
WITH CLARET, IN THE SERVICE OF THE GOSPEL

INTRODUCTION

One thing that stood out in St. Anthony Mary Claret was his impassioned love for the Word of God, to which he was always "very strongly attracted" (Aut 113, 151), and his familiarity with the Scriptures, which he lived radically and announced in manifold ways.  They helped him define his vocational identity. While this was true of the whole Bible, it  was above all the New Testament and especially the Gospel that decisively influenced his life and mission.

For him, the Word of God was something essential. This explains his great interest in spreading the Bible, and the eminently biblical content of his preaching.

This predilection for the Gospel stands out in his life: "The most pious reading that we can do is that of the Holy Gospel... We should read a chapter of it every day. We must meditate on and conform our conduct with the rule of morality which Jesus Christ gives us in it, for in it we find the truth, free of all error" (SSW p. 170).

In order to nourish his spirituality and apostolate, since his youth he adopted the daily custom of reading two chapters from the Old Testament in the morning and two from the New Testament in the evening, and recommended this custom to others. He was notorious for his intense biblical apostolate, which was far from common in his time, and was backed by his personal example. In his missionary bundle he carried a small-print edition of the Vulgate (cf. Aut 151), and his constant personal use of the New Testament is shown by the many marginal dashes with which he marked the text.

Anointed by the Spirit to evangelize the poor, the Word of God shaped his personality in the style of Jesus and the Apostles, in his action as an  apostolic missionary (cf. Aut 428-437, 214-225) and suggested to him that his preaching style should be "that of the Gospel: simple and clear" (Aut 297, cf. Aut 298-299).

In his preaching, both oral and written, he relied heavily on the Word of God, not just as an adornment, but as its essential content (cf. Aut 470). Thus he tells us: "I preach the Holy Gospel, avail myself of its comparisons, and use its style" (SAW p. 25). His writings abound in Scriptural quotations, spontaneous and to the point. It is not surprising, then, that Claretian spirituality has its source in the Bible and is enlivened by it. In Claret himself we keep noting the increasing impact of the Bible on him and his ever closer communion with it.

The Efficacy of the Bible

Claret centered his life in the Eucharist and in the Word "which is the bread of understanding" (SSW p. 561), and above all in the Gospel, which filled him with light, joy and hope, and opened up to him horizons of love, justice and solidarity with the neediest of his brethren.

The Gospel enriched his human potential, revealed to him his identity and filled him with missionary ardor, set his heart and tongue on fire with charity (cf. Aut 440) and launched him out on evangelization. From this Gospel his project of missionary life was born; in the Gospel he learned to be a disciple and to become an apostle; and in it he found guidance and comfort in the midst of persecutions.

His life became increasingly transparent to the Gospel. During a session of the First Vatican Council he heard one of the speakers say: "A priest's life must be the Gospel put into practice." He noted down this phrase (SAW p. 102), which called to mind his many readings of the lives of saints. His missionary being, evangelical spirituality and apostolic mission sprang from the Gospel.

The Synoptic Gospels and Acts of the Apostles.

Claret made great use of the New Testament, but among its books the twofold Lukan work (Lk/Acts) stands out. In it we find the roots of Claretian spirituality. Luke is the evangelist of vocation and mission, of poverty and preference for the poor, of mercy, of Pentecost, of the post-Resurrection community joyfully celebrating the presence of the Risen Lord in prayer, in hearing the Word and in the breaking of the bread. He is also the evangelist of Mary, the servant of the Lord, the contemplative and active woman who responds to her vocation and mission and launches and guides the Apostles on their universal evangelization.

Claret gave pride of place to the Synoptics: the charitable attitude of the Virgin (love-service to God and to the brethren) and her joyful exulting in the Lord for the wonders of his mercy; Jesus' being constantly occupied with his Father's business; the Beatitudes (especially of the poor and the meek); and the parables of mercy.


1. FACING THE REALITY OF THE WORLD
1.1. Claret facing the reality of the world of his time
1.1.1. Awareness of and contact with reality.
Claret was always concerned with having a good knowledge of reality and a grasp of the missionary urgencies of his time. Urged on by charity, he eagerly sought to offer operative responses to the ills of the social body and to apply adequate remedies to the challenges and needs of his time.

When he began his mission, he strove to make a critical analysis of reality: "Seeing that Lord, out of sheer good will and no merit on my part, was calling me to stem the torrent of corruption and cure the ills of a moribund society, I thought that I should dedicate myself to studying and gaining a thorough knowledge of the maladies of this social body" (Aut 357).

