THEME 2:
THE PRACTICE OF MERCY
TEXTS:
Mk 2:1 - 3:6; 7:2-30; 10:13-16,34-45; 11:27 - 12:44.
Mt 15:21-39; 18:1-22; (18:23-35); 23:1-39; (25:31-46).
Lk 6:24-38; 7:18 - 8:3; (10:25-42); 13:22-30; 14:1-24; (15:1-32); 19:1-10; 24:28-44.
For the community meeting: Lk 7:36-50 (Jesus accepts and forgives)

BIBLICAL KEY
1. LITERARY LEVEL
We could say that the greater part of Jesus' life was the practice of mercy. Miracles are a quite significant part of this practice; it is also appears as the theme of several parables. Above all, His Passion and Death "for us" is the highest proof of the great love that God has shown us. All of these themes will be studied in themselves. Here, we are going to focus on the meals  of Jesus and on other gestures of welcome and pardon, as well as on his controversies  and other invectives against his opponents, who are also the oppressors of the people.

1.1. The Meals of Jesus
These occupy an important part of the Gospel accounts, especially in the work of Luke. By reason of the theme itself, they always contain some common elements  that are either expressed or supposed; but at the same time they have different functions,  depending on the different persons at table and the use that Jesus makes of them. In some cases they amount to mere allusions; in others they are detailed accounts. Sometimes a meal account is interspersed with a teaching  of Jesus or a discussion and controversy  with his adversaries, who may even be his hosts. In this case we are in another literary genre, as we will point out later.

1.1.1. Common Elements
Among the common elements of a meal, a reference to the guests is never lacking, since they are much more important than the menu. Sometimes a kind of food is mentioned (bread, wine, fish, clean or unclean foods); sometimes there is a reference to the rites before meals (cleansing hands, feet, utensils, purifications) and to the posture at table (reclining, seated, in groups); but the decisive elements are the people at table  and the relationships that are established or reflected at it.

Elements that matter are: the host, his table companions or invited guests; the gestures and words they exchange; the places they occupy in the symbolic hierarchy around the table. There is a great stress on the relationship between those eating at table and the servants  waiting on them. Sometimes the meaning of the verb "serve" and the office of "servant" is the only allusion to what goes on at a meal, and serving can even take the place of the meal itself (as John does in the account of the first Eucharist).

1.1.2. Different Functions
But the meals of Jesus have different functions, depending on whether Jesus is the host or the guest; depending on the different persons at table and the relationship that is established between them; and depending on the teaching or discussion that arises in the sharing of bread and word that makes up a meal. In the Gospel of Luke, which has the most accounts of and allusions to the meals of Jesus, we can distinguish at least three different functions:

1) Meals with publicans and sinners,  to which Jesus invites them or they invite Jesus, to the scandal of the Pharisees.

2) Meals with Pharisees  who invite Jesus to dinner, and generally lead to some controversy on a theme.

3) Meals with disciples and friends, at which Jesus is usually the host and at which he values and teaches service. These meals with disciples  were so obvious and normal that they are hardly mentioned in the Gospels. The Last Supper and meals with the Risen Lord are almost the only ones that are especially recorded.

But we can add a fourth class of meals of Jesus:

4) Meals with the multitude,  who are in need of bread, but hungrier still for the word of Jesus, who offers them both his bread and his word, inviting his disciples to collaborate with Him in the task. It is true that these accounts are always connected to a miracle; but they are above all a gesture of table-sharing, as in the Last Supper.

1.2. The Controversies
Jesus' mercy toward the poor and marginalized is also shown in his defending them against those who exploit and marginalize them, in his unmasking of the radical evils of his society and his quest for a change of mind and attitudes in everyone. This is the conversion  (= metánoia) that John the Baptist had been seeking, which Jesus espoused in his own mission. Hence Jesus was bound to become involved in controversies with his adversaries and their teachings in this problem area.

Literarily speaking, a controversy  or dispute usually follows the following scheme, which is quite similar to the one used by the rabbis:

a) a question by adversaries;

b) a counter-question by Jesus;

c) a response by the adversaries;

d) a last word by Jesus, who sometimes refuses to answer, given the evasiveness of his enemies, who thus reveal their posture of "bad faith" and are thus unmasked.

But not all of these controversies are this schematic. Sometimes they are interwoven with an event that situates them socially and historically, such as a meal or a miracle. At other times the Gospels present them in a concentric structure  that reinforces the way they are related, even though they  are not close to each other historically. Here, too, the distinctive ecclesial tradition and theology of each evangelist has its influence. In the case of Mark, a series of 5 controversies stands at the beginning and at the end of the public ministry of Jesus. These keep progressively revealing his fundamental options and causes that provoke a confrontation with his adversaries, finally leading them to decide to eliminate Jesus as he goes about proclaiming and winning followers (see Auxiliary Document 3).

1.3. The "Woes"
We will now briefly consider a final literary genre that Jesus employs in order to demonstrate his options and preferences and, at the same time, to single out and unmask his adversaries. Doubtless, his aim in doing so was their conversion, like John before him, with whom he agrees here even in the tone of his discourse. We refer to the "woes" or misfortunes which Jesus rarely but significantly levels against certain postures or anti-values that oppress the people. Hence they are addressed to the leaders, the scribes and Pharisees,  who molded and controlled the conscience of the people.

These "woes" are based on a traditional biblical usage found in the prophetic and wisdom books, pointing out in grave tones some human (and eschatological) danger that is being risked.  Their form may derive from funeral laments, but they are addressed as a notice of impending death. Hence they begin with a "woe to..." that expresses both sorrow and threat, solidarity and warning. Not many of them appear in the Gospels, but they appear with striking force on the lips of both John the Baptist and Jesus. They generally appear in the form of a litany that enumerates the gravest risks and unmasks the attitudes underlying everyday behavior.

1.4. Parables of Mercy
Finally, we need only allude to another group of texts that are concerned with the theme of the practice of mercy,  since they will be dealt with as  a literary genre elsewhere. We refer to the parables of mercy, so-called more for their content or main teaching, than for any distinctive trait as parables. Concretely, we will be dealing with Mt 18 and 25 ("the lost sheep," "the merciless servant" and the "final judgment") and with Lk 10 and 15 ("the Good Samaritan," "the lost sheep," the lost coin" and "the lost son").  Traits of this sort are not lacking in other parables and sayings of Jesus, but from our present perspective it suffices us to deal with at least these passages.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
The greater part of what we know about Jesus' practice is an attitude of mercy, in which he reflects an embodiment of the compassionate and merciful love of God as already defined in the OT, the Father of Jesus and our own Father (Ex 34:6; Ps 86:15, 103:8 f.; Joel 2:13; Jon 4:2). Here, we are going to focus only on certain practices of Jesus in which, together with the miracles, his words and above all his self-surrender "for our sake" tellingly show his mercy for human misery and weakness, and for the little ones held in contempt by society. Hence we will strive to set these gestures in their proper cultural context, often quite different from our own, which gives them their full scope of meaning.

