
Where are the Exercises taking us now? 
SEN Conference: Hinsley Hall, Leeds, 15-19 August 2016

	Left	to	right:		Dr	Annemarie	Paulin-Campbell,	Nikolaas	Sintobin	SJ,	Puleng	Matsaneng	

In	a	new	departure	for	the	conference,	rather	than	one	speaker	there	were	
three	keynote	sessions.	Ageing,	cultural	differences,	and	the	possibilities	
offered	by	the	internet,	were	the	main	strands	but	these	were	
supplemented	by	a	variety	of	workshops	not	to	mention	pop-up	
conversations	and	plenty	of	opportunities	to	meet	over	meals.	

The Exercises and Ageing 
Another	‘first’	for	the	conference:	as	ill-health	
meant	Bishop	Brian	Noble	(left)	was	unable	to	be	at	
the	conference	in	person,	he	gave	his	presentation	
via	Skype	and	this	was	enthusiastically	received.	

Starting	with	the	prayer	of	an	elderly	Jesuit,	‘Lord,	
help	me	to	grow	old	gracefully’	he	showed	how	the	
graces	of	the	four	weeks	of	the	Exercises	can	be	
lived	out	in	the	later	stages	of	life.	

Old	age	is	so	often	regarded	as	a	time	of	loss:	loss	of	meaning	and	purpose,	
loss	of	faith,	loss	of	possibility.	Brian’s	talk	did	not	deny	the	potential	
difficulties	of	age	and	showed	a	compassionate	understanding	of	the	
complex	psychological	issues	that	can	arise	with	advancing	years,	but	he	
gently	showed	how	the	insights	of	the	Exercises,	from	the	inner	balance	of	
the	Foundation	and	Principle	to	the	‘Take,	Lord,	receive’	of	the	
Contemplatio,	can	help	old	age	become	something	one	grows	into	as	one	
lets	go	of	the	busyness	of	younger	days	and	focusses	on	the	faithfulness	
and	trust	of	Christ	in	the	midst	of	his	suffering.		

Brian	himself	clearly	exemplified	the	grace	of	age	and	his	contribution	was	
warmly	and	thoughtfully	received	by	his	audience,	the	majority	of	whom	
were	no	longer	young.	

 The Speakers 
Bishop	Emeritus	Brian	Noble	is	
a	native	of	Lancaster	by	birth.	
He	was	ordained	and	for	35	
years	served	in	parishes	in	that	
Diocese,	in	university	
chaplaincy	and	as	a	staff	
member	of	the	Beda	College	in	
Rome.	Throughout	his	
ministry,	including	15	years	as	
Bishop	of	Shrewsbury,	
education	and	spiritual	
formation	have	been	on-going	
priorities.	Now,	in	retirement,	
they	continue	to	be	so.	

Dr	Annemarie	Paulin-
Campbell	is	head	of	the	Jesuit	
Institute	School	of	Spirituality	
in	South	Africa.	Her	primary	
work	is	the	training	and	
supervision	of	spiritual	
directors	and	givers	of	the	
Spiritual	Exercises.	She	has	
given	workshops	
internationally	and	is	an	
editorial	correspondent	for	
The	Way.	

Puleng	Matsaneng	works	in	
the	Jesuit	Institute	South	
Africa.	She	is	an	experienced	
director	and	trainer	of	
directors	and	has	given	the	30-
day	retreat	several	times.	Her	
main	area	of	interest	is	the	
inculturation	of	Ignatian	
Spirituality	in	South	Africa.	

Nikolaas	Sintobin	SJ	joined	the	
Society	of	Jesus	in	1989,	after	a	
short	career	as	a	lawyer.	He	
trained	as	a	Jesuit	in	Paris	and	
Santiago	(Chile)	and	
specialized	in	Ignatian	
spirituality	and	pedagogy.	He	
has	been	working	in	education.	
His	focus	today	is	Internet	
Apostolate.	



