THEME 11:
FUTURE RECONSTRUCTION
HAGGAI, I-ZECHARIAH, III-ISAIAH, MALACHI, OBADIAH, JOEL AND II-ZECHARIAH
TEXT:
Hg 1-2, Is 56-66, Jl 3-4, Zec 9-14 

(for community meeting: Is 61:1-11)

BIBLICAL KEY
0. SITUATING THE THEME
0.1. Why prophets, if the monarchy no longer exists?
0.1.1. The monarchy have Israelite prophecy its specific character
Israelite prophecy, compared with the whole prophetic panorama of the Near East, appeared as a distinctive and exclusive phenomenon. Although it shared in the general prophetic background of other human groups --visions, dreams, symbolic actions, magical actions, etc.-- it nonetheless ended up with its own specific stamp: prophets served as the critical conscience of the monarchy. That is to say, Israel employed the prophetic techniques common to the Middle East, but put them in the service of a specific cause: defending the people against the outrages that Israel's monarchical system came to commit against them. As we know, the monarchical system appeared in Israel in 1030 BC, after the people had experienced a long-standing community-based and anti-monarchical social organization, following the exodus from Egypt and the conquest of the land of Canaan. The striking thing is that as soon as the possibility of a monarchy arose in Israel, a prophet --Samuel-- also appeared, to safeguard the rights of the people versus the monarchy. From that moment on, all the prophets of Israel had that same characteristic: they were linked to the phenomenon of the monarchy, although they were often beset by ambiguities with the monarchy.

0.1.2. The end of the monarchy did not mean that it was dead
We are well aware of the two catastrophes that struck the monarchies of Israel: the fall of the Northern Kingdom (721 BC) and the fall of the Southern Kingdom (586 BC). But although those monarchies had fallen materially, monarchy remained ingrained in the Israelite soul. Above all, the deportees --kings, princes, courtiers, soldiers, priests and craftsmen-- dreamed of returning to their land to reestablish the monarchy with the descendants of David. The prophets were ever alert to see to it that this re-establishment --of which they, too, were dreaming-- should be as close  as possible to the heart of God.

0.1.3. The monarchy remained alive as a project
When the moment of truth came, the restoration of the monarchy was the strongest project of Israel in the time of the Persians. The Persians' understanding of and respect for the culture and institutions of the peoples they had conquered quickened Israel's hopes to reestablish one of David's descendants in Jerusalem. Moreover, this hope came near to being realized, since the Persians financed the rebuilding of the walls and temple of Jerusalem. They also backed the restoration of the Law, and allowed Zerubbabel, a descendant of David, to return.

0.2. The relationship between the monarchy and prophets
0.2.1. The prophets: the critical conscience of the monarchy
The prophets always viewed the monarchy as suspect and even as overtly evil, since its establishment in Israel meant the disappearance of equality among tribes and persons, the granting of privileges to groups connected with the dynasty, the destruction of customary laws such as the non-transferable ownership of land, the exaction of tribute in assets or services, the creation of large economic structures with villas for all their functionaries and families, the creation of a defense system with all that was entailed in having, housing, feeding, garrisoning, staffing and arming a standing army, and finally, the creation of a gigantic temple structure. All of this had to be maintained at the cost of the blood, sweat and tears of the people. From many possible biblical texts that illustrate this, we need only look at two: 1 Sm 8:1 ff., which warns how the rights of those in power will prevail over the rights of the people, and 1 Kgs chs. 5-11, which give the details of palace buildings, temples, granaries, defenses, massive sacrifices, luxurious palace furnishings, abuses of women, with 1,000 of them serving as wives or concubines, attacks on the traditional lands of the tribes to carve them up into arbitrary districts, etc.

0.2.2. The thing that most deeply wounded the conscience of the prophets
The last prophets saw the ruin caused by the monarchy. What position did they take? Despite their possible and natural ambiguities, there was not a single prophet who failed to reflect in his writings either a direct or indirect criticism of the monarchical system under which they happened to live. The reason for this was that the monarchy was the reinstatement of a social system which, in order to stay alive, needed to create  and maintain a difference in social classes, to place absolute power in the hands of a supreme but corruptible will, and to maintain unconditional power structures regarding arms, money and religion, and the use of a firm and ruthless system of taxation. Exactly the opposite of the plan of God. This explains the continual outcry of the prophets.

0.3. The monarchy never died in Israel's heart
0.3.1. History follows its own course and teaches its own great lessons
The obvious question is: If the monarchy was structurally so bad, why did some of the last prophets we are concerned with try to uphold and restore it? Let us review the course of the history of the monarchy in order to see if we can clear up this point. The monarchy was not freely elected by the people, nor was it sponsored by the prophet at the time (Samuel), nor was it theologically supported by God. It appeared in Israel as an historical necessity, well managed by the leaders of the time who saw that it was in their interests. The former system --that of the equalitarian society of the Exodus-- had grown corrupt for lack of quality in its tribes, spiritual leaders and people. Israel was heading for shipwreck in a sea of internal contradictions and a host of external threats. The abandonment of the community social structure that began with the Exodus was not due to a lack of spiritual value in the project itself, but rather to a need to survive at a time when people and leaders lacked the quality needed to maintain it. Everyone --including Samuel-- believed that their salvation lay in establishing a monarchy that could compete with that of other peoples, but one that had another element that other peoples did not have, namely, that it would be run by an Israelite who had accepted the God-given revelation of the principle of justice as a norm of action. They believed that in Israel the duty imposed in the monarch to protect the poor and weak would be truly upheld. This was their great mistake. For while the monarchy provided structures for performing isolated acts of goodness toward the poor, it had none for making poverty --the fruit of the social inequality produced by the monarchy itself-- disappear.

0.3.2. The prophets shared in the error of their people
By this we mean that both people and prophets were asking the monarchy for something it could not give, namely, to be an agent of justice, in the sense that it would suppress the privileges of a few (kings, officials, administrators, army, temple staff...) and set them all on an equal footing with the people. King after king was criticized by the prophets, who never concealed the crimes of officials, courtiers or kings. And they kept  hoping that the next king would keep the precept of justice commanded by Yahweh. They promoted the overthrow of monarchs and kings and set up new dynasties, always searching for the impossible dream: that a king like David would appear, one who would return to the people their lost honor and power. Hence the monarchy never died in the hearts of the Israelites, including the prophets. Although the latter held clearly to the notion of justice as the main norm of governance, they were unable to do without the model of a monarchic society. The power to govern was in the hands of others (the king, his court and his governmental structures): How could anyone make them want to renounce their power? It was asking for the impossible.

