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during retreat we don't need to reach anything, but there are stan-
dards to measure up to, so results are introduced again in a round-
about way." Don't allow yourself to be pressured. It all depends on 
your inner rhythm and not on the speed with which you get to the 
end of this book. 

The Introduction to the Fifth Day describes the internal procedure 
of contemplative prayer, so that we're prepared for the time of cri-
sis. During the stillness, the things we have not worked through in 
ourselves come to our consciousness, and this leads to a crisis. You 
must know about this in order to react in the right way. During the 
meditations we supplement our attention to the palms with a word. 

Much joy to you in the days to come! 

FIFTH DAY 

I. INTRODUCTORY TALK: 
REDEMPTION 

1. Abduction 

During a long abduction I underwent an important inner develop-
ment, which may help us understand how redemption takes place 
during retreat. It was the time of the civil war between the extreme 
right-wing and left-wing groups in Argentine society. The univer-
sity students were very agitated by the events of this time. The 
pressure to join the guerillas was great. I was living at the time 
with a fellow Jesuit at the edge of the slums of Bajo Flores in 
Buenos Aires. We were theology professors at two different uni-
versities. We wanted to bear witness to the fact that, while 
wretched life conditions existed, it was possible to take the part of 
the poor by peaceful means. We had received an express mission 
from the official Church and from our superiors to live among the 
poor. In spite of this, our presence in the slums was a thorn in the 
flesh to many people whose political stance was the extreme right. 
These people interpreted our presence there as support for the 
guerrillas, and planned to denounce us as terrorists. We knew 
which way the wind was blowing, as well as who was responsible 
for the malicious talk, so I went to this particular person to tell him 
that he was playing with our lives. The man promised me he would 
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communicate to the military that we were not terrorists. According 
to later statements by an officer, and the testimony of thirty docu-
ments that eventually came into my hands, it became irrefutably 
clear that he had not kept his promise but, on the contrary, had 
given false information about us to the military. This account 
should be sufficient background for the story that follows. 

On 23 May 1976, a Sunday morning, 300 heavily armed soldiers 
with police vans surrounded our shack on the edge of the slum. 
After cutting off all access from outside, they invaded our house, 
brutally tied our hands behind our backs, pulled narrow hoods over 
our heads (which made us choke), and abducted us. For five days, 
almost without food, I lay on the stone floor with the hood over my 
face and hands tied behind my back. My fellow Jesuit fared much 
worse. He was given drugs in order to extract from him informa-
tion he otherwise would never have given. As we later learned, he 
had—against all expectations—talked about God and Jesus Christ. 
The military were deeply impressed. Until then they had been con-
vinced that we were terrorists. 

On the fifth day they brought us to a private house. They replaced 
the hoods with eye bandages which gave us relief from the choking 
fits. They fastened the handcuffs in front, which was a relief when 
we were lying down. On this fifth day an officer came and told us 
we were innocent, and that he would ensure that we could return to 
the slum as soon as possible. These were the last words we heard 
regarding our abduction for five months, during which we re-
mained handcuffed. We each were chained by one leg to a heavy 
canon ball. Our eyes were blindfolded until our liberation. 

We had both long before begun to meditate with the simple repeti-
tion of the name of Jesus. Day after day, from morning to evening, 
we kept to this simple prayer. 

After the officer had told us on the fifth day that we would be 
freed, he evidently said the same thing to the eight subordinate of-
ficers who guarded us. One of them said to us the same evening 
that prisoner releases always took place on Saturdays. I rejoiced 
since it was Friday. But Saturday came and went, and we were not 
released. I became extremely enraged. The injustice of being kept 
under arrest in spite of our proven innocence evoked helpless rage 
and great anger in me. My rage was more and more directed 
against the man who had given false witness against us. After a 
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day of helpless rage, I was overcome by great fear of what would 
happen, including the thought of execution. The fear, together with 
an inner shaking, lasted a day and a half. After that I got very de-
pressed: all was lost. (My fears don't seem exaggerated to me even 
today. After several years, when a court case was prosecuted 
against the commanders involved, there were no surviving wit-
nesses from the 6000 people whom this particular group had ab-
ducted. Only we two survived. All the others had been killed.) 

