
I. THE PROPHETIC CHARACTER OF CLARET
Claret: a "prophet"? Yes, but not in a simplistic "traditional" sense of a predictor or foreteller of future events, even though we acknowledge some of the predictions Claret made, above all in Cuba and Madrid, as a form of proclaiming God's message.

We are all aware of the over-inflated use of "prophetic" and cognate terms, leading to a displacement of the very meaning of the word "prophet." This is not the place to analyze the causes for this over-inflation and displacement. Let us simply say that today it seems that the key idea of a prophet is that of an accuser, a denouncer of abuses existing in society and even in the Church. In this context it is significant that all great religions have had and still have their own prophets with a "critical" mission, which is often enough directed against those forms of institutionalism and ritualism within their own religious group which they regard as depersonalizing.

1. THE PROPHETIC CHARACTER OF CLARET

Claret used to be spoken of as an apostle, missionary, propagandist, etc., but not as a prophet. Today, in contrast --and quite rightly-- the "prophetic" element in his character is being stressed. Let us underscore from the outset that the word "prophetic," applied to Claret, does not have a merely "adjectival" value, as if indicating simply a mode of acting or behaving, but a "substantive" value. In effect, Claret is a "prophet" by being a preacher, a servant of the Word. In this sense, his vocation, his mission and his very reason for being was "to be a prophet."

Far from seeing apostle and prophet, apostolic ministry and prophetic ministry as being mutually exclusive concepts, we should stress the close and profound connection between them. Apostle, missionary and prophet are nothing but complementary aspects of the overall figure of Claret.

When we stress the "prophetic" character of Claret today, we are simply underscoring the deep biblical meaning of the "substantive-adjective" that Claret embodied in his person, life and ministry. A biblical prophet is essentially a herald of the Spirit, a man of the word who manifests God's presence in the midst of His people. The prophet is a "shepherd" (Ezk 34:1-34). a "watchman" or "sentinel" (Ezk 3:17; 33:2-7): in a word, a man who knows that he is called by God to speak to the people in God's name.

As Claret himself comments, the aim of the prophetic calling is described in Jeremiah 1:10: to uproot vices and destroy sins, to build up and plant perfection (Aut 288).

Prophetism is, essentially, the announcement  of a message, which may sometimes be accompanied by a valiant --but  prudent and charitable-- denouncement  of vices and sins (Aut 288-290, 382, 470 ff., 717, 729-735), as a consequence of the prophet's being a sentinel of the people (Aut 119, 158). Such is the line followed by Isaiah, Ezekiel, et al. (Aut 215, 217) and by Jesus Christ himself (cf. Jn 8:34). It is only within these parameters that the thrust and scope of Claret's "prophetism" can be understood.

But simply stating its essential character is not enough. In order to understand the prophetism of Claret, we need to bear in mind the three stages of prophetism: in the OT, in Jesus Himself, and in the early Church. Because although Claret has recourse to the OT prophets, he knows and judges them through Jesus and through the Church.

a) The  prophetism of the OT  is limited as to the time, persons and addressees involved. This is its substantive element. Nevertheless, in referring to the OT prophets,  later writers have tended to lay greater stress on the adjectival aspects of their calling, how they received and transmitted their message, their personal conditions, their addressees, than on the substantive  and most central element of their prophetism: the message of salvation. This may have seemed logical enough within a subjective outlook on spirituality, but today we must above all stress the message or revelation of God's saving plan. This is necessary, because there has been a shift in the center of spirituality.

b) The prophetism of Jesus.  Jesus  is the greatest of all the prophets. Luke says of Him: "A prophet has arisen in our midst" (Lk 7:16). This was the prophet promised by God in Dt 18:15, to whom all must listen (Mt 17:5). Jesus is the substantive Word, the Father's message to the world. In him, the very content of salvation represents an equally substantive advance over the stage of the OT.

c) The prophetism of the early Church.  The Church  carries on this prophetism as the message of salvation already fulfilled in Christ, and in him to be brought to fulfillment in history. In its prophetic role, the Church cannot rest content with simply recalling what Jesus said and did. The Church itself, in itself, is prophetic. Better put, the Church is a prophecy-message for today.

It is within these premises, then, that we should talk of Claret's prophetism, and within them we can throw light on his prophetism. Now we can proceed to deal with it in more explicit detail.

2. CLARET'S INTERPRETATION OF THE PROPHETS

Claret based his exegesis on the biblical commentaries of his time --Cornelius à Lapide, Tirino, Calmet, et. al.-- for who all OT prophecies referred directly to Christ and the Church (cf. à Lapide, Commentaria in quattuor Prophetas Maiores,  Antwerp 1689). Concretely, à Lapide's interpretation  of the prophetic books was done within a type-antitype  hermeneutics, the basis for an allegorical exegesis, which Claret followed, but which has since been definitively displaced by historical-critical exegesis.

This means that today we cannot interpret the prophetic texts as Claret would have interpreted them in his time. Claret was a child of his time, just as much as the ancient prophets were children of theirs. Although he was centered in Christ, Claret-the-prophet had his limitations.
 Because centering himself in Christ under this aspect simply meant learning from Him to discern the content and even the form of presenting the message.

What immediate conclusion can we gather from this? That neither Claret --nor the Claretian Congregation-- can be expected to say or do all that they are at a given moment. Their message and action are limited by historical circumstances and settings. Each people and each milieu call for their own distinctive form of prophesying, although it must clearly hold to the overall message of salvation. Claret's prophetic character was not expressed or translated in the same way when he was a missioner in Catalonia, a bishop in Cuba or a royal confessor in Madrid. Without ceasing to be prophetic, neither has the Claretian Congregation expressed its prophetism in the same way, for example, in its early days in Vic and later in Thuir, in its period of expansion to other continents. Nor is the prophetism of the Congregation identical in its diverse Organisms. We repeat: we have to be prophets in the milieu and historical, social and religious circumstances in which our provinces, houses and personnel find themselves.

Only on these basic presuppositions can we understand the OT prophets --and Christ himself-- on the one hand, and the prophets of our own times, on the other. And the same should be said of Claret or of the Claretian Congregation.

3. CLARET'S CHRISTOCENTRISM AS A PROPHET
In order to define the prophetic character of Claret, we must take our starting point in his highly nuanced Christocentrism of Christ as Prophet.

