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Feast of St. Ignatius Loyola – Saturday, 7/31/10 – 5:30 p.m.


Happy feast day!  Iñigo Lopez de Loyola – who would later change his name to Ignatius – was born in 1491 and died on July 31, 1556.  Like many other great innovators and visionaries, St. Ignatius straddled two historic eras – in his case, the late Middle Ages and the early Renaissance.  He was, as a result, thoroughly steeped in the theology and piety of the medieval Church; but he was also very much shaped by the powerful contemporary cultural forces that surrounded him.  These included: the intellectual and commercial flowering of the Renaissance with its recovery of classicism and the rise of the merchant classes; the movement toward exploration and expansion which would lead the rising nation-states of Europe to visit and to colonize Central and South America and parts of the Orient; and the theological and religious warfare of the Protestant Reformation.  


If we consider these realities, it begins to make sense that Ignatius and his Jesuits eventually founded a school system rooted in classicism and humanism which served the Catholic middle classes.  Jesuit colleges – which numbered in the hundreds at their peak, and educated one of every five educated men in Europe! – strove to cultivate and maximize the talents of each individual student while also rooting those students solidly in their Catholic faith, teaching them to argue and defend it.  It also seems less surprising that Jesuits chose to accompany the great European explorers, responding to Christ’s missionary call to “make disciples of all nations.”  And given their vowed loyalty to the Church Universal, as embodied in the person and the office of the Roman Pontiff, it seems entirely predictable that Jesuits should have spearheaded both internal reform of Church and also its defense against the threat posed by Protestantism.


Yet the heart of the Jesuit and Ignatian tradition is its Christian spirituality, embodied in the Spiritual Exercises and other founding documents of the Society of Jesus.  None of the other accomplishments of Ignatius and his order could ever have happened unless God had first found Ignatius and taught him “like a schoolboy.”  None of it would exist today if Ignatius had not first encountered Jesus.  

Like a great many Catholics of his day (and our own), Ignatius grew up surrounded by images of Jesus – crucifixes, religious paintings, and roadside shrines.   As a boy, he no doubt memorized brief prayers such as “My Jesus, mercy!” and learned to parrot “correct answers” about Jesus Christ dying for our sins, being our Lord and Savior, and so on.  But as a young man, like many another young man or woman, Ignatius lived a life governed largely by self-interest.  We know from his own later confessions that he was greatly concerned about his outward appearance – desirous as he was to attract the attentions of noble and wealthy women and of rich and powerful patrons.  A Spaniard and a Basque, he was also hot-blooded and hot-headed – quick with the tongue and the sword both – but at the same time, a gifted leader of great heart who commanded the respect of his fellow women and men.

His life was radically altered in 1521 – his 30th year – when he was severely injured during the siege of Pamplona.  With both legs shattered by a cannon ball, he was taken to his family home by the victorious French, who willingly transported him out of admiration for his valor in defeat.  Once back home, Ignatius found himself confined to long months of involuntary bed rest.  He was likewise confronted with a career crisis.  He had only ever considered spending his life as a courtier and a mercenary soldier; but now that he had a malformed leg, these former dreams were ended.  As an antidote for depression and for the tedium of long hours spent alone in bed, he began to read the only two books available to him: the Life of Christ by Ludoph of Saxony and the Golden Legend, a collection of lives of the saints by Jacopo de Voragine.  

Thus, for the first time, did Ignatius begin to abandon thoughts of emulating the deeds of great romantic knight-heroes like Charlemagne, Roland, Arthur, and Amadis de Gaul.  Now he found himself beginning to wonder “What if I should do what St. Francis did?  What if I should do as St. Dominic did?”  After all, might not Ignatius still, even with his game leg, scale the heights of Christian virtue?  Mightn’t he distinguish himself by the heroic practice of humility and penance?  Mightn’t he be bold, even to the point of giving his life, in the preaching of the Christian faith?

Even more important than his discovery of the saints, however, was his personal encounter with Jesus Christ.  Like the disciples of John the Baptist in this evening’s Gospel, our bedridden invalid began, in his fertile imagination, to wander away from his former role models and instead to follow Jesus in his heart.  He heard Jesus ask, as did the disciples in our Gospel reading, “What are you looking for?”  In the immediate encounter of Jesus and the disciples trailing after him, the Lord is saying: “I can’t help noticing that you’re stalking me…  Can I help you?”  But never doubt that Jesus is also asking them – and us – “What is it that you are looking for in life?  What do you really desire?”


