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“Egalitarian Spirituality: A Book Review of The Coming of Consolation: How 

God Gets Through to Us”  
(Expanded version of above-cited Pastoral Review article. It includes discussion 

of Ignatius of Loyola.).  Main CWP page is at http://www.angelfire.com/un/cwp/ 

 

 

To celebrate the 30th Anniversary of its first publication, users of William Sampson’s 

(1928-2000) spirituality book, The Coming of Consolation: How God gets through to Us, have 

sponsored its republication with a newly added index, short biography of the author and 

illustrations.1 The book sums up Sampson’s work in the Ignatian-based retreat movement and in 

spiritual directing. His help was used by health care workers, teachers, social workers, 

secretaries, missionaries and those running old-age homes, orphanages and ministering to 

prisoners. Many were also nuns and priests vowed to the evangelical councils of perfection and 

living the gospel among the poor. They worked for free or for subsistence. They made annual 

retreats so that he got to know some of them well. 

The reoccurring question Sampson and others posed was, “How does God get through to 

us?” His answer was to love and serve the poor and be honest about our failure to do so. 

Consolation comes to the extent our loving Father wants it to come. He cares for us more than 

He cares for Himself. The poor, not consolation, are the point. Sampson  sums up: 

Into the despair we experience at our inability to love, comes the Good News. 

What does the believer believe that makes his life so different from that of the 

nonbeliever? What is that fundamental article of faith? The Resurrection? 

The Trinity? The Incarnation? Not these but this: “that the power to love will be 

given to him when he asks for it. For that is the believing in Christ which the 

Apostle urges—‘a faith which works through loving.’2 

                                                 

1William Sampson, S.J., The Coming of Consolation: How God gets through to Us (ed. 

Mary Moreschi Dixon, Silver Spring, MD: CWP, 2016, ISBN: 0976416875), 

http://www.angelfire.com/un/cwp. 

2Sampson, The Coming of Consolation p. 28. 

http://www.angelfire.com/un/cwp/
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Egalitarianism. The book is divided into eleven chapters; covering God’s promises, 

despair in obtaining them, effective asking, our unloving ways, God’s intervention, mental 

prayer, honesty and mysticism. Sampson’s spirituality, as reflected in each chapter, was 

egalitarian, although he did not use the term. This included minimizing the “ladder of perfection” 

conception of spirituality and the graded system running from novices at the beginning level to 

mystics at the highest with the great mysteries reserved for the privileged. Closer to reality for 

him was an honest realization of one’s poverty in love of God and neighbor. As he put it, the 

only difference between us and the saints is that they are more in touch with this truth. Following 

the same doctrine, Dorothy Day of the New York Catholic Worker movement, was critical of 

those who dismissed her as a “saint.” 

It is of interest that others, such as Kate Hennessy in her biography of Day, dismiss the 

Spiritual Exercises as having made Day “severe and pious” and “judgmental and narrow-

minded.”3 Sampson maintains that these unloving characteristics are more a part of being 

human, and the Exercises help open the door for Jesus to redeem us: 

By means of the love command, we enter into a truer image of ourselves. We 

are not in the same league with Jesus; the love we see in Him is not found 

within ourselves. And this is not just for beginners, a purgative stretch. As 

the believer draws nearer to God and becomes ever more perfect, his 

consciousness of his lovelessness becomes more and more acute, and precise. 

He not only knows that he is a sinner, but he can prove it; and this the beginner 

is reluctant to do. These two go hand in hand: a deeper entry into God's 

intimacy and a bolder honesty about our manipulating, jealous, judgmental, 

resentful ways, our fear of true love. What is present in the saint's life is not a 

freedom from lovelessness, but a freedom to look honestly at it. He gets to see 

a self that had been a stranger to him but was well known and loved by God, 

and whose great need for a redeemer moved God to send Jesus.4 

                                                 

3Kate Hennessy, Dorothy Day: The World Will Be Saved By Beauty (New York: Simon 

and Schuster, 2017). 