2.1. The symbolic actions of the Prophets
These are the primary basis for understanding the value of certain attitudes and practices of Jesus. He expressly chose to give them that scope, as is clear from the meaning that he attaches to his miracles,  from his answer to the group sent by John the Baptist, or to those who accused him of collaborating with Beelzebub. In a more indirect or implicit way, he says the same in the parables of mercy,  where he justifies his conduct by comparing it with the conduct of God his Father, who is symbolically represented in them, which he explicitly spells out in the explanation he offers in the Gospel. At the same time he invites us to carry on his practice (cf. the "Go and do likewise" of Lk  10:37 or in the "As often as you did it for one of my least brothers" of Mt 25;40, 45). Grasping the values expressed in these gestures and putting them into practice is the essential thing, so that they become a prophecy in action of the presence of God's Reign in history.

Jesus' meals with publicans and sinners,  his welcome and forgiveness of "sinners,"  his touching of lepers,  his dealing with women, his nearness to and esteem for children,  are symbolic actions of Jesus, whereby he teaches the values he propounds and the kinds of behavior that he wants to establish. The words that accompany these gestures serve to clarify them, to justify them theologically or to draw a polemic point from them regarding those who think or act otherwise. Sometimes several of these aspects come together, as when at a dinner, he welcomes a sinful woman, forgives her, and engages in a controversy with his host, who is falsely scandalized by his words and behavior (Lk 7:36-49).

2.2. Meals in the ancient world
Dining is a social act of primary importance and significance, above all if it is a "banquet" offered to others. At a banquet we clearly perceive social barriers  (who is invited and who is not) and a structural hierarchy  (host and guests, those seated and those serving, first and last places at table). The foods served may also point to socio-cultural barriers (meat or vegetables, pork or other "unclean" meats, meat offered to idols or not). But it is the human relationships  expressed and consolidated by the sending and receiving of invitations, as well as the distinction between those served and those serving them, that interest us the most.

2.2.1. Old Testament
To dine with someone is a sign of kinship and/or of welcome,  above all in the case of guests or pilgrims (Gen 18:1-8; Jgs 19:1-8), to whom special attention is paid, since they might be God passing by. A banquet  is a sign of some shared joy,  as at a banquet for a circumcision, a weaning, an engagement, a wedding and the like (Gen 21:8, 29:22; Jgs 14:10;  Tob 7:1 ff.); whereas fasting or eating merely bread and wine of comfort is a sign or sadness or mourning (Gen 50:10; 1 Sm 31:13; 2 Sm 1:12; Jer 16:7; Ezk 24:17, 22; Tob 4:17). It is also a sacrament of sign of communion with God,  in the case of a community meal, part of which has been sacrificed to God and to the priest. This is a "communion sacrifice" that can also be an act of "thanksgiving" or of a "vow," as specified in Lev 7:12-18 and 22:18-23.

2.2.2. In the Mediterranean World
Throughout the Mediterranean world, similar values are attached to eating together. It is a normal family ritual, hence it is a sign of familiarity  to invite someone, generally of the same rank, to dine with the family. It is a sign of social prestige  to be the host of a banquet ("symposion" in Greek or "convivium" in Latin) for literati or philosophers, or even of one thrown for many people, even for the masses or the poor, usually with some political aim. It is a social and generally a religious rite,  above all among the well-to-do, on the occasion of births, weddings and funerals.  Moreover there were special banquets (e.g., the Latin collegia,  the Greek thiasoi  and Jewish haburot ) at which special relationships  among a cultural, social and above all religious group were struck up or strengthened. Among these were the gatherings of confraternities that took part in the "mysteries" or secret religious cults, which enabled them to enter into communion among themselves and with the divinity they served. Sometimes these degenerated into revels of drunkenness, sexual promiscuity and other excesses, which even today we call "orgies."

2.3. Meals in the Judaism of Jesus' time
These belong in the overall context we have been speaking of, but they had certain distinctive traits that we should bear in mind in order to grasp the meaning of the gestures of Jesus and his followers. Perhaps the most significant of these were the "norms of purity or propriety" (kashrút, related to our well-known term, kósher), which affected not only foods that could or could not be eaten, but also  utensils and places, and above all the persons with whom one could or could not share house and table. These were carefully observed by the Pharisees, and even more so by the Essene group of Qumran. We find these taboos not only in their own writings, but also in various books of the Bible, which tell us that Jews do not share their table with other peoples  (cf. 2 Mac 6-7; Dn 1:3-17; Tob 1 10 f.). The reason for this was not some sort of xenophobia, but respect for the laws of purity, both in ordinary dealings, and above all in sexual relationships, food and acts of worship.

This is reflected abundantly in the Gospels, where these rules on purity were known above all as "traditions of the elders"  and came to be devalued as absolute norms, or even as being contrary to the will of God. Such is the case in Mk 7:1-23, which anticipates what was later revealed to Peter in Joppa (Acts 10:1-48): there is no distinction between clean and unclean foods;  nor is a person defiled by eating with foreigners or pagans. The intermediate stage between these attitudes is seen in the meals of Jesus and his disciples, who did not keep the rules of cleanness in washings and purifications, and ate with unclean persons (Mk 2:15-17, 7:1 ff.).

Hence the scandal aroused by Jesus' historical practice of inviting or allowing himself to be invited by "publicans and sinners,"  persons who were looked down on by the socio-religious elite. This very gesture was a challenge to their human barriers and values, and Jesus was brave enough to repeat and accept the epithets of "glutton and drunkard," "friend of publicans and sinners," while he compared himself to a physician, whose duty is to attend to the sick and not to the healthy (cf. Mt 11:19 and Lk 7:34-35; also Lk 14:7 ff., 15:2, 19:1-10; Mk 2:15-17 ff.). The meals of Jesus were an occasion for turning the pyramid of social relationships upside down,  both by reason of those he invited as guests  (the poor and the marginalized), and by reason of the value he set on the servants or waiters.
2.4. The meal as a "memorial"
Among table rituals were festive meals that  commemorated the mighty acts of God.  A privileged instance of this was the supper of the lamb, which re-enacted the liberation from Egypt on the feast of Passover. But thanksgiving meals were also celebrated on Sukkoth (Booths), the joyful autumn Festival  of the ingathering, recalling the tents in which Israel lived in the wilderness and the field huts in which people lived during the harvest, which began for Israel with its entry into the promised land. In both cases the liturgy turned not only to the memory of the past, but also to hope for a future liberation and a fullness of eschatological peace, in which there would be an abundance for all. This also points toward the utopian notion of the Reign of God as an eschatological Banquet,  of which various prophetic-apocalyptic texts speak (Is 25:6 ff., 56:6-9, 60:11 ff.; Zech 8:19 ff., 14:16 ff.).

