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Exploring Ignatian Spirituality: 
Live, Work, Love the Ignatian Way 

 

Week 8 
Love in a time of suffering  

 
In preparation for this session, please read: 

David Fleming SJ, What Is Ignatian Spirituality? 
Chapters 14 (The Greatest mark of God’s love) & 15 (Seeking the grace of 

compassion) - pp.77-87. 
 

During this course we have started praying imaginatively, and perhaps we have entered into a new 
kind of intimacy with Christ. Ignatius has encouraged us to speak to Christ ‘as one friend to 
another’ and even to speak to Christ as he hangs on the Cross.  

In our thinking/understanding of intimacy with Christ, Ignatius would not want us to leave it 
simply with imaginative prayer, however valuable this is. 

Intimacy had grown for the apostles too as they travelled and worked with Jesus. They have begun 
to hear a call. They were probably sometimes puzzled as they saw him as friend, a companion, but 
also as a someone who could raise the dead, and who was transfigured before their eyes. As they 
move towards Jerusalem and approach the Passion, they begin to be very aware of his humanity, 
how he has humbled himself to share in our humanity. He seems to be becoming the Man of 
Sorrows, despised, rejected…… 

To see it another way, it is as if Christ’s divinity becomes hidden   St Ignatius suggests that when 
contemplating the Passion, ‘consider how the divinity hides itself’. 

• What happens in you as you think of God going into hiding during the Christ’s Passion? 

Central to Ignatius’ understanding of the death of Christ is the Institution of the Eucharist at the 
last Supper. The Supper is the opening act of the Passion. In it we see the greatest sign of love, and 
ourselves invited into the greatest act of intimacy possible, that we who have betrayed Christ so 
easily and so often are invited to consume Him and discover ourselves taken in to an immense 
love, a love which redeems.  

From the Supper, on what we know as Maundy Thursday, we follow Jesus through His Passion. 
Suffering for us is a great mystery, we do not understand why suffering happens to us, we cannot 
bear to watch those we love suffer.  
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Making sense of suffering is a great problem for us. Why has this happened to me? Often meaning 
it should not have happened to me. Why has God allowed this to happen to me? To them? To 
those poor innocent children? If God is good, why has God allowed this to happen? Why do bad 
things happen to good people?  And so on.... 

When Jesus first predicted that he would suffer and be put to death Peter said ‘this must not 
happen to you’ - a natural reaction in the face of innocent suffering and death. How could there 
be any good in suffering? 

• Do you recognise this?      ‘Why me?’ 

• Or         ‘Oh please God no, not that….or, that but not that……. ‘ 

• Has this sometimes been your reaction? 

It is hard to be with those who are suffering, to sit with someone who is dying, to watch a child 
suffer through illness, or through another person’s actions. We can often find ourselves helplessly 
saying ‘Why God? Why?’  

We can suffer even when something has not happened or has not yet happened. We can suffer 
the fear of an event or a future event, or a possible event. Yet when we look at Jesus in his passion 
and death, we see that he too is afraid in the face of suffering.  

During the Eucharist, when the drop of water is poured into the wine in the chalice the celebrant 
says ‘ … may we come to share in the divinity of Christ who humbled himself to share in our 
humanity’. 

So great is his love for us that Jesus became vulnerable, suffering as we do, and dying the most 
terrible death. To love someone is to become vulnerable, and that vulnerability means being open 
to, and sharing in, their joy, sorrow and suffering.  

As we start to walk through the Passion with Jesus, Ignatius asks us to pray for grief, deep feeling, 
and confusion in front of what is happening. Grief and deep feeling because this awful thing is 
happening to someone we love, and confusion because it is ‘for my sins that the Lord is going to 
his Passion’. We ask to experience grief with Christ in grief, sorrow with Christ in sorrow.  

As the journey goes on Ignatius will ask us to pray for the grace of Compassion. Compassion 
literally means ‘suffering with’, we know how it can be tempting to walk away, it can feel 
unbearable to stay with someone we love who is suffering greatly. Therefore, we pray to stay.  
Compassion can only exist in a mode of intense love. What Ignatius would have us ask for is an 
intimate grace, a sort of spiritual empathy such that the person contemplating Christ’s passion 
finds Christ’s suffering to be their own. This grace can act as a sort of confirmation of a decision or 
choice that someone may have made as a result of their experience of being called.  

In Jesus we see God taking on every kind of human suffering. And God knows the terrible things 
that happen and crush our hearts and bewilder our minds and awaken in us deep anxieties that 
challenge our faith.  

• How might we recognise the grace of compassion in these situations? 

• In ourselves? In others? 

God does not will us to suffer, but instead Christ is there God-with-us, and shares in all the 
experiences of our lives, in both suffering and joy.  
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When we look at how Jesus suffered in his humanity for us, we remember that in that suffering, 
God did not intervene, God, as it were went into hiding, and Jesus shared with us the fullness of 
human suffering.  

In his great love for us Jesus became vulnerable, suffering as we do, and dying a most terrible 
death. 

Suffering, as we experience it, may be those ordinary experiences which discomfort us, our own or 
another’s personality, boredom at work, and/or the major experiences specific to each of us - 
sickness, loss of job, death of a loved one, situations which cause us such pain. 

Suffering is not ‘God’s will’.  

God does not will us to suffer, but instead Christ is there God-with-us, and shares in all the 
experiences of our lives, in both suffering and joy.  

Much as we would instinctively turn to a friend who has already gone through the same trial we 
are facing, we can turn to Jesus, who suffered, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 
sympathise with our weaknesses,” as the Letter to the Hebrews says (4:15). Moreover, as we 
know from our own experience and the experience of others who undergo great sufferings, 
suffering can open us to new ways of experiencing God. 