4Sampson, The Coming of Consolation, p. 39. 
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There was a second egalitarian aspect of the Spiritual Exercises renewal, which the COC 

reflected and of which Day would have appreciated. This was the abandonment of the traditional 

preached retreats in which the master gave four or five hour-long talks followed by individual 

meditation. Substituted was the original approach used by Ignatius. The retreatant and God did 

the bulk of the work with emphasis on the one making the Exercises experiencing God’s help. So 

important was this encounter with divine help, as Sampson observes, was that Ignatius counseled 

the human guide to support the encounter without offering too much advice. In contrast in her 

December 1951 obituary published in the New York Catholic Worker newspaper of Onesimus 

Lacouture, S.J., Day complained of some retreat masters “gloating” over making the retreats 

difficult.5 

A third leveling aspect of Sampson’s spirituality was his negative approach to lengthy, 

morning or evening medication. Rather, he advised frequent, brief, ejaculatory prayer and 

examination of conscience during the day when one’s negatives, especially hatred of enemy, 

were on the surface. He notes that it was only in the sixteenth century that long mental prayer 

replaced the reading of scripture and the liturgical cycle as a staple of spirituality. One’s enemy, 

not length of prayer, was the key to effective prayer. Sampson wrote: 

God gazes on my enemy with great affection. God's desire is to share that 

affection with me… The Kingdom of God, the Kingship of God, is in the relating 

to those we do not love, who do not love us, who are not grateful, who are 

hostile, who are unfair, who are manipulative, resentful toward us, or 

contemptuous. The Spirit will draw near to me in his, the enemy’s face and 

features. The enemy is the locus of God’s present burning desire, and the doorway 

to all the gifts of deeper faith and more intense joy. This is so much the case that a 

Desert Father said, “ . . . if you go into prayer and the face of your enemy does not 

come, then you are not in the presence of the living God.”6 

                                                 

5Dorothy Day, “Obituary of Onesimus Lacouture, S.J.,” Catholic Worker (New York: 

December 1951). 

6Sampson, The Coming of Consolation, pp. 29, 51. 
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Besides personal relations, the Spiritual Exercises renewal also had a politically 

egalitarian dimension that Dorothy Day shared. For example, Sampson worked in the state of 

Kerela in India, where he helped spread the renewal methods with fellow religious. The book’s 

first chapter talks about the leveling characteristics of the Good News as experienced by a lower 

caste Hindu who because of his guilt from an earlier life had to get off the path when he saw a 

man from a higher caste and could not worship in the higher caste temple. Sampson writes: 

What if Shivadas [a low-caste] were to enter into a full faith in the gospel 

message. Notice the change that would take place in his self-image. He would see 

himself as co-heir with Jesus, and all things would be his. He would see himself 

sitting at his God’s table, eating his God’s very flesh, and drinking his God’s very 

blood, being breathed into by God himself who would pour His spirit on 

Shivadas. Christ’s history would become his own. All his guilt would be washed 

away by Jesus’ dying. His self-image would be filled with a dignity surpassing 

even the highest cast.7 

In Kerela for several generations the communist party has often been the state’s majority 

party against the Hindu Congress party. Its base includes one million lower caste Christians who 

reject Hindu capitalism. This has meant socialized spiritual and corporal works of mercy: 

universal health care, free education, public housing, subsidized food and trade unions, agrarian 

reform, the intermarriage of castes, women’s rights and a full employment economy. Egalitarian 

priests like Joseph Vadakkan speak on the same platform with communist leaders. Similarly Day 

spoke positively as in the September 1962 issue of the Catholic Worker of the socialist program 

at the time she visited Cuba. She wrote, “When that regime is bending all its efforts to make a 

good life for the people, a naturally good life (on which grace can build) one cannot help but be 

in favor of the measures taken.”8 

                                                 

7Sampson, The Coming of Consolation, pp. 1-2. 

