THEME 12:   COMMITMENT TO OUR NEEDY BROTHERS AND SISTERS
TEXT:  Dt 15; Lev 25‑26 (Ex 21‑23)
I.  GUIDE FOR READING THE BIBLICAL TEXT
1.  SETTING OF THE THEME
1.1. The monarchy created unequal brothers and sisters. Let us not forget that the Deuteronomic tradition was born as the fruit of the failure of the monarchy.  The monarchy had ceased to be a negotiable and transitory medium and had become something sacred and untouchable, from the moment that it believed that God had bound Himself to it with an eternal covenant (S Sm 7:16). The great historical mistake of Israel was that it came to believe that the monarchy could make up for or surpass the equalitarian experience of solidarity in the Exodus.

1.2. The Deuteronomic tradition questioned the monarchy.  The Deuteronomistic History, although it had a certain sympathy for the monarchy, is full of nostalgia for the tribal experience of the Exodus (Dt 16:18‑20). The books that make up this tradition (Dt + Jos + Jgs + 1 and 2 Sm + 1 and 2 Kgs) condemn its abuses (Dt 17:14‑20; 1 Kgs 16:7,13,19,26,33; 2 Kgs 9:37), and even its existence (1 Sm 8:6‑8,10‑18; cf. Jgs 8:22‑23).

1.3. The book of Leviticus recognizes the mistake, but in general gives no sure structural solution for it.  The redaction of the Book of Leviticus was also from the time of the fall of the Southern Kingdom. Its author also took note of the structural fault of the monarchy and hence tried to make up for it by a religious intermediary ‑‑worship and legal purity or cleanness‑‑ which later history would also show to be insufficient to solve the true problem, which was injustice.

1.4. Deuteronomy and Leviticus make a revolutionary proposal. Sill alive in the consciousness of the 6th‑century Israelites was the original idea of an equalitarian society. Hence, the Book of Deuteronomy as well as that of Leviticus will deal with the truly novel theme of the leveling of society through the social structures of the Sabbatical Year and the Year of Jubilee. Both are an effort to return to the time of equality, of real and concrete fraternity.

2. DEVELOPMENT OF THE THEME
2.1. Tributary Memory versus Tribal Memory
2.1.1. The historical analysis of the text presents us data such as these:
a) The Pharaonic system lives on through the monarchy.
‑ A notion of the social system of tribute under the Pharaohs.  The memory of the Pharaonic system of tribute is recorded in Gn 47:13‑55, where we are told that little by little Pharaoh went about gathering all of the people's assets, taking advantage of their need in time of famine. Pharaoh mounted his system by the following actions:

* He took all their money (Gn 47:14);

* Their livestock (Gn 47:17);

* Their land (Gn 47:20);

* Their liberty (Gn 47:21);

* The tributary system was created on the basis of lending the people farmland, giving them seed for sowing and exacting a fifth of the harvest throughout their lives (Gn 47:23‑25).

* This presupposed the existence of an administrative structure which, both in the court and in the countryside, kept an updated census and lists of families, and made a yearly collection of the fifth part of the harvest (Gn 47:24‑26). Likewise we note the preferential treatment that Pharaoh showed the priestly religious structure, whose lands he did not touch (Gn 47:22‑26). In this connection, let us remember that the theology of worship taught the people the divine character of the king, whom they must therefore obey. Backing up this economic and religious empire, was the military structure that ensured the collection of taxes and obedience to the Pharaoh by force of arms.

‑ The structural injustice of this system. The sinfulness of this system lay in such things as these: the State appropriated all resources in order to maintain itself (Pharaoh, his family and courtiers). The people were kept in subjection. It established and reinforced a social class system: the lower, impoverished class, whose resources (tributes from their farming production) must support the State and the upper class (the Pharaoh, his family and the class that administered the empire, namely, the economic, military and religious class). This entire permanent tributary system was done by way of imposition, never by a pact between people and State. Underlying it all was a quite brutal repression when, for example, the failure of the harvest, family sickness or any other hardship prevented people from paying the tribute they owed on time.

b) The creation of a new social system, as a result of the Exodus.
A utopia which, for a while, became a reality.  The originality of Israel, after it conquered Canaan, lay in its effort to create an alternative system to the existing Pharaonic system. The characteristics of this new system were:

‑ Achieving unity through an alliance of tribes;

‑ Establishing a common legislation that would benefit the people in general

‑ Letting each tribe live with the riches of its own tradition;

‑ Letting families recover the goods they had lost: land, livestock, assets in general and liberty;

‑ Rejecting the central figure of a Pharaoh or King, as being an element which in itself denied real fraternity and equality;

‑ Invalidating unjust and permanent tribute, which was declared unnecessary, given the change of structures that made up the State;

‑ Changing the rationale for the military structure, which should only be necessary when the people needed to defend themselves;

‑ Giving a new meaning to stable religious relations which were not to serve as intermediaries in service of the ideology of a centralist State, but rather to be an instrument free of access to families, who did not want a central temple, but many shrines that met the needs of the people;

‑ Creating a new system of attending to the people which would do away with administrative functionaries, and give greater weight to charismatic servant‑leaders whose function it was to do justice to the poor, to orphans and widows, and to resident aliens.
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HORIZONTAL READING

1. Pharaoh (Gn 47:14,20,22,23,24,25), considered as "Son of God"

2.
a. The Military (Ex 14:4,9,17,28): Pharaoh, captains, soldiers, chariots, horses...

b. The Economic (Gn 47:13‑25): census, payments, exchanges, businesses...

c. The Religious (Gn 47:22‑26) State gods..., State theology..., manipulation...

