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Dear Postulants and Professed members,  

This month’s letter continues where we left off in February, commenting on your 3rd Order SSPX rule.  

Every 2 Years 

‘A Retreat’: This inconspicuous little phrase of just two words is easily (and I am afraid often all too 

happily!) glossed over. Now it is possible that our meditations, attendance at Mass and Confession 

might all easily be fulfilled out of mere routine. But a Retreat (and specifically an Ignatian Retreat) is 
immune from this hazard.  

A considerable number of traditional Catholics have had their lives literally turned upside down (so 

they are now right-way-up) through the instrumentality of a Retreat, and it continues to be one of 
the most potent sources of conversions from frigidity to fervour, from secularity to sanctity. 

What is a Retreat? It is summed up in the following words of Christ to His Apostles: 

“’Come apart into a desert place1, and rest a little’. For there were many coming and going: and they 

had not so much as time to eat” (Mark 6:31).  

Broadly speaking, a Retreat is a temporary departure from the world to some quiet and solitary 

location so as to give oneself more completely to reflection and prayer. 

It is a temporary departure from the world. Unless we are professed religious (i.e. monks or nuns 

living in monasteries or convents) or hermits we are not permitted to depart permanently from the 

world. Why not? It is because Christ commanded us to ensure our light shines before men (Matt 

5:16) so as to draw them into the true Church and make them children of our Father in heaven. 

Christ prayed not that we might be taken out of the world, but that we might not be ‘of’ the world, 

not powered by its principles and fuelled by its falsities (John 17).  

Many have discovered only on Retreat that hitherto they had not only been ‘in’, but also ‘of’ the 

world, that world of which the beloved disciple St John wrote is made up of nothing but ‘the 
concupiscence of the flesh, the concupiscence of the eyes, and the pride of life’ (I John 2:16). 

The Latin word for a Retreat, secessus (pronounced ‘se-che-soos’) literally means a ‘going aside’ or 

‘withdrawal’. A Retreat is an opportunity for a true secession, where we secede from the workaday 

world not primarily in a geographical and spatial manner (although this is an enormous help), but in 

a spiritual manner. The time spent on Retreat is a prolonging and intensifying of the spiritual 

secession which should be continually taking place every day of our Catholic lives. We must be 

weaned off the world, and our Holy Mother the Church has few better methods for the faithful than a 
Retreat. 

The Society of St Pius X particularly promotes the 5-day Ignatian Retreat. This is a highly condensed 

form of the original 30-day long ‘Spiritual Exercises’ composed by St Ignatius Loyola (perhaps with 

assistance from the Blessed Virgin Herself). Originally devised as a one-on-one intense monthly 

Retreat for only two people, one layman (especially some prince or important person so as to be 

most effective for society) and one priest, it came to be done for groups of people also. Strongly 

                                                           
1 The original Greek here is ἔρημον, where we get our word ‘hermit’. 



promoted by the Popes of the past, the ‘Spiritual Exercises’ perform on the human soul a thorough 
clean-out and re-ordering of all its faculties and motives.  

If we can imagine a bulldozer coming to reduce an old dilapidated home to rubble, and then begin 

the slow process of laying new foundations and building a superior mansion in its place, this gives 

some idea of what takes place at the level of the spirit during a good Ignatian Retreat. Another 

helpful analogy of the process is that given by arguably the greatest popular Christian apologist of 
the 20th century, C.S. Lewis, who, upon introducing the idea of God’s incarnation imagines 

‘a diver, first reducing himself to nakedness, then glancing in mid-air, then gone with a splash, 

vanished, rushing down through green and warm water into black and cold water, down through 

increasing pressure into the death-like region of ooze and slime and old decay; then up again, back 

to colour and light, his lungs almost bursting, till suddenly he breaks surface again, holding in his 

hand the dripping, precious thing that he went down to recover’ (Miracles, ch. 14) 

An Ignatian Retreat takes the retreatant on a deep dive down into the depths of sin and hell, into the 

abyss of Christ’s horrific agony and death. Only then does it take the retreatant back on a 

reascending journey up through the cool and crisp waters of Christ’s Resurrection and Ascension. 
Purged, stripped and sanctified, the retreatant emerges reclothed with Christ. 

With relatively few Ignatian Retreats currently on offer in the Australian district, you are more easily 

excused from your required attendance every two years. But if you plan well in advance, and steel 

yourself for an almost certain attempt by the Devil to lure you from it at the last minute, it should 

not be too difficult. 

In the meantime while each of us is in the world, may we all work towards a daily increased spiritual 

secession therefrom. And the means to do so? The faithful and generous living of your 3rd Order 

Rule. 

In the Sacred Heart of Jesus, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 

 

Fr Jordie Stephens 
Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 


