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Joshua 24:1-2, 15-17, 18; Ephesians 5:21-32; John 6: 60-69; Psalm  34, O taste and see that Our God is good! 

I think by this time in our lives, most of us have heard of the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, or maybe we’ve even made that retreat. These spiritual exercises, that together form a 30-day retreat, were developed by Ignatius in the 1500’s, and approved by the Vatican in 1548. Still, they seem to have stood the test of time in that this retreat – the meditations, contemplations and prayers that make up the Spiritual  Exercises – is still given hundreds of thousands of times all around the world each year.  
Ignatius was a soldier, and so by way of disclaimer, I probably need to tell you that these Exercises are often couched in military terms. But having said that, there’s one particular exercise that I’ve always been very fond of. It’s called The Meditation on Two Standards, and it goes like this. 
We are asked to try to imagine two armies encamped on opposite sides of a battlefield, ready to engage each other. On the one side is Satan, sitting on a huge throne. He’s in full battle regalia, there’s smoke and fire all around his throne. And waving next to him is his standard, or his battle flag. On the standard are the words, Riches, Honor, Pride. 
On the opposite side of the encampment stands Jesus – no armor, just the cloak that he’s wearing. No throne, no smoke, no fire. And he, too, has a standard or a flag flying next to him. But his standard reads Poverty, Contempt, Humility.
When we have this picture firmly in mind, Ignatius invites us to choose – whose standard do you want to be under?  What values do you want to be the underpinnings of your life? Do you want to live a life filled with riches, honor and pride, or a life full of poverty, contempt and humility? Which leader will you follow? 
I suppose on the one hand, no one ever really wants to join the Army of Satan, although it remains pretty tempting. Riches and honor and pride sound pretty good; but being a follower of Satan might not be all that appealing.  So that leaves us with following Jesus, where we are guaranteed the fullness of life, although that life will be life grounded in poverty, contempt and humility. In some ways, the meditation is a no-brainer. We are here in church today, as we are every Sunday, because we have chosen Christ. But Ignatius wants us to know that the choice we’ve made is not all peaches & cream. 

· To choose  to follow Christ is to live in poverty – to give up our attachments to the things that give us our security, to trust instead  in the wisdom and goodness of God, whatever we might envision God to be. 

· To choose to follow Christ is to live with the contempt of others – where  contempt means the reactions others might have to our exchanging a life of striving for a life of service. 

· To choose to follow Christ is to live in total humility – believing, as Jesus did, that we are ultimately creatures, created beings, who live in the hands of our Abba God, who will care for us infinitely better than we could ever care for ourselves.  
At the end of our Meditation on the Two Standards, Ignatius hopes that we find ourselves --  however reluctantly –  consciously choosing to stand under the banner of Christ.. And before we make that choice,  he wants to impress on us that following Christ with our total being will not be all that easy. 

· It will entail poverty – a willingness to let go of whatever we might want to cling to for security in our lives. 
· It will involve contempt – as often as not, the self-contempt we might feel at having made the choice to live outside the mainstream of achievement and accomplishment. 

· It will demand that we be willing to walk in the darkness of great humility --  giving up the control we would have over our lives, and trusting that a loving Creator God is in the darkness somewhere.  
Choosing to follow Christ, we may well echo what we heard in today’s Gospel. Teacher, to whom else will we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe. We are convinced you are God’s Holy One. Jesus’ own life of poverty, contempt and humility often  didn’t make a whole lot of sense to the disciples, as he might not make a whole lot of sense to us. But in the end – where else shall we go? We believe that Jesus has the words of eternal life. As Pat Shannon said in her homily last week, we might not always understand how, but we believe that Jesus will always feed us and always lead us. Jesus has the compassionate, trusting, wise, merciful heart of the Servant-King, and that’s what we want to have as well. We have no choice. Where else shall we go? 

In today’s first reading, Joshua put a black & white, one way or the other, choice  before the Israelites.  Decide today whom you will serve.  Will it be the god of the Amorites or will it be the god of your forefathers? With one voice, they responded Far be it from us to forsake our God who brought us out of slavery; we will serve the Sovereign One. 


In today’s Gospel, Jesus put a similar choice before his disciples. In the face of many who were leaving and no longer following him,  he asked the disciples who remained, Do you want to leave me, too? And we know their response – Where else would we go? You are what we have come to believe is good and holy and true. We choose to stay with you.

The choice we make to follow God in Christ day-by-day is never made with perfect understanding. The Israelites made the choice for Yahweh; and they were still in for the Babylonian Captivity years in their future. The disciples made the choice for Jesus; and many of them would eventually be martyrs for that choice. Our own choice to follow Jesus will lead us in ways we never expected, to places we might never want to be. Yet something deep in us recognizes divinity when we encounter it. And we want to be part of it. 

Through a life of loving service as a mother, grandmother, teacher, librarian, wife, sister, and more, Jo’s sister, Carolee, chose the standard of Christ. Our friend Alexandra in New York, so painfully and viciously attacked,  chose it. No matter how difficult or dark the days that come from choosing the standard of Christ, we continue to choose it. 
And sitting there on  his throne on the field of battle, offering us everything the world has to give, Satan doesn’t stand a chance with any us!
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