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Introduction

He just sat there. On the mule. Unsure where  
to go or what to do. He was awash with  
conflicting impulses. On the road, he had to  
decide what to do. Perhaps exhausted, perhaps 
naïve, he decided to let his mule decide instead.
Long before he was the venerated 
St. Ignatius of Loyola, the young, 
reformed soldier named Iñigo, still 
nursing a badly battered leg, was on 
his way to Montserrat. We are told 
in his Autobiography that he met a 
fellow traveler who happened to be 
a Muslim. They mostly agreed, but 
then they disagreed. Iñigo wasn’t 
sure how to respond. Should he fol-
low the man and avenge a perceived 
slight or stay the course? 

“Tired from trying to figure out what 
would be best to do,” he decided 
to “let the mule go with the reins 
slack.” The mule chose the path 
toward Montserrat. Iñigo was saved 
from his superficial impulses and 
reactions and went on his journey 
toward sainthood.  

Ignatius would later learn much 
more about making good decisions. 
He would find that discernment 
involves sifting through different 
pulls upon one’s heart and choosing 
to follow those which lead toward 
God. 

One of the most helpful features of 
Ignatian Spirituality is how centered 
it is on the real, how earthy and 
human it is. Ignatius found God in 
the very midst of human experience. 

How fitting an insight for those of 
us in the ministry of the Spiritual 
Exercises aspiring to show others a 
pathway to God. Ignatius learned the 
value of stopping to reflect before 
plowing ahead. 

The present document invites us 
to participate in a similar process. 
While this process will not involve 
mules, donkeys, or any other pack 

animal (that we can anticipate!), 
it will involve the well-developed 
tradition of the Examen.   

The world needs the Spiritual 
Exercises and the many persons and 
ministries who offer them.  From the 
Society’s very founding, Ignatius 
and the first companions hoped that 
the Exercises would make a differ-
ence in the lives of the faithful and 
in the life of the Church. It is no se-
cret that our Church is hurting, and 
that our world is hurting. Ministries 

of the Spiritual Exercises can make 
a difference. 

The Mission Examen process is de-
signed to help you claim and foster 
the specific charism of your retreat 
ministry, your unique contribution 
to the spiritual apostolate as a retreat 
director, as an established residential 
center, or as a nimbler work serving 
impoverished communities. The 
Provincials of the Jesuit Conference 
of Canada and the United States 
have encouraged all sponsored min-
istries to engage in a similar process. 
The time is ripe for individuals and 
communities to affirm together what 
elements of their ministry are most 
reflective of their mission and where 
they feel a call to grow. Know that 
we do this together, as ministries 
and as a Conference. 

The Examen is a prayer. Like all 
prayer, we hope this process deepens 
your sense of who you are before 
God who gazes at us lovingly. We 
look forward to sharing in the fruit 
of that prayer as we discover to-
gether with whom and for whom we 
might be of even greater service for 
the greater glory of God. 

The Mission Examen 
process is designed to 

help you claim and foster 
the specific charism of 

your retreat ministry

M i s s i o n  E x a m e n :  2 0 2 0  |  4



Why a Mission Examen? What do we seek through this Examen? 
The question that confronts the Society today is why the Exercises do not change 
us as deeply as we would hope. What elements in our lives, works, or lifestyles 
hinder our ability to let God’s gracious mercy transform us? This Congregation 
is deeply convinced that God is calling the entire Society to a profound spiritual 
renewal. Ignatius reminds us that each Jesuit must “take care, as long as he lives, 
first of all to keep before his eyes God.” Thus, all the means that unite us directly 
with God should be more than ever prized and practiced: the Spiritual Exercises, 
daily prayer, the Eucharist and the Sacrament of Reconciliation, spiritual direction, 
and the Examen. We need to appropriate ever more fully the gift of the Exercises 
that we share with so many, especially the Ignatian family, and the Constitutions 
that animate our Society. In a world losing its sense of God, we should seek to be 
more deeply united with Christ in the mysteries of his life. Through the Exercises, 
we acquire the style of Jesus, his feelings, his choices.      

(General Congregation 36, Decree 1, #18) 

Each constituency is invited to use these guidelines responsibly, with the tone of 
the Examen in a self-determined mission assessment. We ask you to take seriously 
and generously the responsibility to determine how well you are fulfilling your 
mission as a minister or ministry of the Exercises.

