
 
Novena of Grace 2019 

 

Readings: Ezekiel 18: 21-28 | Psalm 130 | Matthew 5: 20-26 

Grace: To become companions as we walk along the merciful way of God.  

 
 

Today’s first reading is all about conversion. In Ignatian circles we hear a lot about the drama of 

the conversion of St. Ignatius, immortalized in the icons you can see as you enter into the Chapel – that 

cannonball to the leg that blasted him off his path of courtly life, into a convalescing bed and started him 

on the journey of discipleship that led him to found the Jesuits. Ignatius perhaps could be the poster 

child for the “wicked one who turns from their path to live righteously,” that we heard about in the first 

reading.  

 

Francis Xavier, who we befriend throughout these days of the Novena, however, had a much less 

dramatic turning point, I think. There was no canon-ball for him. Except perhaps that human cannonball, 

Ignatius.  

 

Francis Xavier is one of my favorite saints. I was born and raised in Goa, so his story has always 

been entwined with mine. We celebrated his feast day throughout my childhood, and I have seen where 

his remains were preserved. In fact, I like to say that since I have kissed his coffin, I myself am some 

sort of relic of St. Francis Xavier. This is in direct competition with my brother, who was blessed by 

Mother Teresa when he was a child – which I think means that somehow he is winning in our nerdy 

Catholic contest of degrees of separation from a saint….although today’s Gospel said that if I have 

something against my brother I should let it go, so I’ll leave it there.  

 

Where was I? Oh Yes! Francis Xavier. As we’ve been hearing each day of the Novena, he was a 

nobleman, destined for an easy life of worldly success and advancement. He is living in with his friend 

Peter Faber at the University of Paris, both of them 23, with the world at their feet, when they find they 

have a new and very unexpected roommate: Ignatius of Loyola, age 38, seeking a degree that would 

make him respectable.  Talk about a random roommate assignment.  

 

I can only imagine how weird Faber and Xavier thought Ignatius was when they first met:  He 

was 15 years older, had been arrested by the Inquisition multiple times for his innovative new Spiritual 

Exercises, and spent much of his time in Paris living in radical poverty while he studied.    

 

Through years of relationship, endless discussions, perhaps over dinner, Francis eventually was 

guided by Ignatius through the Spiritual Exercises, and came to fall deeply in love with God, and desired 

to follow God’s invitation throughout his life. This led him to join with Ignatius and Faber and some 

other friends in founding the Society of Jesus, it even led Xavier to say yes to the unexpected invitation 

to journey to Asia. And that decision, through generations of faith being handed on in Goa, somehow 

led directly to me, a Goan, Catholic woman, standing here today preaching! 

http://usccb.org/bible/readings/031519.cfm
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This is really why he is my favorite saint – Francis Xavier proves that if you are open to it, the 

people you meet at university can change your life, and the world! This idea has been proven true in my 

own life as a student and now as a campus minister.  

 

Francis Xavier illuminates a model of discipleship for us to follow, as we try to listen to and 

follow God’s invitation. We can learn a lot from his willingness to enter into dialogue with his odd, old, 

overly religious roommate, his capacity to say yes to unexpected invitations, his openness to allow 

God’s life and love to derail his plans and bring him far from what he had known, and even far from the 

communities and people he loved. For Xavier, a life of listening to, trusting, and responding to God’s 

invitation meant that he was able to plant seeds of God’s love throughout the world, and find new 

friendships in faith with people he never imagined he would meet.  

 

While his life had dramatic moments, Xavier’s journey resonates because it is closer to ours: for 

most of us it is not the cannonballs, but the conversation, companions, connections, and contemplation – 

the slow work of the Spirit in our lives, which allows us to say yes, each day, in small and large ways, to 

God’s loving invitation into the world, no matter where it leads.  

 

Xavier trusted deeply in God, and allowed his faith-filled friendships to nourish him as we 

walked in the way of the Lord. Who are the friends you have in your life, who invite, challenge, 

comfort, energize and inspire you in your journey of faith and discipleship? I have been lucky to meet 

some through my Jesuit education, and even had roommates of my own who have changed my life.  

 

We can also befriend the wider communion of saints on our faith journey, including Ignatius and 

Xavier. Their unlikely friendship, rooted in conversation that leads to conversion and companionship, 

points us back towards today’s scriptures. The readings speak to us of our human tendency to assume 

others are not worthy of relationship with God or with us. Ignatius could easily have given up on Xavier, 

and not invested time and energy into dialogue with him. Xavier could have easily written off his kooky, 

weird, old, scrupulous, roommate. Neither would have found a friend and companion in following God, 

and our world would be less vibrant without the fruits of their friendship.  

 

Our tendency to dismiss or write-off people is pervasive. We want to decide who is wicked and 

who is righteous, and keep those categories completely distinct. We rejoice in the mistakes of those we 

disagree with, because it reinforces our perceptions of them as wickedly wrong, and ourselves as right.  

 

We don’t want to enter into the complexity and messiness of relationship with those with whom  

we differ. We can’t acknowledge our own complicity in systems of injustice, like racism and white 

supremacy, because we get stuck on being labelled as “bad”. We like to think that the path of 

righteousness and the path of the wicked go in diametrically opposite directions. But the scriptures 

suggest rather, that as we walk along the one path of life, we are being continually invited and 

challenged to manifest God’s merciful, compassionate way in our world. It’s not an all or nothing 

question, but a day by day invitation, in the here and now.  
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 The Gospel reveals that an integral part of walking in God’s way is remembering we are brothers 

and sisters to one another, meant to be in right relationship. What helps us to recognize others as kin, 

despite the forces that divide us? This evening, in the wake of the horrific Islamophobic, white 

supremacist attacks on our Muslim brothers and sisters in New Zealand last night, let us consider: Can 

we stand in solidarity with those whom the world rejects, prophetically proclaiming that all are radically 

equal and worthy of love and compassion? How can the church expand our circles of care and 

compassion?  

 

     Will Christians courageously disrupt the systems of exclusion and injustice we are complicit in? 

Will we walk in the merciful and hope-filled way of the Lord, even when it is slow and difficult, and 

when we risk looking foolish and being rejected ourselves? 

 

I don’t have all the answers, but our friends Francis Xavier and Ignatius remind us of the way to 

begin: to commit to a culture of curiosity rather than condemnation, to foster dialogue across difference, 

to cultivate a capacity for conflict, complexity and discomfort, and to continually listen to the invitation 

of God in our lives.  

 

            They also remind us that God desires for us to have companions and friends who strengthen us in 

the journey of discipleship, and that we live out God’s dreams for us when we partner with one another 

in answering God’s call.  

 

Just as God did for Ignatius and Xavier, let us ask for God’s grace to form us into companions as 

we walk along the merciful way of God, as we pray the words of our gathering song: “heart and mind of 

Christ, live within our lives, form us into people of mercy and grace.”  

 

JoAnn Lopez 
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