0.3.3. Waiting for someone to break the circle of death
For all of these reasons, the Old Testament and its prophets kept waiting for the Messiah. It would take the New Testament, the clarity of Jesus of Nazareth, to reorder things definitively. So long as people kept thinking of the monarchy as the model for society, they would never escape from injustice (Lk 22:24-27). So long as people could not give up the scheme of hereditary monarchy, the enemies of that society would keep on being crucified (Jn 18:36). And so long as the poor were not set as a principle of action, a new society could not exist (Lk 4:18, Mt 5:2, Mt 11:2-6).

0.4. Significance of this group of prophets
0.4.1. The éclat of the great and the obscurity of the little
Ordinarily, we pay little attention to the last prophets of the OT. In the first place, the great prophets take pride of place in our liturgy and in our scriptural formation. Furthermore, the later prophets belong to a period of history that is little known, obscure, very little studied and superficially dealt with. Nevertheless, it is both interesting and moving to see how these "little" prophets kept people's hope alive, and how well they used their painful history and the dead-end street on which that history had landed them, in order to supply their people with wise answers.

0.4.2. The originality of this time and of its prophets
Despite all this, the theology of the OT advanced considerably with these little prophets. It recovered its historical humility, relativized the traditional institutions that it had put so much trust in, enlivened the need for a Messiah who would state the definitive truth, not only about theological principals, but also about the kind of praxis that was closest to God's heart  and could remedy the needs of one's neighbor. One original trait of this time was not only its denouncing sins against the poor, but its claiming for them a definitive role in the future. Would anyone call that a small achievement?

0.4.3. The immense value of giving a leading role to the poor
We often tend to think that the great revelation was carried out by the great prophets. In them, one things stands out for which we never cease being thankful: their daring to denounce the sins of the great and their outrages against the little ones. But their pages could surely have been clearer in spelling out the place of the little in God's plan. We have to understand that each age has its own insight. We do not say this to derogate anyone or anything, since each being fulfills its own mission and plays its own role. That is the real nature of history. Hence, the most important things we want to stress in this period are not its great denunciations of injustice, but rather, the importance that it gives to the poor, even more than to the king, the temple and the law, in the future rebuilding of a sunken Israel.

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. The Sorrow and Bitterness that Babylon Left in its Wake
1.1.2. An ordinary mistake regarding empires
Babylon would pass into Israel's history as the period of its greatest humiliation. It was the Empire that destroyed Jerusalem in 586 BC. Even earlier, in 597 BC, after the taking of Jerusalem, Nebuchadnezzar had carried off the 18-year old King Jehoiachin, his mother, his wife and several of his retainers, all people of prominent social standing. This king, after many years of imprisonment, was freed by King Evil-merodach (= man of [the god] Marduk), who reigned from 562 to 560 BC. The liberation of Jehoiachin filled many Israelites with enthusiasm, since they believed that the time for the restoration of the House of David had arrived (2 Kgs 25:27-30, Jer 52:31-34). These "acts of political kindness" led to a set of permanent historical mistakes regarding the oppressor of the day: he didn't have such a bad heart, after all; you could still trust in him. This was the historic constant that led even the prophets to make the same mistake. They came to regard the King of Persia, the latest emperor in turn, as the Lord's servant or anointed one. The lesson is the same as ever: the personal acts of kindness and other strategies of the powerful should not be confused with the oppressive power structure, which will  sooner or later disclose its real intentions.

1.1.2. The memory of the oppressor
The isolated acts of kindness of the Babylonian Empire neither could nor would erase people's memory of the oppression they had borne for so many years. The occasional generosity of the Babylonian oppressor must in no way be allowed to palliate its brutal system of conquest, the characteristics of which must be remembered, for this would serve as a subversive memory that nourished resistance in Israel and did not allow its hope to die. The people kept alive the memory of the conquering system of Babylon, which entailed the following:

* Making everyone of the vanquished join the socio-economic-cultural project of the victor.

* Deporting all the vanquished who were of any significance to their group. The deportees from Israel, though they had little else in common, represented 5% of the total population. The deportations took place in three stages: one in 597, another in 586 and yet another in 582 BC (cf. Jer 52:28-30). The deportees form Israel and Judah were members of the royal family, state officials, army officers and craftsmen (cf. 2 Kgs 24:14-16). The conditions under which these deportees lived were either prison, forced labor or some other sort of servitude without rights.

* Governing the deportees through leaders brought from other parts of the Empire or through their own fellow leaders who favored the Empire.

* Making the vanquished who remained in their own land mingle with conquerors or colonizers imported from elsewhere, endowed with special privileges and rights.

* Preventing the vanquished from reorganizing.

* Imposing permanent tributes and taxes on the vanquished.

* Subordinating the religion of the vanquished to that of the victors.

* Transferring the idols of the vanquished to the temple of the victors.

* In the case of an imageless God --like that of the Israelites-- transferring their sacred furnishings to the temple of the vanquished.

* Depriving the vanquished of as much cultural support as possible, so as to break any effort at resistance.

* To impose the culture of the victors (customs and religion) on the vanquished.

1.1.3. Results of the Assyrian-Babylonian system of conquest
We should remember that there were two empires that played a role in the destruction of the monarchy: the Assyrian Empire which destroyed the Northern Kingdom or  Israel (721 BC) and the Babylonian Empire which destroyed the Southern Kingdom of Judah (586 BC). Both contributed to the ruin of Palestine, although Babylon left the last boot print on it.

* How was Jerusalem after its fall?  One need only read the Book of Lamentations. "How lonely sits the city that was full of people!" (1:1a). The Israelites' hearts were rent with sorrow as they recalled the ruin of their city. "How like a widow she has become...She that was a princess among nations had become a toiling slave" (1:1bc). Her children are fallen and defenseless (1:7). Dead in the streets lie young and old, her young men and maidens slaughtered by the sword (2:21). The sacred stones of her temple lie strewn on every street corner (4:1). The women of Zion have been ravished by the enemy (5:11). Her culture and her joy have been destroyed (5:14-15). Their skin has been shriveled up by famine (5:10). They have to buy even water and kindling wood (5:4). People have to barter their jewels for bread (1:11). Priests and elders perished as they foraged for bread, but found none (1:19). Children and infants faint away of hunger in their mothers' arms (2:12). Things have reached such a grisly state that women are driven to cook and eat their own children! (2:20, 4:10).