On the fourth day after that I sank into indescribable sadness. An-
other day had to pass before I could weep for hours. Only then 
could I feel relieved and become calmer. I waited for the next Sa-
turday full of hope. It wasn't far off, for my inner process took 
several days. When again we weren't released, the whole process 
began again: Rage, fear, depression, sadness, and then weeping. I 
passed through all these emotions over three or four days, until 
hope again flared up at the approach of the next Saturday. This in-
ner process repeated itself in the same form week after week, for 
three and a half months. All the time, I continued to meditate on 
the name of Jesus. In spite of inner rebellion and violent feelings, I 
constantly tried to forgive. I also constantly prayed for our perse- 
cutors and the people who caused our abduction. After three and a 
half months, the cycles of the process became shorter, but repeated 
themselves every day until the day of our release: rage, fear, de-
pression, sadness, weeping. Occasionally there were more quiet 
days. 

After our release, my friends urgently counseled me to stay for a 
while outside the country, and so I spent more than a year in the 
United States, hoping to return soon to Argentina. When, after a 
year, my return was still thought to be inadvisable, I came to Ger-
many. I began to give retreats, and I also noticed that a great 
change had taken place in me. A kind of depression, which had 
always been in me under the surface, and a certain aggressiveness 
were completely gone and never returned. The months of abduc-
tion, imprisonment, and closeness to death, along with the constant 
repetition of the name of Jesus, had brought about in me a pro-
found purification. 

I have kept the description of the events very brief, in spite of the 
months of imprisonment and so many impressions and profound 
experiences. It's sufficient to describe how I was incredibly trans-
formed in the silence of meditation. Stillness can set a great deal in 
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communicate to the military that we were not terrorists. According 
to later statements by an officer, and the testimony of thirty docu-
ments that eventually came into my hands, it became irrefutably 
clear that he had not kept his promise but, on the contrary, had 
given false information about us to the military. This account 
should be sufficient background for the story that follows. 

On 23 May 1976, a Sunday morning, 300 heavily armed soldiers 
with police vans surrounded our shack on the edge of the slum. 
After cutting off all access from outside, they invaded our house, 
brutally tied our hands behind our backs, pulled narrow hoods over 
our heads (which made us choke), and abducted us. For five days, 
almost without food, I lay on the stone floor with the hood over my 
face and hands tied behind my back. My fellow Jesuit fared much 
worse. He was given drugs in order to extract from him informa-
tion he otherwise would never have given. As we later learned, he 
had—against all expectations—talked about God and Jesus Christ. 
The military were deeply impressed. Until then they had been con-
vinced that we were terrorists. 

On the fifth day they brought us to a private house. They replaced 
the hoods with eye bandages which gave us relief from the choking 
fits. They fastened the handcuffs in front, which was a relief when 
we were lying down. On this fifth day an officer came and told us 
we were innocent, and that he would ensure that we could return to 
the slum as soon as possible. These were the last words we heard 
regarding our abduction for five months, during which we re-
mained handcuffed. We each were chained by one leg to a heavy 
canon ball. Our eyes were blindfolded until our liberation. 

We had both long before begun to meditate with the simple repeti-
tion of the name of Jesus. Day after day, from morning to evening, 
we kept to this simple prayer. 

After the officer had told us on the fifth day that we would be 
freed, he evidently said the same thing to the eight subordinate of-
ficers who guarded us. One of them said to us the same evening 
that prisoner releases always took place on Saturdays. I rejoiced 
since it was Friday. But Saturday came and went, and we were not 
released. I became extremely enraged. The injustice of being kept 
under arrest in spite of our proven innocence evoked helpless rage 
and great anger in me. My rage was more and more directed 
against the man who had given false witness against us. After a 
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always been in me under the surface, and a certain aggressiveness 
were completely gone and never returned. The months of abduc-
tion, imprisonment, and closeness to death, along with the constant 
repetition of the name of Jesus, had brought about in me a pro-
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I have kept the description of the events very brief, in spite of the 
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experiences. It's sufficient to describe how I was incredibly trans-
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motion in the human person. Attention to Jesus Christ connects us 
to his healing power, and I'd like to describe in more detail this  
purifying process that takes place in an extensive stillness—and so 
also in retreat. 

