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“THE TRUTH SHALL MAKE YOU FREE”

Robert C. Hogan, S.J.*

There seems to be no concept or reality more popular in the world of today
than that of liberation or freedom, especially in the struggling countries of the
Third World. More often than not, however, when these terms are used, they
refer to social, political and economic realities and the main obstacles to their
attainment seems to be perceived as purely external forces and structures. While
| recognize the legitimacy of these concerns and dimensions of contemporary
man’s aspiration for this kind of freedom, | believe that there is another dimen-
sion to freedom which is often overlooked and which is ultimately at the rest of
many of the socio-political and economic crises of our times. It is this other
aspect of freedom and liberation that | would like to focus on this morning. In
so doing, | will use the basic context of The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius
which have as their primary goal the promotion of what is called “‘spiritual free-
dom.”” In St. Ignatius’ own terms, this freedom is directed to the attainment of
liberation from “inordinate attachments’ that hinder us, in one way or another,
from saying ““Yes” to God in the course of our everyday life. Thus, for Ignatius
and for us this morning, the freedom we will be concerned with will be our
ability to say ‘“Yes’’ to God in all things.

Perhaps during this shared reflection we can focus our imagination on the
story of the “rich young man’’ of the Gospels who asked Jesus what he would
have to do to attain eternal life. Once the matter of observing the command-
ments as the first pre-requisite was settled, with the young man assuring Jesus
that he has observed them “from his youth”” and Jesus responding to him with a
look of love, Jesus went on to challenge him further: “{f you want to be per-
fect, go sell what you have and give to the poor, and come, follow Me.” |
believe you all know what happened. At these words the heart of the rich
young man sank and he walked away sad because his heart was inordinately
attached to his great wealth. He said, “No" to Jesus. He was not free.

There are other examples throughout the Gospels of this kind of unfreedom
as well as shining examples of authentically free men and women. We need only
mention Abraham, ready to sacrifice his only son Isaac at God’s command, or
Mary with her unconditional **Yes” to God’s call for her to be the mother of His
Son, or the prayer of Jesus Himself in the Agony in the Garden when He prayed,
“not My will but Yours be done.” If these examples or others mean more to
you, by all means reflect on them as we move along. To simplify my pre-
sentation, however, | will stick to the rich young man with whom | think we can
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all identify, not so much because we have such great wealth but because there
are other things in our lives — physical comfort, leisure time, pet ideas, autho-
rity, need to keep up with the latest fashions, fear of what others migh‘t say or
think, etc. — — that keep us from following Christ more fully.

With regard to personal freedom, contemporary philosophers” and theo-
logians make a very important distinction that it might be worth our while to
reflect on for a moment before going on. The first kind of freedom of which
they speak is that which is most common to us and which consists of the capa-
city to choose between two or more alternatives, e.g., between buko and mango
ice-cream, or between riding a jeepney and taking the car to school or work, or
between wearing this dress or that pair of slacks. This kind of freedom is cal'led
the “freedom of indefinite choice.”” The second and more important kind of
freedom is called “freedom of definitive commitment.”” This kind of freedom is
exercised when we make serious commitments to pursue significant decisions
that we have made. Some examples of this kind of freedom would be the capa-
city to make and carry out a life long commitment to a spouse in marriage and
to live it out “for better, for worse; for richer for poorer. in sickness or in death’’
until death itself comes and “sets one free;”” or the decision to go to the moun-
tains and join the struggle-unto-death-for-freedom from various kinds of
oppression and exploitation. It is this second kind of freedom that we will be
talking about here. And it is precisely this kind of freedom that the rich young
man of the Gospels lacked. He exercised his freedom of indefinite choice be-
cause Jesus left him free to say “’Yes” or ““No.”” But he failed to take advantage
of the opportunity to make that personal commitment to Christ that would have
enabled him to become more alive and which would have satisfied his deepest
need as a human being for greater intimacy with his God. It was for this reason