* How were things in the countryside?  "You have sown much, but have reaped little" (Hg 1:6a). The situation in the countryside was also depressing. Haggai goes on to describe it thus: The great efforts that farmers and day laborers put into their work in order to feed and clothe themselves were almost useless, in view of their meager harvests. It seemed they were putting their money in a bag with holes in it (Hg 1:6bc). Historians of this period point to two factors worth mentioning: First, the loss of lands to the marauding raids of neighboring countries: Edomites established themselves in the south, and Moabites and Ammonites took over lands that had belonged to Israel in Transjordania. Second, there was also an important Diaspora during the days of Jeremiah, occasioned by the assassination of Gedaliah, the pro-Babylonian governor of Judah. Moreover, there were emigrations to Egypt, Transjordania, Syria and Phoenicia.

* How were things going for the exiles?  "Promote the welfare of the city to which I have exiled you; pray for it" (Jer 29:7). The exiles to Babylon, following Jeremiah's counsel --which Is 40:27 and 49:14 would strive to amend-- were in danger of adapting to their new situation and of thus losing the desire to return to their homeland.

1.2. The Persian Empire and its Culture
1.2.1. The lightning-like appearance of this new Empire
Persia did not figure among the traditional powers of Mesopotamia. Within a few years, Cyrus mastered both Mesopotamia and Egypt, Asia Minor and Syro-Palestine. He began with Asia Minor. In 550 BC he routed the Medes, and in 546, Lydia. Mesopotamia followed. He took advantage of the internal divisions in Babylon: the conflict between Nabonidus and the priests of Marduk, the god he arbitrarily replaced with the moon god, Sin. Part of the Babylonian army allied itself with the Persians. In 539 Cyrus was openly welcomed in Babylon. Cyrus also had plans to conquer Egypt, but he died before he could bring it off. Cambyses II would carry out the conquest of Egypt in 525 BC.

1.2.2. The oppressors seen as "Anointed Instruments of Yahweh'
The fact that Persia had put an end to Babylonian rule was regarded by the exiles as a blessing. And this feeling grew even keener when the new Persian rulers showed signs of favoring Israel. Such was the case with Cyrus, who was even praised in a hymn as an instrument of Yahweh (Is 41:1 ff.), called a "fulfiller of the word of Yahweh" (2 Chr 36:22 f.; Ezr 1:1 ff.), "My shepherd" (Is 44:28), "the Lord's anointed" (Is 45:1), "rebuilder of My city" and "liberator of My exiles" (Is 45:13 f.; 48:12-16). Cyrus assured the return of the exiles (Ezr 1:1-6), returned to the temple 5,400 of the gold and silver utensils seized by Nebuchadnezzar (Ezr 1:7-11, 5:14-15) and financed the rebuilding of the temple (Ezr 6:2-5; 2 Chr 36:22-23). Later, Darius confirmed these decrees (Ezr 6:6-15).

1.2.3. An Empire that changed the rules of the game
Persia, as soon as it had routed Babylon and felt its power as the new overlord of the world, changed the rules of the game regarding the nations that had been vanquished:

a) It reorganized the sytem for gathering taxes, by founding "satrapies" or protectorates governing conquered territories --divided, in turn, into provinces-- under the supervision of a member of the royal family, charged with gathering taxes and recruiting troops for war. From this moment on, temples were no longer in charge of tax-collecting. Although this move somewhat regionalized the administration, it also managed to preserve the unity of the empire-state.  Taxes and tributes were given such importance, that they became the big business of the empire. With this in mind, the communications system for all regions governed or related to the empire was improved and made more efficient.

b) Persia also resolved to reestablish and respect the religious culture of its subject peoples. Hence, it made the following arrangements:

* It authorized the re-establishment of the sacred laws  of other peoples, among them those of Israel (Ezr 7:25-26). These laws had helped Israel maintain its own identity and differentiate itself from the oppressor during the exile. Hence, their importance in a land where they had no other means of identification, since they were lacking a temple and institutions of their own. The new oppressor felt able to allow them to keep their laws and thereby to give them the illusion that things would now be different. Deep down, Israel had deteriorated, despite the efforts put forth by its latest prophets. Its leaders kept dreaming of the restoration of their past glories. And this removed any danger of granting them legal identity, which was in fact merely external, precluding any fear that Israel might become a revolutionary nation to be reckoned with. This was seen by the prophets, who were trying to live their deep identity. For a law lived only in its externals was no threat at all. For official Israel, the law had lost its original thrust: to ascertain God's will in order to choose the best way that could lead to a change in history.

* Along with the re-establishment of the laws, Persia also authorized the restoration of the temple.  The new empire was disposed to pay for its rebuilding. This is shown in the Edict of Cyrus, of which there are three versions: 2 Chr 36:22-23, Ezr 1:1-5 and 6:3-5. It also authorized the return of the temple furnishings that had been carried of by the Babylonians at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem. The Persians usually authorized the return of idols that had been carried off from their temples by the Babylonian conquerors. Since Yahweh had no image, his temple utensils, which in some way identified him, had to be returned. In 538 BC, Sheshbazzar brought them to Jerusalem (Ezr 1:7-11).

* Persia also reestablished the gods proper of each culture,  and it did so beginning in its own house. Cyrus re-enthroned the god Marduk, whom Nabonidus, the last king of Babylon had dethroned. There is a subtle theological nuance here that we would like to point out. In returning their gods to other peoples, Persia was returning to them gods who had been overthrown. And the presence of a conquered god underscored the might of the conqueror's own god. This favored the economic entries of the reigning empire. In fact, all other gods were regarded as being in the service of the great conquering god. These overthrown gods were needed to  bolster the importance of the victor's own god.

c) Finally, Persia established changes in the social system. The exiles were authorized to return to their native lands. And this is what was done with the deportees, who were the social, political and religious leaders of Israel (Ezr 7:13). Was all of this an act of kindness on the part of the empire? Perhaps not. It was really part of the refined political strategies of Persia. It had its eyes set on conquering Egypt and thus needed Israel both as a highway and as a cushion. The doorway to Egypt lay in Judah. It was not a kindness, but rather an act of enlightened self-interest. Empires are not in the habit of granting any concessions gratis. Hence Persia's interest in seeing the prompt return of the exiles. Cyrus issued the decree of return in the year following his ascent to the throne (538 BC). The conquest of Egypt occurred in 525 BC.

1.3. Internal tensions among the oppressed
1.3.1. The advantages of being close to the powers that be
The exiles, who were in the minority, ended up imposing their own project for rebuilding the monarchy, Jerusalem and the temple. In fact, they considered themselves to be the sacred remnant, purified by the Babylonian exile. This is the overall vision of the author who left us 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah. How was this minority able to impose its will? Because it coincided with the time, the land and the plans of the new master: they had been in exile, near the new master, they conversed with him and fell in with his plans. For lack of political insight, the exiles could not see the new master's tactic: to rebuild in order to dominate more and better.

