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Annotations  
to Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola:  

Theological and Pastoral Study

Summary

Within the last four decades people in Poland have been getting in-
creasingly interested in the Ignatian retreats given in accordance with 
the method described in the book of Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius 
of Loyola. At the end of 1970’s there was only one retreat house – in 
Czechowice-Dziedzice, in which Ignatian retreats were given not only 
to Jesuits. Today we have more than a dozen Jesuit retreat houses – apart 
from those which are conducted by diocesan or religious priests, as well 
as nuns. The number of such houses is increasing. Therefore, retreat 
ministry in Poland, based on the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of 
Loyola, is developing and exerting influence on the increasing number 
of people, especially middle-aged. 

As the Ignatian retreats are getting more and more popular in Po-
land, there is an increasing need for a deeper historical and theologi-
cal reflection on the Spiritual Exercises. Since the method of Ignatian 
retreats requires, inter alia, spiritual direction of retreat participants, 
there are more and more spiritual directors and people who are pre-
paring to become such directors. Thus, each theoretical acquisition 
of knowledge concerning the Exercises aims at more productive and 
more practical use of that unique pastoral tool that was given to the 
Church through St. Ignatius, and – at the same time – it aims at more 
effective “helping to the souls”, as St. Ignatius used to say. 
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Annotations are particularly important from the pastoral point of 
view, as they refer to accompanying the retreat participant spiritually 
for the whole period of the spiritual exercises. On one hand, the An-
notations make it possible both for participants and spiritual directors 
to understand the Exercises. On the other hand, they facilitate giving 
the retreats to others and deeper meditation on their contents. The 
Annotations are a collection of valuable and practical guidelines of St. 
Ignatius which refer to spiritual direction practiced especially during 
the Ignatian retreats. Thus, they constitute an important aid both for 
the ones who give the Exercises and the ones who participate in them.

As an important aid in giving and receiving the Exercises, in the 
past the Annotations were a subject of broadly understood theo-
logical and pastoral reflection. Fifty years ago Father Mieczysław 
Bednarz wrote a commentary which consisted of several pages and 
referred to the Annotations. The commentary was included in the 
introduction to the Exercises when Selected Writings by St. Ignatius 
of Loyola were published in Polish. However, instead of being a sys-
tematic analysis of all the Annotations, the reflection of Fr. Bednarz 
is a rather general and brief commentary on them. The last scien-
tific discussion on the Annotations in Poland was held during the 
34th Course of Ignatian Spirituality organised in 2015. Its aim was to 
analyse the Annotations from the perspective of the foundations of 
the Ignatian spiritual direction. Therefore, there was a justified need 
to prepare a thorough and updated commentary on all the Annota-
tions to the Spiritual Exercises that would take into account not only 
theological-pastoral works of Ignatian spirituality classics since the 
time of St. Ignatius, but also the ideas of great contemporary spe-
cialists in the Exercises, including the increasing number of Polish 
Jesuits, diocesan priests, religious priests and lay people who deal 
with the theory and practice of Ignatian retreats.

The objective of this work was theological and pastoral analysis of 
all the twenty Annotations to the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of 
Loyola, taking into account both the practice of the retreat ministry in 
Poland, and the conclusions from Polish and foreign scientific books. 
It is because, until now, both in Poland an abroad, nobody has pre-
pared a comprehensive and updated commentary on all the Annota-
tions to the Spiritual Exercises that would take into consideration the 
newest discoveries of historians analysing the Ignatian spirituality. 
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In the first part of the work, the analysis of the Annotations was 
placed in the context of the synthetic reflection concerning the Spiri-
tual Exercises that are preceded by the Annotations. It is because one 
cannot discuss the Annotations without reference to all the Spiritual 
Exercises of which the Annotations are an integral part. On one hand, 
the Annotations are “to give some understanding of the Spiritual Ex-
ercises” (SE 1); on the other hand, the Exercises constitute a funda-
mental context for all the Annotations. Thus, the first part of the work 
presents the great value and meaning of the Spiritual Exercises, their 
main objective, simple, practical and very effective method, opinions 
of the Church on the Exercises, their sources, as well as the genesis and 
history of editing the text of the Exercises. Also, the translations and 
editions of the Exercises in Polish were taken into account.

Apart from the reflection on the Spiritual Exercises themselves, 
the analysis of the Annotations in their direct context, i.e. against the 
background of the Exercises, seemed necessary. Therefore, in the sec-
ond part of the work we included the scientific analysis concerning 
the placement of the Annotations in the Exercises, the history of their 
origins, as well as the division and purposefulness of the Annotations. 
It is because the detailed analysis of all the Annotations was to be pre-
ceded not only by a general reflection on the Spiritual Exercises, but 
also by a reflection on the Annotations themselves and their broader 
context in the Exercises. 