8Dorothy Day, “Cuba Visit,” Catholic Worker (New York: September 1962). 
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Historical Exercises. Users of the COC appreciate it for helping God get through to 

them. Without mentioning it, the book and the renewal generally turns the traditional Exercises 

on their head. To understand this another Jesuit egalitarian, Juan Luis Segundo of Uruguay, is 

useful. A year after the first publication of COC, Segundo published The Christ of the Ignatian 

Exercises.9 It focuses on the historical Jesus and the class nature of His mission in relation to the 

Exercises. It notes the importance of the Exercises: for 500 years they have been mandatory for 

those who joined the Jesuits and, in shortened form, for those educated or ministered to by 

them.10  

Segundo evaluates, in the light of the historical Jesus, each of the basic points of Jesuit 

ideology, as set forth in the Exercises. Basic points of Jesuit spirituality include, (1) praise, 

reverence, and service, (2) indifference, (3) the imitation of Christ, (4) discernment of spirits, and 

(5) the kingdom of Christ. When Segundo looks at each of these points in the light of the 

historical Jesus, he means the Jesus who came to bring relief to the poor and oppressed. He 

comments:  

Jesus had a clear preference for all those who have been objects of scorn, 

injustice, and marginalization, whether they are good or bad. . . The "good news" 

is for the poor; it is not directly or immediately for everyone. In its historical 

setting, in fact, it is "bad news" for those who already have had their reward in the 

present regime or kingdom.11 

                                                 

9Juan Luis Segundo, The Christ of the Ignatian Exercises, in the series, Jesus of 

Nazareth, Yesterday and Today (New York: Orbis Publishers, 1987). 

10In form the Exercises are a 100-page handbook for conducting a spiritual retreat. The 

overall theme or goal of the Exercises is to help the exercitant make a decision concerning their 

vocation and more generally, how to lead their life. Thirty consecutive, full days is the period 

required for an individual to make the Exercises in their full form. The thirty days are divided 

into four separate weeks. Each week has its own sub theme. Each day consists of 4 or 5 one-hour 

meditations or prayers. 

11Segundo, The Christ of the Ignatian Exercises, vol. 4, p. 92. 
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Because Jesus took the side of the poor, the forces that upheld the established political 

and religious order, the Herodians and Pharisees, conspired to assassinate him. Segundo 

maintains that Jesus was aware of the political dimensions of his egalitarian project, and adopted 

a political mode by which to manifest God.12 

 Illustrative of Segundo's application of Biblical history to the Exercises is his treatment 

of the first week of the Exercises. The theme of the first week is the "First Principle and 

Foundation," which consists in the idea that humans are created to "praise, reverence, and serve 

God, and by this means to save their souls." Segundo suggests the creator-creature theme is 

devoid of christological influence.13 It involves a dehumanization of the individual. "Praising" 

and "reverencing," as Segundo points out, are not human responses to a concrete love but the 

first prehuman consequence of the creature's discovery of its condition as a creature, wherein 

human freedom plays no positive role.  

Further, the "service" in the First Principle and Foundation is considered a means to an 

ahistorical end. Service is not seen as a vocation to build a just society, as set forth by Jesus but a 

goal or test envisioned to save one's soul.14 This conception of life-as-test, which has circulated 

at least since the Book of Wisdom, makes the only important moment in life to be the moment of 

death. That is the point when the test ends and one either passes or fails.15 

                                                 

12The political dimension in the thinking of Jesus is set forth even more so in Juan Luis 

Segundo, The Historical Jesus of the Synoptics, in the series Jesus of Nazareth, Yesterday and 

Today (New York: Orbis, 1985), vol. 2, pp. 71-79, 110. 

13Segundo, The Christ of the Ignatian Exercises, vol. 4, p. 92, writes, "I leave my readers 

in no doubt as to the result of my study of the First Principle and Foundation. It is wholly devoid 

of any christological influence." 

14Ibid., pp. 44, 46. 

15Ibid., p. 98. 
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"Service" and its equation with life-as-test, as set forth in the First Principle and 

Foundation, makes the avoidance of sin and the attainment of heaven of supreme importance. 

