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For two weeks in July 1991, I walked with a group of about 2,000 pilgrims from Lourdes, France, across the Pyrenees to Loyola in the Basque region of Spain. Our pilgrimage was to commemorate the 500th anniversary of the birth in 1491 of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, the writer of the Spiritual Exercises and the founder of the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits), of which I am a member. On the afternoon we arrived, I visited the room in the Castle of Loyola where Ignatius experienced his conversion while recovering from an injury caused by a cannonball hitting his leg while defending the castle in Pamplona against a French army. The room where he recovered has been transformed into what is now called the Conversion Chapel. When I arrived and sat in one of the pews, I was suddenly flooded with a deep sense of God’s immense love for me, along with a realization of how mistaken I had been in my previous thoughts and feelings about God. I spontaneously began to cry. Tears flowed onto the kneeler. I couldn’t stop them. I understood then, on a deep level, that I am loved and lovable. At that point, I had been a priest for seven years and had delivered homilies about God's love, but somewhere deep in my subconscious, my image of God was not that of an immensely loving, healing, and forgiving God, but someone else. 
My time in the conversion chapel at Loyola was a profound faith experience for me. I believed I could hold onto that felt-knowledge and that it would change me, permanently. It did not. I slipped back into my old patterns. It was as if I had a default setting. Sometimes, God felt distant, not engaged with me, and ineffective. I saw myself as a neglected child, unwanted and uncared for. At other times, God seemed judgmental, harsh, and threatening. I felt alienated and guilty. Despite a profoundly moving experience of God at Loyola, negative images of God crept back in, and I reverted to them. My perceptions of God were not fixed and unchanging but dynamic and shifting—sometimes positive, sometimes negative.
Scripture 
“I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38–39).
What I ask God for
I pray for the grace to live from the truth that I am always held in God’s loving and healing embrace.
Questions to contemplate
1. When I notice my “default setting” about God, what negative feelings and false images of God and myself most often arise, and where might they have been learned or reinforced?
2. How do my shifting images of God shape the way I see myself—as loved and forgiven, or neglected and judged?
3. What practices or moments help me return to the deeper truth revealed in experiences of God’s unconditional love?


