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 In his Spiritual Exercises, St. Ignatius Loyola counsels us when approaching God in prayer, to “ask for what we desire.”  I suspect that he does this because his own experience had taught him the power of our desires and longings – how much they motivate our actions and our choices.  But St. Ignatius’ experience had also taught him the importance of sifting our desires prayerfully; because, as a Jesuit professor of mine once said in an ethics class, “It is easy enough to do what we want; the hard part is figuring out what it is that we really want.”


Baefore his conversion, Ignatius was governed by a “strong…desire of gaining for himself a great name.”  More specifically, his ambitions included a desire to live as a fashionable courtier; and this made him sufficiently appearance-conscious to cause him to elect a painful surgery on his injured leg for the sake of appearances and fashion.  As he lay in bed recovering, he spent much time daydreaming of his desires for “an illustrious lady, how he should journey to the city where she was, in what words he would address her, and what bright and pleasant sayings he would make use of, what manner of warlike exploits he should perform to please her.”


Only gradually, as he whiled away the hours by reading the only books available to him – the lives of Christ and the saints – did he begin to experience other desires.  What if, he began to wonder, he should dedicate his life to Jesus?  What if he were to do great deeds in the Lord’s service as the great saints, like Francis and Dominic had done before him?  And here’s the kicker, in his own words: “When he thought of worldly things it gave him great pleasure, but afterward he found himself dry and sad.  But when he thought of journeying to Jerusalem…and practicing austerities, he found pleasure not only while thinking of them, but also when he had ceased.”  He began to notice, in other words, that some of our desires are deeper, purer, and more satisfying – more authentic if you will.  


By the time he wrote his Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius had concluded that underlying all our desires, and built into our very nature, was the desire for God – as taught and lived most authentically by the God-man, Jesus Christ.  In the so-called “Principle and Foundation” which stands at the head of the Exercises, Ignatius would explain that as sinful humans, we often get caught up in the desire for created things – which can never be more than mere reflections of the God who made them – and we look to find in those created things the joy and satisfaction which can only be found in God.  We become – unintentionally – idolaters.

St. Augustine had discovered the same truth centuries before Ignatius, and he wrote about it in his Confessions: “You were within me, but I was outside, and it was there that I searched for you.  In my unloveliness I plunged into the lovely things which you created.  You were with me, but I was not with you.  Created things kept me from you; yet if they had not been in you they would not have been at all…  I have tasted you, now I hunger and thirst for more.”  How did that old country song put it?  “Lookin’ For Love In All the Wrong Places”…  Sisters and brothers, it is no accident that the word for “sin” in New Testament Greek literally means “missing the target” or “missing the mark.”

And so this morning’s Gospel reading from John.  The people whom Jesus encounters in the fourth Gospel have an extraordinary knack for “missing the mark.”  For instance, when Jesus tells Nicodemus in the third chapter that he must be “born again from above” in order to see the reign of God, Nicodemus thinks literally.  He wonders how he is supposed to return to infancy and crawl back into his mother’s womb.  Or in the fourth chapter, when Jesus offers the Samaritan woman “living water,” she expresses interest; but she worries about how Jesus can draw this water for her – because he does “not even have a bucket and the well is deep.”  So you can see where things are headed in the sixth chapter of John – which will occupy us for the next several Sundays – when Jesus offers himself as the Bread of Life.

Let me remind you that in last Sunday’s gospel – the beginning of this sixth chapter – Jesus miraculously fed a large crowd by multiplying five barley loaves and two fish, and they even had twelve baskets full of leftovers.  Yet instead of recognizing God’s power at work and glorifying God, the people went for the immediate and the concrete – they tried to drag Jesus off and crown him king, and he was forced to flee into hiding.  At the beginning of today’s Gospel, it is these same people who come hunting for Jesus.  Their question – “Gosh, Rabbi, when did you get here?” – sounds almost like, “Why,  Jesus, fancy meeting you here!”  As if they weren’t actually looking for him!  But Jesus doesn’t need to be a prophet to see through them.  He knows that they are not following out of spiritual hunger, but rather, are looking for another free lunch.  “I know what you guys are up to,” he says.  “You’re just looking for another tuna sandwich!  Which tells me clearly that you missed the point.  There are bigger fish to fry here – you should pardon the pun!  You ought to be after food that endures for eternal life.”