The concept of sin becomes individual.16 This was not the case for the historical Jesus, for 

whom sin was social. Sin involved every fault that posed an obstacle to the reign of God on 

earth. What avoidance of sin has meant for the Jesuits throughout their history, has been a lack of 

corporate commitment to contribute creatively to establishing God's reign on earth. As Segundo 

puts it, "Jesus took an interest in concrete human affairs. . . This sin of omission by the Jesuits is 

crucial, especially as society depends on complex mechanisms that operate (and even kill) by 

themselves."17 

Part of equating service with life-as-test and avoidance of sin in the First Principle and 

Foundation involved the glorification of hardship, including the cross, the passion, poverty, 

insults, hunger, thirst, cold, death, and abuses. Segundo notes: 

Loyola lost sight of the fact that nowhere in the Gospels does Jesus appear to go 

out looking for poverty, abuses, or death. He accepts them because his mission 

confronts him with the alternative of enduring them or giving up that mission. . . 

This preference of God's for the poor does not lead Jesus to make himself even 

poorer but rather to introduce a terrible conflict into Israel by shouldering the 

cause of the poor.18 

In substituting hardship for the historical message, Jesus is made a monk. The one book 

Loyola recommended by name to the exercitant was the Imitation of Christ and Despising of the 

World by Thomas a Kempis.19 This was despite the fact that Jesus was not a monk. He did not 

despise the world and its creatures in order to join the creator in lonely contemplation of the 

eternal.  

                                                 

16Ibid., p. 49. 

17Ibid., pp. 74, 92. 

18Ibid., p. 49. 

19Ibid., p. 105. 
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Loyola. The COC and the renewal, as illustrated above, in helping God to get through to 

us, not only turn the Exercises upside down, but also Sampson’s beloved, but nevertheless 

inegalitarian founder, Ignatius Loyola. Sampson was working class; Ignatius was not. A number 

of historians have observed that egalitarian theology was well known both in Loyola's 

Guipuzcoa, which was a province in the kingdom of Castile, and also in its neighboring kingdom 

of Navarre. The egalitarian struggle led by the town-comuneros of Loyola's day was based on a 

theology of justice. Historian Jacques LeGoff remarks on how the comuneros were disliked by 

the feudal class to which Loyola belonged because of their egalitarian nature:  

What was revolting about the origins of the urban movement and its rural pendant 

was the egalitarian oath, in contrast to the [feudal] contract of vassalage, which 

bound the inferior to a superior.20 

An illustration of the presence of egalitarian theology in Loyola's day involves the 1521 

Civil War in which he was involved. At least some of the 400 parish clergy and bishops who 

took the side of the town-comuneros in Guipuzcoa and the neighboring areas looked to the 

example of the historical Jesus. These clergy joined laboring people, agrarian tenants, artisans, 

manufacturers, merchants, professionals, and even some nobility in attempting to overthrow the 

ruling German-Hapsburgs and the local landlords who were under Hapsburg patronage. The 

crown had confiscated Spanish offices, land, and taxes to sell to German merchants. With the 

draining of money, Spanish roads and bridges ceased to be properly maintained, and soldiers and 

officials were not paid. Even the See of Toledo, regarded as next in importance to the See of St. 

Peter, was sold to foreigners.21 

                                                 

20Jacques LeGoff, Medieval Civilization 400-1500 (New York: Basil Blackwell, 1988), 

p. 292. 

21James Brodrick, St. Ignatius of Loyola: The Pilgrim Years (London: Burns and Oates. 

1956), pp. 52-56; Candido de Dalmases, S.J., Ignatius of Loyola: Founder of the Jesuits, His Life 

and Work (Arnand, India: Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1985), pp. 39-40. 
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One of the comunero priests was Fray Pablo, the prior at the Dominican monastery in 

Leon. He served as an officer in the comunero legislative assembly, the speaker of which, 

according to one account was a cloth-shearer.22 Fray Pablo's pamphlet, Guia del Cielo (1520) 

denounced the landlord class for their contempt for the useful labor of farmers and shepherds and 

their oppression of the poor.23 The academic Henry Seaver has studied the religious motivation 

of the clergy who joined the comuneros. He writes, "The clergy in immense numbers, supported, 

worked for, preached for, even fought for the comunero cause, which was formidable because 

inspired by something of humanitarian and even religious fervor."24 

In the 1521 Civil War Loyola took the side of the oppressor, along with German and 

Turkish mercenaries.25 He was a Basque, and was wounded about May 20, 1521 while helping 

the Hapsburg landlords put down the egalitarian struggle of his own comunero Basques and their 

French allies in Navarre.26 

                                                 

22Henry L. Seaver, The Great Revolt in Castile: A Study of the Comunero Movement of 

1520-1521 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co. 1928), p.133. 