Now Christ, the Prophet par excellence, was such by his announcement of the message as such, and not just by the various aspects that may have nuanced that announcement.

Claret was a prophet in this same sense, and he can only be qualified as a prophet within this perspective. Christ "consecrated and sent" (Jn 10:36), "anointed and sent to preach" (Lk 4:18) is the Christ we find in the origin, middle and end of Claret's missionary vocation (Aut 118). In the measure that he kept identifying with Christ, Claret came to feel and live the text of Is 61:1-3, whereby Christ presented himself in the synagogue of Nazareth (Lk 4:16 ff.). Claret discovered the fullness of his mission in the call to evangelize the poor and to participate fully in the evangelizing mission of Jesus.

 
Claret grasped that the relationship of the believer with Christ cannot be reduced to the mystical intimacy of an interpersonal I/Thou relationship --however important that may be-- nor can it ignore the interests of the Kingdom in the world. Claret felt drawn, seduced and impelled to an imitation/following --even in the most literal sense-- of the gospel image of Jesus (cf. Aut 221-222). Claret's whole life turned around Christ, the Preacher of the Kingdom, whose gestures, words and missionary praxis came to be normative for him.

A lengthier analysis of Jesus, Prophet of the Gospel, will give us the key to understanding the prophetism that was most characteristic of Claret.

4. THE PROPHETISM OF JESUS SHED ITS LIGHT ON CLARET

First and foremost, one is not a prophet by the fact that he applies to himself or that others apply to him certain prophetic texts, nor by the fact that he imitates the prophets' way of living, acting or preaching. Jesus was a prophet long before he was called such or before any prophetic texts were applied to him.

Jesus was a prophet through his proclamation of the message that God wanted to communicate with the people at that juncture of their history. Still, it is important for us to underscore or throw light on:

a) the sense of the prophetic texts applied to Jesus by the evangelists and other NT writers , and in what sense they call him a "prophet";

b) the image of Jesus as prophet in the Gospels.

From this twofold clarification it is easier to establish a relationship between the texts that Claret applies to himself and those which have been applied to him by others, as well as the sense in which he may, in consequence, be called a "prophet."

4.1. Jesus as Prophet in biblical texts

There have been two main methods of approaching Jesus as Prophet:

a) discovering the way in which the so-called messianic prophecies of the OT are fulfilled in him: those he applies to himself and those which others apply to him;

b) showing him to be an authentic prophet of his times from his mission and his proclamation of the message of salvation.

Here, too, proportionally speaking, we would find the key for approaching Claret as a prophet.

Let us simply say that the evangelists were trying to  bolster their own conviction that Jesus was the Messiah and to persuade their listeners or readers of this, rather than attempting to demonstrate the meaning of the prophetic texts that were applied to Jesus.

And applying this analogically to Claret, let us also say that the most important thing is not his interpretive reading of the Bible, but rather, his accepting of the invitation to read it at a determined moment and commit himself to put it into practice. Claret read the Bible in order to live it at his own juncture in history. The rather reductionist reading that he made of texts and personages does not serve us today. We have already underscored this earlier: Today we have to read biblical texts in search of a response to the needs and demands of our own historical moment.

For their part, the Evangelists --looking back on Jesus as Prophet-- present his prophetism from several angles:

a) Jesus, "the prophet" announced in Dt 18:15 ff.;

b) Jesus, the Messiah in whom the prophecies are fulfilled;

c) Jesus, announcer of the Kingdom: this is the most realistic and explicit formula used in the gospel accounts.

4.2. Jesus as Prophet in the light of the Gospel

It is a striking fact that Jesus never or at least rarely defines himself explicitly as a prophet (Mt 13:57). But he does not forbid others to give him that title (Jn 4:19). Nor do the apostles and followers do so, except for the disciples of Emmaus (Lk 24:19-21). And the term "prophet" is given a messianic nuance only once (Lk 24:19-24).

Did Jesus think that he was a prophet? We have no basis to affirm that he did or did not. However, this is not opposed to the attribution of the "logia" of Mt 13;57 and Lk 13:33 to Jesus. Indeed, by putting himself in the same place as the prophets, Christ was not unfamiliar with the same persecution that they had felt. His miracles, too, evoked those of the prophets of old.

The Synoptists reflect the feelings of the Galileans, who saw Jesus as a prophet. But they give us no theological definition of that title. The multitude and some groups also regarded him as such, and the evangelists echo this popular feeling. Hence there were some who reached the conclusion that Jesus was a prophet and that this title can be considered as attributed to Jesus even during his public life.

How, then, can we arrive at the definition of Jesus as Prophet? The answer has been hinted at earlier, hence we are not going to repeat ideas.

This rather long disquisition is at least partly justified in reference to Claret and his Christocentrism, but we can likewise ask:  What importance does Claret's prophetism have  within his evangelizing mission? What awareness did he or his contemporaries have of his prophetic character? How have we come to the formulation of the prophetic figure and character of Claret?

This is what we, as Claretians, are interested in discovering within the context of today's historical juncture of events.

5. THE PROPHETISM OF CLARET

At the outset, we can state categorically that the prophetic character of Claret's apostolic ministry was deeply rooted in his reading and love of the Bible. He himself avows that he had always been very much given to reading the Bible (Aut 113, 151), and he felt urged to warmly recommend Bible reading to priests.

Fr. M. Orge states unhesitatingly that Bible reading inspired the missionary charism of Claret (cf. OPML I, Rome 1992, p. 194). But the problem is: How do we relate Claret's missionary charism with the prophetic character of his action? In order to solve this problem, we believe that it is necessary to underscore the three presuppositions in Claret's life which he sets forth as the basis of his missionary vocations:

a) his compassion for sinners in view of their eternal punishment, which led him to warn them of the danger they were in. Claret avows that when he was but five years old he felt this compassion -- which at that age could hardly have been an effect of his Bible reading;

b) his own reflection, which led him to change the course of his life: "What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and suffer the loss of his soul?" (Mt 16:26; Aut 68, 93, 113);

c) his awareness that he was committed in the struggle against Satan, from the understanding of the Pauline text of Ephesians 6:12 that he was given at his Ordination to the Diaconate.