Ignatius began to hear these same questions during his long months at the Loyola family manse.  And in his own prayer, he began to ask Jesus, “Where are you staying?” which, beyond the immediate, practical level, also means: “What are you about, Teacher?  What makes you tick?  Who are you really?”  Or as we might say today, “Where are you coming from?”  Thus it came about that Ignatius first heard Jesus say in his heart: “Come and see.”  And thus did Ignatius – who would often later call himself the Pilgrim – set off to follow Jesus.  Ignatius’ heart began to burn – for his name, after all, means “ardent” or “burning” – with a desire to follow and to remain always with Jesus Christ, and to emulate and serve him.

There is at least one key difference between Ignatius’ former heroes and his new hero, Jesus.  The great knights of chivalry – like Charlemagne and Amadis de Gaul – were imaginary, or dead, or both.  But Jesus – as Ignatius began to realize through his prayer and reflection – is very much alive for us who believe!  The Jesus who once walked among us – who preached and taught and suffered and died – has also been raised to new and abundant life by his Father, never to suffer or die again.  It was and is that same Jesus who came and who still comes, to Ignatius and to all Christians, in the Eucharist.  And as a result, Jesus need not be admired and imitated only from the outside in.  

Rather, as we heard in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, Jesus “dwells in our hearts through faith” where he “strengthens us with power through his Spirit in the inner self.”  While he no longer walks the earth in the flesh as he once did in Palestine, and while he now sits in glory at his Father’s right hand as Lord, we can still encounter the same Jesus within ourselves if we earnestly seek him there as Ignatius did.  Think, sisters and brothers, of the extravagancy of Paul’s claims – Paul, remember, who like Ignatius and ourselves, never knew Christ in the flesh.  Yet Paul prays to the Father that each of us may “know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that we may be filled with all the fullness of God.”  And Paul holds out for each of us what he and Ignatius both experienced: the hope that Christ “is able to accomplish (in and through us) far more than all we ask or imagine, by his power at work within us.”

This, then, is the path of Ignatius – the one he laid out for us Jesuits, members of his “Company of Jesus,” who still call ourselves “companions of Jesus.”  But it is also the path which from the outset Ignatius – who was, after all, still a laymen when he wrote the Spiritual Exercises – shared freely with lay people who wished to share our path, our lay partners in prayer and in ministry.  Long before anyone thought of the popular tee shirts, pendants, and wrist bands of recent years, Ignatius was asking himself and others: “What would Jesus do?”  Early on, Ignatius answered this question for himself with a sweetly naïve literalism, imagining that he should live in the Holy Land where he would walk around and “help souls” by talking to them about God.  Only gradually did he discover and refine what would come to be called “discernment of spirits.”


And again, while this “discernment” can sound arcane or difficult, the surprising thing is its simplicity – or at least, its immediacy.  Because where, for Ignatius, are we to seek out God and strive to discover his will for our lives?  Recall the words of Deuteronomy: “it is not too mysterious and remote for you…  No, it is something very near to you, already in your mouths and in your hearts; you have only to carry it out.”  The details and nuances are more than I can get into here; but the essential is to be found in what I (and St. Paul) have already said: Christ’s Spirit dwells within each of us.  The risen Christ himself comes to us, body, blood, soul, and divinity, in the Eucharist which he left us, so near and dear to Ignatius Loyola’s heart.  And God speaks, most often, through the mundane realities and interactions of our daily lives – like simple bread and wine, but also our own God-given talents and desires, and the people and opportunities God places in our paths.

The Ignatian spiritual path is not a worldly one, but neither does it fear or reject the world.  Rather, it sees everything that exists as created and sustained by God, and so, capable of reflecting its Creator.  And we, who are fashioned in God’s image and likeness, redeemed by the blood of the cross, and fed on the bread of life, can actually aspire to know within ourselves  the mind and heart of Jesus, and so, to “find God in all things.”  

We have only to “ask for what we desire,” as Ignatius so often reminds us in the Exercises.  We need only ask Jesus, “Where do you live, Lord?  What are you about?  What makes you tick?”  We need only listen for him to say to each of us, personally, “Come, and see!”  And then – pilgrims like Ignatius before us – we need only to step out in faith and walk with Jesus, promising to remain with him always, joining our words, attitudes and actions to the old traditional hymn: [sings?] “I have decided to follow Jesus!  I have decided to follow Jesus!  I have decided to follow Jesus!  No turning back!  No turning back!”
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