Starting out from his deep experience of God, he plunged into the reality of his time as an apostolic missionary --the vocation that constituted the pivot point of his life-- to announce the Gospel and denounce any attitude that was contrary to truth and justice. And he kept reading and re-reading his missionary life in the light of the challenges of reality, of which he had a view that was at once critical and merciful. Out of his deep communion with God, he poured himself out for human beings; hence his life and action had a truly prophetic character.

1.1.2. The reality of the world and of the Church in Claret's time
Claret's sensibility was beset with many challenges, which he summed up in biblical terms as 'the golden calf" (Aut 358), alluding to the well-known episode in Exodus 32:1-24.

He defined the 19th century as the century of pleasure (MSS Claret IX, pp. 379-380), as an epoch of corruption (cf. Aut 311) begotten of greed: "In our day the thirst for material things is drying up the heart and bowels of modern societies" (Aut 357). "I see that we live in a century that not only worships the golden calf as did the ancient Hebrews, but also worships gold so avidly that it has pulled down the most generous of all virtues from their sacred pedestals. I see this era as one in which selfishness has made men forget their most sacred duties to their neighbors and brothers -- for all of us are images of God, children of God, redeemed by the Precious Blood of Jesus Christ and destined for heaven" (Aut 358).

The challenges that hinged on selfishness were many, while responses to them were few and insignificant, because they were not born of the Gospel. Claret, starting out from his analysis of the world illumined by the Word, felt powerfully called to preach the Gospel.

With deep prophetic insight, he saw that in a world that sought to push God aside and put greed in its center, one must destroy the idols that darken  the glory of God living in human beings created in His image and likeness, and that hinder men and women from having the joyful experience of His love. He perceived two pressing needs in his time: on the one hand, people's hunger for the Word and on the other, the lack of evangelical and apostolic preachers (cf. EC III, p. 41), that is, of men rooted in the Word of Jesus, faithful to a lifestyle born of a radical option for Him and for the Gospel.

1.1.3. Evangelical response
Selfishness, from which indifferentism, contempt for others and materialism flowed, was leading to an increasing de-Christianization. Claret gave his own response to this challenge: evangelization --"his dominant passion"-- backed up by a coherent lifestyle that was expressed above all in an option for poverty (Aut 359).

Claret's response was clearly and deeply evangelical: he embraced radical poverty and devoted himself totally to announcing the Gospel to the poor. His was a love that was open to everyone (Aut 111), but his reading of the Gospel led him to give preferential attention to the needy. God had given him "a heartfelt love of the poor" (Aut 562), among whom he included sinners, "my own dear brothers and sisters" (Aut 208), for whom he would rush about and cry out in order to save them from being lost forever (cf. Aut 209, 211, 212).

1.1.4. Announcing and denouncing
Aware of the alarming decay of Christian life, due to the impact of ideologies and the lack of evangelical and apostolic preachers (cf. EC III, p. 41), Claret felt called to continue in his own time the liberating and transforming mission of Jesus: to announce the grace of salvation. For this, he had been anointed by the Spirit. The resonance that the prophetic texts and, in particular, the text of Lk 4:16-19 awakened in him, reveal this clearly.

But this announcement contains in itself a dimension of denouncement, which springs from  fidelity to God and to the people. Claret's announcement, like that of Jesus, was not one of comforting adulation, but rather one of prophetic and liberating action that led him to denounce selfishness, injustice and oppression. And he did this with the freedom of spirit characteristic of one who lives in deep communion with God and feels that he is God's instrument, backed by the truth of the Gospel, like the apostles and martyrs of all times.

1.2. Claretians facing the reality of today's world
1.2.1. The missionary awareness of Claretians
"The ministry of the word, through which we communicate the total mystery of Christ to humanity, is our special calling among the people of God" (CC 46). We exercise this mission by sharing the reality of people, especially the poor (cf. CC 46). Hence we are required to live in an attitude of discernment (cf. CC 48) and of sincere search of the signs of the times (cf. CC 34).

All of this leads us to read the Word of God with a view to reality, to learn how to read reality as a word of God, and to listen to it with an evangelical attitude (cf. SW 16.1; CPR 5). Thus reality becomes a word of God, evangelizing us through human beings.

1.2.2. The reality of today's world
Like Claret in his time, today's Claretians are struck by many challenges that they must respond to within the same charismatic gift. Today's world is full of imbalances, dramatic questions and deep aspirations. In it, the golden calf and the roots of evil that Claret discovered in his own day, still hold sway. Today, as yesterday, "the thirst for material things is drying up the heart and bowels of society" (Aut 357).

