of people.

That is why Ignatius in his Principle and Foundation invites us to
be “indifferent” to all created things and people, meaning to have an
inner freedom in their regard. He wants us to receive them as gifts
for ourselves and for others rather than cling to them or pursue them
obsessively. Take, for example, health, money, and professional suc-
cess. If we have any of these, or all three, we can count ourselves for-
tunate; they help us to flourish. But we have no right to health rather
than sickness, or to wealth rather than poverty. Nor have we any right
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to the esteem of others, or a long life. As Bergoglio put it to the
Jesuits, these are “contingencies that do not depend on me, but on my
acceptance of them.” Sometimes in life we may have them; oftentimes
we do not. We can be grateful to have them, but if we try to build our
lives around their pursuit, we risk becoming neurotically self-obsessed
or anxious. For these things are not our telos, the true source of our
identity and self-worth, and the attempt to make them so sends us
down dead-end streets.

We often learn this the hard way, when we lose good health or success
or financial well-being. In failing to grasp what we sought, we gain what
we need. The place of our pain becomes the source of new life and hap-
piness, opening us up in a new way to God, to creation, and to our
fellow creatures. At this point it dawns on us that the pursuit of those
goals had turned us away from God and creation, blinded us to what
was truly of value, and made us miserable. So, misfortune—the loss of
something vital that we thought we needed—can help us realize what
matters. It can release us from idols and turn us back toward true life.
As Jesus put it shockingly in Matthew 18:8, it is better be crippled or
maimed than to be thrown whole-bodied into eternal fire.

During the coronavirus lockdown, Francis said he prayed often “for
those who sought all means to save the lives of others while giving their
own.” Many nurses, doctors, and caregivers as well as teachers, pastors,
and neighbors took risks to save others throughout the pandemic. They
were not seeking an early death, yet in carrying out their duties, many
did die. Whether consciously or instinctively, whether or not they were
religious, they made a choice, and their choice testified to the conviction
the Principle and Foundation calls us to live by: “that it is better to live a
shorter life serving others than a long one resisting that call,” as Francis
puts it in Let Us Dream. Such “next-door saints,” he says, “remind us that
our lives are a gift and we grow by giving ourselves: not preserving our-
selves but losing ourselves in service” (LUD 3).
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In the Principle and Foundation, Cardinal Bergoglio told the Span-
ish bishops in 2006, Ignatius presents us with the image of the “ever
greater Christ” who “takes us out of ourselves and raises us to praise,
devotion, and the desire to follow him more closely and to serve him.”
In this understanding, Bergoglio was influenced by his one-time spiri-
tual director, the Argentine Jesuit Fr. Miguel Angel Fiorito. According
to Fiorito, Ignatius understood by “God our Lord” (Dios Nuestro
Señor) both the Eternal Word of God (the Creator) and the image of
the invisible God made flesh in Jesus Christ, who is the expression of
what St. Paul called the “new creation.” So those who contemplate the
Principle and Foundation, writes Fiorito, “will inevitably feel, from the
first moment of the Exercises, under the sphere of influence of a power
that is not impersonal but coming from the person of Christ him-
self.” Ignatius gives us his Principle and Foundation at the start of the
Exercises because he wants us to be free to feel Christ’s pull.

It is good to ask, at the start of this retreat, for this grace of Ignatian
“indifference,” the grace to belong first to God, the grace to embrace our
Principle and Foundation. In accepting the relative importance of those
things we believe we want or need, we trust that God is with us, and for
us, and will ensure we have what we need to thrive. And so, trusting him,
we can pray for the desire to follow Christ more closely and to serve him.

Ignatius suggests we prepare for each session of prayer by asking
God our Lord “for grace that all my intentions, actions and operations
may be directed purely to the praise and service of His Divine
Majesty” (SE 46). (If the word operations sounds strange, we can
replace it with projects or works.) To begin this way is to bring the
Principle and Foundation into each prayer, reminding ourselves that
there is an order to creation that sin disorders. Every time we begin
our prayer like this, we reaffirm the created order, the reason for
which we exist, “the end for which God made us.”
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POINT FOR REFLECTION

How ready am I to embrace the Principle and Foundation?