23Luis Alonso-Getino, “Un Comunero Intellectual,” La Ciencia Tomista (1921) no. 69, 

Mayo-Junio. 

24Seaver, The Great Revolt in Castile, pp. 302-304. 

25A. W. Lovett, Early Hapsburg Spain, 1517-1598. (New York:Oxford University Press, 

1966), pp. 33, 37, 97. 

26Seaver, The Great Revolt in Castile, pp. 129-130, 322) and Juan Ignacio Gutierrez-

Nieto, Las Comunidades como movimento antisenorial: La formacion del bando realista en la 

guerra civil Castellana de 1520-1521 (Barcelona: Editorial Planeta, 1973), pp. 167, 205, find the 

comuneros were agrarian and urban tenants, and that Turkish and German mercenaries were used 

against them by the Hapsburgs. Seaver, ibid., pp. 231, 302-303, 351-352, 356 and Manuel 

Danvila, Historia de las Comunidades de Castilla (Madrid: 1897-1899), vol. 1, pp. 438, 483) 

discuss the 400 clergy who joined the comuneros, including Antonio de Acuña, Bishop of 

Zamora. Stephen Haliczer, The Comuneros of Castile: The Forging of a Revolution, 1475-1521 

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1981), pp. 3, 195, gives an account of Bishop Juan de 

Padilla's support of the comuneros. 
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After being wounded, Loyola converted from a military to a religious career. But he kept 

the same master, the landlord class. He had little regard for the manual workers whom his order 

employed. For example, when he wished to reprimand well-born subordinates, he delegated the 

task to his cook. This was because Loyola, along with his class, viewed manual workers such as 

cooks to be of low worth. The reprimand was more stinging when such a person delivered it.27 

A consequence of the Jesuit preferential option for the rich was that the religious interests 

and needs of Catholic laboring people were less well served than were gentry needs. Christopher 

Bagshaw (1555-1625) was an English Catholic who did not like the bias against laboring people. 

He remarked concerning many English Jesuits of his day:  

They are used to fawn upon men of noble birth, especially if they be rich. They 

look not after the cottages of the poor, nor minister their help to them, be they 

ever so much in need.28 

Historians point out that the Jesuits over the centuries have had a more egalitarian 

theology than that taught by Ignatius. From the start there was an activist and a quietest 

interpretation of the Exercises.29 In the case of some Jesuits, such as Jerome Nadel (1507-1580) 

and Nicholas Caussin, S.J., the two schools were combined as "contemplation in action." 

                                                 

27Joseph de Guibert, The Jesuits: Their Spiritual Doctrine and Practice, A Historical 

Study (Chicago: Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1964), p. 92. 

28Christopher Bagshaw, A True Relation of the Faction begun by  Father Persons at 

Rome. London: D. Nutt, [1601] 1889), p. 105. 

29The quietest school as characterized by Bathasar Alvarez, S.J. (1534-1580), Luis de la 

Puente, S.J. (1554-1624), and Achille Gagliandi, S.J. (1537-1607) put the emphasis on mental 

prayer or contemplation, and liberty of spirit. The activist school was favored by some of the 

early Jesuit officials such as Everard Mercurian, S.J. (1573-1581) and Claudio Aquaviva, S.J. As 

in the work of Alonso Rodriquez, S.J. (1526-1616), it favored examination of conscience, 

meditation on the commandments, on the duties of one's office, and on the virtues, and was 

suspicious of contemplation and other "higher forms of prayer," which might lead one to ignore 

religious superiors. See John O'Malley, S.J., “Early Jesuit Spirituality: Spain and Italy, “ in 

Christian Spirituality: Post-Reformation and Modern (edited by Louis Dupre, New York: 

