
PRESENTATION
1. CONTINUING ON OUR WAY OF LISTENING TO THE WORD

Exactly a year ago we presented the WORD-MISSION project to the ongregation, and at the same time we offered our brethren some study helps to help the travel the itinerary of a vocational reading of the Bible  as proposed in that project.

At that time Fr. General issued a call to all members of the Congregation to actively undertake the project, stressing the importance of "a process that can make us true hearers and servants of the Word, the 'suitable ministers' that the New Evangelization needs."

In the PRESENTATION that accompanied the materials for the first year, we explained the objectives and methodology of the project. We even offered some suggestions for putting it into practice, so there is no need to repeat here what was stated there.

Now, after a year's experience, we can share the joy we feel at witnessing the good reception that the project has been accorded in the majority of our communities and provinces. The Claretians feel the need to deepen ourselves in the reading of the Word of God. A reading that will help us to grasp more clearly the saving plan revealed in that Word and to place ourselves unconditionally at its service. A reading which, in connection with our Founder's reading of the Bible, will enable us to rediscover him in his role as "servant of the Word." The kind of reading we have in mind is one that is done from, in and for the history of the people we form part of, taking up their situations, illuminating them through the message of the Word, and allowing ourselves to be illumined by this human history, in order to discover the true meaning of the Word that God is addressing to his children. Finally, it is set forth as a reading that aims at evoking a coherent response in each of us and in our communities. With reference to all of these ends, the four keys  offered in these study helps are aimed at helping us on the way of our "vocational reading."
Numerous communications from Provincial Governments and from other Claretians have poured into the Prefecture of Apostolate, expressing their gratitude for this initiative of the General Government.

Many have also chosen to manifest their opinion on some contents of the study helps or on the reading methodology proposed in them. We are truly thankful for them. Some of these suggestions have already contributed to the improvement of the materials offered for the  second year.

A most important contribution has been made by the translation of these materials in order to make them reach the whole Congregation. They have been published in Spanish, English, French, Italian, Polish and German. This year there are also plans to publish them in Portuguese. We are wholeheartedly grateful for the collaboration of those of our brethren who have devoted so much time and effort to the work of translation. Their contribution to the process of renewing the Congregation is worthy of high praise.

2. REGARDING THE MATERIALS FOR THE SECOND YEAR

In presenting the materials for the second year, we want to make a few observations that will help our readers better understand their structure and use them more profitably.

2.1. Perspective for reading the Prophets
As we already remarked in the overall presentation of this project, during this second year we will focus on reading the Prophets. In continuity with our reading of the Pentateuch, we will do so by focusing on the gift that God gives us through his Word and his Spirit, namely, Life. THE PROPHETS: SO THAT PEOPLE MAY LIVE,  will be the unifying them of our journey through this part of the Bible.

2.2. Structure of the Materials
The units will basically follow the same structure as those for the first year. We will keep the same four keys (biblical, Claretian, situational and existential) that oriented us in our reading of the Pentateuch. However, in each of them we are introducing some small variants, which we will explain in what follows.

a) Biblical Key
The contents of the biblical key will continue to be organized on three levels:

Literary level: what the text says.

Historical level: what the text said at that moment.

Theological level: what God says to us through the text.

However, we are going to change the order of these levels, in order to help the reader more adequately grasp the message of the prophets. Here, the biblical key will presented as follows:

Historical level: What is the context in which the prophecy arose?

Literary level: How is it expressed in that context?

Theological level: What is its permanent message?

b) Claretian Key
Reference to our Founder is a fundamental aspect, since we aim at making a Claretian vocational reading  of the Bible (SW 14.1). To discover the resonance that the Word of God awakened in his missionary heart, to perceive the way he kept shaping his identity as an apostle and prophet around the Word, is an important element for drawing closer as Claretians  to that same Word. The suggestions offered in each of the themes for the first year aimed at helping us in this work. We are going to follow along the same line. However, here, too we have introduced a few changes:

- Claretian Unit:

Instead of offering a section on "Claretian Resonances" in each theme, as we did last year, we have chosen to devote a separate unit to the theme of Claret, in order to orient the reader in an overall way to a "Claretian reading" of the prophets, titled, CLARET'S PROPHETIC EXPERIENCE. It aims at bringing us closer to Claret in his condition as a prophet and servant of the Word and, through our reflection on it, to find those keys that will allow us to enter into a reading of the prophets from the viewpoint of our missionary identity.

We would have liked to prepare a separate unit presenting the prophetic perspective of our Constitutions, but we were unable to do so. At any rate, it would be well to read the study which the late Fr. Manuel Orge made in the first volume of the Commentary on the Constitutions (Manuel Orge, CMF, "Biblical Inspiration and Basis of the Claretian Charism," in OUR PROJECT OF MISSIONARY LIFE, vol. I, pp. 185-275). It could help us considerably in our vocational reading of the Bible.