Sometimes, when death was near, a farewell meal  was held, accompanied by a farewell address that served as a spiritual testament, with exhortations to fraternal union and mercy, and perhaps with prophecies of the future (Gen 49; Dt 33; Jos 23; 1 Kgs 2:1-10; Tob 4; Jn 13-17; Acts 20:17-38). After a death funeral meals were held to comfort the bereaved in their deep sorrow, to honor the memory of the deceased,  and to maintain solidarity  among family and friends.  But in Israel, above all among those who had a living the hope in the resurrection, these rites were also held to ask God to be mindful of the deceased,  to have mercy on their sins and to raise them up to life on the Day of the Lord, so that they could take part in the Reign of God.

The NT takes up and expressly places on Jesus' lips this idea of the Banquet in the Reign of God,  both in apocalyptic sayings and parables, and on occasions of vital importance in his life and in revelations by the Risen Lord (Mt 8:11-12, 22:2-10; Lk 13:25-29, 14:15-24; 22: 29 f.; Rev 3:20 f., 22: 1 f, 14, 17). We are told that when "Jesus realized that the hour had come for him to pass from this world to the Father" (Jn 13:1), he celebrated a Last Supper  with his disciples. At it he performed some significant gestures and spoke some words of farewell to them, telling them to repeat this supper "in memory of me" in future community meals. We will  speak further of the meaning of his gestures and words in the section on the theological level of this theme.

2.5. The controversies of Jesus
The controversies of Jesus with his adversaries, who increasingly rejected his words, actions and all that his person represented, doubtless reflect first of all the growing opposition  that was being generated in the circles of the Herodians, Pharisees, Sadducees and others. Jesus' life was such a storm-center of conflict, that he was at length crucified by the political and religious authorities of his time.

2.5.1. Growing opposition (according to Mark)
At the beginning, the opposition came from Galilean groups of scribes and Pharisees and partisans of Herod Antipas, if Mark is well informed (Mk 2:6,16,18,24 and 3:6, 12:13). But soon enough "scribes who came down from Jerusalem" appeared on the scene (Mk 3:22; 7:1), casting doubts in bad faith on the exorcisms performed by Jesus. Jesus accuses them of being hypocrites, applies the text of Is 29:13 to them, and states that they "disregard God's commandment and cling to what is human tradition" (Mk 7:6-8).

The "passion predictions" single out the members of the Sanhedrin: "elders, chief priests and scribes" (Mk 8:31) and elsewhere "the chief priests and scribes" (Mk 10:31) as being responsible for his death. To be sure, we are dealing here with an ecclesial reformulation after the events, but this does not rule out the prudent insight of Jesus, in view of this growing opposition.

2.5.2. Scribes and Pharisees (according to "Q")
In the so-called "Q" source, too, we are told of a conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees, both regarding his exorcisms (Lk 11:14-22; Mt 12:22-28) and his refusal to grant them a "sign from heaven" (Lk 11:29-32; Mt 12:38-42). More serious symptoms of conflict are the tremendous invectives or "woes"  against the Pharisees (Lk 11:37-44) and against the scribes  (Lk 11:45-53), precisely on the occasion of an invitation to dinner. Both are intermingled in Mt 23:1-7, 13-36.

Luke distinguishes both groups better, criticizing them for different practices that coincide with the ones criticized in Mk 12:38-40, thus showing a greater fidelity to the historical time of Jesus.  In contrast, Matthew lumps them together and repeatedly characterizes them as hypocrites (Mt 23:13,15,23,25,27,28,29), blind men or blind guides (Mt 23:16,17,19,24,26), thus reflecting a later ecclesial situation,  where the Pharisees are the only leaders in Israel, from whom Reign has been taken away (Mt 21:43-45), because they were a "brood of vipers" who killed Jesus (Mt 3:7, 12:34, 23:33 ff.).

2.5.3. Final Conflict
Once when he was in Jerusalem, his purification of the Temple brought down on him the wrath of the "high priests and scribes"  who, together with the elders, determined to and succeeded in doing him in, with the participation of Pilate (Mk 11:18,27, 14:1,10,43,53 ff., 15:1 ff.,31). In connection with this deadly dénouement, Mark presents another set of controversies, which echo the initial one of 2:2-3:6, in chapters 11:27 - 12:44. In them, the Pharisees and Herodians appear again (12:13, almost echoing 3:6), but also the Sadducees (12:18 in the central controversy concerning the resurrection) and repeatedly, the scribes, as the principal opponents of Jesus, who in turn contradicts them (11:18,27; 12:28,32,35,38 ff.). Jesus' controversies with them relate to their reading of Scripture, but also to their attitudes toward money, banquets and poor widows.

2.6. Conflicts within the Church
These conflicts appear above all (as is only natural) in the Book of Acts. Although Luke wants to paint us a picture of an exemplary Mother Community  in Jerusalem, he does not fail to reflect some serious conflicts that led to strong tensions and to the division of communities and mission fields.

2.6.1. The First Conflict
Among them we should note that the first of all these conflicts had to do with waiting on table and attending to the widows of the Hellenist group  (Acts 6:1-6). The motive for the conflict is not clear, nor does there appear to have been even a satisfactory division among "ministers of the table" and "ministers of the word," since the "deacons" Stephen and Philip are presented as being great preachers.

It is quite important to pay attention to the two key words of the account: serving at table and attending to widows. The word service  (diakonía) is a key point in Jesus' teaching of the relationships he commends to his disciples: the greatest must serve all, especially the little ones (Mk 10:45, Mt 18:1-4). At table, the Master is as one who serves (Lk 22:27). He who gives food to the least, gives it to the Lord (Mt 25:40,45), for the Lord is closely related to serving and attending particularly to the little ones, outcasts, children, the poor and widows.

The widow  is one of the prototypes of the poor in the language of the prophets; and in the practice of Jesus and in the Gospels, she represents the poor, as a defenseless, marginalized and exploited person (Mk 7:24-30, 12:38-44; Lk 7:11-17, 13:10-17). The attitudes of service and special attention to the poor and little are decisive traits of Jesus and of his faithful followers.

2.6.2. A Community of Jews and Gentiles
Another conflict is clearly related to eating together with Gentiles  and it appears in the episode of Peter with Cornelius and his household (Acts 10 - 11). Peter needed to justify his conduct before "those of the circumcision" by appealing to the Spirit whom God had given to pagans who "fear God and act uprightly." It seems that it was not so easy to  move on from Jesus' occasional disregard for the norms of legal purity  and his dealing with publicans and sinners, to accepting Gentile converts to the new faith, and above all to the sharing of meals by Jewish Christians and Gentile converts to Christianity.

The episode of Peter with Cornelius, and above all the Letter of Paul to the Galatians, show us Peter's vacillations and inconsistencies under pressure of the "group from James" (Gal 2:12-14). Even the "Council of Jerusalem" reported in Acts dealt among other things with the problem of coexistence between Jewish Christians and Gentile converts.  The norms laid down by James and accepted by the whole Church, according to Luke, refer above all to questions of diet and of shared meals, as already appeared in the previous episode (Acts 11:3, 15:19 f., 28 f.).