The texts that Claret adduced in his different writings and condensed in his Autobiography indeed reveal his apostolic-missionary character; but from the traditional perspective on prophetism, they do not prove that Claret was a prophet. In contrast, our presentation of prophetism as exclusively serving God in order to make His message reach human beings, has a direct bearing on the prophetic character of Claret.

6. FUNDAMENTAL CHARACTERISTICS OF CLARET'S PROPHETISM

6.1. Vocation

The first thing that stands out in a prophet is the distinctiveness of his vocation. We will now limit ourselves to the most objective aspects of this calling.

a) Experience of God

Prophetism always has it deepest roots in a no less-deep experience of God, who calls and sends the prophet as a guide to his people. The prophet thus becomes the voice of God for his people: transformed by the Word of God, the prophet announces the message, denounces evil, accuses wrongdoers, and speaks to people "for their upbuilding, encouragement and consolation"  (1 Cor 14:3), in keeping with the demands of their social, political and religious conditions.

How do prophets arrive at this experience and interpretation of the action of God? Isaiah, for example, grasped it in a vision; Jeremiah, after long meditation; Ezekiel in a different vision. In this, each prophet has his own distinguishing traits.

Now, getting down to the case that concerns us, how did Claret experience his divine calling? How did he come to discern his prophetic vocation?

There is no doubt that Claret's prophetic vocation --and this is one of his characteristic traits-- sprang from his reading of the Bible. This is backed by the testimony of Claret himself and of those who have studied his personality. But it would not be beside the point to stress that, for Claret, Scripture reading was one among many other means whereby he came to experience God. However, as regards his prophetic-apostolic vocation, this in no way detracts from the fact that this Bible reading was the great means  that influenced Claret. Claret's exceptional love for the Bible is supported not only by the testimonies we have just referred to, but also by his assiduous recourse to Scripture in his preaching.

But the point that we should underscore most heavily here, is the fact that his Bible-reading was a reading in the Spirit, that is, a charismatic and updated reading, brought on by a living encounter with the living Word of God. Let us consider two cases, among the very many we might cite, that exemplify this. Commenting on Is 41:8-20 (cf. Aut 114-118) he states: "By these words I understood how the Lord had called me without any merit on my part..., how the Lord had drawn me safely out of narrow escapes..., what great enemies I would have to face..., that I would not only have to preach to sinners, but also to simple farmers and villagers." The text of Is 48:10-11, "I have tried you in the furnace of poverty... My glory I will not give to another," awakened manifold impressions in Claret: of poverty (Aut 116; Autob.Doc. IV, Autob.Doc. VIII), of purification through contradictions, labors and persecutions, of readiness to suffer (Spiritual Notes, RC 17). The glory of God and the good of souls were the aim of his apostolate: that God should be known, loved and served, and that His Name should  not be profaned (Aut 202, 204; Autob.Doc VII).

b) Experience of Humankind

This is a concomitant of the experience of God. Claret's experience of human beings, their problems and situations, led Claret to see the disorientations of many: priests serving as guerillas, a lack of preachers of the Word, wars, etc. In a milieu like this, it was not easy for people to grasp the message of God. Hence, Claret felt strongly urged to preach.

And it is well worth stressing that Claret was not one of those men who, struck by the demands, difficulties and risks involved in the prophetic ministry, lose their prophetic quality or bite by deviating from true prophetism or by one-sidedly favoring this or that particular aspect of prophesying; and from what we have said, we know what that means.

6.2. The Prophet: man of the Word, servant and preacher of the Word

Whenever institutional channels are so lacking or broken down that there is no other way of bringing the Word of God to the People, that is the time when the prophetic proclamation of the Word arises.

a) As an expression of God's will, the Word entails:

- announcing  what God wants to convey, namely, the message of salvation;

- denouncing  anything that stands in the way of the message of salvation.

This commitment can demand some profound changes, calling for a consistent and concrete form of life on the part of prophet who is sent to announce and denounce.

In order to be a Christian prophet, one does not need to proclaim novelties or predict events or act in some striking way.  It suffices to announce, actualize and urge the message that God grants in each juncture of history. That is exactly what Claret did in his spoken and written word.

Without being traditionalists, the prophets were deeply rooted in the Tradition of the people of God. Without being revolutionaries, they were bold in denouncing, whenever it was necessary,  injustice and violations of human rights. They invited the people to an ever-renewed fidelity to the Covenant, not only in the sense of orthodoxy, but also in its sense of orthopraxis. The prophets did not sin either by one-sided verticalism or by one-sided horizontalism. Perhaps that is the core reason why the prophets failed to win understanding or acceptance among their contemporaries. They were regarded as mad (Hos 9:7), as Jesus (cf. Mk 3:21) and the apostles were also regarded as mad. Couldn't Claret also be described within these parameters?

 
b) Is the preacher of the Word truly a prophet?
The Church is "built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus as the cornerstone" (Eph 2:20). Hence within the apostolate, prophecy holds a place and function of the first order. In this sense, Paul understood himself to be not only an apostle, but also a prophet (cf. Gal 1:15 ff.; 1 Cor 14:18 ff., 32; Acts 26:16-18).

The Christian prophet is a preacher-evangelizer whose mission is precisely to build up the Church.  His word is addressed to the community of believers (1 Cor 14:22) to instruct and confirm it in the faith and to encourage it in tribulation.

One can readily, then, correlate the character of Claret the missionary with his "being an apostolic missionary." His apostolate is at once missionary and prophetic, with the characteristic and distinctive traits of both facets. Let us zero-in on the aspects relating to or derived from Claret's prophetism, inasmuch as it is a continuation of that of the OT prophets through Christ.

c) Evangelization and prophetism

Both coincide in being an announcement.  Thanks to prophetism, with its dimension of denunciation and commitment, evangelization ends up being enriched and even diversified.

Getting down to more concrete cases, there are forms of evangelization that favor "announcement" and flee from conflict, either so that they can speak to everyone or that they can stress doctrine as a means of promoting a religious cultural "elite." There are others that favor "denunciation" and "commitment," without fear of the conflicts that may arise from taking a clear and definite option, stressing concrete praxis here and now and seeking the renewal of society from the standpoint of the poor. The emphasis of one or the other of these forms depends on diverse factors, objective as well as subjective. At any rate, a prophet is one who has a clear point of reference and a single aim: to announce the Word that has been entrusted to him, which will also often involve a denunciation, although the latter is not, of itself alone, the mission of the prophet.

d) Claret, apostle-prophet of the Word

The biblical texts in which Claret recognized himself, was inspired and encountered the living voice of God, we passages concerning the vocation and mission of prophets. Through them he felt called to evangelize, preach and give missions (cf. Is 41:8 ff.; Aut 114-118).

