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MASS FOR OPENING OF IGNATIAN YEAR (2021-2022) 

Fr. Leonard Moloney SJ 

 

Readings: Jeremiah 1:4-8. 

  Responsorial Psalm ad lib. 

  1 John 1:1-4. 

  Luke 4:16-21. 

HOMILY 

The motto chosen for the Ignatian Year now beginning reads: To See All Things New in Christ. 

These powerful words have already been translated into many languages around the world. 

Hopefully they will become imprinted on our own 

hearts. They remind us that the aim of celebrating an 

Ignatian Year is to bring us closer to Christ rather 

than to Ignatius Loyola. This is important to bear in 

mind at a time when we will be hearing a lot about 

Ignatius himself – his personality, his life-story, his 

writings, and his legacy. But we will only speak about 

Ignatius, so that we may learn more about Christ. 

Towards the end of his life, when Ignatius dictated 

what is often called his autobiography, he was 

responding to requests from fellow-Jesuits that he 

tell “how the Lord had guided him since the 

beginning of his conversion”. The story they were looking for was to be primarily about “the 

Lord” – Christ – rather than about Ignatius. Christ was to be at its centre -- guiding, inspiring, 

urging Ignatius on. We could say that Christ is the main protagonist in the story.  

 

The leader of the Jesuits worldwide, Fr Arturo Sosa has spoken of how the Ignatian Year is a 

special occasion to hear the voices of the excluded and those whose dignity has not been 
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respected including victims and survivors of abuse and he has asked us Jesuits  to reflect deeply 

on this. 

Inspired by that, we acknowledge that we, as Jesuits, are sinners. The unfolding of the past few 

months tells us that we Irish Jesuits have hurt many who were entrusted to our care, and the 

coming months will have to evidence strongly that our core desire is to be transparent and to 

enable healing, to the graced extent that is humanly possible. Seeing all things new in Christ 

means that the Irish Jesuits have to do more than just apologize, which we do from the depths 

of our hearts. 

The putting of Christ at the centre of the Ignatian Year, therefore, is key, and is very much in 

harmony with Ignatius’ own thinking.  It was a conviction that he was later to pass on to the 

first companions whom he had gathered at the University of Paris. When, after their studies, 

they were together in Northern Italy and preparing to split up and travel to different cities, they 

had asked themselves how they would reply if anyone asked them who they were. They first 

prayed about the issue and then decided that – “since Christ was their only head, and it was 

him that they wanted to serve” -- they ought to bear his name. So they were to describe 

themselves as the Compañía de Jesús – the Company or Society of Jesus. A few years later, this 

became the official name of the religious order that they were to form.  Even the popular name 

“Jesuits”, later given to members of the Society of Jesus, is built on the name “Jesus”. We are 

Jesuits – followers of Jesus -- not Ignatians 

We launch this Ignatian Year on 20th May because this is the 500th 

anniversary of the wounding of Ignatius in the defense of 

Pamplona in northern Spain. The town itself had already fallen to a 

numerically superior French army. Ignatius, with a small remnant 

of Spanish soldiers, was determined at least to defend the citadel. 

They knew it was a hopeless cause, but Spanish pride was at stake. 

Ignatius was struck in both legs by a missile – possibly a cannon-

ball but more likely chain-shot (two metal balls, connected by a 

chain that extended after exiting the cannon). Surrender followed. 

What was most significant about this event was not the inevitable fall of the citadel, or even the 

shattering of Ignatius’ legs, but the shattering of his dreams. His self-image as a gallant knight 

wooing beautiful women and achieving worldly glory was shattered. He was brought home to 

the family castle in Loyola where he endured a long and painful convalescence. His sense of 

identity lay in ruins. But this period, extending over eight months, turned out to be the first 

stage of his conversion. He was a bored convalescent who could do nothing to entertain himself 

but read. He was used to romantic fiction, but the only available books were on the lives of the 

saints and the life of Jesus. It took a while, but what he was reading gradually transformed him. 
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He went from wondering how he could valiantly serve himself and his romantic dreams to how 

he could serve Christ by following the example of the Saints.   

 

Conversion is rarely a sudden or instantaneous experience. It may, of course, be sparked off by 

some unexpected trauma or loss – such as the wounding of Ignatius at Pamplona. But the 

person must then enter into a process that will need time to unfold. Ignatius was still at a very 

early stage of his conversion when he became well enough to move on from Loyola. To some 

extent he knew what he was leaving behind – symbolized by family and homeland – but he had 

no idea what lay ahead. He needed the eleven months that he subsequently spent in Manresa, 

and which turned out to be the most important time in his life. He tells us in the Autobiography: 

“During this period God was dealing with him in the same way a schoolteacher deals with a 

child while instructing him”. Conversion is not just a turning away from sin but surrender into 

the hands of God. Ignatius learned that he had a role to play in God’s plan for the world – a role 

that nobody else could play! Like Jeremiah in our first reading today, he heard the Lord call him 

personally.  

The call was clear, even though its concrete detail, and what it was to involve in the longer 

term, would only be made known over the coming years. 