The Annotations precede the main text of the Spiritual Exercises of 
St. Ignatius (cf. SE 1–20). They are a kind of an introduction to the Exer-
cises, and they constitute an integral part of the whole book of Spiritual 
Exercises, being, at the same time, the first of the three principal parts 
of the book. The second part of St. Ignatius’ book includes the exercises, 
starting from number twenty-one up to the last exercise of the Ignatian 
retreats – Contemplation to Gain Love, including the Three Methods of 
Prayer (cf. SE 21–260). The third part of the book of Exercises includes 
the Mysteries of the Life of Christ our Lord (cf. SE 261–312) and various 
series of Rules (cf. SE 313–370).

The essential part of the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius was writ-
ten during his stay in Manresa (1522–1523), and the Annotations 
were created a little later – in 1528–1539. Six of them (3, 5, 11, 12, 13, 
20), which refer to the retreat participant, were written during St. Ig-
natius’ stay in Paris (1528–1535). The remaining Annotations (1, 2, 4, 
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6–10, 14–19), which refer to the person who gives the Exercises, were 
created at the beginning of Ignatius’ stay in Italy – within 1537–1539.

According to the newest, Spanish edition of St. Ignatius’ works 
(Obras de San Ignacio de Loyola) of 2013, the Annotations may be 
divided into six parts. The first one includes Annotation 1 in which St. 
Ignatius describes the nature and objective of the whole book of Exer-
cises. In the second part – Annotations 2–3, he describes the general 
way of acting during the Exercises. In Annotation 4, he discusses par-
ticular parts of Exercises and their length. The fourth part (Annotation 
5) is related to the required predispositions of the retreat participant. 
In the Annotations of the fifth part, St. Ignatius describes the way the 
one who gives the Exercises should treat the retreat participant (cf. SE 
6–7). The last three Annotations, which constitute the sixth part, refer 
to the art of adjustment of the Exercises (cf. SE 18–20).

The objective of the Annotations is compliant with the general aim 
of the whole set of Spiritual Exercises (cf. SE 1, 21). It is of double 
nature: theoretical – in order to “give some understanding of the Spir-
itual Exercises” (SE 1) and practical – in order to “enable him who is 
to give and him who is to receive them to help themselves” (SE 1). 
The theoretical objective of the Annotations emphasizes the import-
ant task of the one who gives the Exercises. The person should grasp 
the purpose of the Author of the Exercises and learn their structure, 
as well as internal dynamics. The practical aim of the Annotations is 
to help both the person giving and the person receiving the Exercises. 
Annotations to the Exercises are not rigid norms related to the Igna-
tian retreats. They should be properly adapted to the specific circum-
stances and each participant’s moral and personality predispositions. 
This way they become a practical and effective tool that facilitates giv-
ing and receiving the Exercises in the best possible manner.

After outlining the general view of Spiritual Exercises, and after 
describing the nearest context of the Annotations, in the third part 
of the work the scientific analysis of the contents of all twenty-three 
Annotations was carried out. The analysis was based on the sources 
of the Ignatian spirituality. They include not only the Spiritual Ex-
ercises themselves, but also other writings of St. Ignatius of Loyola, 
such as: Letters, Constitutions of the Society of Jesus, Spiritual Diary, 
or Autobiography. Also, the source texts included Directories for the 
Exercises (1540–1599), written by St. Ignatius and the first Jesuits of 
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the newly-created order, as well as various texts concerning the Exer-
cises written by early Jesuits, such as Luís Gonçalves da Câmara, Juan 
Alfonso de Polanco, Pedro de Ribadeneira or Jerónimo Nadal.

When, at the beginning of the Society of Jesus, the practice of re-
ceiving Ignatian retreats was becoming more and more popular, it be-
came necessary to prepare the Jesuits for giving Spiritual Exercises in 
accordance with the idea of their Author. Therefore, the first Jesuits 
asked St. Ignatius to help them solve specific problems related to the 
way the Exercises should be given. They wanted to make the best use 
of that incredibly effective pastoral tool given to the Church. This way 
the Annotations, especially those referring to the giver of the Exercis-
es, were created. In a similar manner, the Directories for the Spiritual 
Exercises were written.