2.6.3. A Community of Rich and Poor
Although it is outside our present context, we might allude here to the conflict of shared meals that was reflected in the community of Corinth. On the one hand there was the problem of whether it was lawful or fitting for a Christian to eat meat offered to idols;  for, even though idols are a mere nothing, scandal might be given to the weak, thus giving rise to a division in the community (1 Cor 8 and 10:14-33). On the other hand, even greater harm could be done to the community if, instead of eating "the Lord's Supper,"  some should eat "their own dinner,"  and while some were suffering from hunger, others should get drunk (1 Cor 11:17-34). Here, the conduct that breaks community is the ostentation of well-to-do  Christians who, setting aside fraternal solidarity, use the community meal in order to show up the "have nots." Once again, we find Christian communion and fellowship broken by questions of behavior at table.

2.7. Conflicts of the Church with "Outsiders"
These conflicts already appear in the primitive  community, as reflected in the "Q" source and in other supposedly pre-Synoptic texts. But they appear even more on the redactional level of each Gospel, since they reflect Christian communities living at different times and in contexts distinct and already distant from those of the Jesus of history.

2.7.1. With Judaism
From the Book of Acts we know that Judaism soon began to persecute the disciples of Jesus (Acts 4:1 ff., 5:17 ff., 6:8 ff., 7:54 ff., 8:1 ff., 9:1 ff.). Paul confirms this and confesses that he had once persecuted the Church (Gal 1:13; 1 Cor 15:9; Php 3:6 and even 1 Tm 1:13). In the beginning, Christians normally went to the Temple and were well regarded by the people (Lk 24:53; Acts 2:46, 5:12 f.,21,42). Thus, persecution seems to have affected only those Christians coming from Judaeo-Hellenism,  such as Stephen and Philip, who were opposed to the Temple and were open to non-Jews.  Those who cannot pray together cannot be together; but the rest of the Christians only separated the "breaking of the bread"  which they did in their own houses (Acts 2:42-47, 4:32-35, 20:7; cf. 1 Cor 11:20 ff.).

We are further told that Herod Agrippa killed James the son of Zebedee in the year 42  and that he also arrested Peter "because he saw that it pleased the Jews" (Acts 12:1 ff.). There was surely a growing rift between Judaism and the whole Christian movement, and no longer just with its Hellenistic adherents. Flavius Josephus tells us that in the year 62, taking advantage of the Roman Procurator's absence from Palestine, the high priest Ananos II killed James 'the brother of the Lord," the leader of the Judaeo-Christian community in the mother church of Jerusalem (cf. Josephus, Ant 20,9,1). We do not know when, but not long after the year 70, official Judaism, of an exclusively Pharisaic tendency, under the direction of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, excommunicated Christians, called "minim" or heretics, from its synagogues.

Hence, the harshness of the Synoptics against  the Pharisaic scribes, or hypocritical Pharisees, rather than the posture of Jesus himself --who seems to have been very close to a pious and radical Pharisaism-- reflects the later situation of the Christian communities of Palestine and Syria. That is where the sources of tradition arose and where "Q," Matthew and perhaps Mark were probably redacted. However, Mark knows that the ones responsible for the death of Jesus were the High Priests and the Sanhedrin  (Mk 14:1,10,43,53 ff.; 15:1 ff.), and not the Pharisees, who formed barely a small part of it. For John, "the Jews" were the mortal enemies of Jesus and they were the ones who expelled all who believed in Him from their synagogues (Jn 7:19, 8:59, 9:22, 10:31 f., 12:42, 16:2).

2.7.2. With the Pagan World and Roman Authorities
Although it was Pontius Pilate who gave the death sentence and ordered his soldiers to carry it out, the pagan world and the Roman authorities did not begin any persecution against Christians until a rather late date: perhaps with Claudius in the year 49 (Acts 18:2), when they were expelled from Rome as a Jewish sect.  What is certain is that pagan worship and the imperial cult of the divinity of Caesar  must have given rise to grave conflicts for Christians. Non-participation in current idolatrous practices caused problems for Christians, who were regarded as "atheists" and irreligious people.

It may be that under the tag of the "abomination of desolation"  set up in the Temple, there is an allusion to Caligula's aim to erect a statue of himself in the Temple (Mk 13:14 and Mt 24:15), but Luke seems to be alluding to the year 70). Mark speaks of persecution in the synagogues, but also "before governors and kings"  (13:9). Matthew points out that Christians will also give testimony "before the Gentiles"  (10:18). Luke ends Acts with Paul being held as a prisoner of Caesar;  but earlier in the same work Paul had been declared innocent by Gallio in Corinth, and by Felix, Festus and Agrippa in Caesarea, as Jesus had been by Pilate (Lk 24:4,14,22; Acts 18:12 ff.; 24 - 26). There is an apologetic interest in this exculpation of Jesus and  his followers before the imperial power, as well as in their distinction from Judaism that persecuted and killed them without just cause.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Gestures of Mercy
The gestures of Jesus are significant in themselves, above all if they are read in their historical-social context. But on a deeper level, as acts of Christ, they are implicitly charged with theological meaning for all believers, a meaning that is explicitly spelled out by Jesus and by the evangelists on more than one occasion. Thus they appear more clearly as gestures of mercy that reveal the true face of God, already glimpsed in the Law and more clearly seen in the Prophets and Wisdom Literature.

3.1.1. The Offer of Gratuitous Forgiveness
If the God of Exodus and the Conquest of Canaan was overly warlike and the God of Temple worship demanded too many sacrifices, the God of the Prophets, beginning with Hosea,  is shown to have "bowels of mercy" that liken Him more to a maternal figure than to a chastising father (Hos 11:9 f.). In some way we have here an anticipation of Is 49:15, Jer 31:20, Jonah and even of the parable of the "prodigal son."

This merciful image of God --sometimes with maternal traits-- stands out still more in Jeremiah (3:1 ff., 4:1, ff., 30:12-24, 31:1 ff.). It is also seen in Ezekiel  (18:21-23, 33:11, 34,11 ff., 36:24 ff.) and above all in Deutero and Trito Isaiah  (40:1-11, 49:8-26, 54:11-17, 60:1 ff., 61:5-14). In these prophetic texts we can clearly see God's gratuitous forgiveness  of his sinful people. This is also the case with some lovely wisdom texts, such as Ps 103, Prov 19:17, Sir 2:11, 35:11 ff. and Wis 11:23 - 12:2. One book midway between prophecy and wisdom opens up God's gratuitous mercy and forgiveness even beyond His people, to all sinners throughout history: the lovely book of Jonah (4:1-11).

3.1.2. The Eschatological Banquet
The predominant images of the end-time are those of a Judgment or a Victory. In both, there is a condemnation of the sin of Israel, and still more of the sin of other peoples. Nevertheless, there are other prophetic passages in which the mercy of God is extended even to other peoples (the "goyim"), with a universality that prepares the way for the Gospel, the "Good News," of Jesus. Some see this already in Gen 12:3, cited by Sir 44:21 and in Acts 3:25 and Gal 3:8. Jesus may also be alluding to it in the saying of Mt 8:11-12 and Lk 13:28-29. But in these last-mentioned passages there appears a second and more universal openness, namely the opening up of the Eschatological Banquet of the Kingdom of God to all, which was also announced in prophetic images.