1.3.2. The priesthood in action
The priestly leadership put itself into action. Their interests lay in Jerusalem and in its temple. The most outstanding figures among them were Ezra and Nehemiah. So was the High priest Jeshua. There can be no doubt that they struggled to return to God the place they thought He deserved. But there is also no doubt --and history showed it to be true-- that theocracy opened the way to hierocracy. Local and personal interests cast their shadow on the priesthood.

1.3.3. The successive waves of returning exiles
The exiles, with their plan for rebuilding Jerusalem, the temple and the monarchy, gradually started coming back. 538: under the guidance of Sheshbazzar (Ezr  1:8,11). 525: under the protection of Cambyses, who was on his way to Egypt. 445-433: under Nehemiah (his first excursion to Jerusalem). 424-424: under Nehemiah (second excursion). 398: under Ezra, with 1500 exiles, 38 Levites and 220 temple slaves (Ezr 8:1 ff.). These exiles never consulted the people about their project. They simply imposed it.

1.3.4. This imposition generated conflicts
As was only natural, those who returned came into conflict with those who had remained. These internal conflicts, provoked by the imposition of the rebuilding project, included the following:

1) Conflict between different social classes: between the group of returning exiles (called "ha-golah" = the diaspora or captivity, organized around the priestly project and financially supported by Persia) and the group of farmers and impoverished landholders (called the "'am ha-aretz" = "people of the land') part of whom had remained in Palestine (Ezr 4:4).

2) A quite pronounced conflict between the group of Temple Priests and the group of the People of the Land, over the tribute being claimed both by the governor of Samaria, the official representative of Persia, and by the Temple Priests. Each group maintained its own communications with the capitals of Persia (Susa and Ecbatana).

3) Religious conflict between the wealthy of Jerusalem and the priests and prophets who supported the reconstruction. The texts offer reasons for all of this.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The language of the prophets regarding reconstruction
2.1.1. The language of the prophets regarding the reconstruction of the Temple
The prophets who took up the rebuilding of the temple as their own cause were Haggai and First Zechariah. Not that this was their only concern. They also touched, like all good prophets, on the theme of justice. But they were swayed by the fact that 18 years had passed since the edict of Cyrus and the Temple had not yet been rebuilt. This they regarded as a shame, and one that might bring down a divine chastisement. Hence they called on Zerubbabel and the High Priest Jeshua to press for the rebuilding. The prophecy of Haggai dates from 520 BC (Hg 1:1,15a, 1:15b-2:1; 2:10,18,20). The prophecy of Zechariah dates from 518 BC  (Zec 1:1,7; 7:1). Haggai dwelt on the need to begin the reconstruction and to persevere in it. First Zechariah stressed the need to purify both leaders and people along with the new temple.

Haggai, a language aimed at maintaining the validity of the temple.  Haggai was skilled in the art of presenting his prophecy regarding the theme of the temple.

a) He presented himself as a defender of a genuine tradition: as a prophet (1:1,12) who spoke on behalf of Yahweh, God of Hosts (14 times), whom he knew both in His tenderness (1:13, 2:4) and in His glory (1:8, 2:3, 7:9).

b) He knew how to awaken people's interest in the rebuilding of the temple: he spoke of its ruins (1:2,4,9), invited people to work on it (2:4), witnesses its beginnings (1:12-15a), of the laying of its cornerstone (2:15,18), encouraged the authorities (Zerubbabel and Jeshua), and excluded anyone who failed to meet his requirements (2:10-14).

c) He related the building of the temple with other natural phenomena: it was unseemly for the temple to lie in ruins, while so many had an overabundance (1:4,9,); the poverty of the land and its workers was connected with the lack of a temple (1:5-6,9,10-11; 2:16).

d) The temple was related with political events, such as the fall of enemies (2:20-23) and peace (2:9). The results to be expected would go beyond the mere building of the temple in itself, for God is not enclosed in the temple. Besides, the building of the temple required some sort of social organization: community work, in fact, gathered the people together.

2.1.2. The language of the prophets of this conflicted restoration
We have already seen the conflicts that the restoration of the temple aroused because of the way in which it the project was imposed. There were prophets --indeed, the majority of them-- who strove to deal with these conflicts. Their feelings were more sensible to the poor and their needs, and to the moral values they needed in order to rebuild the future, not just the monarchy or the temple. These prophets were Third Isaiah --who did the most-- (510 BC), Malachi (500-450 BC), Obadiah (500-450 BC) and Joel 3-4 (450-400 BC).

Isaiah: a language against a project that would not favor the people

a) In truth, Yahweh is not concerned over the building  of his temple (66:1-2); but if it is rebuilt, it must be a house of prayer for all peoples (56:7).

b) Yahweh dwells both on high and with the crushed and dejected (57:15).

c) He condemns the established fasts. True fasting is in the practice of justice: releasing those bound unjustly and feeding the hungry (58:1-12).

d) The famous genealogies proving the purity of one's line are in vain: Yahweh accepts all, including eunuchs and foreigners (56:1-7).

e) In the utopian vision of the future, the temple does not figure, but rather joy, long life, nourishment, a house of one's own, peace and the enjoyment of one's own work, without others carrying off all its profits (65:17-25). The future should not have outworn structures that no longer yield anything. Why should there be the same king, temple and law as ever?

2.1.3. The language of proto-apocalyptic
Apocalyptic is a movement that always reflects crisis, dead-end situations, anguish, lack of a clear vision or horizon. Hence its message points to an ending that will come through persecution or worldwide turmoil. It will be a judgment of God on history. Practically, this will be the Day of the Lord, accompanied by cosmic signs for personal and social transformation, for salvation or condemnation, that is, for the establishment of a new order. In it, God is the Lord of History, he who assigns its end precisely. It was only natural that the failure of all projects for restoration should also have created a kind of proto-apocalyptic school, which would in the long run generate a true Israelite apocalyptic, which began around the 3rd cent. BC. Belonging to this proto-apocalyptic were the authors of Zechariah 9-14, Isaiah 24-27 and Joel 1-2. All of these prophetic writings date from between 350-320 BC.