(JCCU Provincials, By Every Means Possible, 2020) 

Why does the Society of Jesus choose to support ministries of the 
Exercises today?  
A special gift Jesuits and the Ignatian family have to offer to the Church and the 
mission of evangelization is Ignatian Spirituality, which facilitates the experience 
of God and can therefore greatly help the process of personal and communal 
conversion.  

(General Congregation 36, Decree 1, #23) 
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Who is the Examen for? 
 ■  Part A is for Givers of the Full 
Exercises, other retreat and 
spiritual directors in the Ignatian 
tradition, and for Supervisors. 
This part can also be adapted as a 
feedback questionnaire for retreat-
ants to use after a retreat.

 ■  Part B is for Jesuit Retreat 
Ministries, their leadership teams 
(including retreatant leadership), 
and their Boards of Trustees.

The Process
Whether you are using Part A or Part B, the process is the same:

 ■  A time of individual reflection that draws out the content of your experience
 ■  A time of Examen that brings to light interior movements of consolation and 
desolation and seeks to notice how God is laboring within experience

 ■  A time of commitment to name and choose the call to growth God is ad-
dressing to me or to us

 ■  In both Part A and Part B, a time of spiritual conversation and communal 
discernment can help your ministry team or institutional leadership better 
identify communal movements and calls.

The purpose of the Mission Examen is to reflect upon your unique CHARISM as 
an individual, as a sponsored ministry, or as an affiliated program. While this may 
further your reflection upon praxis, operational details, or the merits of one program 
versus another, the Mission Examen is primarily intended to help you reflect upon 
how you engage with the essential characteristics of a ministry rooted in the Spiritual 
Exercises, and to give ministries within the spiritual apostolate a common language 
and markers of mission effectiveness that promote dialogue with each other. 

As always, you are welcome to adapt and utilize this material as needed to help advance mission effectiveness. The 
bibliography at the end provides readings that help to illuminate each characteristic. You likely have others from 
your experience. This is good. 

Reflection

Commitment

Examen

“Discernment, a precious gift of
Ignatius, is integral to our
personal and corporate
apostolic life.” (GC 36, D2, #4)

The Process

Five Characteristics for 
Ministries of the Spiritual 
Exercises 

A ministry of the Spiritual Exercises:

1.  Is rooted in the Spiritual Exercises and 
Ignatian Spirituality for service to the 
Church 

2.  Embraces the faith that does justice 
3.  Acts out of the understanding that 

collaboration is at the heart of 
mission 

4.  Exercises leadership and 
accountability in governance and 
mission 

5.  Commits to safety in ministry, 
excellence, professionalism, and 
effectiveness 
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The process begins with personal 
REFLECTION that proceeds in three 
steps: a prayerful reading of the 
relevant characteristics, followed 
by some short readings to orient 
your reflection, and then a series 
of questions to help draw out your 
experience. This is intended to help 
you notice and become aware of 
what is actually occurring (or not) in 
your retreat ministry.  This individ-
ual session is intended to generate 
content. The questions in Part A (for 
givers of the Exercises) and Part B 
(for works and their leadership) are 
unique to each part. 

Reflection is deepened by means of 
the EXAMEN. The examen questions 
engage your heart. They ask you 
to explore the content generated in 
reflection to uncover interior move-
ments. You are invited to describe 
feelings and to notice consolations 
and desolations revealed by these 
feelings. This will help you sense 
any indication of a call from God.  
After being exceptionally intentional 
with this stage by yourself, perhaps 
with the help of a supervisor, you 
might want to articulate personal 
CALLS AND COMMITMENTS. 

The next step is to bring the fruits 
of the Examen to spiritual conver-
sation as a group; the work of the 
group is to sift through all these 
movements, especially the ones held 
in common. From this we hope to 
discover our collective CALL and the 
COMMITMENTS that flow from it. 
Our COMMITMENTS to each other, 
and the commitment of our minis-
try’s leadership to us, will help deep-
en our charism and strengthen our 
contribution to the Church. 