The documents of the latest General Chapters alert us to the great traits that characterize our historic moment and invite us to reflect on their causes. SW tells us: "We can trace these negative  facts and situations to a common root in the selfish attitudes and systems of social coexistence and organization which lead many who are seduced by the 'lure of power, wealth or lust' (cf. CC 46) to decidedly oppose the proclamation and implanting of the Kingdom and to strive to build a history that leaves aside the Word of God" (SW 1).

1.2.3. Evangelical response
The Claretian's response to the reality of today's world, like Claret's response to his, arises from a deep experience of God and of an impassioned love for people (cf. SW 4.5), and it is articulated from the standpoint of the missionary options that spell out what we should be as Claretians today (MCT 161-179).

Called to be in the "vanguard of evangelization" (CPR 85), we opt for a frontier evangelization and take up with special nearness and intensity "the joy and hope, grief and anguish of the people of our time, especially of those who are poor or afflicted in any way" (GS 1). If, and only if, our response to today's challenges is marked by this nearness, will it be both evangelical and evangelizing, and capable of effectively answering the cry arising from poverty and injustice, the threat of secularization with all its implications, and the challenge the missionary must feel at the thought of the great number of persons whom the gospel message has not yet reached.

1.2.4. Announcing and denouncing
The reality of today's world demands that we increase our efforts for an integral evangelization. The questions raised by the Chapter of 1979 still question our missionary creativity and the transforming power of our announcing of the Word: "How and in what manner do we preach salvation in a world that is self-satisfied and lacks a transcendent horizon? How do we foster genuine Christian liberation without succumbing to the fallacies of temporal messianism? How do we talk about Christ to a society that regards itself as post-Christian? How do we present the mystery of the Church in a secularized  society?" (MCT 46).

Today's world is still hungry for the Word of God. The announcing of the Word is our vocation, just as it was Claret's. This announcement likewise demands of us, as it did of our Founder, a denunciation of all that is opposed to the Kingdom which is making its way in human history. "The simple proclamation of the Gospel of itself already contains great power to condemn alienating situations, injustices and systems of oppression" (2 AP 78). But sometimes it requires that we be more explicit in denouncing.


2. DISCIPLES OF JESUS CHRIST IN COMMUNITY
The radical following of Jesus and transparent witnessing to the values of the Kingdom constitute the basis of the response of Claret --and of the Claretians-- to the missionary challenges of today's world.

One of the most admirable things about Claret was his coherence, his totally commitment to living the Gospel "without gloss," persuaded of the need for holiness in order to bear fruit. His mighty works bore witness to the depth of his faith, and his words transparently showed his great love for God and for his brothers and sisters. In every place and situation, however dramatic it might be, he managed to be a living gospel in order to communicate life to others, crying forth the gospel of life not only by his word but above all by his life.

For him, it was essential to live the Gospel and to live by the Gospel. It was necessary, as he said, that he be "enlightened and enkindled by the life-giving word of faith 'that comes forth from the mouth of God,' (Mt 4:4; Dt 8:3)" (SSW 156).

In his Autobiography, Claret insists time and again on the absolute need for coherence between the word proclaimed and the life of its proclaimer (cf. Aut 340, 358). Hence the need for obediently listening to the Word and for faithfully imitating the attitudes and behavior of Jesus. Our style of life, Claret tells us, should correspond to our style  of preaching: simple and clear (cf. Aut 297).


3. CALLED TO BE A MEANINGFUL AND EFFICACIOUS PROPOSAL
Evangelizing ability is in direct proportion to the quality of evangelical living. To be a meaningful and efficacious proposal of the Kingdom in a world like ours, where the loss of the sense of God and the erosion of human rights and gospel values is so widespread, calls for a radical living of our faith.

The proposal that Claret offered the people of his time sprang from the Gospel, which set him on fire for Christ and for his Word, lived radically and announced prophetically. This is what enabled him to collaborate effectively in the work of universal evangelization. Claret's logic was transparent: anyone dedicated to announcing the Gospel must live the Gospel intensely.

The very being of a Claretian, who is conformed with Christ through his religious consecration, is already an evangelizing word, a prophecy in act. This consecration constitutes "our first and primordial form of evangelizing" (Dir 103).

3.1. Through a process of becoming conformed with Christ
The Gospel unleashed in Claret a strong dynamism for conformity with Christ the Evangelizer (cf. MCT 53). Decisive agents in this process were the Holy Spirit, the protagonist of evangelization; the Word, lived and announced; and prayer, for "in the fire that burns in meditation, men are melted down, cast and molded into the image of Jesus" (Apuntes de un plan,  1857, p. 38).