Joel, a model of language directed against the passivity spread by a misguided apocalyptic.   The crisis to which any form of apocalyptic tries to respond, usually tends to create among those who are suffering from that crisis a kind of spiritual paralysis that prevents them from acting. At such times a sort of spiritual mourning appears, a situation of passive weeping and wailing. Fear, dread and powerlessness in the face of the oppressor have a paralyzing effect. Joel 1-2 gives us this great lesson: even in a situation of powerless sorrow, such sorrow should still be creative, should look toward changing the situation that is causing this groaning and sighing. Hence, even though the prophet heaps up verbs of mourning: wake up, weep, wail, lament,  mourn, gird oneself, proclaim a fast, cry out to Yahweh (1:5-19), he also invites the people to call and assembly and gather the elders. For he is speaking of a popular lamentation, a community-oriented act (1:14). The community element here is "be converted," with the full active weight which that verb bears. In Hebrew, "to be converted," shub  = "to turn back from the way taken" since it is recognized as a way of injustice. Joel conceives this action of "being converted" to be so active that it can change history, can change a destiny that seems utterly unchangeable, and the prophet expresses this in the striking phrase: "Perhaps Yahweh will repent and leave behind a blessing" (2:14), "for gracious and merciful is he, slow to anger, rich in kindness, and relenting in punishment" (2:13). That is to say: even in the worst circumstances, human beings should never admit defeat. They have within them the reserves needed in order to change their destiny. This, deep down, is the meaning of the rather scandalous idea that even Yahweh can repent or relent (2:14).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Theological advances of this period.
3.1.1. God's faithfulness
God's faithfulness is not defined by His attachment to the structures of the past. We cannot deny that the OT in general speaks of its hope that the Israelite nation would be rebuilt as it was in the best of times, in the times of King David, the brave captain who united the tribes, who gave them Jerusalem as their capital, who subjected the surrounding nations and exacted tribute from them, and who made Israel known as a great nation among the other great nations of the earth. This image of David as the forger of their national identity never left the mind of the prophets who always kept hoping for a monarch who could and would be like David. The failure of the kings who followed David led the OT to set its hopes around the figure that gave them glory and begot an ideal of society in the Israelite mind. It may be that the people, in general, believed that God's faithfulness depended on the faithfulness that Yahweh kept toward the Davidic dynasty. Hence it is rather striking that, in several of these later prophets, the need for the traditional intermediaries --the Davidic monarchy, Jerusalem and the Temple-- begins to be relativized and replaced by a greater stress on the role of the poor in times to come. We believe that this is the greatest insight of prophetic revelation at this time. It is  gigantic step toward the arrival of the NT, with its definitive surpassing of the aforesaid intermediaries and its definitive valuing of the role of the poor in this  history of salvation.

3.1.2. God is a "hidden God": the "silence" of Yahweh
Deutero-Isaiah (45:15) explains the failure of Israel in terms of God's hiddenness in history. He is probably alluding to the experience of God that the people felt during the exile, when God seemed to have hidden his saving presence. All of the prophets understood this as a passing absence that would mysteriously give way to a wonderful redemption in the future. Had the defeated people lost faith in the presence of God in history? Was there no longer any hope for those who yearned for the liberation of the oppressed? The answer lies in the fact that this history did not end with the failure of Israel. In the Bible we learn how God reveals himself in history. Neither the hundreds of years of OT history nor the three years of Jesus' public life exhausted the ways or possibilities of history. The silence of God in moments of historical crisis is a trait of his transcendence. This silence helps to clarify his image and to help us better understand human beings, who do not always have the clarity of mind to grasp the mystery of God.

How can we explain the failure of a people who, despite their infidelities, were truly a means used by God? Why would those fail who had really represented the poor? How explain the triumph of those empires that threatened to wipe out the awareness that had been achieved regarding the poor and the God of the poor? Did God really absent himself from a history that had been won with the sweat and blood of this people? And why did God have to absent himself? What sin did Israel commit that was any graver than that committed by others? Was this just a turn in the road in order to prepare it better for the possession of the land? Was it just a juncture in which, though the enemy had won a passing victory, it was only in order to allow Israel to gather greater forces and a more concrete definition of the trial which the impoverished must undergo?

Trito-Isaiah touched on this them in depth. For him, the silence was not begun by God, but rather by the people's abandonment of God (62:4). And whenever this happens, the face of God remains hidden (59:2, 64:6). Hence the people should confess their own sins, which are an obstacle to the salvation or saving presence of God (57:14,16-17, 58:6-10, 59:1-4,12,15a, 64:4b,8). When Israel does this, Yahweh will heal his people's wounds (57:18-19) and give them peace (57:1,19, 66:12). This will lead to the glorification of Zion (60:1-13, 62:2-3), the freeing of captives (61:1) and an outburst of intense joy (61:3,7, 62:5). This is the only way of breaking the painful silence of God (58:9). Yahweh will again be found among his community, will renew the bonds of his covenant with them (61:8) and will call her "My  delight...Espoused" (62:4).

3.1.3.  The centrality of the poor in the poor in the plans of God (III Isaiah)
"The Spirit of the Lord Yahweh is upon me, / because Yahweh has anointed me. / He has sent me to preach good news to the poor, / to heal the brokenhearted, / to proclaim liberty to the captives / and release to prisoners, / to announce a year of favor from Yahweh / and a day of vindication by our God, / to comfort all who mourn, / and provide for those who grieve in Zion / and bestow on them a crown instead of ashes, / oil of gladness instead of mourning, / a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair" (Is 61:1-3a). Let us note the following about this text:

a) The literary centrality of the theme of the poor

* Is 61:1-3a lies within a chapter that forms the main literary-theological core of the whole work of Third Isaiah. The whole book revolves around the message of chapters 60-62, which constitute a kind of proclamation of what a fully redeemed people is.

* The themes of the passages that make up these three chapters are the following: The light, that is, the glory of God coming to Jerusalem with all the material advantages the people were longing for (60:1-9). The nations' acknowledgment of its power (60:10-18). The light as God's presence leading and guiding the people (60:19-22). The theme --which is central-- of the means God employs to make all this beauty, namely, the proclamation of this Good News to the poor (61:1-3a). The reaffirmation that the restoration announced will be fulfilled (61:3b-11). The final outcome: the New Jerusalem (62:1-9). Lastly, the arrival of the Savior (62:10-12).

* Thus, within the central chapters of Trito-Isaiah, the theme of the proclamation of Good News to the poor is the most central part. Therefore, in all truth we should consider this text as the historical-theological key to the restoration that the prophets of this period have in mind.

* As for the overall plan of these chapters, we should not that the themes that precede the central theme of the poor (63:1-3a) are repeated exactly after it, always with some added note of fulfillment or further clarification. The overall impression is that all other themes are built around or based on the poor, that they cannot be separated from them or that they find their reason for being in them. Is that saying too much?