The two Parts can be used together 
in a single process: in this case, we 
would suggest starting with Part 
A and letting the common fruits 
of the Examen emerge in spiritual 
conversation, and then exploring 
these common fruits (along with 
other matters that arise) using the 
reflection questions in Part B. After 
a second Examen and spiritual con-
versation on Part B, collective calls 
and commitments will emerge.

1 2 3
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Part A  
Givers of the Full 
Spiritual Exercises 
(19th or 20th Ann.) 
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The men and women of today need to encounter God, to know Him not just “by 
the hearing of the ear” (cf. Job 42:5). Your service is totally oriented to this, and 
you do it by offering space and time for intense listening of His Word in silence 
and in prayer. Privileged places for such a spiritual experience are the Retreat 
Houses, directed to this end, supported and provided with appropriate personnel. 
I encourage the Pastors of the different communities to take care that Retreat 
Houses are not lacking, where well-formed staff and qualified preachers, gifted 
with doctrinal and spiritual quality, are true teachers of the spirit. However, we 
must never forget that the protagonist of the spiritual life is the Holy Spirit. He 
sustains our every initiative of goodness and prayer. 

Dear friends, a good course of Spiritual Exercises contributes to renew in the 
participant an unconditional adherence to Christ and helps him/her to understand 
that prayer is the irreplaceable means of union with Him crucified: pone me iuxta 
te! I thank you for the valuable service that you render the Church, so that the 
practice of the Spiritual Exercises may be spread, supported and enhanced. May 
Our Lady assist you always in this work. For my part, I ask you to pray for me, and 
I invoke upon you all an abundance of heavenly blessings.  
(Pope Francis, Address to Federation of Spiritual Exercises, 2014) 

 

I had no way of knowing that the Holy Spirit was preparing to reform 
me and call me to a new way of service. In the meditation on the 

Two Standards in the Spiritual Exercises, I was confronted with the 
temptation to be “successful” and to seek the approval of others. I kept 

being drawn to Jesus who invited me to be with him, even in poverty and 
sometimes looking foolish. As with each person making the Exercises, 

the grace is unique, but the call will always involve a spiritual freedom 
and a relationship with Jesus and his mission.  

(Maureen McCann Waldron, Shaping Partners in Ministry) 
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Characteristics of those who give the Spiritual Exercises: 
 ■ Directors are faithful to the intent and content of the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola as 
stewards of this gift to the whole Church. 

 ■ Directors embrace a faith that does justice believing that the Exercises are a privileged instrument for 
encountering the transformative life and action of Jesus Christ. 

 ■ Directors embrace the inclusive vision of the Exercises and collaborate in a mission with and for 
God’s people.  

 ■ Directors commit to ongoing personal formation to prepare themselves to be of greater service to the 
Glory of God. 

 ■ Directors commit to professionalism, excellence, and safety in ministry. 

(By Every Means Possible, 2020)

Reflection Questions 
1.  Intent and Content of the 

Spiritual Exercises 

a.  After making the full 
(19th/20th Ann) retreat, who 
saw in me the gift to become 
a director?  How do I know I 
still have the charism to flour-
ish as a director? 

b.  How has my training as a 
spiritual director continued to 
inform my ministry? 

c.  How does my guided study 
and earnest preparation to 
become a spiritual director and 
giver of the Exercises match 
the expectations set forth in the 
Guidelines?   

d.  How faithful am I to seeking 
out regular individual and/or 
group supervision? What effect 
has this practice had on my 
ministry? 

e. With whom is my community 
of faith? Where do I regularly 
participate in the sacraments?  
How would I describe my 
relationship with the Catholic 
Church? 

2.  Faith that Does Justice 

a. How have I embraced the call 
to be a companion in a mission 
of reconciliation and justice?  
How have I seen retreatants 
deepen their commitment to a 
faith that does justice?   

b. How have I experienced soli-
darity with persons experienc-
ing poverty or marginaliza-
tion?  How do the retreatants 
I companion feel a sense of 
solidarity with these persons? 
Where do I collaborate in the 
care for our common home 
through the ministry of the 
Exercises? 

c. What matters most to me from 
wisdom texts such as sacred 
Scriptures or Catholic social 
teaching? How do I use these 
texts in my ministry?     