It was above all in his apostolate that Claret felt identified with the mission of a prophet. He says so in his exposition of the motives that led him in that direction. For Claret, missioning or evangelizing was not just an added activity tacked on to his personality. Rather, it was the most  authentic expression of his very being, of his identity. Claret did not say much about his priesthood. He identified and defined himself as a missionary and apostle. His priestly ideal was to be an "apostolic missionary," the most exalted and spiritually most effective vocation. In the way he lived this vocation we discover the identity of Claret as prophet.

6.3. The Prophet: interpreter of the signs of the times

The place  of the prophet is precisely the historical reality in which he lives, seen with an intrepid and penetrating gaze, as is only fitting on one who dares to be creative.

The prophet is a man of the present, to which he is committed, along with all the chances and changes of history. To tear the prophet out of his time is to destroy him as a prophet, since his mission and reason for being are exactly to read the signs of his time. The God of the prophets is the God of history. By his word and his life, the prophet is radically committed to the Lord of history and to the pilgrim people traveling in time.

The prophet neither is nor has to be an expert in future events. He reads the present and communicates the meaning and interpretations of the Word of God in the moment in which he is living. If he invites the people to recall the past, it is not in order that they may remain stuck in it, but rather, that they may discover in it the meaning and orientation that ought to be given to the present.

It is only logical that in carrying out his mission in his own environment he should assimilate its traditions, its forms of expression, its cultural characteristics and its own language, in order to be better able to announce God's presence and salvific plan. But his prophetism goes far beyond such manifestations.

Applying all this to Claret, we should ask: To what extent are the "content" and "forms" of his preaching conditioned by the milieu in which he lived? Like the prophets of Israel and like Jesus, Claret was a man of his time and spoke to his contemporaries and for their time. His concern --and the role of prophetic vocation-- was to discover God's challenges to his contemporaries, as well as their faults and voids. Herein, on the one hand, lie the power and limitations of prophetism; yet herein, too, on the other hand, lie its meaning and its outlook for the future.

6.4. The Prophet: a man sent

a) The mission of the prophet

It is distinctive of prophets to know that they have been called with a mission: to free their people from oppression. Under this concrete aspect, this is something that stands out above all in the post-exilic prophets.

The prophet arises, it is true, from within his people. But when his action is submitted to God's work, he is really an envoy of God himself (cf. Is 42:19, 44:26; Hag 1:13; Mal 3:1). His word is the Word of God, announced to human beings through a human mouth. This word does not arise from material or social reality, but it is addressed to that reality. Deep down, it is a revelation of God, which demands acceptance on the part of humans.

b) Claret, "missionary" or "envoy"

For Claret, being sent was most important. In that sending, how much was permanent and how much was due to the theology of or usefulness for his time? Like the OT prophets, and like Christ and the apostles, Claret wanted to be sent by God and, as he added, "by the command of the Prelate" (Aut 198). So long as he was sent, he tells us, he felt sure of himself, and he presented himself as the envoy of God and as the messenger or herald of his Word (Aut 199-213). "This need for being sent...was something that God himself helped me understand from the outset" (Aut 198).

Bolstered by that sending, he had no fear of going to any town, no matter how many difficulties it might entail or how many persecutions might be raised against him. This awareness of being send as God's spokesman and this investiture with authority --which lay at the base of all of his prophetic activity (Aut 117)-- led him to compare himself expressly with the prophets (cf. "Sermones de Misión," I, 27, 30).

In tune with the OT prophets, he used such formulas as: "I tell you on God's behalf," God has given me to understand," and "God wills" (Aut 685, 695), which correspond to the biblical formulas: "The Word of the Lord," and "Thus says Yahweh."

c) Sent to save human beings

Prophets have never regarded their own sanctification or their own advantage as the primary objective of their prophetic mission. God raises up prophets for the good of others. Jesus, for example, refuses to use his powers to his own advantage (Lk 4:3-4; Mt 27:42-43). The people --in the sick who were healed, the hungry who were filled, etc.-- were the beneficiaries of those powers.

Nevertheless, the carrying out of their mission became an element of sanctification and fulfillment of the prophets in regard to themselves, to others and to God. Accepting and fully carrying out the vocation and mission they received from God is the way that prophets come to live the spirituality inherent in that vocation and mission. That is to say, the prophet is sanctified by being and acting as a prophet, announcing the Word of God, with all the consequences that this announcement might give rise to. As we have already said elsewhere, the prophet cannot limit his spirituality to and I/Thou relationship between God and himself, however much stress may have been laid on this in the subjective and psychological aspects of  prophetism.

There is no reason to dwell again on the way this prophetic spirit began to be felt almost palpably in Claret's missionary preaching.

6.5. The Prophet: man of the Spirit
Anointed by the Spirit, the prophet perceives God's more intimate presence in creation and in history. From Moses to Malachi, that is how every prophet comes to be identified. It is the Spirit who empowers him for his prophetic mission, in contrast to that of oracle-giving priests or temple prophets, all of whom lack the prophet's specific calling.

The NT writers spell out some signs whereby Jesus confirms his prophetic mission (Mk 16:15-20; 2 Cor 12:12).  Among the signs of this mission, Claret includes not only healings (Aut 181), but also predictions of the future in his sermons (Aut 528; EC I, 1184 and 706). He attributes this same end to other charisms that complement the prophetic charism: discernment of spirits and reading conscience, and a few other manifestations of the Spirit.

6.6. The Prophet: watchman of the people

We all know the impact that the prophetic role of "watchman" (Ezk 3:16-21) had on Claret's missionary vocation. The allegorical images of the rooster's crowing (Job 38:36; Mk 14:68) and the dog's barking day and night (Is 56:10) aroused this same sense of alertness in him (Aut 664-665, 670-673).