Among these, in the first place, we find Is 2:2-4 (= Mic 4:1-4), 25:6-8, 56:7; Jer 31:9-14; Zeph 3:9; Zech 2:15, 9:9 f., 14:10, and even Amos 9:11 f., as read in the LXX and in Acts 15:16 f. The image or symbol of the Reign of God that Jesus uses, often refers to this aspect of the Banquet of the Kingdom.  There are allusions to it in Mk 2:19, 7:27 f., 11:17 and 14:25. But it is stated more clearly in Mt 8:11 f., 22:1-10, and 25:1 ff.,21,23,34, almost always in contraposition to the being cast into the outer darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Luke uses this symbolism even more, in keeping with the importance that he attaches to the meals of Jesus: Lk 13:28 f, 14:15-24, 15:7,10,22-23, 16:19 ff., 22:15-18,28-30 and 23:42-43.

3.2. Those to whom this mercy is addressed
In continuity with this line of universal openness of the best of the OT, the message and practice of Jesus radicalize it still further and show it in words and deeds, above all as opposed to the hardness of the Pharisees, who did not regard salvation as possible for most of their own people, the accursed "people of the land," who do not know the law" (Jn 7:49), still less for pagans.

While Luke places an opening for outsiders in the initial episode of Jesus in Nazareth, "Q" and Matthew, in contrast, tell us that Jesus' mission was limited to "the lost sheep of the house of Israel"  (Mt 10:5 f., 15:24). But Luke shows the difficulties that Peter and the whole Church had in taking the step into the pagan world (Acts 10-11 and 15). Moreover, he acknowledges that the disciples, even after Pentecost, meant to address their mission above all to the children of Israel (Acts 3:26, 13:46, 28:23-31).

Perhaps Mark already offers us the key, when he quotes Jesus as saying, "Let the children be filled first" (Mk 7:27). Only after the cross will there be an opening to the pagans,  (Mk 10:45: "The Son of Man came...to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many"; Mk 14:24: "This is my blood..., which is shed for many [= all]"; Mk 15:38 f.: The temple veil is torn in two and the pagan centurion confesses that Jesus is the Son of God; and 16:15: "Go into all the world and preach the Gospel to every creature"). The same idea is found in Paul (Rom 1:16, 2:9 f.) and in John, where its is united with the theme of the "Hour" (Jn 12:20 ff., 17:1 ff.). Perhaps the anthropological and theological background lies in the fact that on the Cross Jesus is not just the rejected Prophet or the suffering Messiah, but the Humiliated Man, who is the Image of the Creator,  and is thus not enclosed within the religious boundaries of Israel.

3.2.1. Welcoming the marginalized
Within the salvific and pedagogical self-limitation of his activity to Israel, Jesus had another limitation, or rather, preferential option,  especially for two categories of human beings. In the first place, and in contrast with all elite groups, such as the votaries of Qumran and the "separated" group of Pharisees, Jesus welcomed the outcasts of society,  especially those who were marginalized by the ruling and religious groups (the Sadducees, and the scribes of the Pharisees). The privileged persons to whom Jesus addressed the Good News of the Kingdom were, above all the poor  (Mk 12:38-44, 14:7; Mt 5:3,  11:5, 25:31-35; Lk 1:52 f., 4:18, 6:20 ff., 7:22, 14:13,21,33, 16:19-31). Included here are children,  who were scorned and held of little account, even among his disciples (Mk 9:33-37, 10:13-16; Mt 11:25, 18:1-10, 19:13-15, 21:15 f., 25:40,45; Lk 9:46-48, 18:15-17). These are the little ones  who are to be given privileged treatment by those serving in the ecclesial community, and they are also the model of the attitude that must be assumed by all who want to enter the Kingdom.

Women,  too, were regarded as second-class human beings by most Jews at that time, as they were, and still are, among many other peoples and cultures. Jesus dealt with women, even if they were of ill-reput e or were in a special situation of legal "impurity." And they in turn felt welcomed by Jesus and "served" him and his disciples (Mk 1:30, 5:21-43, 7:24-30, 10:1-12, 12:38-44, 14:3-9, 15:40-41,47; 16:1 ff. See also the parallel texts of Mt 1:3,5-6, 16 ff., 13:33, 21:28-32, 25:1-13, 28:1-10; and above all Lk 1 - 2, 3:25 f., 7:11-17, 7:36-50, 8:1-3, 10:38-42, 11:27, 13:10-17, 16:18, 18:1-8, 23:27-32,55-56, 24:1-11). Perhaps our current feminine and feminist sensibilities make us especially aware of this facet; but it is really there. Perhaps it was already, as some suspect, buried by further patriarchalism and clericalism in the Church.

3.2.2. Pardon to "sinners"
Parallel to this group, and often identified with it, is the welcome or forgiveness  that Jesus extended to sinners,  who made up the overall group of people who were ,marginalized or contemned by the priests, the scribes and even by those Pharisees who were most observant of the Law. Among them, in the first place, were the tax collectors and sinners,  whom Jesus gave such preferential treatment that he was accused of being their friend, and hence, of being a "glutton and a drunkard" (Mk 2:15-18; Mt 11:19 and par., 21:31-32;  Lk 7:36 f., 15:2 ff., 18:9-14, 19:1-10, 29:39-43).

By the sincere welcome he gave them, he already showed them how near and dear they were to him by  breaking through the social and legalist barriers of his people. But above all he revealed to them the Good News of the how near and dear they, and they especially, were to God.  For many of them really were sinners, and Jesus did not hide the fact from them. He asked them to be converted and not to sin again, at the same time that he granted them forgiveness (cf. the same texts, as well as Mk 10:45, 14:24; Lk 7:36 ff. [8:2], 15:13,30; and Jn 4:18 ff., 8:1-11).

In this group we would also have to include the sick and the possessed  who fill so many scenes of healings and exorcisms. We should note that their condition was one of poverty and marginalization, as people "chastised by God." This was especially true of lepers  (Mk 1:40-45, 14:3; Lk 17:11-19, related with Lev 14: 1 ff.). But also the blind, the lame and the physically disfigured were also considered "unclean" for worship (cf. Lev 21:18 and 2 Sam 5:8, Dt 23:2 f. and Is 56:3-7 and, in an odd way, Mk 11:12 ff.). The disciples themselves believed that illness or misfortune were caused by sin,  whether one's own or that of others (Lk 13:2;  Acts 5:1 ff., 13:6-12; Jn 9:2 f.). These ideas were not far from modern psychosomatic medicine or from the social experience of what we call "diseases of the poor," which often have social and culpable causes.

3.3. I do not desire the death of the wicked.
This phrase, based on Ezk 18:23,32 and echoed in Lk 15:7,10,32, also expresses the theological sense  of the controversies  and the woes  of Jesus, which are also practices of mercy.  They have an obviously liberating thrust, as a defense of the marginalized, oppressed and scorned, which is already signaled more forcefully in the other gestures of Jesus. For this reason we are going to focus here on the merciful thrust that they also have for the adversaries of Jesus and for men of "bad faith."