that he went away sad. He kept his wealth but lost the chance to be truly
happy. And all because he was not really free in the deeper sense of that word
| am sure there is no one here who has not gone thru a similar experienm;
for | am sure there is no one here who would deny that he or she is a sinner. And
to the extent that each of us has tasted the bitter-sweet reality of ;noral
rebellion, we also know that to say ““No’’ to God in favor of some created realit
that is incompatible with a more meaningful relationship with Him is to beco::mey
as Sts. John and Paul tell us in their writings, slaves to whate'ver we serve'
whether it be God or Sin. But we also know that there is a difference betweer;
serving Sin — or the ““flesh”, as St. Paul terms it -- and serving God. Servin
Sin or the “flesh” leads to an experience of “death’” — of emptiness. of uns-’
!lappiness, of radical alienation from all that is good and beautiful in oz'xrselves
2 :u;' peighbor, in.our world and, above all, from the Goodness and Beauty oi"
fucl)nes.;:;sﬂiff.e‘ Serving God, on the other hand, brings us Peace and Joy and the
Further reflection on our experience of inner freedom — or lack of it —
leads us to the realization that more often than not our saying ““No’’ to God is
flot totally a matter of our own doing. The classic description of this lack of
inner freedom to say “Yes’ to God is found in St. Paul’s Letter to the Roman
::‘I:’ere Itwt sp:akshof his own tendency to ““do the evil that | do not want toqdf)
d no 0 o the good that | prefer.’”” After describing this experience, h
with a plaintive cry — — “Who shall deliver me from this body of deathi’" e—ez‘:’as
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with an exclamation of praise and thanksgiving to
" |t is precisely this experience of
hat is at the heart of an
hich all of you have had at

cry to which he responds
“God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.
deep spiritual unfreedom and eventual liberation t
Ignatian Retreat based on the Spiritual Exercises of w
least some small taste in the past. .

Before even starting an Ignatian Retreat, however, 3 potential retreatant is
expected to have at least a basic understanding and acceptance of the f"'.'d?‘m‘f"'
tal truths contained in the so-called “Principle and Foundation.” This Pnp-
ciple and Foundation” touches on the basic truths which define our human exis-
tential situation — the fact that we have been created freely by a me.rclful,
faithful, and unconditionally loving God who has given to all of us, wntl'!o.ut
exception, the whole of the created world, filled with countless opportunities
and challenges, for us to show our love for Him and for each other and thus
eventually share His love and life forever. It is this basic truth, as the key to the
very purpose and meaning of our life, — the need”’ to return love for Love, —
that constitutes the fundamental basis for authentic human freedom, the free-
dom to make a “definitive commitment’” to God as our Sovereign Lord and

Master. To believe this truth and to live it every moment of our lwef —in
truly free with the

every situation we face, in every choice we make — is to be
freedom Jesus had in mind when He spoke to His discipfes of "the truth that sets

you free.” o
To really live this truth, however, certain other truths must be considered,
hat if the very purpose and

understood, and accepted. For example, it follows t

meaning of life is to love God and neighbor at all times, then we must freely
choose to use created things such as money, food, sex, time, clothing, etc. 0".|Y
to the extent that in so doing their use is an effective expression of our desire
to give honor and glory to Him at all times. Likewise it is clear that to th-e
extent that the use of these same created realities prove a hindrance to this
desire and intent we must abstain from using them. But in order to be ableto
act in this fashion, Ignatius continues, we must maintain a certain detachment_ or
equilibrium with regard to all created things, i.e., to all that is not God, prefer.mg
neither riches, nor power, nor honor, nor even life itself to their opposites
except insofar as God would be better glorified and served thereby. Indeed,
Ignatius would say, the truly free and therefore fully happy and human person
would be the one who loves God so much that his one and only desire is to
choose whatever is the greatest expression of love for Him — AMDG.

Needless to say, the rich young man of our Gospel story did not fare too
well in this matter. He kept the commandments maybe more for his own sake
than for God's but still, Jesus loved him. Perhaps it was this overriding concern
for himself, even in his spiritual or moral life, rather than real love for God that
accounts for his preference to keep his money, presumably honestly and justly
earned, rather than give up all to follow Jesus. He was not detached. He was
not indifferent. He was not free. He said “No” instead of "Yes" and went
away sad instead of being happy.

Once a person has reflected on such matters and if he finds himself iden-
tifying with the rich young man but wanting to break out of that unfreedom and
give himself more fully to God, then he is ready to enter into the Exercises. The
first part or ““Week" of the Exercises takes the retreatant deeper and deeper into
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the depth of his unfreedom. But it does so always in the light of God's ever

abiding, faithful, and unconditional love. For it is only within the context of

God’s love that the ugliness and repulsiveness of sin — our unlovingness —

can be appreciated. The purpose of the deep probing considerations which make

up this part of an Ignatian Retreat considerations which range from a meditation
on the “cosmic” dimension of sin in the Fall of the Angels and of our First