Claret cites the text of Ezk 3:16-21, which presents the prophet as watchman for the house of Israel. He felt as if these very words were being spoken to him (Aut 119). The watchman, says Cornelius à Lapide, received the command on the Lord's part to warn the wicked of their death. "The idea of an eternity of torment [awaiting sinners] has made me work in the past, still makes me work, and will make me work as long as I live" (Aut 9). "That's just what I'm doing and must do in conscience: warn sinners" (Aut 207) like a town crier or watchman (Aut 212). This was what Claret did as he hastened throughout Catalonia, the Canary Islands, Cuba, etc., announcing, warning, denouncing and even excommunicating some as Archbishop of Cuba (EC I, p. 693).

6.7. The Community of Believers: addressee of his preaching
Claret, like the OT prophets, always presupposed faith in his listeners (Autob. Doc. VII, in EA, p. 423). His message was addressed to the people in their concrete situation, with their institutions and in their relationships with God and with the other members of the people of God, especially with the poor, orphans, widows and aliens.

The historical, religious, social, political and economic situation of the people indeed conditions the word, its  contents and objectives. But this word, as a prophetic word, always appears in the form of an oracle of Yahweh: "Thus says the Lord..."

The prophetic mission to evangelize the poor does not mean restricting its addressees to a social class, to a part of the community. For Claret, as for the first Christian prophet-preachers, evangelizing the poor meant seeing in all human beings their condition of poverty and need of the prophets' words and actions, of their warning, encouragement and edification. Claret felt sent to preach to everyone equally (Aut 111), although he felt specially called to attend to the poor (Aut 562-569), and even had a special "devotion" to them on Wednesdays (Retreat Resolutions 1860, n. 13.7: EA, p. 557).

7. SUFFERING AND PROPHECY

Did Claret interpret the sufferings, contradictions and persons he underwent as signs of his prophetic mission? He doesn't say so clearly.  From the idea he had of prophets, the answer might be in the negative. But with the level on which we are moving --in which prophecy and missionary preaching are identified-- the answer would be that he not only understood it, but lived it.

When he alludes to the models he imitated, he always mentions the prophets who underwent sufferings, but he views this suffering as a natural consequence of their preaching. Even so, the concrete references he makes to this in his Autobiography are striking (Aut 215-219, 222-224, 752, 798).

8. PROPHETIC ACTIONS

8.1 Bible Reading

What we want to underline here is the fact that Claret read the Bible and listened to its message as a message addressed to him by God, a message that also helped clarify his prophetic mission.

Claret did not read the Bible simply to study its texts, nor even for his own overall spiritual life, for which he used other means.
 His reading of the Bible revealed to him his call to proclaim the message of salvation to others. And in this context, the biblical citations he lists are always adduced in order to justify his apostolic mission and to show how useful Scripture reading is for the exercise of preaching. Claret burned with zeal for the salvation of others: "But what moved and stimulated me most was reading the Holy Bible... There were passages that impressed me so deeply that I seemed to hear a voice telling me the message I was reading" (Aut 113-114). Now in this passage, wasn't Claret teaching us how to read the Bible?

We need to dwell on this theme. Claret nourished his spirit by reading the Bible. But he went far beyond what he explicitly  found in the commentaries and interpretations of his own day. He neither studied nor was able to understand biblical texts from the standpoint of historical-critical exegesis, since it was unknown at that time. But the reading that he did, which moved and stimulated him so deeply, made him think and act in a way that cannot be explained merely from the simple expositions made by authors of his time.
 He indeed connected with these interpretations, but he connected above all, and far more deeply, with the Spirit who inspired the Scriptures.

Claret taught us, then, to read the Bible in its context, but to read it in such a way that is open to the historical context in which we live. This is the way the biblical prophets themselves had acted, not limiting themselves to copy their ancestors, although all of them held quite clearly to the demands of the Covenant.

Rather than being a simple ministerial priest, as understood in his day; Claret was a prophet and apostle. He was an innovator in the way he understood missionary service, and even in his use of techniques and tools of evangelization, but above all in his distinctively prophetic style of action. His contact with the life, realities and needs of the people, on the one hand, and his passion for the glory of God, on the other, led him to discover and apply the means that were most urgent, most timely and most effective for each moment.

8.2. Claret: A Prophet as Apostolic Missionary

a) "Apostolic Missionary"

This title had a long history before Claret. It was a juridical title that the Holy See granted to certain itinerant preachers. But for Claret, it was much more than just a title. It defined his being in a theological and evangelical sense, indicating a distinctive style of life -- an "apostolic" style-- that is, a life like that of the apostles with Jesus, in strict gospel poverty and fraternal sharing. That is how he understood it. Claret called himself and truly wanted to be, an "apostolic missionary," not a prophet, as the term was understood at the time.

But if we evaluate Claret's missionary vocation, spirit and action in keeping with the criteria of biblical prophetism, then Claret as an "apostolic missionary" was an authentic prophet. In the NT, it is clear that an apostle is also a prophet.

This reality is explicitly confirmed in Claret's writings. Moreover, it is supported by the witnesses of his life and action. His missionary life --which he qualifies as a life of apostolic-style itinerancy-- was inspired by the so-called apostolic rules of the commissioning of the Twelve (Aut 429-436; cf. Mt 10:5 ff.; Lk 10:1-2).

b) Motivations

In his account of the motives that led him to go on mission,  Claret offers us a sort of expository theology of how he identified with each of the prophets. Here, Claret sticks to the then-current notion of prophecy and prophets, in line with then-current spiritual theology of "imitating great models." From this viewpoint, Claret offers us his self-portrait through such traits as the prophet's mission, vicissitudes, difficulties, etc. He does so by offering the examples of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Elijah and, in passing, the Lesser Prophets (Aut 215-220).

But although in some cases he defers to a literal imitation of the prophets, Claret's vision here exceeds that offered by the spiritual writers and exegetes of his time. Claret experiences his prophetic vocation: he identifies with the Suffering Servant of Yahweh and with the Apostle Paul, even though he does not refer to either as a prophet.

In a word, Claret, like the prophets of old, has a clear and keen awareness of his mission. He lives his vocation as a divine mission from God and as an envoy sent by Christ. This God-centered view takes concrete shape in the mission given him by his Prelate, in keeping with the ecclesiological view of his time, which was almost entirely identified with the hierarchy.

c) Message

It is especially in the content of his preaching that we find the prophetic spirit of Claret. This preaching, whether oral or written, is characterized by its constant and marked appeal to the Bible, not just as an ornamentation, but as a source of truth and life, as a living and effective word. Following the prophets, who based themselves on the Covenant and set aside all merely human interpretations, Claret based himself on the Scriptures, and set aside the modes and fashions of the moment. Although it is true that he paid tribute to his favorite authors, it is no less true that he always aimed at being faithful to the message of the Word of God. Claret was aware that the prophetic word of Christians is the only Word of God, the object of our faith and the norm of our life.