3. Assets that the people lose: land, harvests, liberty (Gn 47:13‑26; 1 Sm      8:10‑22).

4. Tributary Social System: arbitrary, permanent, impoverishing...

5. Country Villages: people exploited, oppressed and alienated...

6. Individual, group and institutional forms of selfishness that nurture the     system...
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READING OF CONTENTS:

1. The Tribes unite around a cause: a new society of equality, solidarity and     fraternity

2. Administrative Sphere: Popular Judges = Justice.

3. Religious Sphere: several popular Shrines (Jgs 20:26, 18:23. 24:1‑28)

4. Military Sphere: coming together on occasion to defend the people (Jgs 4:6,     6:34‑35)

5. The Land: property of Yahweh; it cannot be sold (Lev 25:5‑10)

6. Yahweh = God of the oppressed (Ex 6:5‑8, 19:5‑7).

7. The Covenant = a new way of forming brotherhood, beyond ties of flesh and     blood.

8. Social Leveling. When assets are lost they are recoverable during the        Sabbatical Year.

c) The Israelite Monarchy betrays the ideal of Exodus. The great crisis: a profound lament, although it comes very late.
On the political level, the crisis of the 6th century B.C. made the following matters, among others, abundantly clear:

‑ The fundamental contradiction of wanting to achieve a fraternal and equalitarian society by means of a centralist, monopolistic, dynastic State that created and abetted a distinction of social classes.

‑ The impossibility for an almost deified king to be an apt intermediary for fostering solidarity and equality.

‑ The sorry situation of losing culturally rich popular traditions, taken away by the processes involved in unifying the State.

‑ The manipulation of the religious and the sacred in service of courtly interests.

‑ The non‑validity of certain interpretations that had become traditional among the people regarding the sacredness and permanence of the Davidic Dynasty.

‑ The overall failure of the great institutions in which the people had placed their faith... It would seem that only now did the people grasp what it had meant to be tied down to the monarchic system, which was not reformable just because a good king might follow a bad one, but because of its very nature the monarchy was incapable of generating an equalitarian society. The conclusion was, that the monarchy, for having betrayed the ideal of the Exodus, had received a well‑deserved chastisement from God.

d) Legal Codes: reflections of social systems.
What are these codes?  One of the characteristics of the Pentateuch is that it has sections called "Codes." which are a kind of repetition of what other Eastern cultures had, They are legislative sections, combined with historical accounts. The chapters that our Theme 12 deals with (Dt 15 and Lev 25‑26, together with Ex 21‑23), form part of these sections called "Codes." The Pentateuch has at least five sections of Codes, namely:

1) The Decalogue: Ex 20:2‑17, attributed to the "J," "E," and "P" traditions, and Dt 5:6‑21, attributed to the "D" tradition. The Decalogue consists of establishing some minimal norms of coexistence which are expressly stated as moral practices, contrary to the existing laws in Egyptian society, both in relationship to God, who is no longer the god who legitimizes the Pharaonic system, and in relationship to human beings ‑‑men and women‑‑ who are no longer oppressed by Pharaonic structures.

2) The Covenant Code: Ex 20:22‑23,33, cf. Ex 24:7, from the "E" tradition. It has some similarities with the Mesopotamian Code of Hammurabi, with the Hittite Code and with the Horemheb Decree. Its laws presuppose a settled and agricultural community prior to the monarchy, and they maintain the spirit of the Commandments of the Decalogue.

3) The so‑called Cultic Code:  Ex 34:11‑26, from the "J" tradition, whence some have called it the "Yahwist Decalogue." It consists of a series of prescriptions relating to feasts of an agricultural character and to sacrifices.

4) The Deuteronomic Code: Dt 12 ‑ 26 (within which lies Dt 15) contains a series of norms of conduct for religious, political, civil, administrative and domestic life. It is in turn positive and hortatory: It gives the reasons that should lead the people to obey. It seems that this Code was meant to substitute for the ancient Covenant Code.

