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			SPIRITUAL ACCOMPANIMENT 

			IN THE AUGUSTINIAN SPIRITUAL EXERCISES

								            

			 

			                                                   					

												Iam te solum amo,

			Te solum sequor.

			Te solum quaero.

			Tibi soli servire paratus sum.1

			 

			 

			 

			 

			A Brief Description

			It is about a tool that must be used within the Augustinian spiritual exercises in order to accompany the participants in their encounter with Christ, the Inner Teacher, to help them hear with greater clarity His voice, making the participant aware of the possible obstacles and resistance in the face of this voice of Christ. The Augustinian spiritual accompaniment within the spiritual exercises is also helpful for making concrete proposals of conversion in the life of the participant, in the different levels that this has (with God, at a personal and communitarian levels). And finally it invites the participant to reflect on his/her personal story, in the style of the Confessions of St. Augustine, the last stage of his/her personal development, his/her encounter with the Word and the concrete plans of conversion.

			It is, therefore, a tool that has a very specific purpose, because its use is restricted to the Augustinian spiritual exercises. This does not hinder, but rather encourages and inspires the participants to follow a serious and constant spiritual direction after the spiritual exercises, a committed and extensive spiritual accompaniment, or they can look for another type of aids for their spiritual life.

			 

			What Augustinian Spiritual Accompaniment Is Not

			In this way, the Augustinian spiritual accompaniment within the spiritual exercises is not a time of confession, in which the person who participates in the Augustinian spiritual exercises acknowledges and declares his sins before the priest and God, and receives the sacramental forgiveness of them. For that, there is another opportunity within the Augustinian spiritual exercises, namely, the so-called Day of the Cross in the afternoon, within the Liturgy of Penance specifically designed for the Augustinian spiritual exercises. 

			Neither is it a time for spiritual direction  in which the participant in the exercises presents his/her own general situation to a spiritual director, and receives a series of instructions and directions to follow in a more or less comprehensive manner in his/her life. 

			Neither is it a moment for “coaching” or psychological therapy, in which a person is placed face to face with his/her historical background, so that he/she may discover the human and psychic root causes of the negative situations in which he/she lives at present, and during which evaluations, signs and therapeutic instructions are received, in order to relieve and work on the emotional deficiencies, complexes, wounds, etc.

			The Augustinian accompaniment for the spiritual exercises is a tool that seeks, above all, that the individual who lives the exercises, may have an encounter with the interior Master who is Christ:2

			For while man can use words as a kind of sign for the expression of his thoughts, teaching is the work of the incorruptible Truth Itself, Who is the one true, the one Internal Teacher.3

			This is how St. Augustine clearly expresses it in a letter to Florentina, a young lady whose parents have asked Augustine to accompany her spiritually. In this way, St. Augustine does not present himself as one who knows everything, as a spiritual master, but only as mere co-disciple who can help a young lady encounter the Interior Master:

			But remember well that even if you can learn something healthy through my ministry, the one who will teach you is He who is the Inner Teacher of the inner man, because He lets you see in your heart that what is said to you is true. Because neither is he who plants is something, nor he who waters, but God, gives growth (1 Cor 3:7)4 

			 

			The Person Who Gives the Spiritual Accompaniment

			His Designation

			In order to avoid mistakes with regard to the figure of the person who gives the accompaniment during the spiritual exercises, the plural Latin word Comites could be used, since Augustine in his Confessions refers to those persons who walk together with him toward the City of God, and from whom he receives encouragement, help and support as “comitum viae” companions of the journey.

			This is the fruit of my confessions, not of what I was, but of what I am, that I may confess this not before You only, in a secret exultation with trembling, and a secret sorrow with hope, but in the ears also of the believing sons of men—partakers of my joy, and sharers of my mortality, my fellow citizens and the companions of my pilgrimage, those who are gone before, and those that are to follow after, and the comrades of my way.5

			It is therefore about a fundamental Augustinian spiritual idea. We are all pilgrims and travelers toward the City of God.6  There is only one Guide, who is Christ, Who is at the same time the Way by which we walk, and the Goal toward which we go.7  For that reason, we who are going toward  the Eternal City, must encourage one another, as what happens to those who travel through the paths of the world. Not because we are better, but because we are companions who are following the same path, and we must help one another, knowing that to some the way and their loads become more difficult and burdensome sometimes, and to others not. For this reason, St. Augustine reiterates many times the advice of St. Paul, as good travelling companions, we have to help our brothers  carry their burdens (Gal 6:2). Only in this way, can those who journey toward the City of God, helping one another, can sing and walk8 until reaching the City of God. 