Other aspects --such as style and method, etc.-- are external elements that did not affect the prophetic character of his mission, even as they did not affect the prophetism of the OT or that of later times.

8.3. Claret: a Prophet as Founder of the Congregation

This founding was without doubt a prophetic action, since it meant that he had discerned, in his own time, the situation of the people, who were unable to hear the Word of God because of the lack of preachers resulting from the anticlerical closure of religious preaching communities in Spain. Claret knew that he, by himself, could not cover all these needs. Hence, he strove to stir up in others a prophetic missionary vocation.

It is evident that the founding of the Congregation was a fruit of Claret's prophetic spirit. In fact, Claret did not  want to be tied down by structures that were already outmoded. He did not intend to reconstruct the life of the old conventos.  He did not even want to over-institutionalize his own work, so that it might conserve his own prophetic thrust. Perhaps this is why Claret did not give his Co-founders a tight-knit Rule of Life, although he was already something of a model in this respect. Indeed, all of Claret's works came into being with a clear and precise set of regulations: all, except the Congregation, which was his principal work. Could it be that Claret was afraid that once the Congregation was institutionalized, it would cease being prophetic? This is a question that calls for further reflection and study. Claret knew well enough that, for prophets, there were few and rather secondary institutional bases, and that God kept adapting to the concrete circumstances of each emerging time and place. Who could mark off the rhythms and ways of God in the carrying out of his plan of salvation? Here, Claret seems not to have wanted to impose any closed methods or criteria.

8.4. Claret: a Prophet as Missionary Archbishop

Claret did not want to organize his life as an archbishop like that of a social dignitary. He wanted to live in the style of the Apostles, as an "apostolic missionary." This way of thinking and living expressed the prophetic character of his vocation. His distinctive trait was the proclamation of the Word.

He strove to make sure that organizational problems would not deprive him of his time for oral and written evangelization. We know that his pastoral visits were in fact popular missions. He helped his people live their faith in especially difficult circumstances, such as a series of great earthquakes and an outbreak of cholera, which he had already known about in prayer (Aut 353).

He denounced public sinners, without allowing himself to be intimidated by civil authorities and power-elites. As much as he could, he opposed the social consequences of personal sins, such as slavery (EA, p. 36). He experienced persecution to the point of attempts to assassinate him by poison (Aut 524; cf. EC I, Letter 198) and by cutting his throat at Holguín (Aut 573-585).

8.5. Claret: a Prophet as Royal Confessor

Was this a form of acting prophetically? How does it relate, for example, to Isaiah's dealings with Ahaz,  Jeremiah's dealings with Josiah and above all Zedekiah? What relationship was there between prophets and the politics of their people with their respective rulers? How, concretely, did Claret read contemporary history and events, especially Spain's recognition of the new Kingdom of Italy? Was his departure from Spain with the Queen a prophetic gesture, or should he, like Jeremiah, have remained with his people?

This is not the place to answer all these questions. But of themselves they tell us something of Claret's prophetism: a  prophetism that invites us to deep and deliberate reflection on how he lived and expressed it. Such a reflection would put us more surely in touch with the prophetic trait which identified him as much as that of "apostolic missionary," so that we in turn could live and meaningfully project in today's world, in which we have been called to proclaim, as Claretians, the message of the Kingdom.

8.6. Claret: a Prophet who dies in Exile

"I have always wanted to die a poor man in some hospital, or on the scaffold as a martyr, or to be put to death by the enemies of the holy religion we profess and preach, thus sealing the virtues and truths I have preached and taught with my blood" (Aut 467). The Lord granted him his wish to die a poor man --in the hospice of a monastery-- persecuted by his government and by antireligious groups. His tomb bore the inscription: "I have loved justice and hated iniquity, therefore I die in exile."

By his death, Claret sealed his living of his vocation as a prophet. In persecution and in death in exile, he lived the last facet of his identification with the prophetic tradition of the OT and with the Great Prophet, Jesus.

CONCLUSIONS

1) To avoid falling into facile apologies, we have restricted ourselves to clarifying concepts in a fully objective way, while throwing light on the mission and identity of the OT prophets, in order to reach a better understanding the prophetism of the Church, of Claret and of the Congregation,

2) Deliberately avoiding preconceived methods and ideas, we have indeed affirmed Claret's prophetism, yet we have done so in keeping with his own time-frame, without stereotyping his prophetic traits and trying to force them into the mold of the biblical prophets. Thus we have offered some guidelines whereby each person, in his own meditative reflection, can keep discovering, from Claret's missionary life and action, how he can quite deservedly be called a prophet.

3) In order to understand Claret as prophet, we must do a "spiritual reading" of the Bible, such as he himself did and would do, but without forgetting that not every "spiritual reading" is a reading faithful to the text of the Bible. An authentic "spiritual reading" supposes that we have caught the objective sense of the text, so that the Spirit who inspired it can act on today's reader as on yesterday's authors. To interpret these texts "in a Claretian key" demands that we set out, as Claret did, from the interpretation and meaning which the great exegetes and commentators of our own time have attached to them.

4) Claret read the Bible with a clearly apostolic intention, since he discovered his vocation and mission as an apostle in that reading, and on it he based his apostolic spirituality. Thus, Claret taught us to read the Scriptures in such a way that we grasp and learn to  transmit the message that the world in which we live and move needs and is asking us to give.

5) As core fundamentals of Claret's prophetic inspiration, we can single out the following: the glory of God; the assurance that "I am with you and I will be with you"; a mission to the poor and needy; a lifestyle that is poor, itinerant, obedient and free; the mission of :watchman." Contemplating these core points in line with the characteristics of the prophets will help us avoid the dangers inherent in a preconceived systematization that would, by that very fact, be exaggeratedly a priori.