Full conformity is reached only through contact with the Gospel: "Every day the priest will study this lesson, that is, he will read at least a chapter of the Holy Gospel, and every day he will attend class, that is, meditation, spending an hour or at least a half-hour meditating on the life, passion and death of Jesus Christ" (SSW p. 358).

 
The central pivot on which the Claretian vocation turns is conformity with Jesus the Evangelizer, adopting the same attitudes that He had and learning to live in intimacy with Him. And it is precisely the Word of God, listened to in assiduous contemplation (cf. Lk 10:39) and shared with our brothers, that converts us to the Gospel, conforms us with Christ and kindles in us the charity that urges us on (cf. 2 Cor 5:14;  cf. CC 34).

The Word of God leads us to full attunement with the Lord, to the point that we come to re-live his paschal mystery. This attunement comes to reveal the image of the perfect disciple, the faithful witness of the Word, who manifests the glory of God in his life.

The prayerful reading of the Gospel aroused in Claret --and will arouse in us-- emotional attitudes and operative decisions. Among his outstanding attitudes were: faith enlivened by charity, humility and commitment, trust in and total surrender to the will of the Father for the salvation of the world. Corresponding to these attitudes were certain initiatives, such as his study of the life of Jesus in the Gospel, his reproducing of Jesus' sentiments, affections and interests, and his effort to "copy" Christ's life even in its most outward aspects, in order to keep striving towards full conformity with the Master. Finally, all of this led to some decisive behaviors: striving to do all things as Jesus would have done them: praying as He prayed, traveling and He traveled, eating as He ate, announcing the Good News as He announced it (cf. Aut 356).

The Blessed Virgin was never absent in this work:  "Mary, through the working of the Holy Spirit, conforms us, like Claret, to her Son, who is the living Gospel of God" (MCT 150).

3.1.1.  Conversion:  becoming uprooted from the world by the Gospel and for the Gospel.
In Claret's life, the Gospel stirred up some processes of conversion and vocational identification. The call to conversion, which is  repeated so many times in the Gospel, had an impact that led him to a decisive resolve: to leave all things in order to proclaim the Gospel (cf. Mk 10:29).

For the missionary, conversion is not something optional; rather, it is something essential. It is an ongoing dynamism with two important effects: one that is dissolving and purifying: the elimination of idols (money, power, pleasure); the other that is re-creating and transforming: holiness and apostolic efficacy.

In Claret, this process brought on by the Gospel unfolded in three successive phases:

a) Conversion to God,  through the "blows" he received in order to wake him up and lead him out of the dangers of the world (cf. Aut 73).

b) Conversion to the Gospel,  with the unconditional acceptance of its values: renunciation, poverty and the cross, as opposed to all that the world had to offer: fame, money, pleasure.

c) Conversion to universal evangelization, after passing through a desire to leave the world and an initial attempt to embrace the contemplative life (cf. Aut 77).

Conversion is generally linked with vocation, which is manifested in various forms or in different ways: "God calls us by inspirations, readings, sermons, confessors, etc., etc." (SAW p. 77).

In the different stages of human life, the Word of the Lord calling us to conversion awakens different resonances in us. Claret kept progressively perceiving the voice of God. In a first perception of a personal call of the Lord in his late adolescence (SAW p. 28), when he was still full of dreams for a worldly future, he was struck by the words of Jesus that he had heard as a boy: "What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and suffer the loss of his soul" (Mt 16:26). He tells us: "This phrase  impressed me deeply and went like an arrow to my heart. I tried to think and reason what to do, but to no avail" (Aut 68). The words of the Gospel would finally lead him to embrace the radicalism of the Gospel.

The vocational dimension of his conversion was consolidated and clarified through his assiduous reading and meditating on the Bible: "In many passages of the Bible I felt the voice of God calling me to go forth and preach" (Aut 120).  He seemed to hear within him the Lord's words to those who had been catching fishes: "From now on you will be catching people" (Lk 5:10; cf. Aut 196). Finally, Claret found the text that defined the meaning and orientation of his life: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me and the Lord has sent me to evangelize the poor and to heal the broken hearted" (Lk 4:18; cf. Is 61:1). Here he clearly discovered his missionary vocation, the all-embracing dimension of his life, which would definitively mark his spirituality and his apostolic action.

A constant return to the source of the Gospel will, then, be the way to personal and community growth in fidelity to the grace we have received, and it will constitute the best remedy for fending off any lack of radicalism in following Jesus or in missionary zeal (cf. SW 13).

Our novices are asked to undergo "a growing conversion to the existential attitudes of Jesus the Evangelizer" (Dir 196). And we are all invited to listen to and share the Lord's word, "so that we ourselves may be converted to the Gospel" (CC 34), and to continually "examine our fidelity to the Gospel" (CC 37).