5) The Holiness Code: Lev 17 ‑ 26, from the "P" tradition. Its name derives from its stress on laws that inculcate holiness which, because of their relation to worship, are connected with ritual purity. Hence, when we speak of the Law of Holiness here, we mean the Law of Purity. Here, Purity and Holiness are not merely spiritual concepts. The practice of these laws (the practice of the Sabbatical Year and the Year of Jubilee) implies the moral character of a God who always relates to justice.

e) The Sabbatical Year and the Jubilee Year, initiatives for a leveling of social classes
1) The Deuteronomist's radical proposal.  Although Dt was written in the 6th c. B.C., it contains some very ancient laws that it wants to revive for their social content, as if to say: "If Israel had practiced this, it would never have succumbed." Asking for a remission of debts aimed at allowing every debtor to recover his lost goods (freedom, land, dwelling, possessions). And requiring that this be done every seven years meant putting a frequent brake on social inequalities, so that these inequalities would not have time to become a permanent situation in Israel.

2) The Deuteronomist's ideal: A society without a permanent poor class. The great social sense of the Deuteronomist leads him to alert the people of the need not to allow inevitable human limitations to become permanent situations of social imbalance. Hence, while in Dt 15:11 we are brought face to face with the everyday reality that "there will never cease to be needy ones in the land" (since every day there may be yet another widow, orphan, stranger or handicapped person unable to work), we are told in Dt 15:4 that "there shall be no needy among you," that is, something had to be done to remedy the daily cases of poverty, lest they become a permanent social situation of poverty. This will help assure that a permanent poor class will not arise.

3) The Sabbatical Year of Leviticus. The Book of Leviticus, in chapter 25, talks of the two realities of the Sabbatical Year (vv.1‑7) and of the Jubilee Year (vv.8‑17). When Leviticus tells us of the Sabbatical Year, it gives it a fundamentally cultic content, with a certain concern for the benefit of the poor; but it does not give it a strictly social sense of the leveling of classes. Here we see the hand of the "P" tradition, the main thrust of which lies in worship. To some extent this means a spiritualization of the Sabbatical Year, which has lost its social force. This is easy to explain, given the rise of powerful land‑monopolizers, who did not want to renounce their own interests.

4) The poor Jubilee Year of Leviticus. Leviticus 25:8‑17 speaks of the Jubilee Year, which is nothing more that the Sabbatical Year of Dt 15:1 ff, only restructured and impoverished, since the reformers might have deemed it asking too much to proclaim a social leveling every seven years. Hence they transferred the year of pardoning debts to every 49 years. The social consequences of this change were clear enough: a loss of the original social spirit, the deception of the poor, easiness of conscience regarding rank injustice...

2. LITERARY ANALYSIS OF THE TEXTS
2.1. What lay in the background of the concepts of Law and of Code?  The literary analysis of the texts leads us to consider elements such as the following:

2.1.1. A false concept and insufficient concepts of Law.  It is worth our effort to reflect on the concept of Law, since the Books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy, being eminently legislative texts, confront us with it. A false notion of Law would be to understand it as "the indefinite norm of isolated prescriptions, in the minute observance of which the whole content of religion would consist." This definition is often counterpoised by other, insufficient, notions, taken superficially from these great books. Thus, beginning with Deuteronomy, some define Law as "the totality of divine revelation given through Moses." Others, starting from the Psalms, conceive of the Law as "the totality of divine revelation considered as a guide in life." Still others, starting from the Prophets, speak of the Law as "the word uttered in the name of God, insofar as it applies the great demands of the divine moral law to all reality."

2.1.2. Biblical concept of Law.  In Hebrew, the Law is called "torah." This word is a noun that comes from the root "yarah," which means "to cast lots." This was one of the primitive ways of ascertaining the will of God: lots were cast before Yahweh, using the "Urim" and "Thummim," a kind of dice or sticks inscribed with countersigns, in order to ascertain the will of God regarding a matter on which consultation was sought. Hence, in the background of the word "torah," juridical contents were of the least concern. Its deep meaning always referred to the thrust or orientation that one wanted to give one's life; and so as not to be mistaken in this, Yahweh was consulted, even if only by casting lots.

2.2. Some Literary Elements of the Biblical Codes
For us, the Biblical Codes (except the Decalogue), are no longer in force. Originally, in Israel, codes were highly valued, since all of them were based on the model of Near‑Eastern "Suzerainty Treaties" imposed on vassals. These Treaties, in Israel, were made with God himself: They had a great spiritual forcefulness, since they were considered as His will. Let us recall some of the general characteristics and elements that mark a "Suzerainty Treaty":

2.2.1. General Qualities of the Codes.
‑ Their divine origin.

‑ The mediator (Moses), relativized and placed in the service of the cause of God or the cause of the people.

‑ The conditional form in which they are usually drafted, which copies the characteristic form of Eastern Assyrian‑Mesopotamian Codes.

‑ The apodictic or imperative form which is sometimes used, and which in some way points to a literary dependence on Egyptian wisdom texts.

2.2.2. Elements of a Suzerainty Treaty or Pact
Notwithstanding the above, let us recall that codes are part of a more widespread structure, namely the alliances or treaties between suzerain and vassals, which has been dealt with elsewhere. But simply to situate codes in the overall structure of pacts with supreme powers, let us recall the parts of such pacts:

‑ Preamble, name and title of the pact‑making king

‑ Historical Prologue on relationships between the parties to the pact

‑ Stipulations of the pact, both general and particular, that is, the commitments undertaken by both parties

‑ The writing of the pact

‑ The invocation of the gods as witnesses

‑ Formulas of blessings and curses

‑ Oath of fidelity

‑ A ritual sacrifice.