To their credit – perhaps still hoping that it might earn them another free meal after all – the people do try to engage the spiritual conversation proposed by Jesus.  “Uh, okay, sure, we’ll bite…  Tell us what we need to do to play this God game?”  “Just believe,” Jesus tells them.  “Believe in the one God sent.”  At least they seem to get that Jesus is referring to himself.  But again – being all too human – they want a little physical proof.  “How about a sign – you know, like that manna trick Moses did in the desert?”  They sound like Herod in Jesus Christ Superstar: “Prove to me that you're divine; change my water into wine! Feed my household with this bread; you can do it on your head!”  And manna, of course, did just happen to be physical food – so even as they try to engage Jesus’ deeper spiritual conversation, the crowd are still hoping, still angling for that free lunch.  

Ironically, they seem to have already forgotten that Jesus had given them quite a powerful sign the previous day; after all, it was the miracle of the loaves and fishes that set them to following Jesus in the first place!  And they also seem to miss what Paul points out in the 11th chapter of Hebrews: “faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see" (Heb. 11:1).  Jesus in the Gospel of John keeps trying to tell us: “No, no, it’s not ‘Seeing is believing.’  It’s really the other way around: ‘Believing is seeing.’” 

So Jesus tries once again to refocus them – to open their eyes and ears: “You know, that manna came not from Moses, but from my Father in heaven.  And that is who is trying even as we speak to feed you true bread from heaven, bread which gives life to the world.”  But alas, they still think that he is talking about some new kind of miracle food that never runs out, a food that permanently satisfies bodily hunger – just as the Samaritan woman in chapter 4 envisioned some type of miraculous water which never needed replenishing and permanently quenched thirst.  And so Jesus gets as obvious as he can, using another “I am” statement which identifies him with the God of Israel: “I am the Bread of Life; whoever comes to me will never hunger, and whoever believes in me will never thirst.”

Nearly two millennia later, sisters and brothers, we continue to fall into the same trap as did the crowd, as did St. Augustine, as did St. Ignatius Loyola.  God invites us to dream big; but we continue to think small.  God wants to offer us the real thing; we settle for pale imitations.  We chase after this relationship or that status symbol.  We look for the perfect vacation or the perfect restaurant or the perfect job.  We overeat or overdrink or oversleep hoping against hope that this time, it just might be “enough.”  And of course, it never is; because all of our “hungers” – all our yearnings and desires – are spiritual at their core.  They can be satisfied only by believing and hoping and depending on God’s love – a love revealed in Jesus who was willing to die for us.  By the time he wrote his famous Suscipe prayer at the end of the Exercises, St. Ignatius had “gotten” it.  He says of created things: “All that I have and possess you have given to me.  I surrender it all to you to be disposed of according to your will.”  And he realizes that only one thing is really real, that only one thing can truly satisfy; and so he prays: “Give me only your love and your grace; with these I will be rich enough and will desire nothing more.”


Back when I was teaching preaching in a seminary, one of my students gave a brilliant homily on the Bread of Life Gospel.  As a young professional before coming to seminary, he had gone out and bought himself a bread machine, hoping somehow to replicate the wonderful bread which his grandmother baked in his childhood.  He was disappointed to find that it really didn’t taste the same; and he eventually concluded that you can’t bake the Bread of Life in a bread machine, because the missing but essential ingredient is love.  It’s not about recipes and ingredients, sisters and brothers – for bread or for success or for any finite, earthly thing.  Jesus says: “I am the Bread of Life.”  It is about a relationship – mutual self-gift.  Nothing less really matters.  Nothing else can ever truly satisfy.


Fr. Pedro Arrupe, who served as General of the Society of Jesus from 1965 until 1981, understood this when he wrote: “Nothing is more practical than finding God, that is, than falling in a love in a quite absolute, final way.  What you are in love with, what seizes your imagination will affect everything.  It will decide what will get you out of bed in the mornings, what you will do with your evenings, how you spend your weekends, what you read, who you know, what breaks your heart, and what amazes you with joy and gratitude.  Fall in love, stay in love, and it will decide everything.”
©2009 Fr. Daniel M. Ruff, S.J.
3