			Walk in the Way, singing as you walk; travelers do this as a relief for their toil. Sing in this Way, I beg you by that same Way; sing in this Way. Sing a new song; let no one sing old songs here. It is a New Way, new traveler; therefore, sing a new song.9

			He who performs the spiritual accompaniment during the exercises is no other than a travelling companion (Lk 24:15), who does not place himself above the person who approaches him, with specific spiritual authority (spiritual director); nor does he remain at a distance to observe him and give a judgment that is aseptically assertive about his own performance (therapeutic “coach”). It is about a person who travels together with another toward the City of God, without being better than the person being accompanied, conscious of being fellow disciples of the only one who can teach, Christ the Interior Teacher.

			This last idea about the Interior Teacher is very frequent in St. Augustine. Nobody can teach anything to anyone, because the only one who can teach the truths of God is Jesus Christ, all the others are only fellow students in the school of Interior Master. St. Augustine expresses this as follows:

			We have only one Teacher, under Whose authority we are all schoolmates. I am your teacher not because I am speaking to you from a more elevated place, no; there is a common Teacher, He who dwells in us.10

			Thus, we will call with the Latin word “Comites” the one who spiritually accompanies during the exercises, in order to avoid confusions and not to give an impression that he is a spiritual companion who follows certain classical guidelines, or that it is about a process that must be continued with the same person even after the spiritual exercises. Even if this last element, in principle, could not be ruled out, it had to be done with other guidelines and with serious commitment on both parties.

			We have pointed out that it is about a Latin word in plural, that would literally mean “companions”, but we have considered it more adequate for phonetic and lexical reasons, than its version in singular (comes) which would be the most adequate. We have also considered that this word is more appropriate than other terms which are also Augustinian, but possibly with other connotations, such as “Fellow Disciple” “Travel Companion”, “Fellow Traveler”, etc. In addition to having a vocabulary that is properly Augustinian, it is also an indication that it is something new and as that of the Augustinian Recollect Family. Hence, from this moment on in this writing, we will refer to the one who spiritually accompanies within the Augustinian exercises as Comites. 

			 

			The Person of the Comites and His Preparation

			It is about a person who from a horizontal situation, as travel companion, must have received both spiritual and intellectual preparation in order to carry out the function during the spiritual exercises. It is necessary he had already lived the Augustinian spiritual exercises, and that he had the experience of being accompanied by another Comites. It is indispensable that before the spiritual exercises, the Comites pray in a special manner to ask God for enlightenment and grace for him as well as for those who will be entrusted to him during the days of the spiritual exercises, that he ask the prayers of other persons (religious communities, associations of the laity). St. Augustine always considered prayer of intercession as something fundamental within the Church, and was convinced that God had granted him the grace of conversion not for his own merits but for the uninterrupted prayer of his mother Monica and of the whole Church, which remained represented in the mind of St. Augustine by St. Monica herself:

			Do you not remember that when I narrated it, I demonstrated that what prevented my perdition were the faithful and daily tears of my mother?  That is why I preached that God with the help of His grace does not only convert the wills of men who have strayed from the true faith, but also those that are contrary to it.11

			In view of the characteristics of the accompaniment that the Comites performs, any person can do this service, even he were not a priest, but he should always be not only humanly, intellectually and spiritually capable, but should also be committed to keeping the corresponding confidentiality of everything that has been confided to him in his encounters with other persons. What has been known in the spiritual accompaniment must remain in complete and absolute confidentiality. 

			Because of this, it is essential that one who offers his services during the Augustinian spiritual services, should not do it without the parameters and characteristics of the said accompaniment, even if he is a priest, but should receive the appropriate preparation.

			 

			The Person of the Comites and His Identity

			Considering that the Comites has received the training, it would be very convenient that he present himself to help us such, bearing the Cross of Facilitator, which identifies him.

			 

			The time for the Spiritual Accompaniment

			Considering that  the spiritual accompaniment is one of the tools that are recommended in order to live fully the Augustinian exercises, it is convenient that those who live the exercises approach the Comites throughout the exercises at any time that they believe convenient, possibly twice during the duration of the spiritual exercises. 

			Because of this, and to expedite these encounters, it is requested that its duration be between 30 to 40 minutes. In this way, not only the participation of more people in the accompaniment be allowed, but it will also help that time may not wasted in matters that have nothing to do with the spiritual exercises. For this purpose it would be convenient to have a timer that would be put on after the opening prayer and would alarm when the 30 minutes have elapsed, knowing that 10 minutes are left before the closing of the session.