Finally, in this unit we offer some indications with a view to helping us re-read the process of renewal that the Congregation has been going through in the years following the Council, in an effort to highlight some aspects of its documents or its life that more clearly express its endeavor to be faithful to the prophetic mission of announcing the  Word in our world.

- Claretian reference at the end of each theme:

Although the fundamentals of the "Claretian key" will be dealt with in the separate unit on Claret, we have not given up the practice of placing at the end of each theme some indications that keep reminding us of the kind of reading of the prophets that we are doing: a Claretian-vocational reading. They will consist of a few brief pointers that will refer us to some texts of Claret and of the Congregation relating to the theme we are presenting. It will be necessary, then, for us to go back to those texts, to read and meditate on what they tell us.


c) Situational Key
As we did in the materials for the first year, we again try to situate our reading within the history of our world.  We offer some guidelines to help each individual and each community to take stock again of the characteristics that stamp the history of the present moment that our people are passing through. While some of them relate to the aspect of cultures, others relate to politics and religion. They are formulated either as statements or as questions. We do not intend to dictate any path, still less to give lessons to anyone. We simply call attention to a dimension that is necessary for a meaningful reading of the Word of God today. The Word must illumine the different events of history, so that we can discover the call of God in them. At the same time, the concrete situation of our peoples will allow us to discover the message that God wants to transmit to us today through his Word.

One innovation relating to this situational key, is that we have integrated "personal work" into it, displacing it from the "community meeting," where it appeared in the materials for the first year. It seemed indispensable to us to keep this dimension in mind on personal work on the theme. Otherwise, we might be exposing ourselves to a disembodied reading of the Word of God.

We would insist on this: what we are pointing out in this key are only guidelines, suggestions.  Each member or each community should seek out those signs, events or characteristics that best express the concrete situation of the peoples whose life they share, without, of course, overlooking those universal traits that have a positive or negative impact on today's world.

We are fully aware that the suggestions or questions  pointed out in the "situational key" of the various themes are sometimes repeated. It doesn't matter: there are themes that ought to be taken up repeatedly and reflected on from different perspectives. At any rate, it is up to each person or each community to discern the theme within which they want to take up certain suggestions. The same is true of what we point out regarding the "existential key."

d) Existential Key
Following the methodology of last year, we offer some indications that invite us to incorporate the message of the Word into our own life and urge us to keep on discerning ways to meet it with a more faithful and generous response. Here, too, what we are offering are suggestions or guidelines,  not impositions. Our aim is not to draw up a questionnaire that has to be answered, but rather to remind us that our has to go so far that it could otherwise not be called Claretian. We know that our Founder felt that the text was speaking to him, and than in it he discovered his identity, his vocation and his mission. When we truly accept in our heart, the Word becomes a powerful force that it launches us forth, both as individuals and as a community, on a more firm and generous missionary commitment, one which spurs us on to live our life of missionary itinerancy.

As we did in the situational key, so we have incorporated this section on the existential key into "personal work." Our reflection and prayer on the biblical and Claretian texts set before us is the most adequate framework for discerning the response that is required of us.

2.3. Personal work and community meeting

We must remember that these two aspects are fundamental, if the WORD-MISSION project is going to have a real impact on each of us and on our communities. Let us take a quick look at how they are organized in each unit.

a) Personal Work
We have already said enough about personal work in the preceding section. We would just like to say that it is a key element in transforming our journey through the Word of God into a Claretian pilgrimage that is truly meaningful.  It's not a matter of preparing a few lessons, but of seriously setting ourselves before the Lord who speaks to us. Moreover, the depth of the community meeting will largely depend on the seriousness of each member's personal work.

b) Community Meeting
Since the situational and existential keys have been integrated into the section on "personal work," the materials for the community meeting have been reduced to a simple list of the steps to be taken. The diversity of situations in the Congregation makes it advisable to leave a broader margin of creativity for our communities. The superior of the community or the one in charge of animating each of the themes can present a little guide-sheet to help everyone prepare better for the community meeting. In any case,. the community meeting should include certain fundamental aspects:

-
beginning with prayer;

- 
sharing what we have found to be the essential core of the message of the biblical text; allowing the Bible to speak through the reading that each member has done;

-
dialoguing on those aspects that strike us as most significant within the scope of the situational key;

-
discerning the demands that arise from the Word for each of us and for our community, and striving to indicate concretely how we mean to respond to them more faithfully;

-
closing with prayer.

During the first year some interesting experiments were made that might help all of us to organize our meetings better. For example, some neighboring communities have held their meetings together, thus achieving a greater richness in sharing. Others have followed the way together with lay groups, thus allowing them to broaden the horizons of their dialogue. In some cases, the one in charge of preparing the theme has handed out, well-enough in advance, a little guide indicating the points that the meeting will deal with, thus avoiding the kind of dissatisfaction that comes from wandering off course.