2.2.3. The spiritual force of the mandate of social leveling
Although we know of several decrees that were made in the OT regarding the Jubilee Year, nevertheless it seems that this command did not meet with much success. This is not surprising, since it deeply touched upon the interests of the powerful who, whenever they felt like it, annulled what God had commanded, in order to preserve their own interests (Mk 7:9,13; Mt 15:6). Jesus was well aware of this. Hence, he reinvested the command of social leveling with its original strength and set it as a permanent norm for the work of his group of followers. And he went even further than Deuteronomy and Leviticus, because his proposal was not to struggle for social leveling every seven or 49 years, but all the days of our life (Lk 4:19‑22).

3. THEOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TEXTS
3.1. Poverty and the remedying of poverty is everyone's responsibility. In our historical and literary analysis, we have already been hinting at the theological analysis of Dt 15 and Lv 25‑26. However, it would be well worth our while to focus on certain points, so as to gain a more complete overall view.

3.1.1. The reality of poverty
a) The victims of the crisis are my brothers and sisters.  When we studied the first eleven chapters of Genesis, we saw that the cause of social evils were the different forms of covetousness that human beings cling to and hide in their own interests. The unfolding story of the Bible kept confirming the people in the validity of this assessment. The great demonstration came with the crisis attending the fall of Judah: there were nothing but poor people wherever one looked. The Deuteronomist deemed it absurd not to be struck by this or to want things to go on as before. Hence he gave full rein to his sensitivity toward the poor and chose to face up to the theme of poverty. His ideal is that "there shall be no needy among you" (Dt 15:4); hence he wants to solve the problem of widows, orphans and aliens; hence, too, the existence of slaves troubles him (Dt 15:15); hence, too, he seeks to defend captive women (Dt 21:14), or defamed women (Dt 22:13 ff), or divorced women (Dt 24:1 ff) or recently married women (Dt 24:4‑5) or widows (Dt 25:5 ff), and therefore he reminds judges of their duty to judge fairly (Dt 16:18 ff). For this reason, too, the king should forego all excess ‑‑ women, horses, silver and gold (Dt 17:16 ff) and should likewise regard his subjects as brothers (Dt 17:20), etc.

b) Who impoverished the people and why?  Thus, if we asked the Deuteronomist who had impoverished the people, he would always give the same response: personal, group and institutional greed. If we asked him why the people are impoverished, he would answer: Because we all live by trapping others and nobody wants to release his catch. Then what are we to do in order not to have the needy among us? The answer is to fight covetousness, to open our hands and not harden our hearts, to lend to others what they need in order to remedy their want, and to purify our heart of greedy desires (cf. Dt 15:7 ff).

c) The victims of poverty form groups and social classes.  If we looked in Deuteronomy for the answer to the question, Who are the victims of poverty? we would find the answer: widows and orphans (Dt 10:18, 14:29, 16:11,14, 24:17,19,20,2`, 26:12,13, 27:19), aliens (Dt 1:16, 5:14, 10:18,19, 14:29, 16:11,14, 24:14,17,19,20,21, 26:11,12,13, 27:19), women (see texts in preceding chapter), day laborers (Dt 24:14), servants and slaves (Dt 5:14,15,21, 6:21, 12:12,18, 15:15, 16:11,12,13, 23:15, 24:18,22), the poor reduced to begging by circumstances (abah) (Dt 15:4,7,9,11), those who have been impoverished through the seizure of some pledge (anah) (Dt 15:11b, 24:12,14,15).

3.1.2. God is on the side of the poor.
The honor of Yahweh is compromised by the existence of impoverished brethren. The year in which the pardon or remission of debts is declared, is called "remission in honor of Yahweh." This means that Yahweh is allied with the poor (Dt 15:2). Moreover, Yahweh promises His blessing on him who accepts the remission of debts (Dt 15:4). Yahweh will hear the cry of the poor against those who close their hearts and hands to them (Dt 15:9). And since riches are a blessing from Yahweh, they must be shared, even with the slave who has helped to obtain them (Dt 15:14). Moreover, there is an appeal to remember the slavery in Egypt, from which Yahweh liberated Israel, so that they might have compassion on the slave.