			It is important to indicate that during the common activities (conferences, prayer, and the Eucharist, etc.), there should be no spiritual accompaniment of any kind.

			For the internal organization of the exercises, a list of the names of the Comites who participate in the spiritual exercises can be posted, as well as the times during which they are available and the places where they will be, so that the participants can note them down and approach them.

			 

			Steps for the Augustinian Spiritual Accompaniment

			The Augustinian spiritual accompaniment within the spiritual exercises, would have fundamentally six steps or stages. Next we will enumerate them and later we will explain each of them in detail. 

			Oratio. The Comites and the participant pray in order to receive the light of God, of the Holy Spirit and the Interior Teacher.

			Dispositio or to help the participant feel more disposed to hear the word of the Interior Teacher helping him remove obstacles and resistance to the Word of God.

			Collatio/Conlatio or the participant coming face to face with the Word of God, in order to discover  the emotions provoked by the same Word of God, the interior light or admonitions of the Holy Spirit and help him to concretize the said inspirations.

			Conversio. The coming face to face with the Word of God should lead the participant to make a concrete purpose of conversion in his life.

			Confessio or an invitation made to the participant to write in an atmosphere of prayer a short narration of the last stage of his life before the spiritual exercises and the lights and concrete resolutions that the participant makes in a short or long term.

			Laudatio or act of thanksgiving to God for the benefits received

			 

			Let us now see in detail each of these six steps.

			 

			Oratio

			The time of spiritual accompaniment within the Augustinian spiritual exercises, as we have said, is not a time for psychological help, or therapy. It is a time of grace, during which the Comtes and the participant in the exercises, together, must put themselves in the presence of the One Who alone can teach, the Interior Master. He it is from Whom light and grace must be asked so that both Comites and the one being accompanied can discover the presence of the Interior Teacher and can likewise hear His voice.

			It is advised that both, Comites and participant in the spiritual exercises slowly recite together the following prayer of St. Augustine or another Augustinian prayer:

			Lord, heal and open my eyes that I may see Your signs; drive away from me all ignorance so that I may recognize You. Teach me where to direct my sight in order to see You, and I hope to do all that You command. (…) Now I understand the need of going back to You; open for me the gate, because I am knocking; teach me the way that leads to You. (…) give me the strength for the journey. If it is by faith that those who seek You find You, do not refuse me the faith; if by virtue, give me virtue; if by knowledge, give me knowledge. Strengthen me in faith, hope, and charity. O how admirable and unique is Your goodness!12

			 

			Dispositio

			Traditionally within the rhetoric that St. Augustine was very familiar with, disposition was the second step in the preparation of a specific speech. It is the part in which those who were preparing to become orators were taught to organize and structure the parts of their own speech. For that reason, using this term familiar to, used and a favorite of St. Augustine,13 we call this second part of the Augustinian spiritual accompaniment dispositio.

			It deals about how the Comites, by means of a series of questions, help the participant in the exercises discover what text of the Word of God has attracted his attention more. It is also necessary to find out from where and how he is listening to the Word of God, in such a way that he may be aware of what are his possible acts of resistance, the “interior clamors”, the possible dispersion in which he finds himself, the self-deceptions, etc.

			In this manner, in this second step the following moments can happen. 

			 

			Inventio 

			The word inventio, once again, is a rhetorical term. It is therefore known and used by St. Augustine. It is about the first step in the making of a speech and consists of finding or discovering a theme, as well as the arguments and perspective that are intended for it.14

			In the Augustinian spiritual accompaniment it is about identifying, in the first place together with the participant, the biblical text that marks the prayer and meditation on the day or days that he has lived the spiritual exercises. It is possible that the person may know it or not. It can be about the text of Lectio divina, or he may have in mind several texts. It is necessary to help him identify a biblical text among others. The questions that can help are:

			 

			Clarification 

			1.  What biblical text has called your attention most in these days?

			2.  Do you know where this text can be found?

			3. If there are several texts, which one would you prefer? Which one is more meaningful for you?

			4. Is it the first time that you have read this text or have you already heard it before? Up to what degree the circumstances during which you read the text for the first time have marked you now?

			If the person has already clearly identified the text, one can proceed to the next step of the spiritual accompaniment. Otherwise, it is suggested to go the second step:

			 

			Joint reading

			If the person has not identified a text or states that he has not understood the biblical texts that have been suggested throughout the exercises, it is necessary to give confidence to the person and calm him down. The reading together of one of the texts recommended by lectio divinafor the exercises can be suggested. If this does not help and the person would say that the texts do not say anything to him, the process of identifying the obstacles using the following questions can follow: 

			1.  How do you find yourself at this moment of your life?

			2.  Is there any problem or idea that prevents you from hearing the voice of God?

			3.  In case of a problem, he may be advised to put himself in the hands of God in order to find a better solution. It is necessary to point out to him that at those moments the problem cannot be dealt with, but that it is necessary to allow the light of the Word of God to enlighten him, so that he could see it in a different manner.

