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As many of you already know, St. Ignatius Loyola had a rather “worldly youth.”  Until he was nearly 30, Ignatius dreamed only of earthly fame and fortune.  He was an indifferent student and, like many of his peers, a lukewarm sort of Catholic; he preferred wine, women, song, and the occasional duel with a sword.  

In fact, you will sometimes hear Ignatius called the “soldier saint”; but I always caution people to think more of Don Quixote than of Operation Iraqi Freedom!  He was trained in swordplay, and could serve the noble lord who employed him as a mercenary or bodyguard when needed; but he also could and did serve as a messenger, a diplomat, and a gentleman’s gentleman.  In today’s categories, I like to think of him as part congressional page/intern and part Secret Service agent.  He may also have been his culture’s nearest equivalent to what we call an “entrepreneur.”  He certainly loved the life at court – the politics, the networking, the fancy clothes and the lavish affairs of state.
  And the beautiful women.  By his own confession, he was cocky and vain; and he fancied himself as something of a “babe magnet.”  

All in all, not a great candidate for sainthood – right?  But God evidently saw in the young Ignatius Loyola something of what God once had seen in a passionate young man named Saul, whom we now know as St. Paul.  Both Saul and Ignatius displayed fervor, ambition, vision, and courage which could be redirected by grace to God’s own purposes.  God got St. Paul’s attention by knocking him off a horse on the road to Damascus.  And in the case of the 30-year old Ignatius, God slowed him down by allowing a cannonball to shatter his legs during a battle at the fortress of Pamplona.  

Ignatius’ recuperation at the Loyola family home would stretch to 9 or 10 months – partly because the more injured leg healed poorly; and Ignatius chose to have it broken and reset twice (without benefit of modern anesthesia) so that he could wear the tight hose and boots which were fashionable at court…  Confined to bed with no books available to pass the time other than a life of Christ and a “lives” of the saints, Ignatius at last began to turn his heart toward God in a new way, and to dream of a career in service of the “big Lord,” the Lord of heaven and earth.

Ignatius’ self-preoccupation was redirected by his conversion; but it did not disappear immediately.  He wanted – without any preparation! – to go where Jesus lived (that is, the Holy Land), and to do what he understood that Jesus did (that is, walk around and talk to people about God and salvation).  On the darker side, he experienced exaggerated scrupulosity and guilt about his past life, and did penance (like fasting) to excess.  He was, in a real sense, still “competing” – but now it was for holiness like that of the saints he admired.  And in order to correct for his earlier vanity, he went through a period – happily short-lived! – when he  refused to bathe, comb or cut his hair, or clean his clothes.  Way to get attention – but not the sort he ultimately wanted!

Anyway, gradually, it occurred to Ignatius to correct for his former aspirations to worldly wealth and fame by seeking to rely solely on the providence of God.  Admittedly, even this sound instinct led him at first to some odd choices.  For instance, he refused to approach wealthy friends for money to pay for his passage to the Holy Land; instead, he prayed and waited for God to “send him the money.”  He felt that asking others would imply lack of faith.  Impractical, at the very least.  I certainly did not follow his example and wait silently for someone to hand me the airfare to California for my recent trip to Jesuit Superiors’ “school”!  This “wait and pray” approach also failed to recognize what Ignatius would learn and teach later on – that God most often acts on and speaks to and gifts us through other people.

But Ignatius’ maturing insight in faith was fundamentally sound: namely, the awareness that everything which comes to us – by whatever means – is actually a gift of God.  Of ourselves, we own nothing.  Our looks, our brains, our friends and colleagues, the food we eat and the air we breathe – all are gifts of a generous and provident God.  Rather than taking this truth for granted, as we often do, we are called as women and men of faith, to remember… and to give thanks and praise.

In our modern Western world of individualism, materialism, and narcissism, that countercultural truth of faith can easily get lost.  But while we have found new variations on the theme, we need to recall that inordinate focus on the self is as old as the unconverted Ignatius – or for that matter, as old as Adam and Eve.  As the Beatles famously wrote, the daily “song” which our own culture “sings” is: “All through the day, ‘I – me – mine, I – me –mine, I –me – mine’.”  And we do this even as we wonder and complain about our loneliness and isolation, our overwork and stress, and our fear of others who compete with us or who wish us harm.  We also medicate ourselves with our various addictions and prescription drugs – presumably because we are not finding in our competitive consumption and self-preoccupation the security, happiness, and sense of ultimate meaning which religion has always provided in human societies.

The scripture readings for today all point to the same truth: the way of peace and security and joy is to trust in a loving and provident God, and to give our lives over to seeking and carrying out his will.  The mature convert, St. Paul, has heard this “good news” loud and clear by the time he writes to the Galatians what we heard this evening: “May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”  And remember: Paul did not re-invent himself; rather, he surrendered his life to God and allowed God to make him “a new creation.”


The people of Israel in exile were similarly consoled by God speaking through the prophet, Isaiah.  In tonight’s reading, we heard that in their darkest hour, God spoke to them as a loving mother.  God promised to nurse them, carry them, fondle them, and comfort them – if they would humble themselves and rely completely on their God.  Their hearts would rejoice again, God promised, but through no effort of their own – save only the effort to be faithful: to remember, to trust, and to give thanks and praise.  If they would do these things, then “the Lord’s power [would] be known to his servants” – the children of Israel themselves, of course, but also the nations of the earth who would witness the fortunes of God’s chosen people.

Lastly, in the Gospel we heard from Luke, Jesus sent the 72 disciples out to proclaim his message that “the reign of God [was] at hand.”  (Seventy-two, by the way, was taken in Jesus’ day to be the number of nations in the known world…)  But please note: these evangelists were to go without travelers’ checks, overnight bags, and hiking boots!  They were to go armed only with their message, their faith in that message, and a childlike trust – that the God who sent them would provide for their every need through the generous hospitality of those who would receive the Good News.

The mature Ignatius Loyola sent his own “companions of Jesus” off in the same spirit of grateful faith and trust, to “help souls” and to “set the world on fire.”  And this evening, the Gospel sends us to do the same.  Perhaps, like the seventy-two disciples in the Gospel, we will be stunned at times to find that the demons – especially our cultural demons of exaggerated individualism, unhealthy narcissism, and uncritical materialism – will crumble when confronted by our Gospel faith.  But if we believe as we say that we do, should we really be surprised when God proves, as God always has, to be both faithful and generous?

Jesus created this Eucharistic meal precisely so that we might come together regularly, to remember and give thanks.  Around this table, we continually remember the long history of God’s goodness to humanity, as well as God’s continuing provident care for us here and now.  We anticipate in faith the perfect joys of heaven.  We renew our self-surrender and trust, offering our gifts and our lives to God as Jesus did.  And we allow God to feed us for the journey with his own divine life, the body and blood of his risen Son – a food we could never have imagined, let alone earned or created on our own.  For such divine generosity and goodness, we give joyful thanks and praise.  And then we are sent forth like the seventy-two to share the Good News – in word and example – with all those we meet.  “Hear now, all you who fear God, while I declare
what God has done for me.  Blessed be God who refused me not my prayer or God’s kindness!”
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