3.1.3. What is to be done in order that there be no poor. 
An analysis of the text allows us to appreciate the overall view of the Deuteronomist about how to remedy poverty among the people. He proposes a series of actions:

a) A periodic proclamation of social leveling.  For the class of poor people engendered by indebtedness, a part of the remedy lies in the periodic proclamation (every seven years) (Dt 15:1‑3) of a year of remission of debts.

b) Social assistance made palpable in concrete actions.  For that other class of poor people which society creates daily and which runs the risk of being increased and stabilized by the changing circumstances of life and the violent acts of the powerful, Deuteronomy proposes providing them with loans (Dt 15:7‑10; Ex 22:25 speaks of interest‑free loans); attending to them with alms, given "readily" (Dt 15:10); not overharvesting lands, so that the poor can benefit from gleaning them (Dt 24:19‑22); giving them a tenth part of the yield every third year, the year of the tithe (Dt 26:12‑13).

c) Inner conversion: Being ready to open your hand to the needy.  By all means, Deuteronomy points out that the key lies in opening one's hand to one's needy brethren (Dt 15:7,8,11), that is, letting go of what we have imprisoned and appropriated through greed.

d) A strategy: Avoid letting isolated incidents become permanent situations.  Finally, it is well worth calling attention to the aim and strategy of Deuteronomy:  Not allowing the daily facts or incidences of poverty from becoming permanent social situations of poverty, whether they happen by the chances and misfortunes of daily life (widows, orphans, aliens) or by the violence of the powerful (day laborers, indentured servants, borrowers). In this vision of Deuteronomy the State, as well as institutions and persons, are involved. Everyone working together will solve the problem.

3.1.4. The sorry case of slaves.
Regarding slaves, Deuteronomy harbors a special sensibility:

‑ In contraposition to Leviticus (Lv 3:35 ff), it would set slaves free every seven years (Dt 12:12)

‑ It would oblige sharing the goods acquired with them and not letting them go empty‑handed (Dt 15:13 ff).

‑ It asks for good‑heartedness and an appreciation of the work slaves have done, gladly setting them free and not viewing their service as something necessarily permanent (Dt 15:18).

3.2. The terminology of poverty.
The OT mainly uses five terms to express the harsh reality of poverty. The use of each term stresses a determined nuance of poverty. What is certain, is that all of them are at one in expressing the raw reality of social poverty.

3.2.1. The poor as the result of some type of subordination. This is suggested by the word "'anî" (= afflicted), used some 37 times. It comes from the root "anah" (= to respond), which tends to signify the poor as subordinated, dominated or impoverished either by being trampled on or afflicted by some other type of force or violence; which is to say that a poor person is one exploited or oppressed.

3.2.2. The poor as a social class.  This is suggested by the word "dal," used 22 times. It comes from the root "dalal" (= to be weak), which points toward the social condition of the lower class.

3.2.3. The poor as needy mendicants. This is the thrust of the word "ebyon," used 11 times. it comes from the root "abah" (= to want something one doesn't have). This tends to mean one who needs something so badly that he has to beg for it.

3.2.4. The poor as opposed to the rich.  This is the thrust of the word "rash," used 11 times here (and many more elsewhere). It comes from the root "rush" (= to be poor). It is the most neutral designation for the poor in their social and economic situation. It is simply the opposite of rich.

3.2.5.. The poor as simply the subordinate.  This is suggested by the word "misken," used but four times. It comes from the root "sakan" (=to be accustomed to something). This suggests the idea of a subordinate, an inferior, one who does a useful service.

3.3. The following could serve as deductions from the foregoing:
3.3.1. The difference from our term "poor."  As we see, each one of these (and more) Hebrew terms about poverty has its special nuance which is not always clear in our term "poor," which is a blanket term covering too many things, without distinguishing them.

3.3.2. In all of the Hebrew terms there was a harsh social reality of disadvantage. The term "poor" always starts out from a human lack, from a disadvantaged social situation, from a nuance of dehumanization that has to be corrected.

3.3.3. In itself, poverty is not a blessing.  Poverty that dehumanizes is never considered to be a good in itself. The blessings of God are always aimed at overcoming it.

3.3.4. The utopian notion that there can be a society without a permanent poor class.  Deuteronomy keeps dreaming of a utopia from which social poverty, as an evil, should disappear, where there would be no people so poor that they would have to beg in order to subsist.

3.3.5. The monarchy was not an apt instrument for uprooting poverty.  The problem for the people of the OT was that they were unable to find an apt means for achieving this. They were entangled in the model of society implanted by the dynasty of David, which became something untouchable because it had been related to an everlasting covenant with Yahweh.

II.‑
STUDY HELP FOR PREPARING THE SHORTER TEXT PROPOSED FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING
1. THEME FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING: TO BE THE "GO'EL" OF ONE'S IMPOVERISHED     BRETHREN
2. TEXT: Leviticus 25.
3. RESUME FOR THE PERSONAL READING OF THEME 12.
3.1. Between radicalism and reform.  The central theme of Dt 15 and Lv 25‑26 is the Sabbatical Year and the Jubilee Year, which were years aimed at the social leveling of the people. This leveling should take place frequently, according to the Deuteronomist: every seven years (Dt 15). But according to the Levitical reform, this would have to be left for every 49 years.

3.2. The Tributary Model of Society.  The law of social leveling was a reaction against the existing model of society which, as a system, led to the impoverishment of the people. Israel had experienced the evils of this system during its sojourn in Egypt and during its long history in Canaan. At that time Canaan was under the sway of Egypt as we know from the letters of Amarna (Egypt).

