
Bridging the Gap 
By Robert Costello SJ, PhD. 
 
Discovering a staff vacancy at the Southdown Institute was a wonderful surprise because 
I was told there are usually no openings.  After more than forty years in religious life, 
working mainly in Jesuit ministries, Southdown brought me dramatic changes.  For a 
number of years, when I was privileged to serve in a position of responsibility in the 
Jesuits, I had a few dealings with the Institute and that led me to apply.  What follows are 
reflections on the combined experiences of holding a position of responsibility and more 
recently, being a psychologist at Southdown.   
  
During my work here I participated in monthly aftercare conferences with numerous 
persons in leadership who returned with former residents.  These gatherings involved 
provincials, diocesan chancellors and members of leadership councils.  Listening to their 
experiences of those positions and filtering that through my own memories, I came to an 
insight which for me adds meaning to the role of leadership in church organizations.  As 
one might expect, my reactions also were sifted through more than forty years of living in 
the Society of Jesus.  Briefly, the insight is that Church leaders are placed in a gap 
between the ethos of an organizational manager and the values of the Gospel.  The 
participants have managerial functions of leading a complex organization during this 
period of radical change and, of being spokespersons who seeks to inspire their members 
and others with a deeper appropriation of the group’s core values.   
  
Leadership in a church-related organization is radically different from that in business or 
the professions because the ethos of the gospels is so salient.  The job description of the 
church administrator involves demands both for business acumen and for the ability to 
articulate a spiritual charism; business leadership almost universally lacks this dual 
demand.  I call this prerequisite being in a gap, that is, functioning between diverse and 
antithetical values which tug a person in opposing directions.  The leadership participants 
often stated a major dilemma they faced was how to deal forcefully with difficult people 
while presenting a genuine compassion and care.  They experienced disruptive emotions 
from the uncertainty and frustration which accompanied the interactions.  This is the 
focus of my reflections. 
  
Ignatius Loyola in his Spiritual Exercises employed the concepts of detachment and 
consolation which illuminated for me the leader’s experience of being in this gap.  Thus, 
Ignatius’ notion of detachment meant that in everyday life one should hold oneself in 
balance before all created goods, insofar as there is a choice.  In the present context the 
issue of whether a personnel matter ended successfully in some sense does not appear to 
be the point for Ignatius; rather I believe it is what leads a person out of self in greater 
compassion or generosity.  That generosity for Ignatius, no matter what the internal 
feeling, represents the confirming presence of God.  Everything for Ignatius could have 
the potential to call forth a loving response to life’s circumstances.  In my view, this 
concept speaks to the kind of problem situations religious leaders encounter when they 
interact with people in difficulty.   
  



I believe Ignatius viewed consolation as unrelated to an experience of success or failure in 
a venture or to contented feelings.  Certainly for a religious leader this can be 
enlightening because it is hard to associate the stress of the gaps in leadership work with 
God’s confirming presence.  Sometimes those in leadership spoke of clear and 
unambiguous feelings of satisfaction at the conclusion of interactions with community 
members.  This is the win-win situation and there are many for leaders dealing with their 
communities.  But the participants at aftercare meetings often brought experiences when 
conflict had developed with someone and raised feelings of inadequacy or doubt 
concerning mishandling situations by being lenient or rigid.   
  
In more generalized terms, there are frequent moments reported by the leader’s 
experience when she or he was in the gap between what was a possible outcome and what 
were the limits or constraints in the other person or with an issue.  Since the participants 
coming to Southdown’s aftercare workshop regularly deal with possibilities and 
limitations in people or circumstances, being in a gap is inescapable.  Judging by my 
experience and from participants’ comments, the Ignatian concepts of detachment and 
consolation add further meaning, namely that the feelings which arise in gaps can be 
more than just psychological stress.  
  
When do these instances occur?  Workshop participants almost universally state the 
greatest stress occurs from feelings of doubt, frustration and anger in confrontational 
exchanges.  They refer to the pain they experienced when they encountered and could not 
understand the reason for obstinacy.  They had the authority and power to effect 
something but they were very uncertain about themselves and their behavior. The 
question arose then, whether these reactions are just a necessary consequence of being in 
leadership.   
How can the Ignatian concepts of detachment and consolation apply to being in the gap?  
First, Ignatian consolation does not seem to be limited to positive emotions, such as being 
satisfied over the successful resolution of a difficult personnel issue.  Nor does 
consolation appear to deal with pressing a point and changing someone’s mind, such as 
taking an assignment.  I believe consolation is an affective experience directed outward 
from a person, for example in the hope that the difficult interpersonal exchange may serve 
someone.  Consolation for Ignatius can coexist with stress and uncertainty, if there is a 
conviction the other person’s best interests are being served and one has not grafted this 
belief onto the situation.  This is a subtle distinction, but I believe it is a valid one.   
Detachment, finally, is a willingness to take a chance with another person in the face of 
the person’s anger or misunderstanding.  Ignatian spirituality would require, I believe, 
that a leadership person recall that Jesus ventured his very life on the interests of others, 
in the face of abandonment.  Jesus certainly lacked clarity that what he committed himself 
to would work out for others.  There was only doubt, but it was a risk he was unwilling to 
avoid.   
  
So, the insight I propose is that the stress of leadership, at times, can be the confirming 
presence of God leading a person to move forward in compassion toward the another, 
accepting the genuine risk that this may be unproductive.  The actual feelings in such 
moments can be viewed as the consolation I understand from Ignatian spirituality.  And it 
can make a great difference in the life of a person placed in the gap demanded by 



leadership.  The experience of frustration and uncertainty can at times be the confirming 
presence of God. 
  
As an afterthought, when leadership participants in our aftercare workshops shared 
moments of their gap experiences they seemed to take courage that the stresses they were 
experiencing were not just to be stoically endured, but that they were meaningful and 
empowering. 