God Beholds Me
The danger at the start of a retreat is that, alternating between feeling
tired and excited, we gird ourselves to be worthy of what we are about
to do. Performance anxiety creeps in. Some of us are like the apostle
Peter, ready to run a marathon; others, like the apostle Thomas, are
guarded and unconfident. Some are overwhelmed with fatigue and,
like the apostles in the Garden of Gethsemane, just want to sleep. How-
ever you find yourself, don’t believe that this depends on you. It doesn’t.
And that’s why the word first in the title of this retreat matters. We can
only know and love God and discover God’s will for us, because God
has first loved and chosen us. And right now God is waiting for us. He
is ahead of us and he is looking out for us. The invitation to us now is to
trust in that love, to “hand over.”

Francis has often said—and he dedicated the whole Jubilee Year of
2016 to showing it—that God is mercy. Mercy is God’s very name, his
identity card. What God’s mercy means is that God is always ready
to take the initiative and enter into our chaos, if we allow him to.
“We talk of going to seek God,” Francis said on the eve of his first
Pentecost as pope, “but when we go, he is waiting for us, he is there
first! . . . He is waiting to welcome us, to offer us his love. And this
fills your heart with such wonder that you can hardly believe it.”

Let us be amazed at this: We already belong to God because God has
bound himself to us and longs for us, like a loving father scanning the
horizon for his returning child. We already belong, and nothing we have

Wonderfully Made 15

sa
mple



ever done or will do can change that. What we do or don’t do can neither
earn that belonging nor cause it to be taken from us. As St. Augustine
understood, we are not loved by God because we are good, but rather
become good—capable of love—in response to God’s love. And from
this realization life can unfurl, charged with hope and meaning.

So, while we belong to many others—parents, spouses, siblings,
friends, colleagues—we belong first of all to our Creator, because out of
God’s love comes the world and all of us in it, and every sparrow, every
hair on our head, is counted and known by him. All creation is his gift.

“Only on the basis of God’s gift, freely accepted and humbly
received, can we cooperate by our own efforts in our progressive trans-
formation,” says Francis in Gaudete et Exsultate (GE 56). He adds,
“We must first belong to God, offering ourselves to him who was there
first, and entrusting to him our abilities, our efforts, our struggle
against evil and our creativity, so that his free gift may grow and
develop within us” (emphasis added).

Handing over like this is not easy. We need to give ourselves time
and space to adjust to the truth that the real power in this world, and
the only truly trustworthy power, is God’s creative love. To embrace
this truth, Ignatius comes to our aid with a tip on how to counterbal-
ance our self-focus.

I will stand for the space of an Our Father, a step or two before the
place where I am to meditate or to contemplate, and with my mind
raised on high, consider that God our Lord beholds me, etc. Then
I will make an act of reverence or humility (SE 75).

Behold my Creator beholding me, his creature! In his original Spanish
text, Ignatius asks us to consider not that God looks at me, but how
God looks at me. It is the way a good shepherd watches over his sheep;
the way the master gardener looks over her garden; the way a mother
attends to her child. It is a look charged with a loving desire for us to
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become what we uniquely are created to be. The response of love is
our praise and service.

When this happens, our perspective widens. We discover, as Fran-
cis tells us in chapter 2 of Laudato Siˊ “The Gospel of Creation,”
that “human life is grounded in three fundamental and closely inter-
twined relationships: with God, with our neighbour, and with the
earth itself ” (LS 66). We grasp the Principle and Foundation, that we
are called to encourage the capacity of creatures—including us—to
realize their sacred potential.

Another way to remove us from our self-focus is to remind our-
selves of how much we depend on others to mediate God’s grace to
us. In Gaudete et Exsultate, Francis draws our attention to the “holi-
ness present in the patience of God’s people” (GE 7). As you begin
this retreat, call to mind those who serve you in so many patient ways,
those to whom you feel you belong, those who support you and have
your back. Quoting St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein),
Francis writes that “the most decisive turning-points in world history
are substantially co-determined by souls whom no history book ever
mentions.” Could this be true, too, of my own life? That at crucial
turning points people have been there who have mediated God’s lov-
ing care for me, and that only at the end of time will I know what
they did and the difference it made to me? Could it also be true that I
have done the same for others? That my life has had a similar hidden
effect on them? Is this, after all, how God’s grace often works, through
the channels of our relationships?