Parents thru a meditation of the sins of other men and women who have

rebelled against the all-loving God but who, unlike us, are now suffering the full

consequences of their infidelities — is to liberate us from the deceptive attraction
and false promises of happiness that are at the heart of every temptation to say
“No” to God. Once again, it is an experience of liberating truth, of the truth
that truly sets us free. Meditating on Sin, Death, Judgment, and Hell in the pre-
sence of the crucified Christ who hangs upon His cross of shame, broken and
bloodied by my sins and for my sins, is meant to draw us gradually away from
the chains of our sinfulness and selfishness by leading us deeper and deeper into a
liberating love for Jesus Christ as our loving and merciful Lord and Saviour. At
the end of this ““Purgative” period one is expected to have arrived at a sufficient
level of spiritual freedom to be able to make or deepen significantly his funda-
mental exercises of freedom-as-definitive-commitment to God in Jesus Christ.
To help him formulate or express this commitment, St. Ignatius invites him to
kneel at the foot of the Cross and answer these three questions:
What have | done for Christ (in comparison to what
He has done for me)?
What am | doing now for Christ (in comparison to
what He is doing for me)?
What ought | do for Christ (in the light of all
that He surely wills and desires to do for me)?

Perhaps it might be good for us to digress a moment and make clear that

although the primary stress during this “’First Week'’ is on the personal sinfulness
of the retreatant and the need for him to seek and use effective means for
achieving personal liberation from all “inordinate attachments,” the Exercises as
given today also acknowledge the reality of the sinful socio-political and econo-
mic structures within which and under whose influence the sinful individual is
struggling to become fully and authentically free. He is thus confronted with
the need to do something to change those structures, a challenge that is never far
from his consciousness as he pursues his desire to obtain that maximum level of
Christian freedom necessary to commit himself totally and radically to his Lord
and Saviour. He also comes to a deeper realization of the fact that unless one is
personally liberated from selfishness, inordinate ambition, and greed the best he
can hope to do is replace one set of sinful and oppressive structures with
another, never really achieving that ““freedom and justice for all” that is so
passionately sought for by so many today, especially in Third World countries
like our own.

With that said, let us return to our main consideration of the basic flow and
structure of the Spiritual Exercises. Once the retreatant has made his basic
choice between the attraction of sin and God’s creative and redemptive love for
him and answered the three questions posed for prayer at the foot of the Cross,
Ignatius presents him with the picture of Christ, no longer hanging on that Cross
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but standing before him as Lord and King of thg Universe now ask:’ng hl:;i,s t:::
sinful retreatant of the First Week now Iibe:rated and t.ransft?rmt’.f Zher sre
demptive love, to join Him in the task of working for the. llberat|fon oeeo e
and women, thus enabling them to share in th.e expf:rlenee o %: s'tlm aiuas o
authentic freedom that he, the reatreatant, has just c!lscovered. l l:)rs ainful
clear that it is a task that often calls for great sacr!fice, h?avyffaers is,that the
suffering, and perhaps, even death. The only consolation Christ o. o nd
retreatant will not be alone — Christ will always be there wil‘t o e own
that ultimate victory is certain, leading the retre§tant to .:ﬁul‘l sl areand oy
Glory. |f the retreatant feels drawn to follow Christ on this Tlsstoft; i
to say “‘Yes’’ — even if it means givir;g I:an“ grgaetswealth to
is ready for the Second Week of the Exercises. )

then':":e'sh;artyof the Second Week is a series of conterflplatlons o(l;. th:' T:‘:t:l:‘l
life of Christ, starting with the Annunciation/Incarnation and :‘n ln:o N ola
Joyful Entrance into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. 'Throughoutt e::eavital -
tions, the retreatant strives, with the help of God's grace, t-o becot'nually tong
active participant in each event or “Mystery”’ presented as'ku.ig cor: 1 o aer o
the way for the specific grace of “knowing Jesus more un’fi'ma‘t‘e Y, aim ooint of
love Him more ardently and thus follow Him more closely.” T t:mf P o or
these contemplations is not so much to present Jesus as a mode d1:) by
source of inspiration for the retreatant as it is to deepen tht? fun amnt e onc's
of grace between the retreatant and Jesus Himself as the mstrumt:‘ o to
freedom, thus enabling him to say ““Yes” to I(iod and the Father a