3.1.2. Apprenticeship of following-imitation in the school of the Gospel
Claretian spirituality is rooted in the Gospel. Hence it is essentially Christocentric and supported on two pillars: following and imitation. Claret himself says that the missionary's "only concern is how he can best follow Jesus Christ and imitate Him"  (Aut 494). This Christocentrism is radical and tends toward full transformation: "It is Christ who lives in me" Gal 2:20).

It might be well to recall here what we said of Claret's prophetism in the second year of this project : "Claret felt drawn, seduced and impelled to an imitation/following --even in the most literal sense-- of the gospel image of Jesus (cf. Aut 221-222). Claret's whole life revolved around Christ, the Preacher of the Kingdom, whose gestures, words and missionary praxis came to be normative for him" (vol. II, "The Prophets," p. 31). It was a matter of learning to live like Christ in order to be, like Him, mediators of grace and life.

a) Following:  The following of the Lord as set forth in the Gospel led Claret and his disciples to reproduce the missionary image of Jesus --the Son anointed and sent by the Father-- with a view to universal evangelization. This is a style that is learned in the school of the one Master and Lord (cf. Jn 13:13).

b) Imitation:  The imitation of Christ that Claret lived was not simply ascetical or devotional, but mystical: he aspired to enter into the sentiments of Jesus and to re-live them from the standpoint of his distinctive apostolic vocation. His point of reference was always the Gospel: "Our Father Founder nourished his love for Christ, studying His life in order to be able to imitate it" (SH 15).

The call to follow and imitate Jesus the Evangelizer will strongly resonate in a Claretian vocational reading of the Word.

3.1.3. Encounter-following-transformation
In Claret's life there were three successive stages on the way to conformity with Christ.

In the first place, there was his encounter with Jesus, which began even in his early childhood, when the mystery of the Eucharist became a joyful and transforming experience for him in those times he  spent alone talking with the Lord (cf. Aut 40). Later he would study in the Gospel the traits of Jesus, his virtues and attitudes, his interests and forms of behavior (cf. Aut 428-436). Then would come the radical following of Christ the Evangelizer, which would be decisive in the definitive orientation of his life.

Thus he pursued the way toward full conformity with the Lord, which in all likelihood took place when he received the "great grace" of conserving the sacramental Species within him (cf. Aut 694). From this moment on, he felt within him the experience of St. Paul: "It is Christ who lives in me" (Gal 2:20).

3.2. Enthusiastic witnesses of the Kingdom
The Kingdom of truth and love has come in Jesus. But it is a Kingdom that is being built and is growing, brought to maturity and fullness by the Spirit, and served by the Church and all of those in it who strive to be witnesses of Jesus and messengers of his love.

This is how Claret lived it, cultivating the grace and joy of his missionary vocation, giving a privileged place to the transparency of his witness, and committing himself enthusiastically to the service of the Gospel.

It is the Spirit who gives the joy of faith and of vocation and makes one a missionary like Jesus of Nazareth, "a prophet powerful in deed and word before God and all the people" (Lk 24:19).

Claret reveals to us some of his fundamental attitudes  in this respect. The first is consistency between faith and life. The roots of faith produce the peace and enthusiasm proper of an evangelizer, who finds his support in the power of God.

This involves taking certain concrete initiatives, in full docility to the Spirit who renews and transforms, while seeking to persevere in the vocation and mission one has received.

 
Moreover, it demands certain important behaviors:  a decided tendency toward holiness and a continual effort to announce the Gospel with the joy proper of those who have definitively entered into the orbit of the Risen Lord.

We should be "spurred on by the new challenges that must awaken our missionary sense, our creativity and our joy at being able to collaborate in this hour of the world and of the Church, which is also our hour as an evangelizing community" (SW 3.3).

3.2.1. Called and spurred on to continue the mission of Jesus
Claret remained marked by the baptismal experience of Jesus: "The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; He has sent me as a herald of joy to the poor, to bind up the wounded of heart" (Is 61:1; Lk 4:18; Aut 118, 687).

The same mission that Jesus applied to himself in order to justify his mission is valid for Claret and for us, since the Claretian vocation always arises out of a contemplation of Jesus the Missionary.

Claret assumed his mission as a servant of the Gospel:

-- Like Jesus, ever alert and committed to the concerns of the Father (cf. Lk 2:49; SAW p. 15).

-- Like the Apostles, sent out like "sheep in the midst of wolves" (Mt 10:16; cf. SAW p. 283) to announce the Kingdom to the poor, in poverty, humility and meekness, and with the daring and fortitude of prophets and martyrs.