* Let us take an overall look at the outline of Trito-Isaiah, to prove what we have just said, with special attention to the criss-cross or chiastic  structure built around the theme of the poor:

(A) 56:1-8 = Proclamation of salvation for foreigners

  (B) 56:9-57:13 = Indictment of wicked leaders

     (C) 57:14-21 = Proclamation of salvation for the people

        (D) 58:1-4) = Indictment of corrupt worship

           (E) 59:1-15a = Lament and confession over the sins of the people

              (F) 59:15b-20 = Theophany of judgment/redemption

                 (G) 60-62) = Proclamation of the fully redeemed people

      Centrality of the poor (61:1)

              (F') 63:1-6 = Theophany of judgment/redemption

           (E') 63:7-64:12 = Lament and confession over the sins of the people

        (D') 65:1-6 = Indictment of false worship

      + Promise to transfer leadership to the faithful

     (C') 65:17-25 = Proclamation of salvation for the people

      + New heavens and new earth

  (B') 66:1-6 = Indictment of wicked leaders

                      + Exclusion of faithful from the cult

(A') 66:7-24 = Proclamation of salvation including foreigners

        + Mission of foreigners to foreigners

(Taken from Norman K. Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible - a Socio-Literary Introduction, p. 508)
b) The social centrality of the poor
* In the pericope we are dealing with (61:1-3a), there are various types of persons who belong to the same social constellation: poor...brokenhearted...captives...prisoners...those who weep... those in ashes...those in mourning...those whose spirits are crushed.  If we recall the socio-political panorama that the Babylonians left behind and the one that the Persians began setting up, we will see that there is a coincidence. This whole class of people are poor, that is, the social dregs left over by the oppression of the time, generated by powerful empires. All of them are the result of the destruction of Jerusalem, the taking of prisoners, the ruined, desperate, failed and disillusion people, both those led into exile and those who remained behind after the catastrophe of 186 BC. The effects of all these things continued to compromise the freedom and  the very existence of Israel.

* In the Palestine of the day, there were both rich and poor, foreigners and natives, repatriates with privileges and poor people who never left. The prophet proposes rebuilding the nation from the bottom up, with all those, natives and foreigners, Israelites and non-Israelites, who bore all those needs that denied them the right to live, the right to a history of their own, to their own culture -- in a word, with all who were in any way marginalized. The notion of the poor, which here, certainly, starts from physical and social want, is heightened with the notion of socio-cultural marginalization or oppression, all of which impoverish human beings or dehumanize them.

* As an immediate remedy that has to be applied, Is 61:2 proposes the application of an institution of which they still kept some remembrance: the Year of Jubilee (Dt 15:1 ff.; Lev 25:1 ff.) Nehemiah reminds us of the system of impoverishment and indentured servitude under which people were living at the time. And he indicates, as the only remedy for this evil, the total pardon of all debts (Neh 5:1-19).

c) The theological centrality of the poor
* From all the foregoing, we can see that the poor in the time of Trito-Isaiah were caught in a true circle of death. This situation called for a radical remedy. There was no other remedy for all that poverty than the declaration of a Jubilee Year canceling all debts and returning to the poor the goods that they had been forced to sell. The "Good News" -- the best news that could be given to one who had lost all, was that he and his society should enter a time of a new heart, a time of conversion, when all could recover the necessary goods they had lost, because all should return to their brethren whatever they had for any reason taken away from them.

* This is the mission that the prophet brings: to tell his society that the year of pardon has come, the year in which favor is shown to the helpless, the year pleasing to Yahweh, a time of social leveling and a breathing spell, a time for true solidarity and fraternity those who, despite their lower social condition, are my brothers and sisters. The prophet deems this proclamation to be nearest to the heart of God. And it is precisely for this mission that he feels he has been anointed and sent by the Spirit of God.

* The prophet keenly feels that, in the dehumanized life that human beings are leading, the very fidelity of God is being compromised. What the prophet claims for these poor people is not a merely inner grace (the spiritual pardon of their sins), but an outer social pardon of their debts, so that in this way an exploiting and  oppressive society may be forgiven the sins of greedy selfishness that are killing the poor of Yahweh. This is a social act which, however, implies a spiritual one: the inner conversion of those who, overcoming their selfishness, pardon and restore, as well as the inner humanization of those who receive and thus grow in human quality.

d) The Christian centrality of this text
* This text of Is 61:1-3a is taken up in the NT by Lk 4:18-19, for no lesser purpose than to define the mission of Jesus. And just what did the Father send him to do? To bring Good News to the poor!

* The central content of Isaiah (the commitment to evangelize the poor) remains the same, although Luke corrects the text on various points: he omits "to heal the brokenhearted" (perhaps because it was ambiguous or overspiritualized?) and shortens "to proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the prisoners" (because it was repetitious?). He removes "a day of vindication (or vengeance) by our God" (because it reflected violence?). He also omits the words about "comfort...crown...oil of gladness...garment of praise" (perhaps because they were repetitious, or perhaps because they resembled images of the powerful?).

* To the shorter "to proclaim liberty to captives," Luke adds "recovery of sight to the blind." In a word, in Luke's retouches to the Isaian text, there is a more clear-cut image of the poor, whom Jesus regards as still captive and blind, oppressed and indebted, and thus urgently in need of a year of favor from the Lord, a year for canceling debts. When human beings live in a society that impoverishes them, what other means could they hope for than this, in order to be able to begin anew and not keep dragging out a lifelong, dehumanized existence? But the most surprising thing here, is that the very reason for Jesus' mission is defined in terms of attending to the poor or oppressed, in whom the image of God is most deformed, and in helping whom the heart of the oppressor can be transformed. Nothing could be more spiritual or interior than the conversion of oppressors, or nothing more concretely and externally wretched than the lot of this class of the poor.