Crossroad, 1989), pp. 12-20. 
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Caussin's much-published seventeenth-century guide for achieving contemplation in action, 

unfortunately, illustrates that "action," at least for some Jesuits, was equated with symbolic 

tokenisms such as funeral almsgiving, feast day donations, and giving succor to a ritual number 

of poor (usually twelve).30 Such was inefficient and little adapted to material needs. It was 

meant mainly to satisfy the conscience, not to address the issue of wealth distribution. Such is 

also a criticism of the quietist-wing of the Catholic Worker movement. The Spanish scholastic, 

John de Medina, like Peter Maurin during the Great Depression, condemned efforts to address 

economic inequality, "Removal of the indigent from the streets results in grave spiritual harm by 

denying the faithful the opportunity of practicing charity."31 

More egalitarian was the seventeenth-century, English Catholic Thomas Hawkins. He 

criticized from a class perspective the ahistorical spirituality associated with the Exercises. He 

called mental prayer, which the gentry encouraged, a lazy devotion:  

One may wear a scapular, say everyday some beads or some famous prayer 

without restoring things ill got. These are the devotions that people love. From 

these come the exterior devotions to the Blessed Sacrament. Since the work of 

hands has ceased, they have extremely praised mental prayer. It is in what 

constituted the heresy of the Messalians, condemned in the fourth century. And 

                                                 

30Nicholas Caussin, S.J. ’s approach to contemplation in action can be seen in the 

following from his work, The Holy Court, or the Christian Institution of Men of Quality in the 

series English Recusant Literature (Farnsborough, England: Scolar Press. [1626] 1977), vol. 3, p. 

91: 

If you wish to magnify charity toward persons necessitious, cast your eye upon 

Anne of Austria, Queen of Poland. She was accustomed to serve twelve poor 

people every Monday. This was the very same day she yielded her soul to God. 

When she had scarcely so much left as a little breath on her lips, she asked that 

she might once more wait on the poor at dinner, and that death might close her 

eyes when she opened her hands to charity. 

31John de Medina quoted in Margo Todd, “Christian Humanism and the Puritan Social 

Order” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Washington University, St. Louis, Mo., 1981) p. 341. 
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what Catholics reproached them for the most was their contempt of labor.32 

Conclusion. As noted, Sampson says nothing about the inegalitarian nature of the 

Exercises. Rather, the COC teaches the expectation that God gets through, including to Ignatius 

and his Company. Sampson writes: 

On the one hand they have the data which indicate how deep is their unlove. On 

the other hand they have God's word assuring them, "I am at work within you as 

a seed in the ground: secretly, yes, but effectively. Fear not." It is that assurance 

which sustains them.33 

Jesuit Daniel Berrigan in his biography remarked, “There are, after all, ways and ways of 

being a Jesuit. There are mansions and shanties, and their occupants. There are mandarins and 

day laborers, bureaucrats and mystics.”34 Living out the evangelical councils of perfection for 

Sampson included life-long resistance to his religious order. He was a New York City native (St. 

Raymonds Parish, Bronx) and graduate of Regis High School before entering the Jesuit novitiate 

in 1947. When he was not yet one year old, his father died, leaving to raise him and his six 

siblings, was both his mother, who herself died while he was a teenager, and also relatives, the 

church and the welfare department. Besides the COC, he wrote two other books and various 

articles dealing with the religious life and early Christianity.35  

 

                                                 

32Thomas Hawkins, A View of the Real Power of the Pope and of the Priesthood over 

the Laity, with an Account of How they use it. London: n.p., [1639] 1733), p. 508. 

33Sampson, The Coming of Consolation p. 43. 

34Daniel Berrigan, To Dwell in Peace: An Autobiography (San Francisco: Harper & 

Row, c1987), p. 19. 

35For more on Sampson’s life see Toby Terrar, A Biographical Sketch of William P. 

Sampson, S.J. (Silver Spring, MD: CWP Electronic Publication, 2013), 

(http://www.angelfire.com/un/crp/pdf-htm/biography.pdf), which is part of “William Sampson, 

S.J. Memorial Webpage” (http://www.angelfire.com/un/crp/). 