Hence he also strove to assume the attitudes that characterized Jesus' mission: kindness, embodied in the parables of mercy (Lk 15:4-32); cordiality, as a Son of the Heart of Mary; full trust in Providence (cf. Lk 21:18; Aut 420; SAW p. 275) and abandonment to it (Lk 12:22-32). At the same time he strove to combine action and contemplation,  an essential aspect for a missionary spirituality.

And all of this was preceded and accompanied by the principle of uprightness in acting: "The aim of my preaching is the glory of God and the good of souls. I preach the Holy Gospel" (SAW p. 25).

The mission  of Jesus, as Claret assumed it, also marks out the horizon of our own mission today. Obedient to the Lord's command (Mk 16:15; Aut 450), we seek to serve the Kingdom with a universal thrust and with generous dedication, faithful to the anointing of the Spirit, who enables us to preach the Good News to the poor.

3.2.2. Jesus the Evangelizer, first incentive of the missionary life
It can be said that Claret lived by Jesus and for Jesus, and that he found in Him the incentive to live in a state of mission.

His first incentive was the very person of the Lord: "I am ever more deeply impressed at the thought of Jesus" (Aut 221) -- not a Jesus dreamt up in his own fantasy, but rather, the Jesus of the Gospel. He was his best incentive, leading him to deny himself, take up his cross and follow His example of poverty, itinerancy, fortitude in announcing the Gospel, prophetic denunciation and daring in the face of persecution and martyrdom.

The Claretian has this same incentive, and he tries to come as near as possible to it in his evangelical and evangelizing task.

3.2.3. Jesus, model of evangelical and apostolic life
Nobody impassioned and won Claret's allegiance --his person, his life, his evangelical bent-- as deeply as Jesus did (cf. Aut 221-222).

Only the Christ of the Gospel, the "head and model of all other missionaries" (SSW p. 415), could satisfy his all-consuming thirst. His sole concern  was how he might "follow Jesus more closely and imitate Him in praying, working, suffering and striving always and only for the greater glory of God and the good of souls" (SAW p. 278; cf. Aut 494).

Conformed with Him, he proposed to follow and imitate Him as the Son anointed and sent, the itinerant evangelizer, obedient to the will of the Father, poor and simple, humble and meek, bent on serving, persecuted, slandered and crucified, sealing with his own blood the truths that he proclaimed (cf. Aut 130-136, 214, 221-222).

In order to achieve holiness, he tells priests, "you must take as your model Jesus Christ... You must meditate on His life and strive to keep Him ever present in your thoughts, affections, words and deeds, and in your sufferings for love of Him" (SSW p. 290). To contemplate Jesus as Master and Model, to become attuned to His sentiments and to assume His attitudes: that is Claret's ideal. And thus to be able to say with Saint Paul: "It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me" (Gal 2:20).

This is why Claret urges us to read the Gospel and imitate the evangelical and apostolic virtues of Jesus, if we want to "work wonders for our neighbor, who sees and observes us" (SSW p. 505).

Jesus is the gospel model of obedience (cf. Lk 2:15), of growth (cf. Lk 2:52), of itinerancy ("moving from town to town, preaching everywhere" Aut 221), of preaching ("from the very beginning, the style I aimed at was that of the Gospel: simple and clear" Aut 297).

Claret also sees Jesus as the model of evangelical and evangelizing life: a model in the way he dressed (Aut 428, 430), in his detachment (Aut 431-433), in his habitual behavior (Aut 434-436). It is important for us to keep grasping this way that Claret has of looking to Jesus, because it is the way that shapes us to become evangelizers of the Kingdom. Imitating Jesus the Missionary, ever occupied with his Father's concerns, full of love for the poor, merciful to sinners, tireless in proclaiming the Good  News of the Kingdom: this is the "Claretian" image of Christ that we are called to re-live (cf. MCT 57-62). Another inspiration for this are the Apostles, above all St. Paul, called to share the life and mission of Jesus (Aut 215-220 and 224), the Prophets, who prepared the way of the Lord, as well as certain Saints who announced the Gospel powerfully.

Following in the footsteps of Jesus and of these faithful witnesses, Claret, too, wanted to seal with his blood the truths that he preached (cf. Aut 467; Apuntes de un plan, 1857, p. 30; EC I, p. 159; EC III, p. 377).