3.3.1. Unmasking the "blind guides"
A first aspect of this work of mercy is helping to awaken the conscience of the oppressor,  to enable him to have a more human --and divine-- view of the  misery in which he stands and for which he is especially responsible; making him aware that he is either a prodigal son or a brother who is both proud and out of solidarity with his brothers, or worse still, a blind man who pretends to see,  or is a "blind guide" to others. At the same time, this work of mercy offers keys to the people, so that they may see their oppression and learn to free themselves from the hypocrisy of guides who give them good advice, yet fail to follow it themselves.

All of this is an offer of grace, of spiritual and moral enlightenment, of a possibility for a change of heart and consequently for a change of ways. This is what Jesus proposes in his dealing with spiritually blind Pharisees, with the rich who have no sense of solidarity, with scribes who are swollen with the letter of the law and with greed, and with doctors of the Law who no longer hear the voice of God. If they do not want to see --and "none so blind as they who will not see"-- and if they continue misleading simple folk, then Jesus will denounce them and unmask them in public. Nevertheless, He continues pursuing the same charitable aim, and does not turn to a course of revenge. And we should remember that we all have a bit or a great deal of this spiritual blindness, from which we need to be set free.

3.3.2. An invitation to change
Beyond unmasking and enlightening his adversaries' consciences, Jesus' controversies and invectives were a prophetic cry denouncing sin and a peremptory call to conversion.  In this, Jesus follows John the Baptist even in his tone, as reflected in the Gospels. Hence he even resorts to insults ("hypocrites, blind guides, brood of vipers..."), threatening them with the loss of spiritual leadership, of continuity in salvation history and even with the eschatological Judgment of God (Mt 8:11f, 21:33 and parr.).

But this threat of Judgment is above all an impassioned appeal to change, a watchman's cry warning of danger, a shepherd's call to his straying flock  (Mt 21:28 - 22:46; 23:1-39, 25:31-46;  Lk 6:24-26, 14:7-24, 15:1-32, 16:19-31, 18:9-30,  19:1-10). It is decidedly just one more aspect of the Father's deep love for his rebellious, but always cherished son, and a Husband's love for his unfaithful, but always longed-for spouse, as already portrayed in the Prophets. Jesus, unlike Jonah (Jon 4:1-3), never tired of representing a "God who is entirely kind,"  but kept doing so to the very end (Lk 23:34,43). As long was we live, we always can and should keep deepening our conversion to the God of the Kingdom.

3.4. Sacramental Anticipation of the Kingdom
What Jesus reveals to us about God, in continuity with the OT, especially in its prophetic and wisdom strain, is that God is an ever-faithful Love, entirely "Good"  (Mk 10:18 and parr.) and that "His mercy (hesed) is everlasting "  (Ps 86:15, 100:5, 103:8-18, 106:1,45, 107:1, 136:1-26; 145:8 f.; Jer 33:11; Jon 4:2; Ex 34:6; 1 Chr 16:34; Ezr 3:11). Besides helping human beings in their limitations and creaturely needs; besides enlightening them when they stray and graciously receiving and forgiving them, God is above all the lasting, radical, definitive and eschatological wellspring of Goodness and Kindness.

Jesus taught this by his words, especially in his parables of the Kingdom.  But first and foremost he showed it in his works, in his practice of mercy  to the sick and downcast, the marginalized and scorned, the anxiety-ridden and guilty, "sinners" and "little ones," the weary and the "poor." He addressed himself to all of these in a privileged way, offering them his table and his word, his time and his welcome, his message and his very Person (as John would say, "the Bread of Life").

3.4.1. The Spouse and the Newness of the Kingdom
The center of the controversies in Mk 2-3 is held by Jesus' remarks on the Bridegroom and the newness of the Kingdom in Mk 2:18-22. On a surface level, it is simply a comparison with a wedding feast, which is not a time for fasting, but rather for shared joy. But on a deeper level, it is a post-Resurrection vision of what happened with Jesus and his disciples: a time of joyful  fullness that the historical event of the Incarnation meant and still means, as a wedding between God and human beings, as a presence of the Spouse  in the midst of human history. While it is true that He was snatched up from them,  He never ceases to be a joyful and real presence among them, a presence of the fullness of the spousal love of God.
Thus He is presented to us at the center of cluster of texts in which He speaks to us of liberation from legalism and ritualism, of liberation from anxiety before God because of sins and because of alienating religious customs (the forgiveness of sins  and the loosing of unbearable Sabbath burdens).  The Son of Man  has power over both sin and the Sabbath and liberates us from both situations. He liberates us by his words, and more significantly, by his works. First of all, there was his healing of a paralyzed man  (Mk 2) and the healing of a man with a withered hand  (Mk 3), that is, of human beings enclosed not only by their own physical illness, but also by the alienating attitudes fostered in them and upheld by their religious leaders. Then, there was his welcoming of sinners and eating with them, despite their legal impurity, thereby overturning laws that prevented one from doing good on the Sabbath,  laws that enslaved human beings, instead of freeing them.

In the set of controversies that close Jesus' activity in the Temple of Jerusalem (Mk 11:27 - 12:44), the focus is on the theme of the Resurrection  (12:35-37), the key to understanding the Scriptures and the Power of God.  But the lessons of the Teacher of God's Way and of God's Law  culminate in his teaching on the rich and the scribes vis à vis the poor and widows  (12:38-44). If Jesus is the Messiah, more exalted than "the son of David" (12:35-37), it is because he has shared the lot of the Prophets  and servants of God, giving His life for the people (12:1-12). The Kingdom will be taken away from the leaders who exploit the people and will be given to others who will produce fruits of justice and mercy (Mt 21:43 and 23:23) and will attend to the poor and to widows.

3.4.2. Jesus anticipates the Banquet of the Kingdom
By welcoming the marginalized, and especially by sitting with them at table, Jesus was anticipating the "Banquet of the Kingdom" that He announced.  Even today, in the "eschatological era" that His Spirit inaugurated (Acts 2:1 ff.), it is possible for all human beings, as brothers and sisters, to eat together. Overcoming all the barriers and walls that we human beings, especially the professedly sacred ones, have set up, all --the "unclean," and the sick, "sinners" and publicans, "women and children" (who indeed count), can and should share the Table of the Lord.
Beyond the celebration of the liturgy  --but enabled and driven by it, as a gift and a task-- they should share their life, their needs and hopes, in a "communion" and community of life. A community in which they form a single body, in special solidarity with the little and the poor, in an attitude of mutual service, which is especially required of its leaders. For when all is said and done, Jesus is both the Host who serves  and the Lord who is served  in the "least of his brethren" (Lk 22:24-27; Mt 25:31-45). He carried out his Last Supper in anticipation of his total self-commitment to others and in hopes of the Banquet of the Kingdom.