6) Even if we take it for granted that prophetism was not institutionalized in the OT, there is a true, though not easy to show, relationship between prophecy and institution. Only authentic prophecy and authentic institutions can succeed in discovering the will of God, which both must seek in unison. As members of a Congregation that is at once charismatic-prophetic and institutional (cf. CC 86), we have to join the prophetic and the institutional through a process of fruitful dialogue, without creating exclusive polarizations. When institution prevails, prophecy dies; when we ignore the institution, we easily fall into false prophetism and false charisma, into disorder and anarchy that render our mission sterile.

7) The stress we have laid on Claret's traits as a prophet is called for by the need to answer these questions: What did the prophets have to say to Claret? What did they mean for him? What do they mean for us? What do the prophets have to say to people today? The prophets have established the sure criterion for discerning the will of God; they have taught us how to read history and events; they have shown us how to transmit the Word of God and how to embody it in concrete historical junctures. The important thrust in transmitting this message --whether as announcement or denouncement, recalling the past or predicting the future-- is that it reach the people in God's name and that they be converted to God.


II. THE CONGREGATION IN THE POSTCONCILIAR PERIOD:

A PROPHETIC PATHWAY?
We will now add to out reflections on the prophetism of Claret, some guidelines to help us read in a prophetic key  the life of the Congregation in the years following the Council.

We begin by assuming that the Chapter Documents  of this period have had a capacity to anticipate and animate the way to be followed by the Congregation. But at the same time, the concrete attitudes and the apostolic commitment of Claretians to create prophetic changes, have value as facts of life.   Or we can at least say that there are some situations whose challenges we can do no less than register. Hence, the two points which are touched on, or rather, hinted at, in each section: the content of the General Chapters, and the facts and situations of life.

We do not cover the reflection that still needs to be done  in a similar way on the earlier history of the Congregation.

1. REGARDING OUR CHARISM

1.1. Since 1966, barely after the close of Vatican II, the Congregation forcefully rallied around the prophetic thrust of the Council: a time for renewal.

The General Chapter of 1967 reflect on our identity, which it articulated around our charism. This was defined as "apostolic" (DC 19; SH 24 and 32).  It implies a reference to the "missionary service of the Word" (DC 20 and passim). "Missionary" is a substantive title for us (1AP 5). The "prophetic" is dealt with thematically in two perspectives:

a) with reference to the prophetic inspiration that Claret had in founding the Congregation (DC 5; SH 1 and 3);

b) with reference to a "missionary and prophetic" priesthood as an element of the Claretian vocation (SH 32). One point of the content of this prophetism was introduced with the theme of the "signs of the times" and their impact on our ministry of the Word (SH 58).

1.2. The living experience of the Congregation during those years  (signs of the times to be read in a prophetic key):

* Enthusiasm for ministerial updating (through multiple courses, etc.)

* A difficult discernment regarding change.

* A new distribution of energies and personnel, thanks to the opening of dependent missions of provinces.

* At the same time, a high number of departures, as an effect of disorientation in the face of new challenges and because of the purifying of community.

* The beginnings of a certain amount of Congregational regionalization (Interprovincial Conference).

* The beginning of a rather laborsome revision of the text of the Constitutions.

2. REGARDING COMMUNITY
2.1. The Chapter of 1973  prolonged the earlier reflection with an introspective accent. It focused on "community" renewal and organization. As for the apostolic work of the Claretian community, taking for granted the validity of traditional structures, it sought to renew them by means of a "programming" inspired on the principle of evangelization (2AP 75-59, 100-123). The prophetic content of this evangelization was shown in mentions of announcing and denouncing (2AP 78-81). Prophetism, as a baptismal gift, was highlighted by our mission of apostolic leadership (2AP 80). It involves the discernment of the signs of the times (2F 12b), just as it did in our Founder's own experience (2F 12a). The theme of the "missionary service of the Word" was somewhat submerged and was not explicitly spelt out.

2.2. Some facts of life::
* The will to renew community was met --contradictorily-- with an acute lack of vocations in our traditional areas.

* The rise of promising realities on the "periphery" of the Congregation.

* The crisis of the category of "missionary brothers."

* The phenomenon of "small community," barely discerned.

* A search for new missionary experiences and a disaffection for traditional apostolic structures.

* The critical situation of the "direct service of the Word" (cf. 1AP 101-104, 124-127).

* Adjustment-maladjustment between the community and the apostolic prophetism of some members.

* A time of search, not without ambiguities, in the field of formation.

* A low level of interest in the Constitutions which were undergoing a process of renewal.

3. REGARDING MISSION
3.1. The Chapter of 1979  was strongly impacted by Evangelii Nuntiandi.  The Chapter offered two methodological innovations:

a) a single overall document, more inspiring than normative;

b) the introduction of the "see-judge-act" method.

The language of prophetism was not worked out, but it was used to characterize the vocation of the prophets and, above all, of Jesus himself, as the inspiration and paradigm of our vocation: missionary life, announcing the gospel, witness, service to the poor (MCT 53, 58, 100, 152). The most significant item regarding this theme, along the lines we have indicated, was the introduction of an "option for a prophetic and liberating evangelization" (MCT 169-172). With it the content of announcement and denouncement was marked out as being proper of the Gospel, with a view to liberation and also the necessary reference of every mission initiative to historical situations (as in the case of our Founder). This option entails assuming the risks of the prophetic word. The expression "missionary service of the Word" was used very little, but its principal contents were kept intact.

3.2. Facts of life.  We will point out a few of them, so that each Claretian and each community can discover many more in their reflection:

* Some difficulty in receiving the MCT (some criticized it as being "too Latin American").

* The Congregation looks more toward the world to which it is sent. Since it is now more pluralistic, it broadens the outlook and accents of its mission: liberation (Latin America), dialogue between religions and cultures and with the poor (Asia), inculturation (Africa).

* New relevance given to the outlook of local Churches.

* Greater voice and participation of the laity in Claretian  evangelization.

* Claretian Family - missionary family: a feasible endeavor?

* Option for the poor: our turning toward grass rots and marginalized sectors. The tortuous way of revision of positions.

* A crisis of spirituality among Claretians? Disorientation regarding our Marian spirituality.