			Here it may be suggested to the person to put a name to this problem that he has, and write on a piece of paper, only the name of the problem, no more than ten words, and place it under a lamp or a candlelight that can be burned at that moment. With this gesture the person can feel that “he is getting rid” of the problem, in order concentrate himself on what God is telling him by His word.

			4.  Have you been focused during these days or you continue being scattered thinking about things you have left outside and you are still restless?

			5.  An exercise of Tolle Lege can be done with the person. If the texts offered  for lectio divina leave him indifferent, a Bible may opened at random and read the text that appear and invite him to make the text his own:

			 

			a.  What does this biblical text say to you at this moment of your life?

			b.  What does this biblical text mean to you?

			c.  How would you apply this biblical text to your life?

			 

			Once a biblical text has been identified the next step can follow.

			Collatio/Conlatio

			The term conlatio is used by St. Augustine to talk about, either the comparison between different codices or translations of the Sacred Scripture,15 or, between other cases, of confrontation and comparison of the passing of time between two periods or situations,16 or as simple confrontation or comparison.17  Therefore, it has in many of the Augustinian texts, the meaning of “confrontation” or “comparison”. 

			In relation to the accompaniment within the spiritual exercises it is about putting the person face to face with the text that has attracted most his attention. The meeting face to face is done on two levels: on the level of emotion, and on a level of practical elements of the life of each person. It is important to start with the level of emotions, what touches the heart, because St. Augustine reminds us that what basically moves the life of a person must be the love for God and neighbor, as he himself points out in his Confessions: “For the love of your love I do what I do”18 Nevertheless this level of emotions can sometimes remain in an extremely ethereal level, for that reason it is necessary to go down to the second level, that of the life of a person, the intentions and concrete actions that are necessary to do every day. 

			 

			Emotions

			In the face of the biblical text it is necessary to remove the acts of resistance that are proper to intelligence and ideas in order to proceed to emotions or feelings. In many occasions persons hide themselves behind their ideas and their biblical interpretations that are very “hermeneutical”, as a way of avoiding being involved in the text and leave it at a purely theoretical or intellectual level. It is necessary to go down from the mind to the heart. Faith, spiritual life cannot be a theory only, but must be a way of life, as St. Augustine himself points out, to have faith is to touch Christ with the heart, as the woman with the hemorrhages did, and also, of course, allow ourselves to be touched by Him. 

			I remember that in a certain convent of the Augustinian Recollect cloistered nuns, they had an image of the Child Jesus standing and with open arms, as if wishing to embrace the entire humanity. In that convent there was a nun who always asked all the friars who visited the convent the same question:

			Brother, what does that image of the Child Jesus say to you? It is logical that a blunt 

			question of this kind and done in front of the community of nuns, in most cases, leads one to give an answer that is intellectual or theological: -It tells me that Jesus is the Redeemer of all men, Who opens His arms to serve men and welcome them, etc. 

			But the nun was not convinced with this response, that it was commonplace and that she had heard many times from all kinds of friars, clergies and even bishops. She insisted and the community in silence approved of her question: -Yes, all of that is true and very good, but to you personally, what does it say?

			This was the time during which the religious in question could once more, remain in a purely intellectual and theological level or answer the way the nun wanted, not with the mind, but with the heart, something that very few did. In fact she told me that one the answers that have called her attention during the last years, was that of a friar who without any kind of modesty, in the face of the persistent question of the nun, to you personally what does this image of the Child Jesus with open arms say?, the friar answered with sincerity and passion: - To me its says: I love you, I love you!

			 

			In this time of spiritual accompaniment within the Augustinian spiritual exercises, what is being sought after is that the person sets aside his theological securities and that he faces the text with emotion, because as St. Augustine points out, if it is done with emotion, it will take effect.19

			One can help with the following questions:

			 

			1.  What emotions does the biblical text arouse in you?

			2.  From this biblical text, what do you feel about God?

			3.  How would you express this emotion or feeling in your own words?

			4.  The feeling or emotion that has been aroused in you by the biblical text, to what does it commit you?

			 

			One’s Own Life

			The biblical text gives light in order for us to contemplate our own life from the perspective of God. It is about helping the participant in the exercises to become aware how God enlightens his existence and calls him to conversion.

