
Without any doubt, in today’s
world, we talk abundantly about
spirituality, certainly more than

about “religion” or “faith.” It is just as true
that it is often all very vague and self-made,
and that, consequently, spiritual mentoring
becomes crucial in the proclamation of
faith. After having been the national secre-
tary for the Apostleship of Prayer in Aus-
tria, the spiritual father of the diocesan
seminar at Graz and regional secretary for
the Central Europe Assistance, Fr. Anton
Witwer has been in charge of the Institute
of Spirituality since 2013. We ask him to tell
us more about the history and mission of
this academic unit.

 In 1918 the Gregoriana set up the
first chair in “Ascetic and mystic theol-
ogy,” a discipline that successively became
what is the present-day chair of Spiritual
Theology. Forty years later, on 30 May
1958, the Institute of Spirituality was es-

tablished. How has it
changed in these past sixty
years?

«We usually create new
realities when the percep-
tion of something lacking
arises, encouraging new
ventures. Neo-Scholastic
theology, which considered
faith above all as adhesion
to the aggregation of truths
and attempted to justify
dogmas philosophically,
was not fully in a position to

contribute in delving deeper into the faith
in God. This shortcoming, as well as the
drive for sanctification, engendered a
stronger interest for a relation with God
that was alive and aware. This ultimately
led to the establishment of the chair of “As-
cetic and Mystical Theology” at the Grego-
riana.

Considering that after the end of the
First World War the full range of theologi-
cal formation was in fact specifically ad-
dressed to seminarians and priests, it is no
wonder that the demand for “spirituality”
at that time was met by offering to would-
be priests a basic training for “spiritual
life.”

When the Congregation for Seminars
and Universities approved, on May 30, 1958
the establishment of the Institute of Spiritu-
ality, the overall picture had not really
changed that much. 

The Institute specifically intended to
provide spiritual training to priest and sem-
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The Institute of Spirituality, 
nearly six decades after its foundation, 
continues to train teachers, writers, 
spiritual mentors and guides. 
Its aim is to shed light 
on the essential elements 
of Christian spirituality with a special focus
on Biblical spirituality 
and the contribution of theological, 
historical and psychological reflection.
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inarians and to give students who already
had a licence in Theology, the possibility of
obtaining a doctorate in Spirituality».

 A turning point must have been the
Second Vatican Council…

«Indeed, the Council and, successively,
the introduction, in 1968, of the degree in
Spirituality brought about many changes,
including the need to define a curriculum
that covered, as far as possible, all the es-
sential aspects of Spiritual Theology. The In-
stitute of Spirituality evolved step by step
from a “spiritual school”, with the aim to
transmit a complete knowledge of its field,
to an institution which involves, as much as

possible, students in a reflection process,
and through experience and personal med-
itation, to provide them with the compe-
tency they would need for all future work».

 What are the peculiarities of the In-
stitute study methods compared to those
of more recently established departments? 

«Although the Institute has an Ignatian
imprinting, it does not offer a partial aspect
of spirituality: with its curriculum it presents
“Spiritual Theology” in a great depth and a
very detailed way, underlining the essential
elements of Christian spirituality, and reflect-
ing on the factors which can affect the living
faith. It should also be noted that the curricu-

14 | 49 (special issue) - 2016

 

 Illustration by SILVIO BOSELLI
Photo by PAOLO PEGORARO

La Gragoriana n. 49_Layout 1  05/05/2016  07:49  Pagina 14



lum is based on Divine Revelation and give
ample space to biblical spirituality».

 Despite the growing religious indif-
ferentism, people’s interest about spiritual
themes is increasing. Which questions can
secularism ask from Christian spirituality?

«Secularisation means decreasing
awareness of the mystery of God, of His
presence, of His love and of the way He
operates in the world. “Mystagogy” – the
inclusion of others within faith – is the
vocation of all those who have been bap-
tised but is, above all, the task of the spir-

itual mentor. The proclamation of faith in
a secularized world requires, on the one
hand, an analysis of the causes and an
awareness of other people’s problems. On
the other hand and above all, it is neces-
sary a deeper understanding of faith ac-
knowledging one’s own weaknesses and
being confident so as to be able to bear
testimony, to an indifferent and mostly
meaningless world, of merciful love.
Without a continuing conversion, mysta-
gogy becomes a mere pastoral technique,
unlikely to revive the faith in the redeem-
ing God». 
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