The Exercises across cultural divides 
From	the	Jesuit	Institute	in	Johannesburg,	South	Africa,	Dr	Annemarie	
Paulin-Campbell	and	Puleng	Matsaneng	commented	that	‘internationally	
we	seem	to	be	at	a	crisis	point	in	relation	to	issues	of	race	and	culture’	and	
asked:	
• How	can	the	Exercises	be	a	tool	for	a	radical	transformation	of	

consciousness?	
• How	do	we	give	the	Exercises	in	a	way	that	recognises	and	honours	the	

cultural	diversity	of	the	people	who	make	them?	
• Can	the	exercises	be	a	leaven	in	our	global	society	and	a	means	of	

healing	and	reconciliation?	

More	than	twenty	years	since	the	formal	ending	of	apartheid,	the	legacy	of	
violence	and	suspicion	is	still	subtly	shaping	South	African	society.	This	
affects	people’s	image	both	of	God	and	of	themselves	and	their	own	worth	
in	God’s	eyes.	It	affects	the	way	in	which	people	can	accompany	others	
when	trust	across	barriers	of	generation	and	race	may	be	hard	to	build.	

The	fundamental	differences	between	cultures	also	affects	the	way	spiritual	
direction	and	the	giving	of	the	exercises	can	best	be	done	in	South	Africa.	
White	western	society	has	a	long	history	of	one-to-one	direction	whereas	
the	communal	nature	of	African	society	means	family	and	the	ancestors	are	
the	forum	within	which	guidance	is	given	and	decisions	made.		

Picking	up	Philip	Endean’s	suggestion	that	‘aplicar’	in	the	Exercises	does	not	
mean	‘to	adapt’	as	much	as	it	does	‘to	apply’,	Annemarie	and	Puleng	talked	
of	the	need	for	directors	to	really	understand	both	the	dynamic	of	the	
Exercises	and	the	circumstances	and	context	of	the	individual	excercitant	in	
order	to	use	images	and	examples	which	will	be	true	to	Ignatius	but	have	
meaning	to	the	excercitant.	

The	communal	nature	of	African	society	impacts	on	the	way	people	will	
approach	the	Exercises.	Puleng	described	the	way	in	which	she	takes	a	
group	through	the	Exercises,	meeting	for	six	hours	at	a	time	and	patiently	
listening	to	each	other	in	the	African	way	–	something	which	would	not	be	
possible	in	suburban	white	culture	but	which	is	highly	appropriate	in	African	
townships.		

In	the	South	African	context,	healing	and	reconciliation	is	an	important	
facet	of	the	experience	of	the	Exercises,	but	can	in	turn	lead	to	a	decision	
about	a	way	of	life.	Parish	Weeks	of	Accompanied	Prayer	are	also	times	of	
healing	when	people	grow	together	as	they	deepen	their	relationship	with	
God.	

To	see	Annemarie	and	Puleng,	young	women	from	opposite	sides	of	the	
racial	divide,	working	together	as	equal	partners	in	passionate	commitment	
to	the	task	of	bringing	healing	and	reconciliation	to	individuals	and	
communities	through	the	dynamic	of	Ignatian	spirituality	and	the	Exercises,	
was	a	moving	experience	for	all	at	the	conference.	

	

	

Relaxing	in	the	morning	break 

What delegates said: 

“It	has	enabled	me	to	be	more	
convinced	that	one	does	not	
need	to	stagnate	in	old	age!		

“It	has	renewed	my	
enthusiasm	for	the	Exercises	
and	helped	to	feel	animated	to	
explore	new	ways	in	my	work	
as	spiritual	director.”	

“Enjoyable	and	stimulating	
networking	and	time	together.	
Excellent	balance	of	input,	
reflective	space,	discussion,	
worship.”	

“A	really	good	update	and	
encouragement	both	in	
presentations,	workshops	and	
interaction	with	participants.”	

“Well	balanced	timetable.	
Enough	free	time	and	time	for	
personal	reflection.	Small	
groups	were	very	useful.”	