2. Confronted by the power of darkness in the desert 

The only thing the Synoptic Gospels tell us about Jesus' stay in the 
desert is the temptations by the devil (Lk 4:1-13). I see in this de-
scription Jesus' "retreat diary." It's remarkable that we don't hear 
about meaningful spiritual experiences or consoling encounters 
with his Father, but solely of three moments of crisis, followed by 
a short remark that angels came to minister to him (Mt 4:11). 

In the fourth and fifth centuries, the Egyptian desert was the home 
of more than 10,000 hermits and monks are called Desert Fathers. 
They went into solitude with the desire of imitating the life of Je-
sus in the desert. They also reported conflicts with the devil. 

When confronting a desert experience, the seeker meets the dark-
ness and a battle ensues with the powers of darkness. What hap-
pens during this confrontation in the desert? Why is it precisely in 
the desert that people are confronted with evil? We want to look at 
this more closely. 

Every human bears good and evil in himself, light and shadow. We 
don't like to know about the darkness within us. We suppress into 
the unconscious our shadow side or dark corners and create a 
self-image composed of our positive qualities only. Slowly but 
surely we convince ourselves that we really are what we would 
like to be. 

But we carry ourselves around with us everywhere we go. And so 
we also continue to carry inner darkness all the time. It's active in 
all we do and often, against our will, determines our actions. For 
example, we want to love all other people. In fact, our encounters 
look very different. We're often impatient, rejecting, or aggressive 
in spite of our firm intention to be well disposed toward others. We 
are surprised by our reactions because we don't want to accept the 
source of our behavior. Frequently, therefore, we don't see in our-
selves what is obvious to others by our behavior, the fact that we 
are marked by our darkness. 

This suppressed darkness is part of us and wants to return to our 
consciousness. But because it's unpleasant, we push it down again 
energetically. We do this in different ways. We distract ourselves, 
so that it can't disturb us. When the darkness returns and tries more 
powerfully to enter our consciousness, we defend ourselves more 
forcefully. Much unsolved conflict, and thus much darkness, lies 
buried in a human being, and when the darkness tries to erupt into 
consciousness, ever more violent means have to be used to make it 
disappear. Some people spend three or four hours in front of the 
TV every day in order not to feel their loneliness and despair. Oth-
ers try smoking or alcohol. When the pressure of the shadow be-
comes unbearable, some use drugs or narcotics. If the pressure 
shows itself more mildly, good Catholics particularly find help in 
the defense mechanisms of holy activity. Some overburden them-
selves with apostolic activity to such a degree that they no longer 
feel their shadow at all. 

What is this darkness? We experience it in habitually negative 
feelings: discontent, insecurity, fear, hopelessness, rage, anger, 
abandonment, depression, sadness, disappointment, stress, feelings 
of inferiority or guilt, indifference, jealousy, self-pity, and much 
else. Most people relate such feelings to external events and don't 
realize that they arise from our own darkness. Instead, external 
events trigger the feelings but are not their cause. 

3. Sin 

This darkness is sin in its essence. Many Christians think that sin is 
only something that we do wrong. That is the so-called personal 
sin, which makes up only a small part of real sin and which one 
could call the less harmful failings. We can repent our freely cho-
sen actions and be converted. In confession we are freed from the 
sin and can trust in God's mercy and forget our wrongdoing. 