3.1.4.  In the long run, the future will take on the color of the poor
The increasingly heightened role of the poor as the main agents of history --rather than as an object of scorn-- enriches the vision of this time. Hence it is worth our while to bring together the different nuances of the poor with which the prophets of this time begin to enrich the future. The fascination with the monarchy  --which was still alive in people's hearts-- kept losing ground in view of the lessons of failure and disillusionment that the monarchy had left in its wake. The prophets began looking for a solution on the side of the poor themselves. It is not important that they should have gone about this rather timidly. The important things is that this insight of theirs brought the OT closer to the NT, in which Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of David, would become the most humiliated and impoverished being of all, since he knew how to give his all, even his own life.

a) When the moment of truth came, the poor would do the reconstructing (Haggai).  Haggai speaks of the Temple. No matter. At that time the Temple was the symbol of resistance and of hope. Hence, its rebuilding called for collaboration.  Naturally, the rich and well-settled folks of Jerusalem did not come running. Haggai berates them: "Is it time for you to dwell in your own paneled houses, while this House lies in ruins?" (Hg 1:4). The invitation to participate then passes over to the poor, who will have to do the rebuilding, despite the failure of the rich to respond: "You have sown much, but have brought in little; you have eaten, but have not been satisfied; you have drunk, but have not been exhilarated; have clothed yourselves, but not been warmed; and he who earned wages earned them for a bag with holes in it... Consider your ways! Go up to the hills and get timber, and rebuild the House..." (1:6-8). When it comes to the rebuilding, the poor will have to face up to it.

b) Woman: a person with rights, because she is a daughter of the same Father (Malachi).  The prophet Malachi also made his own contribution regarding the way the prophets of these last centuries saw the poor. The greatest argument of all times for women's liberation is this one by Malachi: "Have we not all the one Father? Has not the one God created us? Why then do we break faith with one another, violating the covenant of our fathers?" (Mal 2:10). The theme that Malachi is tackling here is that of the divorces that well-to-do Israelites are engaged in. Since it was a burden and a cause of struggles to keep two wives, they were sending off their Israelite wife and keeping the foreign wife who could better provide them with the advantages of money and power. Malachi reminds everyone who does this of the reason why Yahweh is displeased: "Why is it? Because the Lord is a witness between you and the wife of your youth, with whom you have broken faith, though she is your companion and covenanted spouse" (2:14). Man and woman are but one living being, set out in search of life. One of them is not just flesh (the feminine, the attractive, the dangerous, the inferior, the disposable), while the other is spirit (the masculine, the good, the superior, the decision-maker), no indeed. The two together --man and woman joined in marriage-- constitute a unity: "Did He not make one  being, with flesh and spirit: and what does that one require but godly offspring?" (2:15). For those who believe in the God of the poor --the same God in whom Jesus put his faith-- there can be no better argument for the lawful treatment of women than to think of them as daughters of the same God and Father, with full rights. Anything less will only prolong the oppression of women, leading them "to cover the altar of the Lord with tears, weeping and groaning" (2:13).

c) The poor will be possessed of the Spirit (Joel).  For these late prophets, the history of the OT had still not ceased to be a history full of discrimination. In its desire to protect God from the sinfulness of human beings (thus exalting the righteousness of those who, in their nearness to God, did not defile Him by sin), or perhaps with the good intention of preserving the unclean from the chastisement if they approached Him (thus exalting the purity of those who, in their nearness to the sacred, were not chastised), Israel filled its history with discriminations of all sorts. Every person or thing deemed unclean was not fit to draw near to God. This was the bracket for all sorts of sinners: the poor of many classes, foreigners from anywhere and, of course, women. In the prophets' dreams for  future society, all of these discriminations disappear. There will be no privileged class, no office which is holy or human by definition; rather, all human beings, without discrimination, will be subjects fit to receive the Spirit: "I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh. Your sons and daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions. I shall even pour out my spirit upon male and female slaves in those days" (3:1-2). That is to say: in those days, in the prophetic outlook of the times, there is a removal of the historic barriers that had marginalized the poor. They said "no" to a discrimination between generations, between the sexes, between social classes.

d) The Messiah to come will have the form of one of the "poor of Yahweh"

The future Messiah will come in humble and peaceful guise, not as a powerful monarch (Zechariah 9) .  Throughout chapter 9 of Zechariah, God himself is the speaker and actor. Through the mouth of God the prophet promises that the Messiah to come will have none of the arrogance that had thus far marked the sons of David. Almost inexplicably, this breaks with traditional expectations. Hence this strange prophecy stands there, like a utopian dream of the collective unconscious, which has grown tired of hoping for the impossible: that the monarchy will become an effective defender of the poor, that it will do so with the humility of the poor and with a firm resolve to do away with violence. On the day when this happens, there will be reasons enough for wild  rejoicing: "Rejoice heartily, O daughter Zion, shout for joy O daughter Jerusalem! See, your king shall come to you; a just savior is he, meek, and riding on an ass, on a colt, the foal of an ass... The warrior's bow shall be banished, and he shall proclaim peace to the nations" (Zec 9:9-10). Indeed, it would take God himself to work this miracle. To think that an earthly monarch could do so, would be expecting him to renounce his monarchy.

The future Messiah will save the people through his suffering  (Zec 11-13).  The image of the future Messiah that Second Zechariah offers us is wonderful, unusual, surprising, outside the traditional scheme of things. Out of the immense sorrow in which the failure of the people has left them, Second Zechariah envisions the Messiah as a failed shepherd (11:4-17), who has been paid a minimum wage for his work: "And they counted out my wages, thirty pieces of silver. But Yahweh said to me, 'Throw it in the [temple] treasury, the handsome price at which they valued me.'" (11:12-13). This would be the price for which Jesus was sold (Mt 27:3-10). The Messiah would also be a wounded, a stricken shepherd: "Awake, O sword, against my shepherd... Strike the shepherd that the sheep may be dispersed, and I will turn my hand against the little ones" (Zec 13:7, cf. Mt 26:31). He will also be an innocent and "pierced" victim of the people's madness: "They shall look upon him whom they have thrust through, and they shall mourn for him as one mourns for an only son, and they shall grieve over him as one grieves over a first-born" (Zec 12:10, cf. Jn 19:37). Are we not already very near to Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and pierced with a lance? Whatever happened to that glorious King, the Son of David?

e) A time that calls for free people, without debts that enslave them (Nehemiah)