3.3. The alternative Tribal Model of Society. In reaction to this life‑killing system, the group of Moses, with God's help, became free of Egypt, joined with other tribes, and all made a pact together and inaugurated a type of social coexistence entirely different from that of Egypt. Whereas the system of Egypt could be defined as a tributary model of society, that of Israel could be defined as a tribal model of society.

3.4. Failure of the tribal experience and return to the tributary system. Unhappily, the new social experiment of Israel ended in failure, because of a series of combined individual, group and institutional interests. This paved the way for the Israelite monarchy which, after a period of splendor, ended by showing the fatal consequences of the model it was built on. The Northern Kingdom disappeared in 722 B.C. and the Southern Kingdom fell in 587 B.C.

3.5. The Collapse of the Monarchy: the crisis that provoked the reaction of the Pentateuch.  With the disappearance of its institutions, Israel experienced a crisis in all orders. A response to this economic, political and ideological crisis was the revision and updating of the present Pentateuch, whose introduction (which we once erroneously called 'prehistory') is a presentation of all the forms of greed that lay behind the disaster the people were now living through (Gn 1 ‑ 11).

3.6. Genesis 1 ‑ 11 gives us a key for understanding the History of Israel.  This long catalogue of selfishness, assembled to denounce the Pharaonic or Monarchical model of society and the alternative tribal model of early Israel, constitutes a hermeneutic key for interpreting the OT.

3.7. Oppression and Utopia. In confronting the monarchical social model, the Sabbatical Year and the Jubilee year were viewed as a kind of alternative utopian inspiration that could somewhat attenuate the damage of that system. Hence they are well worth studying in depth. We have tried to do so, at least to give us a little insight for understanding them.

4. TO BE A "GO'EL" OF ONE'S BRETHREN: THE GREAT OBLIGATION OF EVERY ISRAELITE.
4.1. The need to study a strange word, "go'el." When we read the chapter assigned for this community meeting, we find several words that derive ultimately from the Hebrew root "ga'al". E.g., Lv 25:24‑26:  "...you must provide for the redemption (ge'ullah) of the land" (v.24). "If your kinsman is in straits and has to sell part of his holding, his nearest redeemer (ge'alo) shall come and redeem (wega'al) what his kinsman has sold (25). "But if a man does not have a redeemer (go'el)..." (26). It is worth asking why this word 'go'el' appears and what it means. We believe this is most important, because on a very deep level it defines the identity of the Israelite, and later, in the NT, the identity of Jesus and of the Christian. What can we say about the word 'go'el'?

4.2. Meaning of "go'el." The root of go'el means to buy, acquire, rescue, ransom, redeem, deliver. Hence one who performs these actions is the buyer, acquirer, rescuer, ransomer, redeemer and deliverer of his brother. The Hebrew text also uses the noun "ge'ullah" to mean buying, acquiring, etc.

4.3. Nomadic origin of the ideal of "go'el‑ship." "Go'el‑ship" was a familiar institution of the Eastern nomads. When the members of a group were bound together by ties of blood or alliance, the members entered into a relationship of solidarity, so that they always had to protect a weak member and rescue him from the wants that affected his life. Hence, the whole group had to avenge a murdered kinsman and protect one who was threatened.

4.4. From what was the go'el obliged to rescue his kinsman? The levels of "go'el‑ship" or ransom established in Israel were the following:

4.4.1. To rescue (redeem) basic goods that had been lost.  Leviticus singles out land (Lv 25:23 ff); dwelling (Lv 25:29 ff); freedom (Lv 29:39 ff); and some goods consecrated to God himself (Lv 27:13,14,16).

4.4.2. To rescue (avenge) life or the shedding of blood  (Dt 19:6,12).

4.4.3. To rescue from sterility.  For this purpose, they created the law of Levirate marriages (Dt 25:5 ff).

4.5. Implications of "go'el‑ship"
4.5.1. The go'el, offshoot and animator of the corporate personality. A consequence of the foregoing was the sort of "corporate personality" that existed among the people, which caused the community to be actualized or embodied in each of its members. In Hebrew, "blood" is synonymous with "life." Thus, the expression "to have common blood" (common life) is equivalent to saying "having the same blood" (the same life), to come to the conclusion that "all have but one blood" (a single life). This is why "all" are understood as "one," to the point that the Bible can speak of the people as being "one soul" (Nm 21:4, Hebrew text) or of one person (Moses) as representing the whole people (cf. Nm 11:11 ff).

4.5.2. Yahweh is defined as Go'el through His action for others.  In the OT, Yahweh, who through the Covenant (Gn 15:1 ff) had become part of the people, took responsibility for being their redeemer or liberator. Thus, He wanted to demonstrate that He was the God who acts, the God who is acting on behalf of His people (Ex 3), telling them expressly: "Thus you shall know that I, Yahweh, am your God who freed you from the labors of the Egyptians" (Ex 6:7 etc.).  Through His reality as liberator or deliverer, Yahweh invalidates all idols, all other gods.