It's different with our habitual negative tendencies. They are lo-
cated at such a depth that they easily escape our consciousness, and 
so we feel rather helpless about them. Frequently, we don't feel 
them as sin, because we don't freely commit or consent to them. 
Sin, however, isn't only what we consciously commit, but rather 
everything on a deeper level that separates us from God and other 
human beings. Deeply rooted negative feelings do this. The 
Church calls these sinful roots in us "original sin." We have such 
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conflicts; parental absence through work, divorce, or death€these 
leave deep wounds which we can't easily process, work through, 
or even forgive. However, reconciliation is possible and is vitally 
important. 

Reconciliation with our parents depends on us. Our hurts don't lie 
in them but in us. It may sound harsh, but it isn't our parents who 
should change in the first place. The problem lies in us, in our 
hearts. 

The greatest pain isn't the hurt which is engraved in us. The most 
bitter pain is that we can't love the one who has hurt us. This is a 
deep spiritual torment. 

One often hears youth or young adults declare, out of resentment 
toward their parents, that they have learned their lessons from their 
childhood and won't make the same mistakes with their own chil-
dren. It's a common experience that these very people do repeat 
the mistakes of their parents. As long as one has not forgiven one's 
parents, the same patterns of action will recur, whether one wants 
it or not. 

We project the problems encountered with our parents on all other 
people. Only when we have cleared up our conflicts with our par-
ents will we be free human agents with regard to others. Anyone 
who's been allowed to look deeply into God's loving providence 
knows that everyone of us has received from God the parents we 
need in order to advance on the way to God. 

I'm convinced that we should not solve our problems in medita-
tion, but look on God. From him come strength and grace. In addi-
tion, the stillness brings up everything that has not yet been recon-
ciled, suffered through, and redeemed. However, I believe that 
there is an exception with regard to our parents. Even people who 
are otherwise well able to solve their problems in life find, when it 
comes to their relationship with their parents, that large unresolved 
chunks of resentment get stuck in them. Such people usually cover 
up these deep-seated hurts by a certain indifference, inexplicable 
callousness, lack of memories from early childhood, or by a myste-
rious resistance in dealings with parents or others. These conflicts 
that have not been cleared up block our way to God. Stillness 
could make them surface. If, however, these feelings are covered 
by a massive concrete slab of suppression, one can fool oneself and 
not let them reach one's consciousness. That's why I sometimes 
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ask retreatants to allow their parents to come close to them. I rec-
ommend, for example, that they imagine father or mother medi-
tating next to them, or allow memories from early childhood to 
surface, so that the suppressed feelings toward their parents can 
manifest themselves. 

The way to deal with these deeper problems is the same as before: 
renew the willingness to suffer, allow the feelings to surface with-
out being preoccupied with them, and return to the present. It is 
important not to escape to the mental level and begin to brood, 
but€while being in contact with the present€to suffer and to re-
deem the feelings that arise. I have personal experience of how 
much healing has taken place in this way. I recommend this exer- 
cise only to retreatants who have been meditating on a daily basis 
for some two or more years. It isn't easy to remain in the present 
when faced with these seething feelings. I also recommend putting 
a photo of one's parents on the bedside table every now and then, 
as a sign that they are always welcome there. It isn't for nothing 
that we're told in the Ten Commandments to honor our parents. 

With deeply religious people, we find painful hurts caused by the 
Church. Many serious, engaged Christians have been deeply 
wounded by representatives of the Church. The abuse of ecclesial 
authority creates many wounds, and that is regrettable. In such a 
case, too, forgiveness has to be learned. It's also essential to for-
giveness that we forgive ourselves. To forgive others, God, and 
oneself are parallel paths. Every act of forgiving, therefore, is also 
an act of forgiving oneself. 

Everything that happens€and also the way it happens€takes 
place in order that we may be led to the Father on the straightest 
road possible. 

6. Another memory 

In Part V of this book I recounted my abduction in Argentina in 
1976. I would like to add a further experience. During the months 
of my abduction, I underwent a profound purification of which I 
only became aware after almost two years. I also experienced a 
sequel which has to do with forgiveness. 