In a society dulled by the self-creation myths of modernity, it
remains a challenge to show that this service of others is, in reality,
part of the same life-force that begets the universe. Yet among the
multiplicity of narratives and frameworks of meaning since the dawn
of time, none has proved as good or true as this: We are creatures of
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God’s love, and we exist in a creation that is also an expression of that
love. Each of us is a subject who can never be reduced to an object.

Jesus treats everyone he meets as a subject. His respect for the
agency of others makes visible and tangible God’s love for all crea-
tures, the reason for creation itself. There is such graciousness in the
way Jesus treats people. People who have met Francis (and I can vouch
for this) always say exactly this of him: He attends to everyone, allow-
ing all whom he meets to feel God’s love for them. Francis, like Jesus,
takes time, asks us questions, creates space for us. It is how Jesus treats
the disciples of John when they run after him and he turns and asks
them, “What are you looking for?” (John 1:38).

At the conclusion of World Youth Day in Lisbon in August 2023,
Francis ended his homily by telling a vast gathering of 1.5 million
young people,

I would like to look into the eyes of each of you and say: Do not
be afraid. I will tell you something else, something very beautiful:
it is no longer I, but Jesus himself who is at this moment looking at
you. He is looking at us. He knows you, he knows the heart of each
one of you, knows the life of each one of you, he knows your joys,
your sorrows, your successes, your failures. He knows your heart.
He reads your hearts and he says to you, here in Lisbon, in this
World Youth Day: Do not be afraid. Take heart, do not be afraid.

POINT FOR REFLECTION

When I let God (or Jesus) gaze lovingly on me, what feelings emerge?
What response can I make?
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SPIRITUAL EXERCISES, DAY 1 (WEEK I)

The Principle and Foundation (SE 23)

• Review your belonging: Make brief lists (don’t analyze) under two
headings: (1) Where do I belong? To whom, to what? (2) How well do
I belong?

• Prepare for prayer: Consider “that God our Lord beholds me” (SE 75)
and ask for grace “that all my intentions, actions, and operations may
be directed purely to the praise and service of His Divine Majesty” (SE
46). Note the word purely!

• Consider: “The Gospel of Creation” (chapter 2 of Laudato Siˊ) and
Psalms (e.g., 17, 23, 34, 42, 63, 131). Allow yourself to feel God’s
faithful love for you, and the strength of your ties to him.

• Contemplate: Jesus at the start of the Gospel of John (1:35–38), after
Jesus returns from his trial in the desert. John the Baptist releases you
and another disciple to follow behind Jesus, who turns to ask, “What do
you want?” You ask him: “Where do you live?” Jesus invites you to come
and see. Spend the rest of the day with him; see how he belongs to God,
to creation, and to creatures. Hear Jesus ask you what it is that you want.

Contemplate-Discern-Propose

• Contemplate: Chapter 11 of the book of Tobit, about the homecoming
of a young man who left to find a cure for his father’s blindness. Tobit,
who is accompanied by an angel (God’s grace) and a dog, carries a cure
for his father that comes from the natural world. Allow yourself to enter
into the joy of belonging, and to contemplate the times in your life (past
and/or present) in which you felt or still feel this belonging most deeply.

• Discern: What inhibits your belonging? What attitudes or temptations
(in yourself, in the culture around you) erode your belonging?
Consider the three dimensions of belonging: to God, to creation, to
one another.

• Propose: What might you be called to consider at the start of this
retreat? Is there something in particular you wish to hold before God
during this time?
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In the life of any individual there are many instances

that offer us the chance to open up to the transcendent,

as happened in the conversion of Ignatius. For him,

it all began as he recovered from his wound,

but similar experiences can arise in other contexts,

e.g., being in lockdown, in prison, going traveling,

or facing the unknown.

—Arturo Sosa, SJ
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