4.5.3. Yahweh is the greatest Go'el of His People.  Yahweh becomes the true Go'el of the people: He rescued (ga'al) His people (Ex 15:13); He rescued them from bondage (Ex 6:6); "He will avenge the blood of His servants" (Dt 32:43); He will take away the sterility of the barren woman (Is 54:1,4,5,8) which is Israel. Hence, Israel is His property or possession (segullah) (Dt 7:6, 14:21).

4.5.4. Go'el‑ship is what defines one who desires to be with and for the people. If the identity of God is oriented toward His being the Go'el of His people, this same identity should pass on to His sons and daughters, to all Israelites, who should be rescuers of their brothers and sisters, as we indicated above. And as Yahweh did not cease being Israel's Go'el despite all its infidelities, and as He still calls Israel "My People" (Dt 32:9), so too the people should never cease being the rescuers of their brothers and sisters, under pain of being declared "infamous" (Rt 4:7‑‑8; Dt 25:9‑10). According to these texts from Ruth and Deuteronomy, one who refused to be the Go'el of a widow was subject to the following ritual: his sandal was taken off, he received a slap and was spat upon.

4.6. Demands of Go'el‑ship.
Anyone who wants to be a Go'el, to allow himself to be steeped in this reality and decide to put it into practice, must meet demands such as these:

4.6.1. Giving up one's own interests;
4.6.2. If necessary, to go so far as to lay down one's own life,  which is the highest expression of openness of heart and hand on behalf of others.

4.6.3. The ill‑fated road that Israel took in the OT, through the institution of the monarchy, made it patents that it was impossible for an institution of this sort to become a go'el of the people.  In the moment of truth, this would have meant the disappearance of the very structure of the monarchy. What kept the true Israel alive was the existence of go'els who gave their lives for the sake of the people. The prophets were a proof of this. And this is the Israel that Jesus inherited and also opened to Him the way of the go'el, the redeemer, as the fulfillment of his life. The NT will define Jesus as the Go'el, the Redeemer, the liberator of his people. Isn't this the road that we ourselves have chosen?


III.‑ CLARETIAN RESONANCES
1. A COMPASSIONATE HEART
Our Father Founder knew that he was made for others: "I am so soft‑hearted and compassionate that I can't bear seeing misfortune or misery without doing something to help. I would take the bread out of my mouth to give it to the poor. In fact, I would abstain from putting it into my mouth in order to have something to give to those who are asking for it. I am even scrupulous about spending anything at all on myself when I think of the needs I can remedy" (Aut 10, cf. 18). He felt a special compassion and respect for the elderly and the disabled (cf. Aut 19‑20).

This innate compassion served as a platform for his apostolic charity, which was not just "almsgiving," but seeking the good of the whole person.

2. OH MY NEIGHBOR! I LOVE YOU BECAUSE GOD LOVES YOU
Our Father Founder was aware that God is communion‑love, and that when He loves us, he does so not only in the intimate communion of the Trinity, but in the fellowship of the whole Mystical Body.

"My neighbor, I love and cherish you for a thousand reasons. I love you because God wants me to love you; because God commands me to love you; because God Himself loves you. I love you because God has created you in His image for the life of heaven..." (Aut 448).

For our Father Founder, "anyone who wants to practice the love of neighbor truly, constantly and perfectly, must reflect on three things" (SSW, p. 204).

First, he must be humble himself, because pride makes us look down on our neighbor, instead of loving him.

Second, he must esteem his neighbor, considering what he is for God and the gifts he has received. This leads us to wish him well: "We must wish our neighbor well; we must feel with him in his sufferings and rejoice with him (not envy him) in his prosperity. We must strive to remedy his needs as best we can" (SSW, p. 205).

Third, "the motive for loving our neighbor is the love of God. It is because God wills, commands and demands it as a proof of the love we say we have for God. And He has said that whatever we do for our neighbor out of love for God, will be accepted and rewarded as if it were done for Himself (cf. Mt 25:40)" (SSW p. 205).

3. THE PROOFS OF LOVE
"I love you, and out of love for you I will free you from your sins" (Aut 448).

Human beings are slaves of their own sins and tend to be enslaved by the sins of others.

"I love you, and out of love for you I will teach you the evils you must avoid and the virtues you must practice, and I will accompany you along the road of good works and of heaven" (Aut 448). "Man needs someone to help him understand his being, to instruct him in his duties, to guide him in virtue, to renew his heart, to restore him to his dignity and, to some extent, his rights, and all this is done through the Word" (Aut 449).