If in the kingdoms of this world we have to give to the "Caesars" of the day the things that are Caesar's (Mk 12:13-17), much more must we give to God the things that are God's. This is an obscure sentence, but one that is clarified by the teaching and practice of Jesus, right up to the time of the parable of the Last Judgment (Mt 25:31-45). Regarding any social and religious law, regarding any act of worship and prayer, the greatest commandment is to love God by loving the neighbor (Mk 12:28-34). For Jesus, this is the true gateway of the Kingdom of God, and not the mere fact that we have eaten with Him or that we have even prophesied in his Name (Lk 13:24-30).

3.4.3. The Last Supper and Meals with the Risen Lord
The Church knows that she has been freed by  Jesus from any law that presents God as oppressing human beings and preventing them from reaching full stature as "free sons and daughters," capable of doing good with the fullness of their creative freedom -- and this despite human sin and weakness-- as the parable of the "prodigal son" shows so beautifully. For the Church knows that the Father is so deeply moved at the return of his lost son, that he throws a party to celebrate the homecoming. The Last Supper of Jesus and the meals with the Risen Lord are already a festive banquet that sacramentally anticipates the Banquet of the Kingdom in its fullness.

In these meals, the historical Jesus bids farewell to his own, who are about to betray, deny and abandon him, and offers his life for them and for all (who also betray and deny him). At the Last Supper, Jesus is not only the host, but also the servant who waits on table, even to those who are about to betray and abandon him. Thus he overturns social discriminations and oppressive hierarchies (Lk 22:24-27 and Jn 12:4-14).

In these meals, the Risen Lord returns to share the bread and the word with cowards and traitors, with the slow of heart and those of little faith, granting them his welcome, his unconditional forgiveness, his friendship and his task: in a word, his Spirit, the Spirit of the Risen Bridegroom, who enriches his Bride the Church with his gifts. In the power of this Spirit, the disciples of Jesus will create the "new man" who overcomes the drive to dominate and instead sets about serving others (Mk 10:41-45), and is capable of becoming a "eunuch for the sake of the Kingdom," of selling all he has and giving it to the poor, in order to follow Him (Mk 10:21 ff.;  Mt 19:10-12;  Lk 12:33-34, 14:33).

3.4.4. The Essence of Christianity is Eating Together
Considering the welcome that Jesus extended to the poor, the outcasts, the sick, sinners, etc., some have gone so far as to say that "Jesus was killed for the way he ate." It has also been said that "the essence of Christianity is eating together" (Mussner), given the practice of Jesus and that of the post-Resurrection Christian communities that rose up throughout the Mediterranean world. These phrases may sound rather exaggerated, but they can also lead us to examine our conscience on our own behavior and practices.

It is quite certain that Jesus ate with publicans and sinners; that he sat at table with Pharisees and scribes, rich and poor, ignorant people and religious elite; that he used table fellowship in order to change ways of judging and acting that kept the poor away from the table of God and from the table of human beings; that he preached the utopia of a "Banquet" to which all were gratuitously invited.  The Book of Acts and the Letters of Paul assure us that Jesus' followers gathered for the "breaking of the bread," and that in doing so they were incorporated into the Lord's Supper, forming but one Body with Him.
Jesus' followers are called to serve the little ones at the table of bread and of the word, knowing that there they are serving God, that there they are doing to Jesus what he hoped of his own (Mt 25:31-45). The poor and the marginalized, the wounded along life's way, and the "Lazaruses" at the doors of the rich, are the privileged addressees of the Good News of Jesus (Lk 10:25-37, 16:9-31). They are the Father's favorites, and their happiness is the criterion that shows the nearness of the Kingdom and marks the practice of Jesus. To be His followers, in the power of the Spirit, is to continue this task creatively. And without this fidelity to the Father of Jesus, who is also the God of Moses and the Prophets, even the greatest miracles will not avail.


AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

1. NARRATIVES (=N) AND REFERENCES (=r) TO MEALS IN THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS
Mk 2:15-17 (N); 6:30-44 (N); 7:1-23 (r); 8:1-10 (N); 10:35-45 (r); 14:1,12,17,22 ff. (r and N), with Synoptic parallels.
Mk 1:31, 2:18-28, 3:20, 5:43, 7:24-30, 12:38-40 (indirect references).

Lk7:36-49 (N); 12:35 ff. (r); 14:1-24 (r and N); 15:2,22-32 (r); 16:19 ff. (r); 17:7-10 (r); 19:1 ff. (r); 22:1-30 (N); 24:28-32 and 24:36 ff.(r); 

Acts 1:3 - 4:21, 10:40 f. (r); (and Jn 21:4-15).

Mt 6:25-35 (= Lk 12:22-31); 18:20; 22:1-14; 25:1-13,25,27,42,44 (NN and rr).


2. CONTROVERSIES OF JESUS WITH HIS ADVERSARIES

Mk 2:1-12

Cure of a paralytic and discussion on forgiveness

Mk 2:13-17
Dinner with tax-collectors and sinners, dispute about this

Mk 2:18-22
Non-fasting of disciples and discussion on fasting

Mk 2:23-28
Plucking grain on Sabbath and controversy over it

Mk 3:1-6

Healing on Sabbath and dispute over Sabbath norms

Mk 3:22-30
Jesus' exorcisms: Scribes say He is possessed. Controversy on Jesus' exorcisms
Mk 7:1-23

Disciples eat without purifying hands; Jesus defends them in a controversy over what is clean and unclean

Mk 10:2-12
Pharisees' question about divorce and a "bill of divorce" and controversy on divorce
Mk 11:27-33
After Cleansing of Temple, Jesus' authority is questioned
Mk 12:1-12
Parable of Tenants and judgment on leaders
Mk 12:13-17
Pharisees' question and discussion on the tribute
Mk 12:18-27
Sadducees' question and dispute on resurrection
Mk 12:28-34
Scribe's question and discussion on First Commandment

Mk 12:35-37
Jesus' question and  reply on the Davidic Messiah
Mk 12:38-44
After observing scene in Temple, Jesus gives his evaluation of basic attitudes.
Parallels:
Mt
9:1-17;  12:1-14,22-37;  15:21-28;  21:23-27,33-45;  22:15-40

Lk
5:16 - 6:11;  10:25-28;  11:14-23;  20:1-8,20-47;  21:1-4.

Some also regard the story of the centurion and his servant (Lk 7:1-10; Mt 8:5-13; Jn 4:46-54 as a controversy.  The same is true of the story of the Canaanite woman and her possessed daughter (Mk 7:21-28); of a dinner with a {Pharisee and discussion on forgiving sins  (Lk 7:36-50, and two accounts of a healing on the Sabbath, followed by a controversy about healing on the Sabbath (Lk 13:10-17 and 14:1-6).


3. STRUCTURE OF THE INITIAL AND FINAL CONTROVERSIES IN MARK
Mk 2:1 - 3:6:
Five controversies centered on the Newness of the Kingdom brought by Jesus the Bridegroom to Jews and sinners (Pagans)
A) Mk 2:1-9
Cure of a paralytic and Discussion on forgiveness. Jesus sees the faith of some and the heart of his adversaries

a) 2:10-12  The Son of Man forgives sins.
B) 2:13-17
Action of Jesus: He dines with sinners; and reaction of Pharisees: Discussion with the Disciples and Jesus.
C) 2:18-22
Discussion on Fasting. Sayings of Jesus on the Bridegroom and on the Newness that he brings.