3.  Collaboration 

a. With whom do I labor in my 
ministry of the Exercises? 
How do I feel a part of a team? 

b. Where do I encourage authen-
tic adaption of the Exercises? 
What is challenging about 

this for me? How could I help 
steward the Exercises to the 
future? 

c. How have I been invited to 
participate in ministry net-
working opportunities? Do I 
seek these out? What has been 
helpful about these? What do I 
wish was different? 

4.  Ongoing Personal Formation 

a.  How do I demonstrate an 
“inspiring understanding” of 
Ignatian Spirituality and the 
Spiritual Exercises? In what 
ways do I share wisdom or 
mentor others?   

b.  When have I used discernment 
as a way of making decisions? 
What was that like? 

c.  How would I describe my 
sense of discipleship? What 
does following Christ and 
leading others to Christ look 
like for me? Where do I seek 
my regular spiritual nourish-
ment? How do I care for others 
by caring for myself (through 
practices like retreats, etc.)? 
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5.  Professionalism, Excellence, 
and Safety in Ministry 

a.  How confident am I that, I am, 
to the best of my knowledge 
and ability, following the legal, 
ethical, and moral guidelines 
associated with my role as a 
giver of the Exercises? Where 
could I look for more infor-
mation?  With whom could I 
confer to ensure I am doing my 
best? 

b.  What are my greatest strengths 
and challenges as a giver of the 
Exercises? In what profession-
al skill sets could I grow to 
make my ministry even more 
effective? What skills could 
I learn so that others might 
come to know about the Exer-
cises (e.g., specialization)? 

c.  How often have I sought 
careful and honest evaluations 
from retreatants? What was 
that feedback conversation 
like? How have I grown or 
changed because of that con-
versation?  
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Part B  
Jesuit Retreat 
Ministries 
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The Church which “goes forth” is a community of missionary disciples who 
take the first step, who are involved and supportive, who bear fruit and rejoice. 
An evangelizing community knows that the Lord has taken the initiative, he has 
loved us first (c.f. 1 John 4:19), and therefore we can move forward, boldly take 
the initiative, go out to others, seek those who have fallen away, stand at the 
crossroads, and welcome the outcast.   

Such a community has an endless desire to show mercy, the fruit of its own 
experience of the power of the Father’s infinite mercy. Jesus washed the feet of his 
disciples. The Lord gets involved and he involves his own, as he kneels to wash 
their feet. He tells his disciples: “You will be blessed if you do this” (John 13:17). 
An evangelizing community gets involved by word and deed in people’s daily lives; 
it bridges distances, it is willing to abase itself if necessary, and it embraces human 
life, touching the suffering flesh of Christ in others. Evangelizers thus take on the 
“smell of the sheep” and the sheep are willing to hear their voice.   
(Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, #24)  

 

We resolve to offer the Spiritual Exercises in as many ways a possible, providing 
many people, especially the young, the opportunity to make use of them to begin 
or to advance in following Christ.  Experiencing the Spiritual Exercises and the 

spirituality derived from them is our preferred way of showing the pathway to God 
through commitment to the redemptive mission of Jesus Christ in history. 

(Fr. General Arturo Sosa, S.J.; Letter accompanying Universal Apostolic Preferences) 
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Characteristics of Jesuit Retreat Ministries: 
 ■ A Jesuit Retreat Ministry understands itself primarily and operationally as an apostolic instrument at 
the service of the mission of the Society of Jesus and the Church.   

 ■ A Jesuit Retreat Ministry embraces a faith that does justice believing that the Exercises are a privi-
leged instrument for encountering the transformative love of Jesus Christ. 

 ■ A Jesuit Retreat Ministry acts out of an understanding that collaboration is at the heart of mission. 

 ■ A Jesuit Retreat Ministry is governed by a board of directors who exercise the primary fiduciary 
responsibility for the ministry and hold in trust its Jesuit and Catholic mission and identity. 

 ■ A Jesuit Retreat Ministry commits to effectiveness, excellence, and safety in ministry.  