3. "WORD-MISSION" AND THE RHYTHM OF OUR LIFE

3.1. The fundamental thing is the Bible

It seems obvious, but it bears repeating: the fundamental thing is the Bible, not the unit. And this is true both for personal work and for the community meeting. Therefore, nothing dispenses us from painstaking and profound contact with the biblical text and, in due proportion, with the Claretian texts that are suggested to us.

3.2. A concrete proposal
We have been asked repeatedly: How do we join work  based on the units and prayer based on the biblical text? How do we organize the work during the month? We have commented on this with several communities and with some in particular. If it proves useful, we offer you a concrete proposal that arose from these dialogues:

a) The first step, before we set about reading the printed guide, is to read the biblical text proposed.

b) The second step is to a re-read the biblical text with the help of the printed guide. This demands time and constancy. It surely can't be done in just a few days. We should use the "biblical key" of the guide, keeping the Bible and the guide before our eyes, continually moving back and forth between them. Then we should integrate the suggestions of the Claretian, situational and existential keys, making them the object of our reflection and study.

c) The third step is to pray the biblical text. After the work of study and reflection has enlightened and motivated us, it is time to sit quietly before the Lord and ask him to send us the Spirit to help us understand, to reveal to us the meaning of his Word. This is a free moment of attentive and thankful listening. We can be sure that the Word is going to speak to us with new accents. We have to let the Word work on us, showing what it reveals to me, what it discloses to me, how it calls me, how it makes me feel God's presence in my life and in the world, what prayer it awakens in me, how it comforts me, how it questions and denounces me, what it urges me to do, etc. And all of this is true both on the personal and community level

It might also help to keep jotting down in notebook all these movements, these little or great discoveries that we make through God's Word. This is somewhat secondary, but it can help us live this journey of a vocational reading of the Word in a more meaningful way and to better prepare our contribution to the community meeting.

3.3. Time: our great problem

True, we are all very busy, some of us to the point of burnout. Asking Claretians set some time aside (30 or 45 minutes) each day,  might seem a bit much. Each will have to see how he can organize this. Circumstances are naturally going to impose certain limits on us. At any rate, the matter is in our own hands. What is important, is to incorporate WORD-MISSION into our personal project, in order to fit it into the normal rhythm of our life.

Likewise, it would be well for the community to  incorporate it into its community project. The day of recollection seems to be an appropriate framework for the community meeting: we don't need to multiply meetings.

4. PROGRAM OF MISSIONARY ANIMATION

Is this a Bible course or a program of missionary animation? We already answered this clearly in the overall presentation of the project: it is a project aimed at upgrading the missionary quality of our life and mission as servants of the Word. It would be a good thing to recall these aims before we begin the itinerary of our second year.

Next: Why do the materials have such and academic tone? We have been asked this several times. First of all, it should be stated that no such academicism exists in the presentation of the themes. We have strive to give some fundamental helps in order to correctly grasp the message of the biblical text. One may even disagree with the hermeneutic approach to a theme, but we have to deal seriously with this aspect if we are to achieve a deeper reading of the Word of God. And that is something that we all need.

It is not a "Bible course," since that would call for an entirely different approach.  It is a way that can keep shaping us, both personally and in community, as hearers and servants of the Word. When our contact with the Word has become so living and deep that it unleashes in our hearts an irresistible impulse that leads us to a more decided commitment for the Kingdom, then we will have achieved our aim. Then, our missionary and pastoral programmings will find the agents they need in order to become a reality, and we will be able to move on to the missionary frontiers that we are called to as a logical outcome of our vocation.

Contact with the Word will also equip us for a serious dialogue with cultures (repeatedly mentioned in the document of the last General Chapter), which is basic to any evangelizing project.

5. A RESULT OF COLLABORATION

Once again, it was the generous collaboration of some Claretians that made it possible to create this instrument. Many hours of work and much love for all Claretians have gone into the preparation of each of the contributors: authors of the themes, translators, editors, distributors, etc. The work of all those who animate this project in our Provinces and communities has also been a most important element for its impact on the life and mission of the Congregation.

 
We are grateful to all those who have collaborated through their suggestions, critiques and indications. This is a community work in which we are all involved. We hope that it will continue to be such.

Finally, our thanks go out to each and every one of the Claretians and laity who are bringing these materials to life by taking them into their lives and communities.

We desire that this project we are offering you will fulfill the objectives we have set before us. We hope to meet you again next year, to offer you the units that will guide us in our reading of the Synoptic Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles.

Rome, 24 October 1994

Feast of St. Anthony Mary Claret
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