B') 2:23-26
Action of Disciples: plucking grain on the Sabbath and reaction of Pharisees before Jesus, who defends them.
a') 2:27-28
The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.

A') Mk 3:1-6
 Cure of a withered hand and Discussion on what is lawful on the Sabbath. The heard-heartedness of His adversaries.

Mk 11:27 - 12:44:
Seven questions centered on the Messianism of Jesus and on power, money, self-knowledge and the Power of God.
A) 11:27-33
Question of High Priests and Sanhedrin on the Authority of Jesus. Jesus and John the Baptist.

B) 12:1-12
Jesus' parable on the Son sent by the Father; the Son destined to be killed, as the Prophets were.

C) 12:13-17
Pharisees' and Herodians' trick question to the "Teacher of God's way." The theme of God and/.or Caesar.
D) 12:18-27
Sadducees' question to the Teacher. Theme: Hope in the Resurrection, coupled with the question of Understanding the Scriptures and the Power of God.

C') 12:28-34
A Scribe asks the Teacher of the Torah on the First Commandment. Theme: God and/or the neighbor.
B') 12:35-37
Jesus' question on the Son of David. The Messiah is exalted as more than Davidic Lord

A') 12:38-44 
Jesus' reflections on widows and the poor, and the question of Money. Jesus sees the attitudes of heart.


CLARETIAN KEY

WITNESSES OF GOD'S MERCIFUL LOVE
The whole life of Jesus was a "word" proclaiming the mercy of God. A "word" spelled out in gestures and attitudes: welcome, solidarity with the outcast, inviting all who long for a world "according to the heart of God" to commit themselves to build such a world. As our Constitutions tell us: "Sharing the hopes and joys, the sorrows and trials of the people, especially those of the poor, we readily offer to join efforts with all who are striving to transform the world according to God's plan (CC 46).

The experience of God's mercy moves us, as it moved Claret, to be close to all who long to receive that mercy. At the same time this experience leads the evangelizer to collaborate in solidarity with all who seek to transform the world according to the Father's heart. Claret lived this dimension of solidarity within the context of the ecclesiology of his time. Today, we are asked to live it from a more ecumenical perspective, in collaboration with believers of other religions and even with people whose lives are held together by ideologies that are not linked to religious values.

This is not just a strategy aimed at winning spheres of influence; it is a demand that flows from the experience of the mercy of God, which moves us irresistibly to make that mercy present and operative in our world. We are missionaries, witnesses to the merciful love of God.


SITUATIONAL KEY
To contextualize the announcement and practice of the mercy of Jesus in different places, demands that we locate and set them in motion in present-day situations.

1. Victims who cry out for mercy today. For Juan Martín Velasco, a specialist in the study of religions, "the key to the absence of God in our societies is to be found in situations of injustice and non-solidarity, of hunger, marginalization and lack of compassion for those who are suffering. These situations are the great obstacle to the coming of the Reign of God." If the world and churches are in agony, it is because of their lack of mercy. Let us ask ourselves, wherever we may live: Which situations of discrimination, injustice and lack of solidarity are creating victims who cry out for mercy and justice. As we face these victims, we are pressed by the challenge of Jesus: "It is mercy I seek, and not sacrifices" (Mt 12:7); "Be merciful as your Father is merciful" (Lk 6:36). "What is urgently needed is a new evangelization which unequivocally proclaims the Gospel of justice  and mercy" (SD 13) which asks us, as "servants of the Word" to offer a response in each place to these questions: What gestures of mercy and justice are revealing the face of the God of Jesus today? And what gestures are lacking in order to manifest that God in the face of so many inhuman situations? (With due attention to diverse cultures and religions). Other questions: "How can we articulate mercy and justice today? What mercy is needed by Catholics who "are practicing" although they are living "outside the law of the Church?"

2. From meals in the time of Jesus to meals in today's world. To know "what, when, where, how and with whom one eats" in a determined society, is to know that society in depth. Because "in eating we see the soul of each culture" (C. Lévi-Strauss). In different cultures and religions, there can, of course, be plenty of differences between meals in Jesus' time and those in our own. There are family meals, meals with friends, meals of commitment, working meals, business meals, community meals, religious meals; daily meals and festive meals, meals at home or outside... And today there is an expanding "multinational culture (business)" that sets up fast-food chains everywhere... In the midst of all these changes and varieties, is there, in today's meals, enough "experience of values"  to allow us to appreciate the great messages that Jesus proposed through his meals?

3. A common table shared? Or separate, exclusive and excluding tables? The probing charity of Jesus' meals in his natural and religious world, setting forth an equalitarian and fraternal image of table fellowship, illumines many situations in our own days and allows us to ask ourselves: In view of the way in which the world is becoming a global village, is it measuring up in its situations to the image of "a common table fraternally shared" or to the image of "separate and quite unequal tables, some opulent, exclusive and excluding, while hungry masses stand on the margin looking on"? To what extent do we see these different images in situations around us? As followers of Jesus, does it seem to us that the Church (and we in it) are a faithful reflection of Jesus, who "came to serve" in order that the whole world might sit at a  common table, and who set the marginalized and the outcasts in the first places at it? And more concretely, to what degree is this made explicit in our ministry of the Eucharist?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Each Claretian (and each community) must review and revise its practice of mercy in the light of Jesus, striving to testify in life and word to the Newness of the Kingdom. An inevitable step in this direction is the constant "personal experience" of the Father's mercy: begging for it, tasting it, sharing it.

2. In my ministry (and in my community's commitments) who are the recipients to whom the proclamation and practice of mercy is addressed? And who ought to be the first in this, if we look at those to whom Jesus' proclamation and practice were preferentially addressed?

3. As we look at Jesus entering into conflict with those who opposed his practice of mercy --a conflict that led him to the cross-- we should ask ourselves: Are we, as persons and as a community, taking up the "conflict" for the sake of the Kingdom, as Jesus did? Are we avoiding it by pretending to be "neutral"? Or are we taking it up aggressively in a leadership role? Let us search for the causes of our attitude regarding "conflicts."

4. In Mary's Heart we find the "forge" and maternal reference for "mercy" as practiced and proclaimed in the Spirit of Jesus to the "poor and oppressed." See the Redemptoris Mater  of John Paul II, numbers 36-37.

5. As persons committed to mission in community, the message of the meals of Jesus concerns us existentially. Let us ask ourselves if our Eucharists and our meals are truthful signs of the new "table fellowship" of the Kingdom; if our Mass and our table clearly reflect that we share Jesus' proposal to include all equally and fraternally, and his stance of service and sacrifice that all "may have life."


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: Lk 7:36-50.

3. Dialogue on Theme 2 in its different keys.

* Remember what we stated in the PRESENTATION about the community meeting.

* Keep in mind the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys.
4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5. Closing song.
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