4. REGARDING THE CLARETIAN PERSON
4.1. The Chapter of 1985  represents a moment of prophetic discernment regarding the person of each Claretian, with whom our aspirations and hopes for the future also lie (cf. CPR, Presentation). A certain lack of coherence was noted between the renewal documents of the postconciliar period and the engagement of persons in the process of renewal. Since it was a practical document, the CPR moved within the language already used by the preceding Chapters: missionary charism, prophetic option, signs of the times, a missionary spirituality that incorporates the demands and options of evangelization into personal and community living. The urgent needs that this gives rise to for mission works and for the ongoing formation of the Claretian person were spelled out (cf. CPR 2, 52, 60, 67, 72). The proposal of a personal and community project was presented as a means to vitalize the Claretian person. There was a stress on the urgent need to seek a new evangelizing and prophetic agility through the revision of our works and of the management of our material assets.

4.2. Facts of life:
* The theme of the "New Evangelization" was forcefully stated.

* The voice of Asia and Africa received a greater hearing among us.

* The aging of personnel in some Organisms, along with the emergence of new missionary urgencies, was a strong incentive toward a necessary revision of positions.

* Insertion in the world of poverty was again presented as an inevitable demand, and concrete steps were taken in the field of insertion.

* Missionary Encounters for community discernment of our mission path were continued.

* Some instances of ecclesial conflict were painfully experienced.

* There was a return to the sources of our apostolic spirituality and some steps were taken to help us recover the Marian spirituality of the Claretian.

* Encounters of Claretian Renewal were continued, and the dynamics of the personal and community project were being undertaken.

* Through initiatives such as the "Assistance Fund," solidarity with the neediest sectors of the Congregation was being channeled.

5. REGARDING THE SERVICE OF THE WORD
5.1. The Chapter of 1991,  facing the challenge of the New Evangelization, proposed a response in keeping with our charism: the missionary service of the Word. This was something like a return to a key concept of the Chapter of 1967. At the same time, it was a key for unifying the life, formation, action, message and organization of the Claretian and of his community. Moreover, the document proposed a well-articulated Claretian reading of the New Evangelization, which becomes, for us, a call of the Spirit (SW 4).

Likewise, in Part Three of the Chapter Document (SW 23-33), a geographically differentiated key was offered, so that our service of the Word might be prophetically lucid and coherent with our diverse realities.

5.2. Facts of life:
* A return to the Bible with a new vocational and ministerial interest. The collective effort of the WORD-MISSION project was shaped as a special moment of personal and community growth for Claretians as "servants of the Word." At the same time, this project redounds to the benefit of our approach to the people of God and to their experience of a popular reading of the Bible.

* The Beatification of the Claretian Martyrs of Barbastro spells out in a singular way the martyr-dimension of our missionary vocations.

* Our mobilization toward new missionary horizons continues, especially in Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe.

* New ways of interprovincial collaboration are being sought, as well as--though with some pockets of resistance-- ways to restructure the organization of the Congregation, in order to be able to give a more efficient missionary response to the challenges presented us by today's world.

6. CONCLUSION
These reflections that we have been making are meant, above all, as a call to our brethren to sharpen their sensibilities, in order to be able to discover the work of the Spirit in our missionary journey. The Spirit keeps shaping us as prophets. Our responsibility lies in assuming all the consequences that this mission entails and in learning how to give them adequate expression in the concrete circumstances of time and place in which we find ourselves. A "vocational reading" of the Word of God that would not change us, is unthinkable.

In hopes that the Word of God should become within us a blazing fire that launches us out on a valiant and decided proclamation of the Kingdom of God, we offer these study helps.

1. In the "Priestly Weeks" at Vic (1985, 1988, 1990) there were some very keen orientations regarding Claret's prophetism, although they largely reflect some present-day hot issues, along with some inherent limitations that could be faulted in this concrete case.





2. Prophets arose in Israel when kings and priests, charged with transmitting God's message to the people, had lost the creative power and capacity to open up new pathways. Although the prophets look backwards to propose the example of their ancestory, they also looked forward in order to shopw what had to be done at the present moment, as a way of making ongoing sense of their history in its journey toward fulfillment. This is a very important statement for the spiritual and institutional life of the Church and of the religious life, as history has proved. It is in the here and now of "today" that our salvation and the call to make a radical decision for God take place.





3. Couldn't we in some way say this of Christ himself, since he proclaimned his message in a concrete historical context and within given norms of expression?  Might we not interpret in this key his words: "I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now" (Jn 16:12).





4. In fact, during his lifetime, prophetic texts were not applied to him nor was it thought that the OT prophecies were fulfilled in him. This work began after Pentecost. It was then that the community began to search the Scriptures, realizing that OT texts could be applied to Jesus. Neither, by the way, was Claret seen as a prophet during his lifetime, nor were his actions regarded as prophetic.





5. The late Fr. Manuel Orge collected a list of the works in which Claret recommended the reading of the Bible (cf. Our Project of Missionary Life, I, Rome 1992, pp. 190-194).





6. There are biblical texts that had a most unusual impact on Claret. The echoes that these texts awakened in Claret are decribed by him in his Autobiography (nn. 101, 114-118).





7. In "Autobiohraphical Documents III and VIIII, he tells us what the Bible texts meant to him, citing those that had the greatest impact on him: Is 41:8-17, 48:10-11, 49:3; Lk 2:48-49, 9:59; and Ezk 3:17-19. These texts were carried over into the Autobiography, except for Lk 2:49 and 9:59 which, after his episcopal ordination, he did not regard as surely necessary for his missionaries. In contrast, he added Is 61:1. It was above all in the latter years of his life that he came to prize this text and to live it as a call to evangelize the poor.





8. For his own spiritual reading and meditation he used works ranging from Rodriguez' "Practice of Perfection and Christian Virtues" to Mary of Agreda's "Mystical City of God." Bible reading does not figure among the means for persevering and advancing in perfection. This doesn't mean that Scripture did not have a very notable influence on Claret's spiritual life, for it assuredly did.





9. This theme is important, because Claret's material reading of the text of the Bible and of commentaries then in vogue would not be scientifically admissible today. Still less would his references to certain biblical personages. But what is most interesting is the way he applies these texts to his life, even though they may not have had the same objective contents that he believed to derive from these texts ot personages.





10. In the ecclesial framework in which Claret moved, terms related to prophecy were completely lacking, except in reference to the biblical prophets and in keeping with the way they were presented by the theologians and exegetes of that time. If the verb "to prophesy" was applied to Claret, it simply meant "to foretell future events" (EC I, p. 1184).
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