he latter tries to replace God in his life. » ) )
et v’:‘:eenf;(rst set of contemplations starts with the .Trim-ty s oompassm:at: ;:vzr
sion to reach out to sinful men, without distinction, !n an attempt :he o
them from the spiritual blindness and enslavement leading them 'alor.\gd.n o
to eternal damnation. The free response of the Son to .th? Fat'her sc:zl A t,0|,1,e o
of His earthly mother Mary to the call of the A_nnunclatlon, |.ntro u‘f:es e e
treatant into the gradual unfolding of what it will mean for him to l\l;e :t o
response to Christ the King. He will discover in ?rayer how Gfod g.o&.as a |‘:indness
blishing His Kingdom of Love and Freedom — in poverty, smphmty.h bor witl"l
and total obedience born of an unconditional love fc.»r G.od and neig > f o
love for God predominating over every other love as it did over J.eSlilS bovl‘:ttle
Mary and Joseph. As the mystery of Christian freedom unfolds‘htt e by mé
the retreatant is asked to consider three possible ways.of resppndmg to c?nc
changes in his own life that his decision to follow Chnst‘ entails. He canh;_ust :z:
“yes, I'll change,” but not do anything; or he can -declsle to do eve‘;yt mgo "
anything except what he needs to do; or he can decide |:|ght h?te an I.'IO\N .
what clearly needs to be done to attain the freedom'he is seekmg. This cons| 4
ration which is one of the key exercises in an Ignatian R?tr?at is called a const-
deration on the “Three Classes of Men,” each class exemplifying one of the three

s of response.

mc’d:el\lith th: beginning of the Public Life, i.e. from the Baptism to.the ev?nts
of Palm Sunday, the exercitant enters into the second set of the.oontemphtlons
proper to the Second Week. With the help of another key exercise, the so-mll_ed
consideration of *“The Two Standards,”’ he is invited to contel.nplate the reality
of following Jesus as a sharing-unto-death in the radical conflict between good
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and evil taking place in the world around him, not in the abstract but in the con-
crete. He learns in prayer that every choice he makes is a concrete choice bet-
‘ween Satan and Christ. He is helped to see that the former plays on our inordi-
nate desire for material or even spiritual possessions, for earthly fame and glory
and for radical independence from God's rightful authority over us. He comes
to realize that this is the way Satan tries to lead us all to every other form of
spiritual enslavement. In the case of Christ, however, he discovers a strategy and
goal that are radically different for Jesus comes to set us free along the path of
poverty — both spiritual and material, humiliation and that radical humility
that enables us to submit totally in loving obedience to the Father’s every wish.
This conflict is further concretized in Jesus’ own experience of the three
temptations in the desert which followed His baptism. From there the
retreatant moves to a king of “repetition” of the Kingdom meditation by con-
templating the call of the Apostles and then discovers more and more about his
King thru subseguent contemplations of His teachings, and miracles and the
decisions-amidst-conflict that constitute the life of a true disciple.
By the end of the Second Week, the retreatant is expected to have made
some radical decisions about those fundamental changes he realizes he must
undergo if he is to be faithful to the living out of his commitments. In so doing,
he will have learned how to apply the Ignatian ‘’Rules for Discernment’’ that are
a necessary tool for an enlightened attempt to labor with Christ for the libe-
ration of the world. As the retreatant prepares to enter into the Third Week of
the Exercises, during which he will be asked to contemplate the Passion and
Death of his Lord, he is given time to reflect on three basic levels of “‘spiritual
freedom” or what have been traditionally called the “‘Three Degrees of Humility.”
In the development of this consideration there is a marked progression from the
realm of “logic” in the first two degrees to the ‘‘folly of love” in the third. The
first degree helps the retreatant to test the extent to which he has been freed
from the attraction of serious sin which directly threatens his salvation; the
second degree tests whether he is basically free to resist the attraction of less
serious sins which might weaken his ability to reject totally the one reality that
can destroy him forever, serious sin; the third degree goes far beyond any consi-
deration of sin and its attraction for the focus shifts to the person of Christ with
whom the retreatant is invited to identify in all kinds of humiliation, not be-
cause his salvation is in the balance but simply because Christ underwent them.
To reach this level of attachment to Christ is to be truly free, for then, nothing
can turn the retreatant from his definitive commitment to God, his Father and
Lord.

The Third Week, which concretizes the basic issues reflected on in the con-
sideration of the three degrees of humility, covers the period of Christ’s life from
the Last Supper to the burial, i.e., the period of His Passion and death. During
this time the exercitant is directed to pray intensely for the grace to ‘‘enter into
a deep sense of sorrow and shame as | stay with Christ in His sufferings on my
behalf and for my sins.”” After a prolonged period of prayerful encounter with
Jesus, who though He was God, ** hid His Divinity so that He could suffer more
intensely for me in His humanity,” it is hoped that whatever sinful and dis-
ordered attachments and selfishness may still have over him might be rooted out
and replaced by a growing attachment to his laboring and suffering Lord, thus
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growing also in that spiritual freedom he is seeking.