This process of conversion, which Ignatius underwent at Loyola and Manresa, is mirrored in his 

Spiritual Exercises. These were originally notes that he made about his experiences in prayer, 

and which he kept by him for his own use. But he soon discovered that these notes could be 

helpful to other people as well -- enabling them to pray more deeply, to search for and find 

God, and, whenever called for, to make good decisions. So he began to put some order on his 

notes before leaving Manresa, and over the following years he added some further material. 

Eventually they reached the form that we Jesuits and others use today in giving retreats. The 

Ignatian Year is a good time to avail of this gift from Ignatius to the Church. Maybe in this year, 

you might consider making the Spiritual Exercises in one of their many possible formats? The 

person giving them will be able to adapt them to your particular situation and needs : the men 

and women out in Manresa in Dollymount would be delighted to help, as would any Jesuit or 

experienced lay colleague. 
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The conversion undergone by Ignatius affected all the different levels of his personality. We 

could call it an integral conversion of head and heart, or as we would say today, it was holistic. 

But the golden thread running through it, and holding it all together, was an increasingly 

intimate knowledge of Christ. You may be familiar with one of the prayers that he recommends 

in the Spiritual Exercises: “To ask for an interior knowledge of Our Lord, who became human for 

me, that I may love him more intensely and follow him more closely”. Or in its simplified form, 

popularized in the musical Godspel which was a hit longer ago than I care to remember, “to 

know him more clearly, love him more dearly, follow him more nearly – day by day”.  

As a way of being open to receive this grace of intimacy, Ignatius 

devised a method of prayer that involves us entering into gospel scenes 

by using our imagination. We are to make ourselves present to a 

particular scene – such as the synagogue in today’s gospel -- and to the 

persons in it. This will be a simple but effective way of getting to know 

Christ -- being with him as he interacts with people -- looking at him, 

listening to him, and pondering on what we see and hear. What 

Ignatius is hoping for is that the person who prays in this way will be 

able to say, in the words of our second reading from the letter of St. John:  

What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our 

eyes……concerning the word of life – this life was revealed, and we have seen it and 

testify to it. 

It strikes me that it may well be providential that the Ignatian Year is coinciding with our 

gradual exiting from lockdown. We are on the cusp of a new era of change.  People are already 

asking, often with anxiety, what the post-pandemic Church in Ireland will look like. We know 

that the Church now, as in Ignatius’ day, needs reform.  He lived through a time of not one, but 

of many reformations. We in Ireland look forward to a National ‘Synodal’ Assembly within the 

next five years to spearhead church reform on this island. Preparations are already under way – 

it will be a long process , requiring much commitment … from all of us. Synodality – which 

means broader consultation in decision-making – was an important concept in Vatican 11 and 

has been brought very much to the fore by Pope Francis . 

Perhaps in this Ignatian Year we can contribute something of value to the coming National 

Synodal Assembly? If you and I receive the grace for which we will be praying -- to see all things 

new in Christ -- we might have much to say. This will impact every dimension of our lives: from 

an integral ecology that aims to heal the planet to the role and responsibilities of women in the 

Society of Jesus, from walking with those whom we have sinned against to giving everything to 

Christ. 



5 
 

The Autobiography of Ignatius might be said to contain a 

number of dramatic highpoints, linked by more 

unspectacular incidents. One memorable highpoint is 

where Ignatius is describing his mystical experiences at 

Manresa – experiences that gave him glimpses into the 

inner life of God and that changed his whole outlook on 

life.  But along with his disclosing of these gifts received in 

prayer, a very simple phrase also makes an appearance: in Spanish, aiudar a las almas – or as 

we would say, “to help others”. The narrative seems to imply that his mystical experiences 

themselves strengthened his desire to be of help to other people. Reaching out beyond himself 

was to be an inevitable consequence of experiencing God. In a compelling way, Ignatius was 

being opened up to the world, with its human multitudes, their fragility and their needs. The 

poor in their hovels were well known to him. He begged on their behalf and he also shared his 

inner journey with them.  

When the Society of Jesus came into being, its purpose too could be summed up in that simple 

phrase ayudar a las almas – to help others. Ignatius now had a group of like-minded 

companions – he once referred to them as his “friends in the Lord”. It was no longer a matter of 

asking “What does God want me to do”, but “What does God want us to do?”  God would have 

to enlighten and guide the Society of Jesus -- in all its variety of personalities, cultures, and 

locations – as God had enlightened and guided Ignatius. The issue for Jesuits has never been 

whether to serve or not to serve – but to discern whom, where, and how to serve for the 

greater glory of God.  

In today’s world Jesuits invite others to be part of their discernment as well as part of 

their apostolic outreach. We do not want to be left on our own. We cannot fulfil our 

mission without the prayer, input, and engagement of other Christians – of people like 

you. Jesuits and their colleagues in Ireland are working today with asylum seekers and 

migrants, with prisoners and the homeless. We are involved in social justice issues, the 

care of our common home and spirituality. And we need help in the healing of those 

whom we have hurt.  

In this Ignatian Year, not only Jesuits, but all of us are invited to learn to see all things 

new in Christ. As I said already: Please pray for this grace for us and for yourselves. Then 

share it among yourselves -- and with us! Let this be, if only on a small scale, an exercise 

in synodality. In this way the Ignatian Year will for us, not only a time of remembrance 

and celebration, but one of renewed and creative commitment to Christ and his gospel. 

 