“The	speakers	-	wonderful!	
The	networking	-	amazing.”	

“I	found	the	whole	experience	
live	giving.”	

And	suggestions	for	next	time:	

“More	on	various	'creative'	
ways	to	do	the	Exercises.”	

“Perhaps	some	inter-faith	
input,	to	enrich	the	
interpretation	and	adaptation	
of	some	of	the	exercises.”	

“Becoming	human	-	really	
caught	my	attention	as	a	
possible	theme.“	 	



The Exercises in a digital culture 
Nikolaas	Sintobin	SJ	focused	on	the	Internet	Apostolate.	He	explained	that	
this	is	not	about	transferring	old	ways	to	new	media	but	about	discovering	
new	ways	of	making	contact	with	the	modern	generation.	When	we	speak	
of	the	spiritual	life,	people	don’t	know	what	we	are	talking	about	because	
they	don’t	understand	our	vocabulary	or	our	language.	Education	is	about	
enabling	someone	to	become	more	human	and	Ignatian	spirituality	
addresses	deeper	levels	than	the	superficial,	inviting	people	to	explore	an	
inner	space.	

As	we	know	from	Ignatian	imaginative	contemplation,	the	visual	is	a	good	
channel	for	achieving	this	and	Nikolaas	described	his	method	of	using	
videos	in	groups	–	a	method	very	Ignatian	in	its	way	of	creating	a	safe	space	
which	allows	individuals	to	share	without	fear	of	judgement.	His	criteria	for	
choosing	videos	are:	
• secular,		
• short,		
• as	few	words	as	possible	
• open-ended	stories	so	that	people’s	freedom	of	interpretadon	is	

respected	

and	he	accompanied	his	talk	with	a	variety	of	videos	which	amply	illustrated	
his	points.		

In	this,	and	in	conversations	throughout	the	week,	his	own	quiet	humour	
and	passionate	desire	to	connect	with	people	in	order	to	share	the	good	
news	of	God’s	love	shone	through.	

	

Workshops 
Alongside	the	main	presentations	was	a	range	of	workshops.	The	main	
speakers	each	offered	workshops	which	built	on	their	presentations.	

Other	contributors	considered	the	wisdom	that	secular	disciplines	can	offer	
to	the	practice	of	the	Exercises.	Roger	Dawson	SJ	from	St	Beuno’s	discussed	
an	object	relations	theory	approach	from	psychology	in	the	context	of	
spiritual	direction;	Andrew	Bunch	linked	insights	from	the	Enneagram	with	
Week	4	of	the	Exercises;	Stephen	Hoyland	considered	how	to	make	good	
use	of	the	Two	Standards	Exercise	in	a	world	far-removed	from	the	chivalric	
ideals	of	Ignatius’s	time.	

Edel	McCLean	led	a	practical	workshop	on	group	facilitation	using	the	highly	
relevant	example	of	the	future	of	SEN.	The	results	became	part	of	the	
business	meeting	and	will	in	turn	guide	the	committee	in	the	months	
ahead.	

Meanwhile,	in	a	room	full	of	art	and	craft	materials,	Deirdre	McConnell	
encouraged	participants	to	‘tend	the	creative	spark	within’	and	explore	the	
exercises	by	mark-making	and	art.	The	point	of	using	art	in	prayer	is	not	to	
produce	great	art	but	to	engage	with	prayer,	and	participants	who	thought	
they	were	‘no	good	at	art’	were	surprised	and	inspired	by	the	results	which	
Deirdre	gently	encouraged.	

The Programme 
After	breakfast	we	convened	
for	a	time	of	reflective	prayer	
led	by	our	liturgist,	Shirley		
Taylor.		

Each	keynote	presentation	was	
followed	by	a	time	for	personal	
reflection	and	then,	fortified	
by	coffee,	sharing	in	groups.		

There	was	free	time	after	
lunch	before	the	workshops	
and	then	an	opportunity	to	
join	others	in	a	‘pop-up’	
conversation	–	arranged	by	
posting	a	subject	on	the	board.		

