Silence and the Directed Retreat
The object of the Spiritual Exercises is prayer and the experience of God.  Everything is to be ordered to that end.  Moreover, the Exercises presuppose that the particular encounter with God they aim at will come about in private prayer – up to five hours of such a prayer a day.  The prayer is basically contemplative, not analytic; St. Ignatius wants the retreatant to look at the Lord and at what He has done and to respond.

The presumption is that during the days of making the Exercises the retreatant will experience the Lord and will have interior movements of consolation and desolation.  There is in each “week” a dynamic that operates in the retreatant who gives himself to this kind of contemplative prayer.

Our experience is that the dynamic can be thwarted both by the director who does not trust the experience and by the retreatant who defends himself against the experience by using his usual modes of evading desolation.  It is the latter which bring up the question of silence and the particular kind of silence which we have in mind for such a retreat.

The encounter with the Lord which the Exercises aim at requires belief that He will show Himself during these days, that His Spirit will be operative in the experiences of prayer.  The “first week experience” for example, is one of being a saved sinner, of experiencing in the prayer salvation from our own alienation.  The experience is precisely one of being saved by the Lord, and not by any other means.

But desolation is difficult to bear, and we typically avoid its pain by turning to others for consolation, or to drink, or to amusement, all of which may be good in their place.  The period for making the Exercises is a time for turning to the Lord alone for salvation.

Perhaps now the value of silence can be seen, not as a tense kind of ascesis for its own sake, but as a way of giving the Lord a chance to show His love and grace.  The retreatant, in other words, chooses this kind of retreat to let the Lord operate within him, to let the Lord save him from his desolation and his sense of alienation.

The retreatant himself chooses to spend these days with the Lord, and the silence we are talking about is the mind-set of spending the days with Him and of not turning to others for help.

The choice is to let myself go into the mystery of contemplation for a period in the belief that God will reveal Himself and in revealing Himself also reveal me to myself.  But experience teaches us that we do get scared or bored or desolate when we let ourselves go in this way and that we will be tempted to give up too soon, that is before the Lord has a chance to reveal Himself.  Hence we need the help of the director and our fellow retreatants to stay with the Lord; we need an atmosphere of recollection.

One further argument presents itself.  The major part of the Exercises consists of contemplations of the life of Jesus as it is presented in the Gospels.  The aim is to get to know Him and love Him in order to follow Him.  Again, it is not easy to get to know anyone intimately unless you really spend some time with him alone.  The choice is to spend these days (not all days) with the Lord as much as possible.  The silence sought for is this time alone.
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