			 

			1.  What dimensions of my life I see being enlightened by this text?

			2.  While reading this text, have you felt any special feeling for God, for the Holy Spirit? Has a good determination come forth from your inner self, spru, an idea that had not occurred to you before but now has come to your mind? (In case there was an idea or determination it would be convenient to ask the person to write it or at least to note it down in few words what is essential of this determination in order to finish writing it later). 

			3.  In my relationship with my community/family/group of work, what you elements can I see?

			 

			Conversio

			St. Augustine is the great convert and model of all those who desire to conform their steps to the paths of God, as Benedict XVI pointed out, he said that St. Augustine was “one of the greatest converts in the history of the Church”20 who lived his conversion not only as “as an even that happened at a given time, but (as) a course of action.”21  All Augustinian conversions happened in the light of the Word of God, particularly of the texts of the writings of St. Paul.

			For that reason, within the Augustinian spiritual accompaniment, what is being aimed at is that a person, face to face with the Word, must not stop at emotions; but all this should lead him to a conversion, to a concrete change in his life, in his way of thinking, in his relationship with others, in his manner of living his faith. This was the concrete result that the Word of God had in the life of St. Augustine, and it must be the specific result that is desired by means of the encounter with God and His Word within the Augustinian spiritual exercises. 

			Thus, Conversio is the moment during which the participant must be aware that God, by means of His Word, is asking him for conversion, a concrete change in his personal life, in his relationship with the brothers, in his relationship with God.

			The participant can be helped with the following questions:

			1.  In accordance with this text, what change or conversion does it ask of me in my personal life? (To be more optimistic, to have more confidence, to fight against my lukewarmness, to become aware of the power of grace, to avoid fears, to have more confidence in God, to receive more frequently the Sacraments, avoid criticizing, to conquer my laziness, organize better my time…)

			2.  What concrete things in my life can I see more clearly with the use of this text, and what must I improve in order to be more close to God?

			3.  Could you write a concrete resolution or determination for your life?

			4.  In your relationship with your community or family, what can you improve at the light of this text? What calling on the part of God do you see in your community because of the text?

			5.  Could you write a concrete resolution or determination in view of your community/family?

			 

			Confessio

			The Latin word Confessio, for St. Augustine has three special meanings. In the first place, 

			it is a manifestation of praise to God, of recognition of the greatness of God which is manifested in praise, it would be the confessio laudis. A second meaning would be the manifestation of faith in God, a proclamation of God in Whom one believes, that is, a profession of faith, it would be the confessio fidei. Finally it has the meaning of manifestation and acceptance of sins, the confessio peccatorum, with which man sees himself as miserable, limited and absolutely in need of the grace and salvation of God. It is a word that not only gives title with its richness to the most popular and read work of St. Augustine, the Confessions, but also of a term used many times by the Bishop of Hippo.

			Within the Augustinian spiritual exercises it is an invitation made to the participant to write, in atmosphere of prayer, a short account of the last stage of his life before the spiritual exercises, and the lights and concrete resolutions that the participant wishes to do at short or long period of time, as a commitment before God, just like what St. Augustine does, because the purpose is not that they be read by other persons, but only by God and by the participant himself, who can have recourse to these Confessions” at different moments of his life, as St. Augustine himself did, not only to look with nostalgia at the past, but to encourage oneself to follow Christ and to live his own Christian life. St. Augustine points this out in his Retractationes on speaking about Confessions:

			The thirteen books of the Confessions praise God, just and good for the good and bad actions that I have done, and arouse (excitant) the mind (intellectum) and the emotion (affectum) of man toward God. As much as I am concerned, they have this emotion, while I was writing them and continue to exercise it while I am reading them. What others think is their own business. However, I know that they are very popular and even today they are liked by many brothers.22

			In spite of being a written text which is in principle private and personal, however the participant if he deems it convenient may share these “confessions” with the Comites, so this may make an echo of what is written and presented before God. 

			 

			Laudatio

			It is about the closing of the session of the spiritual accompaniment. For this purpose it is recommended to make together, Comites and participant, an act of thanksgiving, by reading the following text of St. Augustine or another:

			I will love You Lord, and I will give You thanks and I will confess Your name.23

			Thanks be given to You, O our God! We are Yours; Your exhortations and consolations show it.24

			Accept my confessions and acts of thanksgiving, my God, for the innumerable things that I keep in silence.25

			Thanks and praise be to You, my God, my Teacher, You knock at my ears and enlighten my heart! Deliver me from every temptation.26
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