(By Every Means Possible, 2020) 

Reflection Questions 
1. Jesuit Mission 

a. How do we embrace the 
vision, mission, and values of 
the Society of Jesus? In what 
ways is this challenging or in-
spiring in what we do or hope 
to be? How could we grow in 
our understanding of Jesuit 
mission and identity? 

b. How do we know that our 
programs are connected to the 
Spiritual Exercises? How have 
we seen others connect to God 
through our retreats? What 
programs or initiatives have 
we declined to pursue because 
of our grounding in the Spiri-
tual Exercises? 

c. How is our ministry living 
into ongoing planning in our 
Diocese and in our Jesuit Prov-
ince? How do we see ourselves 
in service to the larger vision 
of the Church? What conver-
sion are we called to embrace 
by living into the Universal 
Apostolic Preferences? 

d. Where do we most regularly 
turn for ongoing formation? 
How effective is the Ignatian 
formation we provide to our 

board, staff, and leadership? 
How seriously do we invest 
in time and finances to deepen 
formation in the Ignatian 
tradition? In what ways do we 
regularly use Ignatian discern-
ment or spiritual conversation? 

2. Faith that Does Justice 

a. Describe how our ministry 
experiences solidarity with 
and for persons experiencing 
poverty and marginalization. 
Who is primarily served by 
our ministry? What groups of 
persons are not yet represented 
in our retreatants? Who are we 
afraid to welcome? 

b. When can we recall hosting 
a program that encouraged 
solidarity? Do we promote 
vocations, both in the broad 
sense of discipleship and in the 
specific calling to the Jesuits? 
How has our ministry inspired 
personal or social reconcilia-
tion? How “green” is our min-
istry? How do our retreatants 
connect with God’s creation? 

c. How just are our own policies 
and procedures? How do we 
decide which programs to host 
or sponsor? How do we par-
ticipate with others in laboring 

for a more just society? 

3. Collaboration 

a. What is the culture of our 
ministry like; how easy is it to 
support others in their efforts 
and feel supported by col-
leagues? How do we seek out 
ways to collaborate with other 
Jesuit-sponsored ministries? 
Why is our ministry growing 
(or not)? 

b. Who is served by our minis-
try? How reflective is this of 
our mission? Who could we 
serve more effectively to better 
accomplish our mission? How 
could this happen? 

c. In what ways are we a good 
neighbor and participant in 
our local civic life? How have 
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we been invited to participate 
in larger community discus-
sions? How does our standing, 
reputation, or participation 
in the community reflect our 
mission? 

4. Governance 

a. In what ways has the board 
set direction or established pol-
icies that reflect its Jesuit and 
Catholic mission and identity? 
How could the board be more 
effective as a deliberative and 
discerning entity? 

b. When has the board demon-
strated its commitment to sup-
port and invest in the ongoing 
development of the ministry’s 
executive leaders? What dif-
ference has this made? What 
feedback has the board shared 
with executive leadership, and 
vice versa, about what is need-
ed for even greater mission 
effectiveness?   

c. Who is a part of the executive 
leadership team? How are 
persons with different and 
complementing professional 
skill sets implementing the 
ministry’s mission? What 
professional competencies 
(e.g., advancement, marketing, 
communications, financial 
management, etc.) do we need 
to be even more effective in 
our mission? 

5. Effectiveness, Excellence, and 
Safety in Ministry 

a. If we offer the full (19th or 
20th Annotation) retreats, 
how do we ensure that those 
engaged in the ministry of 
giving the Exercises have the 
qualifications and aspirations 
consistent with the Guide-
lines, Part A? What from those 
Guidelines might be a chal-
lenge or aspiration to us so that 
we might be more effective in 
our mission? 

b. Describe our process for 
providing, sponsoring, or 
hosting programs based on the 
Spiritual Exercises or Ignatian 
Spirituality.   

i.  Who decides which 
programs to host, or not? 
How public or transparent 
is that process?  What is 
one program or retreat we 
declined to host based on 
our mission? What was that 
process like?   

ii. Who do we wish we could 
host or sponsor to be even 
more effective in our 
mission? How do we assess 
those who give retreats 
in our name? What kind 
of feedback do we solicit 
and share to ensure we are 
effective in our mission?   

iii. If we celebrate liturgies, 
how inclusive are our 
liturgical practices? Who 
feels welcome to share in 
our liturgies or participate 
in the sacramental life of 
the Church because of our 
ministry?  