The analysis of all the Annotations made it possible to emphasize 
the importance of St. Ignatius’ guidelines concerning both the tasks 
of the one who gives the Exercises, and the obligations of the retreat 
participant. Good knowledge of the Annotations makes it possible for 
the giver of Exercises to properly understand the nature and objective 
of the Exercises (cf. SE 1), to learn about the way in which he should 
act during the Exercises (cf. SE 2–3), and to discern particular parts of 
the Exercises and their duration (cf. SE 4). Also, proper knowledge and 
interpretation of the Annotations makes it possible for the giver of the 
Exercises to gain the ability to recognize various spiritual states and 
the activity of different spirits in the person who receives the Exercis-
es (cf. SE 6–17). Moreover, the knowledge of the Annotations makes 
the giver of the Exercises aware of the necessity to master the most 
important art in giving the Ignatian retreats – the ability to adjust the 
Exercises to the individual needs and abilities of each retreat partici-
pant (cf. SE 18–20).

Also, the analysis of the Annotations made it possible to under-
stand the tasks which St. Ignatius places in front of the retreat par-
ticipant. According to the Author of the Exercises, the person who 
participates in the retreat should, first of all, by completely open, 
sincere and generous towards God, “offering Him all his will and lib-
erty, that His Divine Majesty may make use of his person and of all 
he has according to His most Holy Will” (SE 5). Also, the recipient 
of the Exercises should be honest and open towards the person who 
gives the Exercises, answering all his questions (cf. SE 6), telling him 
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about various states of the soul – consolations and desolations (cf. 
SE 7–10), as well as planned decisions (cf. SE 14–17), so that the giv-
er may help the recipient make the most of the Exercises. The retreat 
participant should also hold on to the current texts and meditate 
on the content related to a given stage, without anticipating further 
contents (cf. SE 11), as well as pray until the end of the time given for 
prayer (cf. SE 12–13).

Not only do St. Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises and the preceding An-
notations reflect deep theology, but also thorough knowledge of hu-
man nature. In the Annotations St. Ignatius expresses his knowledge 
of the world and the role of feelings in the process of spiritual devel-
opment (cf. SE 13, 14). The Annotations confirm St. Ignatius’ great 
realism in perceiving both the one who gives the Exercises and the 
one who receives them. Taking into account the ultimate objective of 
the Spiritual Exercises, i.e. the obtainment of a direct and personal re-
lationship with God in order to better fulfil His will, the Annotations 
constitute a great guide telling us how to achieve that aim. They em-
phasize certain characteristic features which facilitate the dynamics of 
the spiritual development:
1.	 Adaptability (the art of adapting the Exercises to an individual ret-

reat participant. The Exercises pay special attention to human con-
dition, supporting not only the person’s spiritual development, but 
also the development of the person as a whole – their maturity in 
all aspects. The Exercises refer to psychological conditions related 
to making decisions on the spiritual level – cf. SE 13, 14).

2.	 Personal freedom as the basis for a mature relation with God (di-
scerning, removing obstacles in making choices, overcoming inter-
nal and external obstacles, practical description of activities related 
to making choices – cf. SE 14, 15, 16 – as the art of growing up in 
true internal freedom). 

3.	 The relation between the retreat giver and the retreat recipient 
(trust, openness, broad support: the ability to properly adjust the 
Exercises to each participant, taking into account their age, physi-
cal health, personality, education or intellectual abilities, as well as 
predispositions and desires – cf. SE 17).
Moreover, the analysis of the Annotations points to the fact that 

they, as well as the Exercises themselves, are universal and always 
valid. The above mentioned adaptability, as well as the emphasis on 
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the role of personal freedom and specific relation between the giver 
and the recipient of the retreat, in which respect for the person’s in-
dividual needs and God’s plans for them is revealed, are the reasons 
why the Spiritual Exercises, for nearly 500 years, have been an effective 
tool facilitating spiritual development and growth in a personal and 
free relationship with God. We hope that this work shall not only be 
helpful for those who give Ignatian retreats or those who receive them, 
but also for anyone who wishes to follow this unique path of spiritu-
al development which has been practiced in the Church for several 
centuries. 

Due to the fact that both in Poland and abroad more and more 
people are interested in the Ignatian retreats in isolation (according 
to the twentieth Annotation to the Exercises), as well as retreats in ev-
eryday life (according to the eighteenth and nineteenth Annotation), 
in further analyses concerning the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of 
Loyola one should especially focus on those Annotations that refer to 
the Ignatian retreats received in everyday life, taking into account the 
current context of the Church’s pastoral ministry in Poland. We think 
such approach would facilitate even more common and fruitful use of 
the Ignatian spirituality – for the greater glory of God and for the good 
of the contemporary man. 