Further liberated from the shallow, empty and deceitful allur? of earthly
things and of all forms of self-indulgence, the exercitant is now invited to con-
template the Risen and Victorious Christ in all His splendour and glOfY Not
content with savoring His own conquest over the forces of evil that tried to des-
troy Him in His Passion and Death, He is seen going around to bring comfort and
strength to His disciples — — and the retreatant — — who were so deeply
shattered and crushed by His apparent defeat on Calvary. With.the labors fxnd
sufferings so much a part of the task of bringing the Father's Kingdom to light
in this world now behind Him, Jesus shows the retreatant the victory and glory
that is in store for him only, he remains faithful to his commitment to.labor
with Christ for the promotion of justice and faith which the Kingdom entails. It
is thus the Risen Christ, the totally “liberated Man,” who further |i.berates the
retreatant from any fear and timidity that might still be lurking in the dark
corners of his mind and heart. As the retreatant’s faith, hope, and love for the
Risen Christ deepen, he himself becomes more truly free. )

At this point St. Ignatius presents an opportunity for the exercnt‘a'nt to, as
it were, synthesize all his retreat experiences in what is called the. conte.m-
plation for Attaining Divine Love.”” He begins this part of the Exercises, \!vh!ch
is meant to prepare him for re-entry into the realities of daily |ife,.bv poipting
out two basic elements in all true love. The first is that love consists of deeds
rather than words. The second is that in true love, the lover desires to sha.re all
his riches with the beloved. Those points made, he then proposes a conmder_a-
tion of all the ways in which God has manifested His love for the retreatant ;‘n
the countless gifts of nature and grace that he now enjoys, both those tha? e
shares with his fellow men and fellow Christians and those that have been .gl\“'f“
to him alone. He is then directed to reflect on how God is present and active |r:
all of these gifts and on how these gifts are merely a shadow of a}l that God stil
desires to bestow on him, when at last they meet face to face in glory. Once
again, the basic theme is love, that Divine Love which precedes all human love
and which liberates us from the enslaving clutches of worldliness ar.nd se.lf-een-
teredness so that we can at last “live for Him Who died for us.” ltis this tota.l
readiness to live for Him — in the world and in our neighbor —.that. const}-
tutes the radical freedom that is God’s great gift to all who believe in Him. Itis
the freedom that is proclaimed in the Gospels in the words of Je.sus and else
where in the New Testament. It is the freedom we commemorate in the fOI..II'th
Eucharistic Acclamation where we pray “’Lord, by Your Cross and Resurrection,
You have set us free. You are the Saviour of the world.”

This, then, is a brief summary of St. Ignatius’ perception of “the truth tha-t
sets us free’” from all our petty self-seeking, and oppressive lust, greed, and ambi-
tion. This is the liberating truth which, when experienced in prayer, ena.blt.as us
to make our own definitive commitment to be His faithful friends and c.hsclples
forever. As this truth penetrates deeper and deeper into our consciousness
through silent hours of prayer and contemplation all the chains that tie us to the
earth and enslave us are broken and we are at last free to say ““Yes” to God, a
“Yes” that involves a “’Yes' also to all that life itself will bring to us of joy and
sorrow, of pleasure and pain, a “Yes" to be lived out in love for all our brotl:nel:s
and sisters but especially those among the poor and the oppressed. For this is
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what it means to be truly free.
True, this is not a once and for all liberation, but it is an effective beginning

of a long, lifetime struggle to grow in the “freedom of the sons of God'’ that we
need to become more fully human ourselves and to work for the creation of a
more truly human and humanizing world. Our daily spiritual life is a necessary
part of the process for without it the chains that we have shed will begin to re-
appear in very subtle and almost imperceptible ways. Daily prayer, but
especially a daily “review of life,”” will preserve and deepen the fruits of the
retreat experience.

Such is the vision that motivates and drives the ““Sons of St. Ignatius’ and
all those countless priests, religious, and lay persons who have been blessed
enough to have had the chance to share the religious experience that made St.
Ignatius such a great saint. Such are the realities out of which was born the
Society of Jesus and all of its works, one to which you yourselves have been
called by God to share with us. Hopefully, someday, many, if not all of you,
will get a chance to make a real Ignatian Retreat. In the meantime, let us ask St.
Ignatius to obtain for us a share in his spirit of zeal for God'’s greater glory. Let
us ask him to teach us to continue striving to grow, to do better, to learn more,
to love deeper, to serve more unselfishly all those entrusted to our care. And let
us do that by saying together his beautiful ““Prayer for Generosity”” which is
just another word for Christian Freedom:

Lord, teach me to be generous:

To give and not to count the cost,

To fight and not to heed the wounds,

To toil and not to seek for rest,

To labor and not ask for any reward

Except that of knowing that | am doing Your holy will.