The Claretian Missionary feels that he is a son consecrated and sent, he is afire with charity, he is the light of the world and the salt of the earth and, like a good and faithful servant (cf. Lk 16:2: SAW pp. 254, 288), he works to spread the message of salvation throughout the world (cf. CC 40).

a) Jesus, model of itinerancy
The itinerancy of Jesus counts for a great deal in the Claretian apostolic life: a reality that must be understood above all as an inner attitude of uprootedness and availability. Our mission consists of proclaiming the Gospel to all creation, without exception or limitation. Fr. Claret, impelled by apostolic zeal, moved on from a life of pastoral stability to the frontiers of mission, to live in evangelical closeness to the people, to the simple and the poor, and to devote his energies to whatever was most urgent, timely and effective. This is the attitude that is required of a Claretian (CC 32, 48; CPR 52).

b) Jesus, model of continual and universal evangelization
Jesus proclaimed the Gospel by his words, by his deeds, by his whole life. This was also the attitude of Claret, a universal evangelizer, because the Gospel, which he had listened to in ceaseless  contemplation, led him to be faithful to Jesus' command to preach the Good News to all peoples.

The Gospel is transforming, stirring and impelling: it launches and relaunches us into evangelizing in the power of the Spirit who speaks through the mouth of the preacher: "The Lord told me both for myself and for all these missionary companions of mine: 'You yourselves will not be the speakers; the Spirit of your Father --and of your Mother-- will be speaking in you" (cf. Mt 10:20; Aut 687; cf. SAW p. 316). And it is the Gospel itself that inspires in the missionary the way to announce the Word effectively (Aut 297). It is this constant contact with the Gospel (CC 34, 73) that makes the Claretian Missionary a fitting minister of the Word and enables him to become attuned to Jesus, who sends him out to continue His mission.

Claret put his all --his person, life, qualities, time-- in the service of universal evangelization: an evangelization addressed to all, throughout the world, by all means possible. He was aware of this call to universality when he said: "My spirit is for all the world" (EC III, p. 41).

The aim assigned to the Congregation (CC 3) is the same: to seek the salvation of souls throughout the world (CC 1865, I, 2) or, expressed in an even more radical way, to strive for the salvation of all the inhabitants of the world (CC 1857). Universal evangelization is the task that gives consistency and unity to the Claretian community.

c) Jesus, model of evangelical and apostolic virtues
"It is absolutely necessary," says Claret, "to follow in the footsteps that Jesus has left behind Him, and to imitate His virtues" (Ejercicios explicados, 1859, p. 267). "The apostolic missionary should be a model of all the virtues; he should, in fact, be virtue personified" (Aut 340). Examining the conduct of Jesus in the Gospel, he singled out His most salient virtues: "humility, obedience, meekness  and charity" (Aut 428; cf. Ejercicios explicados,  p. 265), to which he would have to add fortitude and, as an integral part of charity, the virtues of mercy and forgiveness.

1) Jesus, model of humility

"I knew that if I was to acquire the virtues I needed in order to become a truly apostolic missionary, I would have to begin with humility, which I regard as the foundation for all other virtues" (Aut 341).

Humility is the foundation of the holiness needed by a missionary (SAW p. 227). A humility that he describes and comments on in the Autobiography (Aut 374). Claret goes so far as to say that "the priest should make profession of humility (SSW p. 290).

Humility is also essential in the apostolic life, because salvation and grace are exclusively the work of God, whereas the missionary is a mere instrument in His hands: "I am like a saw in the carpenter's hands" (Aut 348).

2) Jesus, model of meekness

Claret strongly insists on this evangelical virtue: "Meekness is one sign of a vocation to be an apostolic missionary" (Aut 374). "Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the land" (Mt 5:5; Ps 37:11; Aut 372). He comments on several examples, beginning with Moses, who "was admired for the meekness with which he governed his people" (SAW p. 242; cf. Sir 45:4).

"To be meek, it behooves us to bear in mind the example of Jesus Christ, the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Saints. Our sins, too" (SAW p. 243; cf. Aut 372). Jesus, of course, is the supreme example: "Jesus Christ was meekness itself, and because of this virtue He is called the Lamb. The prophets foretold that He would be so mild  that He would neither break the bruised reed nor quench the smoking flax (Is 42:3, Mt 12:20); that He would be persecuted, calumniated and covered with reproaches, and yet remain as one without a tongue and say nothing (Is 53:7; Acts 8:32)" (Aut 374).

This virtue is important by reason of the effects it produces: "More wounds have been healed by the Good Samaritan's wine and oil, than with all of the Pharisees' sour wine" (SSW p. 316). Hence he exhorts priests to treat the ailing sinner by "pouring into his wounds the balm of oil and wine" (SSW p. 299). Jaume Balmes, a Catalan priest and philosopher of Claret's time comments on meekness as being a characteristic of the attitude and preaching style of Claret. This sweetness in dealing with others, especially sinners, enabled him to be a man of peace and a peacemaker in the exercise of his ministry (cf. SAW p. 26).