The first service that Fr. Claret wanted to give his neighbor was the Word, because by means of it he reminded him of his dignity as a human person and moreover of his being a child of God and a brother to everyone. But he did more than this. By himself and with the help of others who were prepared by the Spirit for different ministries and services, he strove to achieve the integral liberation of human beings. In Cuba where, besides being a missionary he was also a Shepherd, he felt a responsibility for overall human salvation. He saw the connection between evangelization and human advancement in the light of apostolic charity. In his time, the difference between rich and poor was regarded as a fact of providence against which there was no recourse; one had to do one's best to tone down the contrasts. The rich had to be told that they should be just and charitable with the poor, and the poor had to be told to be austere and hardworking. The evangelizers of the 19th century did not have the backing of a social teaching of the Church, or a scientific critique, or a sensitivity to social justice, such as we have today.

Father Claret was not content to denounce social sins from the pulpit and by his writings. In his Autobiography he tells us what he did on behalf of field laborers, even by way of agricultural instruction and by making it easier for them to acquire technical tools through licensed Credit Unions. He waged a great battle on behalf of the family, which had nearly been undone by an abusive interpretation of the Laws of the Indies. He didn't sit back and fold his arms in view of the problem of slavery, and though he was unable to achieve its abolition, he still put his life in danger for the cause (cf. Aut 524). Despite all his efforts he could not do away with poverty: "With the Lord's help, I saw to the needs of the poor" (Aut 562, cf. 562‑572). When he was exiled in Paris, he concerned himself with the needs of immigrants and founded a Brotherhood on their behalf.

The Constitutions remind us that "The ministry of the Word, through which we communicate the total mystery of Christ to humanity, is our special calling among the People of God" (CC 46a).  But that is not all: "Sharing the hopes and joys, the sorrows and trials of the people, especially those of the poor, we readily offer to join efforts with all who are striving to transform the world according to God's plan" (CC 46b).

"The Lord himself chose to be identified with those who suffer, and he invites us to recognize him, suffering in them. Therefore we should offer them effective help (cf. 1 Pt 2:24; Mt 25:34‑40), even laying down our lives for the sake of our brothers and sisters (cf. 1 Jn 3:16). In solidarity with all who bear the burden of sickness, sorrow, injustice and oppression, let us bear all things for their sake in order that they may attain salvation (cf. 2 Tm 2:10)" (CC 44).


III.‑ COMMUNITY MEETING ON THEME 12
1. PRAYER
2. ORIENTATION
3. READING OF THE TEXT FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING
	
The text will be given in written form in the booklet:  Lv  25


4. DIALOGUE BASED ON THE BIBLICAL TEXT
4.1. Biblical Key
a) How is the Jubilee Year described, and what consequences does its celebration entail?

b) What does the Jubilee Year question, and what dos its celebration propose to do? Let us recall the context in which this institution arose and developed, so that Jesus refers to it when he spells out his mission in the synagogue of Nazareth.

c) What demand of solidarity is implied in Go'el‑ship and how does God himself undertake it regarding His people?

d) Deuteronomy aims at maintaining the utopia of a society without a permanent poor class. Let us again take up the theme of poverty and the poor as it appears in the texts we have worked on and prayed over.

How is the root of the problem presented?

What position does God take regarding it?

What is the way to solve it "according to the heart of God?

4.2. Claretian Key
a) How did Fr. Claret integrate human promotion within his evangelizing work?

b) The 21st General Chapter's document SERVANTS OF THE WORD tells us that the New Evangelization "requires for its realization evangelizers who are totally centered in God the Father, driven by the love of Christ, led by his Spirit and passionately concerned for their brothers and sisters" (SW 4.5). How do we live these characteristics in our experience as Claretian Missionaries?

4.3. Situational Key
a) Who are the poor in our society?

b) Do we know of any experience similar to the Jubilee Year in the cultures in which we live?

c) What criteria guide political and economic action in our society?

d) What connection is there between the lack of reference to God that is gripping our society and the growing lack of solidarity that characterizes it?

e) Let us examine the Church's stand within society and how it lives the "reality of Go'el‑ship" regarding the most dispossessed brothers and sisters in our world.

4.4. Existential Key
a) Let us share some concrete experience of identification with the suffering of some poor person or group that is living in marginalization.

b) How do we live religious poverty? How are we challenged by the presence of the poor and of the structures that make their condition permanent?

c) How are we trying to carry out some action to fulfill what the Jubilee Year or year of grace aimed at? What are we prepared to do about it?

d) Let us see how the orientations of the last General Chapter encourage, impel or question us when they invite us:

‑ to opt preferentially to accompany those living in situations of want or oppression (SW 10.2).

‑ to identify with the poor, without which it will be hard to grasp the word of Jesus (SW 16.4). 

‑ to establish more agile and less stable communities (SW 18.2).

‑ to encourage genuine experiences of insertion among the poor and impoverished masses, in order to be signs of the reality of the Kingdom (SW 20.2).

5. SUGGESTIONS FOR CELEBRATION
a) Song or prayer: Psalm 94

b) Moment of silence

c) Reading: Prov 22:1‑16. Useful Claretian texts: Aut 514, 516 or "Summer Evenings," ch. 3, pp. 65‑66, 77‑78.

d) Invitation to shared prayer.

e) Dismissal

f) Song of thanksgiving.
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