c. How confident are we that we 
comply with approved safe 
environment policies? Who 
could we look to for more in-
formation? What would make 
our constituencies feel even 
more secure or confident that 
our ministry is safe? 

d. If we have a physical plant, 
how well maintained are our 
buildings and grounds? Is their 
condition consistent with our 
mission? Where are we in our 
current fiscal or strategic plan? 
As part of that plan, how do 
we seek sustainability, adapta-
tion, and growth? What bold, 
or realistic, thinking is needed 
now to help ensure mission 
effectiveness into the future? 

e. How effective is the Igna-
tian formation we provide 
for board, senior leadership, 
and staff? How do we take 
advantage of, or promote, 
other opportunities sponsored 
by other entities for Ignatian 
formation? What do we wish 
we could provide?  What kind 
of Ignatian formation would 
make us even more effective?   

M i s s i o n  E x a m e n :  2 0 2 0  |  1 5



Examen 
Prayerfully consider, with God, the content of your REFLECTION upon the 
characteristics of Jesuit Retreat Ministry. You might want to do this after 
every element. Or you may choose to do it just once.   

Note what is helpful. We’ll share the fruit of prayer together.

What insights remain with me as the most engaging?  

 

Which reflections generate the greatest resistance within me? 

 

Looking back, on the whole, what sorts of feelings or energy do I notice? 

 

Perhaps as an affirmation or a challenge, where do I sense a call from God?  
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Calls and Commitments 

As a minister/community, I/we feel CALLED to grow in 
these three specific ways: 
e.g. “Bobadilla Retreat House feels called to grow in our care for our 
common home.” 

 1) 

 

 2) 

 

 3) 
 

 

As a minister/community, I/we make a COMMITMENT to the following: 
e.g., “Bobadilla Retreat House makes a commitment to sponsor three employees to attend a Laudato Si’ Confer-
ence so that they may serve as a greater resource to our retreat masters and board of trustees.” 

 

 1) 

 

 2) 

 

 3) 

M i s s i o n  E x a m e n :  2 0 2 0  |  1 7



Appendix 
For Furthering 

By Every Means Possible: Guidelines for Ministries of the Exercises, JCU Provincials (2020). 

Jesuit Retreat Ministries, A Detailed Map and Description (2018). 

 

Decree 2, “Jesuits Today.” General Congregation 32 (1975). 

Decree 3, “Our Mission and Justice.” General Congregation 34 (1995). 

Decree 10, “The Promotion of Vocations.” General Congregation 34 (1995). 

Decree 13, “Cooperation with the Laity in Mission.” General Congregation 34 (1995). 

Decree 14, “Jesuits and the Situation of Women in the Church and Civil Society.” GC 34 (1995). 

Decree 26, “Characteristics of Our Way of Proceeding.” General Congregation 34 (1995). 

Decree 2, “A Fire that Kindles Other Fires.” General Congregation 35 (2008). 

Decree 6, “Collaboration at the Heart of Mission.” General Congregation 35 (2008). 

Decree 1, “Companions in a Mission of Reconciliation and Justice.” General Congregation 36 (2017). 

Decree 2, “Renewed Governance for a Renewed Mission.” General Congregation 36 (2017). 

 

The Spiritual Exercises, St. Ignatius of Loyola (1548). 

The Autobiography, St. Ignatius of Loyola (1555). 

Love: A Guide for Prayer, Jacqueline Bergen and Marie Schwan, C.S.J. (2011). 

Inner Compass, Margaret Silf (2008). 

 

adsum, Holly Schapker (2010). 

The Life of Ignatius, Charles Hennin (2010). 

 

Everyone Leads, Chris Lowney (2017). 

The Spiritual Exercise: Shaping Partners in Ministry, Maureen McCann Waldron (2007). 

Some Characteristics of Jesuit Colleges and Universities, AJCU (2012). 

Our Way of Proceeding, Provincial Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education (2015). 

 

Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis (2013). 

Laudato Si’, Pope Francis (2015). 

First World Day of the Poor, Pope Francis (2017). 

Gaudete et Exsultate, Pope Francis (2018). 

Address to Federation of Spiritual Exercises, Pope Francis (2018).

M i s s i o n  E x a m e n :  2 0 2 0  |  1 8