Nehemiah was an important man of the exile, the king's cup-bearer, a partisan of the Persians and privileged by the crown. He was not a prophet. But having come into contact with his oppressed brethren, he saw their oppression, denounced it, and honorably sought to remedy it (NE 5:1-19). What we want to single out in him is the prophetic act of an honorable man, though one might disagree with other attitudes of his. The Jewish community was not only suffering from hunger, but also from the oppression of some of their own brethren, who were putting their fellow Jews deeper and deeper into debt to the point of stifling them. First, they went into debt in order to buy food: they mortgaged their lands and field (primary means of production) and their houses (secondary means). Second, they had to go into further debt in order to pay the imperial tribute. And to satisfy these two kinds of debts, they had to sell their sons and daughters into indentured servitude and, to top it all off, these young people had to work like slaves on  their own land. These lands had so many liens against them that there was no human way to redeem them. The sorrow of the people was palpable: "And though these are our own kinsmen and our children are as good as theirs, we have had to reduce our sons and daughters to slavery, and violence has been done to some of our daughters!" (5:5). One thing is clear to Nehemiah: that the endless chain of debt has to be broken somewhere. He grows indignant, summons and rebukes the nobles and magistrates. He calls a general assembly and he himself is the first to give up collecting the debts owed him (5:6-10) and asks the rest to do likewise: "I ask that you return to them this very day their fields, their vineyards, their olive groves and their houses, together with the interest on the money, the grain, the wine, and the oil that you have lent them" (5:11). This is the true hope of a people facing a new future: that everything should really begin anew for all, that the oppressed should be able to breathe freely in an air of equal rights, that the newness of the future should not be just for the same old few, and that the poor should have another chance --perhaps their last chance before dying-- to be able to begin anew, under equal circumstances.  Although this was but an isolated incident, wasn't it an action best-suited to allow the poor to enter into a worthy future? A few centuries later, Jesus of Nazareth dreamt of the same thing (Lk 4:19).


CLARETIAN KEY

PROPHETIC ANOINTING
"And in a very particular way, God our Lord gave me to understand those words" 'The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, and the Lord has sent me to preach glad tidings to the poor and to heal the brokenhearted'" ((Is 61:1, cited in Aut 118b).

This text, appropriated by Jesus, led Claret to discover, both for himself and for his missionaries (cf. Aut 687), his prophetic anointing and call to evangelize the poor. For our Founder, Christ is the Servant-Prophet, anointed by the Spirit to preach the Good News. The prophetic mission of Jesus constitutes the core of Claret's apostolic experience; it is the source of his inspiration. As the prophets were always attentive to and dependent on God and their fellow human beings, so Claret would live his missionary vocation with a deep concern to bend all his efforts toward the salvation of others (cf. Aut 238, 448; cf. also MCT 58).

The Constitutions remind us that "The anointing of the Holy Spirit, whereby we are anointed to preach the good news to the poor, is a sharing in the fullness of Christ" (CC 39). For that very reason, since we are penetrated by  that Spirit, it will no longer be we, but rather Christ who is really living in us. "So true is this that each one of us will be able to say, 'The Spirit of the Lord is upon me; therefore He has anointed me. He has sent me to bring glad tidings to the poor, to heal the brokenhearted'" (Aut 687).

"The anointing of the Spirit equips us to become fit ministers for the proclamation of the Word. This gift of anointing demands of us a constant commitment, one that is fulfilled in the measure that our experience of the Lord and our encounter with others, especially the poorest and most suffering, gradually transform our life (Lk 4:16-30; Aut 118, 687)" (SW 16).


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. History repeats itself. In all ages an in all cultural contexts, human selfishness has built barriers between people, had privileged some groups over others, thus creating suffering and death. This nightmare has kept dogging the footsteps of human history. We look backwards and feel ashamed or at least we lay the blame of injustice on those who played the leading role in the history of their time. But history repeats itself. Looking to the past does not redeem us. For deep down, what we often want to do is to maintain the privileges that were forged in that past, at the cost of many.  Looking to the past is not enough; we have to look back "to the beginning," to the original plan of God for His sons and daughters, a plan repeatedly revealed throughout the History of Salvation. God's plan is still in force; or could it be that our world has definitively relegated it to the milieu of "souls"? If so, the credibility of the faith that we Christians confess we have in God is at risk.

2. Are we becoming "unfeeling"? The victims of violence, the shanty towns, the faces deformed by hunger, Bosnia, Rwanda... no longer move us. They are becoming just one more item on the TV or in the newspapers. They cause us a certain malaise, but they are incapable of calling forth concrete actions in most of us. The figure of Jesus, who was moved to compassion so many times, seems powerless to melt the ice that has kept forming around the hearts of so many of his followers. "Those poor people,' we say. Yet Jesus came to preach the Good News to them, and he told us clearly that having the Gospel preached to the poor is the hallmark whereby we can know that the Kingdom of God is in our midst (Mt 11:2-6). Is the "centrality of the poor in God's plan" being fulfilled and reflected today in the life and practice of our Church (and in our life and missionary practice)? How can we promote in Christian communities and awareness that we are called to  rebuild the world in keeping with the designs of God, without falling into a deadening routine?

3. The "absence" of God. The world has two faces: one marked by pain, the fruit of war, injustices and marginalization; the other characterized by abundance, waste, unawareness of problems. These two faces are called "North-South," "developed-underdeveloped," "creditors-debtors" and many other names. They are not clearly defined by geographical location; rather, with varying accents, the coexist scandalously everywhere. They are concretely embodies in millions of men and women, all of them children of God. But how is God present in their lives? Sometimes it seems impossible that God could be present in the midst of so much suffering and death. But, isn't God far more absent from a self-satisfied world that "no longer needs Him"? God is present and suffering among those who suffer (Mt 25:31-46), keeping up their hope, sending them prophets -- surely we know some or many of them. God is also present in the selfish world of non-solidarity which no longer heeds His presence, or worse, rejects it. The Church is the sacrament of the presence of God, wherever it may be. But also, wherever it may be, it is the sacrament of the God of Jesus. We might ask ourselves about the consequences of "being the sacrament of the God of Jesus" in each part of the world, about the distinctive nuances that this should take on in every place.


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Lk 4:18-19, and its background of Is 61:1, are the biblical texts that enlightened Claret the most in his apostolic mission (Aut 118b) and in his way of seeing the mission of the Congregation (Aut 687). What living influence do these texts have today on our spirituality and on our mission? What similarities and differences must there be between the "vocational reading that Claret made of these texts in his time and that which we should be making today?

2. Have I experienced what it means "to evangelize the poor" in keeping with the newness of Jesus? How many times have I felt "evangelized" by the poor?

3. How is the Congregation's option for a "prophetic and liberating" evangelization, set forth and carried out "from the viewpoint of the poor" (MCT 169-176) present in my own pastoral action (in that of the parish, school, mission, itinerant preaching...)?

4. Is 61:1-2 is the text whereby Jesus "identified" himself before his people as the one anointed and sent by God "to evangelize the poor" (Lk 4:14-22). Is this how we  are identified before today's world? In this respect, what distances do we still have to bridge between ourselves and Jesus?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song

2. Reading from the Word of God: Is 61:1-11.

3. Dialogue on Theme 11 according to its different keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or of intercession, based on what we have shared in community.

5. Closing song.
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