After	the	evening	meal	there	
was	a	varied	programme	
before	closing	with	night	
prayer	in	the	chapel,	again	led	
by	Shirley,	and	a	night	cap	in	
the	bar.	

One	person’s	image	from	the	
‘tending	the	spark	within’		
workshop.	

Chatting	in	the	lounge	over	coffee	



Business meeting 
The	business	meeting	took	place	on	the	Thursday	evening.	It	was	noted	that	
this	was	SEN’s	silver	anniversary	–	25	years	since	the	first	conference.	

The	Chairman’s	report		set	out	the	progress	which	had	been	made	to	
develop	the	priorities	identified	at	the	last	conference:	planning	the	present	
conference	and	developing	SEN’s	website	and	presence	in	social	media.	

The	accounts	as	presented	related	to	the	two	years	ending	in	December	
2015	the	2016	conference	figures	were	not	included	but	it	was	clear	that	
this	conference	would	make	a	loss	which	would	come	out	of	SEN’s	reserves.	
The	factors	affecting	the	financial	situation	were	explained	in	the	
Chairman’s	report.	

All	of	the	committee	were	willing	to	continue	and	all	were	endorsed	by	the	
meeting.	However	it	was	agreed	that	for	the	future,	the	committee	should	
draw	up	a	plan	setting	out	the	term	of	office	for	committee	members	and	
the	size	of	committee.	

Priorities	for	SEN	

Edel	McClean	then	presented	the	
findings	from	her	workshops	on	
discerning	the	future	of	SEN.		

6	headings	had	emerged:	
Finance,	Continuing	the	
Conference,	Communicating	with	
members,	Looking	forwards,	
Looking	outwards,	Offering	
resources.		

Of	these,	Continuing	the	Conference	and	Looking	forwards	had	emerged	as	
the	top	priorities.	As	finance	was	a	necessary	aspect	–	without	it,	SEN	
cannot	continue	–	it	was	removed	from	the	board	as	a	non-negotiable	
priority.	Everyone	in	the	meeting	was	given	two	dots	to	add	their	vote	to	
the	remaining	five	headings.	The	committee	was	then	charged	with	looking	
at	the	results	and	planning	accordingly.	

In	closing,	the	meeting	was	reminded	that	the	richness	of	SEN	is	
concentrated	in	the	Spiritual	Exercises.	The	meeting	then	moved	to	the	
Chapel	for	Night	Prayer.	

	

Worship 
The	times	of	prayer	to	start	and	end	the	day’s	programme	were	an	essential	
part	of	the	conference.	A	well-chosen	image	was	shown	on	screen	to	help	
hold	the	themes	from	the	day	in	contemplative	silence.	Shirley’s	guitar	
accompanied	our	singing	to	incorporate	another	sense	into	the	worship.	

Those	present	clearly	appreciated	this	contemplative	approach	to	the	
liturgy,	commenting	“the	well	prepared	prayer	times	were	soul-renewing”.

The SEN Committee 
Chairman:	Nick	Helm	

Secretary	&	Treasurer:	
Margaret	Sheldon	

Janet	Bone		

Andrew	Bunch	

Jo	Busby		

Edel	McClean		

Georgie	Simpson	

Shirley	Taylor	

Sue	Wilson	

Roderic	Ballantine	(Society	of	
Retreat	Conductors)	

	

We	have	also	had	in	
attendance	at	meetings	

Simon	Bishop	(Jesuits)	

Roger	Dawson	(St	Beunos)	

	

Find us online at: 
spiritualexercisesnetwork.uk	

facebook.com/SpExNet	

uk.pinterest.com/SpExNet	

	

email:	
admin@spiritualexercisesnetwork.uk	

or	by	post	
c/o	Margaret	Sheldon	
4	James	Bradford	Almshouses	
Butlers	Green	Road,	
Haywards	Heath,	
West	Sussex	RH16	4BD	

Where	shall	I	put	my	dot?	Voting	for	the	future	