Although denounced as terrorists at that time, my fellow Jesuit and 
I have been shown to be completely innocent of those charges. We 
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knew that a certain person had spread the rumor about us and, be-
cause of his authority, had made the accusation credible in wide 
circles. According to later testimony by witnesses, this person had 
denounced us€in front of the officers who kidnapped us€as 
having been active in terrorism. Only shortly before the abduction, 
I had said to this man that he was playing with our lives. He must 
have been aware that his denunciation would mean our certain 
death. I don't need to say more; I often thought that our story was  
so incredible that I would not have believed it myself if somebody 
had told it to me. 

My feelings of helplessness, rage, and resentment towards this per-
son and his clique during our captivity might easily be imagined. 
But I prayed the whole time for him and his accomplices. Many 
things cleared up during those months, but the rage itself only par-
tially dissolved. Day after day I prayed for these men and asked 
God that my way of the cross might be for their good. I did this 
resolutely and with the intention to forgive them, even though my 
feelings were completely opposite. 

After my release, I went to North America. For two years I tried to 
make the facts public in order to be rehabilitated, for our cause zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAand 
reputations to be restored. I had more than thirty documents in my 
possession which proved in black and white the human rights of-
fences that had been committed against us. 

Nothing doing. All doors remained closed. 

After one and a half years, I abandoned my intention to return to 
Argentina and went to Germany. From that moment on, I asked all 
who were working on this matter not to continue to engage them-
selves in clearing up of the injustices. I no longer needed it. Rage 
and helplessness had lessened and only returned sporadically. My 
dealing with these feelings remained the same. I faced them again 
and again and prayed to God for the guilty persons. Distance€and 
the fact that I no longer needed rehabilitation in the public 
eye€also helped. It was nonetheless very painful that in spite of 
distance, lies, calumnies, and unjust actions against me did not 
cease. 

Four years after my abduction, my Order asked me to lead the 
so-called Tertianship for a group of young Jesuits. Tertianship is 
the last phase of the young priests' spiritual formation. By way of 
preparation, I made a thirty-day retreat. On the last day, during a 
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walk in the forest, I asked myself what corrections or changes I 
was due to make in my life. I was suddenly struck by the realiza-
tion that I had forgiven my persecutors, yet I was still carefully 

guarding the evidence against them in a closet. Apparently, the 
thought of being able to use these documents against them one day 
was still in the back of my mind. I went home and burned them. 
This was an important step. 

During those times I often thought of St. John of the Cross, whom 
I generally held in high esteem. He had been kept imprisoned for 
months by his brothers. I also knew that Jesus Christ had never 
been rehabilitated in his day. His apostles and the faithful recog-
nized the truth, but for the general public, he remained a criminal 
executed for his misdeeds. Eight years after my abduction I had to 
go to Rome to take part in a three-day conference of directors of 
our Tertianship courses for Europe. During a break, the Superior 
General of our Jesuit Order asked me if everything was now in or-
der. Asked in this way, I took it that he was personally interested in 
me. I told him everything€or nearly everything€and stressed my 
desire that he should not do anything more to repair injustice. I had 
my work, was contented, and free of the need for any clarification 
of those former events. 

During this conversation, a very deep pain, probably worse than I 
had ever experienced before, rose up in me for the last time. It was 
no longer anger, but pain. I could not hold back my tears in front of 
my Superior General. From then on, I feel truly free and can say 
that I have "forgiven from my heart." Since then, I no longer feel 
resentment, anger, or pain regarding those events. On the contrary, 
I feel only gratitude for this experience that is part of my life. That 
process of purification lasted fully eight years. At the end, even the 
last remnants of resentment were taken away. Perhaps this can 
serve as encouragement for those who have been through similar 
experiences and who find it hard to forgive. 

II. INSTRUCTIONS FOR MEDITATION 

We have only three more days. This is the moment when re-
treatants direct their eyes toward the future. Return to normal life 
approaches, and the cares and interests of the coming weeks make 
themselves felt. Unnoticed, the impression creeps in that the retreat 
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