
St Ignatius Loyola  
and the beginnings of the Society

Who was St Ignatius of Loyola?
St Ignatius was born over 500 years ago (1491) in Loyola, in the 
Basque country of northern Spain. 

As a young man he was ambitious, expecting to make his way in the world. 
‘Up to the age of twenty-six, he was’, as he says in his Autobiography, ‘a 
man given to the follies of the world: and what he enjoyed most was warlike 
sport, with a great and foolish desire to win fame.’

While he was fighting against the French at Pamplona, his refusal to 
surrender cost him dearly. His leg was shattered by a cannon ball and he 
was forced to endure a long and painful convalescence.

Called to something deeper
‘As he was much given to reading worldly books of fiction ... when he felt 
better he asked to be given some of them to pass the time. But in that 
house none of those that he usually read could be found, so they gave him 
a Life of Christ and a book of the lives of the saints.’ (Autobiography)

He was moved as never before. Dreaming of fame and honour excited him, 
but this had never fulfilled him. He noticed the difference, taking note of his 
feelings and reflecting on them. This in turn led him to experience a lasting 
peace and a burning desire to follow Christ as other saints had done.

Responding in a radical way
As soon as he could walk again, Ignatius left everything and set out as a 
pilgrim in search of a new way. 

In Manresa he chose a small cave, near the river Cardoner. Through long 
hours of prayer he discovered the call of Christ addressed to him personally 
and radically. He became more and more fascinated by the person of Jesus. 
Ignatius wanted to be totally available for God’s work and to spend himself 
in the service of those most in need. So he unreservedly offered his whole 
life to Christ, for Christ to use in any way he wished. 

Later he wrote a guide, the Spiritual Exercises, which has helped countless 
people to discover in Christ the answer to their deepest desires.

The Society takes shape
Ignatius gathered around him young men like Francis Xavier, who came to 
share his vision. They wanted to be at the service of all, in a union of minds 
and hearts. 

When this group around Ignatius realised that they needed to bond 
themselves to each other and to the service of the Church, they formed the 
Society of Jesus. The Order was officially approved by Pope Paul III on 27 
September 1540.