3) Jesus, model of poverty

One trait that stands out in Claret's life as in the life of Jesus, was his poverty and compassionate solidarity with the poor and the destitute. For him, poverty had above all a witness value; he lived it from the standpoint of his total commitment to evangelization, viewing it not as an absolute value in itself, but as a demand of the apostolic life and in service to it. As we have seen, he viewed it in the context of opposition to the worship of the golden calf (cf. Aut 358).

It is a presupposition and guarantee of happiness and perfection in discipleship: "Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven" (Mt 5:3; Aut 362). "If you would be perfect, go, sell what you have, give it to the poor and come, follow me" (Mt 19:21; Aut 362; SAW p. 253). "No one can be my disciple unless he renounces all things" (Lk 14:33; Aut 362; cf. SAW p. 75).

 

His principal motivation was the example of Jesus: "Jesus Christ loves poverty, insults and sorrows; I, too, cherish them" (SAW p. 178). "I always remembered that Jesus had become poor Himself; he chose to be born, to live and to die in the utmost poverty. I thought of how Mary, too, had always wanted to be poor. And I thought, too, of how the Apostles left everything to follow Jesus Christ" (Aut 363).

Claret chose an all-embracing poverty: poverty of spirit and a voluntary lack of the goods of this world. In his ministry he abandoned himself into the Father's hands, sure that He would take care of him (Aut 361-362); and he delighted in privations, in living without human securities, as Jesus had done (cf. Aut 431, 357-371; SSW pp. 359-361).

This radicalism was made up of two fundamental factors. The first was the law of witness. He who aspires to perfection "must choose what is most laborious, painful and abject... poor clothing, poor food, poor room, and poor and contemptible occupation" (MSS Claret XIII, 317). The second was his clear vocation to evangelize the poor. He always manifested a predilection for them and solidarity with people who were suffering.

The evangelical poverty which Claret asks of us, and of which he left us a splendid witness, takes on a primordial character for us and necessarily stamps our spirituality and our missionary action (CC 23-26). Our decided option for the poor, the privileged recipients of our evangelizing action, impels us to hear the cry of the poor from the depths of their need and their collective misery (SW 16.4, 20.1, 20.2).

4) Jesus, model of evangelical obedience

The life of Jesus can be summed up in an attitude of filial obedience to the Father. "Therefore, when Christ came into the world, he said...'See, I have come to do your will, O  God'" (Heb 10:5, 7). And he chose to be always involved in his Father's concerns (cf. Lk 2:49), until his last breath, when he abandoned himself completely into His hands and handed over his spirit (cf. Lk 23:46; SAW pp. 288-289).

Since his youth, Claret felt the need of human intermediaries to show him the will of God clearly (cf. Aut 69). Later on, when he was a missionary, he felt the need to be sent like Jesus and the Apostles, in order to bear fruit (cf. Aut 195). He had a dominant conviction that a ministry carried out under obedience would bring with it the overwhelming power of God's action.

This evangelical obedience entails three fundamental attitudes: being docile to the action of the Spirit (cf. Acts 7:51), becoming "a little one" (cf. Mt 18:3) and being concerned with pleasing the Father in all things (cf. Jn 8:29; cf. SSW p. 141).

The Constitutions clearly point out the way in which we should live missionary obedience today (CC 28, 32).

5) Jesus, model of apostolic charity

Claret learned in the Gospel that love is the virtue that an apostolic missionary needs most of all. "If he lacks this love, all his talents, however fine in themselves, are for nothing. But if, together with his natural endowments, he has much love, he has everything" (Aut 438). When the Gospel is preached by a man full of love for God and neighbor, it will go straight to people's hearts (cf. Aut 439). The love of Christ impels us into missionary action: "Charitas Christi urget nos" (2 Cor 5:14). St. Peter 'walked out of the upper room afire with the love that he had received from the Holy Spirit" (Aut 439) and the results were astounding. The Word and the Spirit cause apostolic missionaries to have "both heart and tongue ablaze with charity" (Aut 440) and lead  them "to reach to the ends of the earth, in order to preach the word of God" (SSW p. 493).

"Charity urges and impels me; it makes me run from town to town shouting" (Aut 212); it is an ardor that is never at rest, because it is an irrepressible and effective zeal (cf. SSW pp. 293-294). "A person who has zeal is always yearning and striving by all means possible to make God better known, loved and served both in this life and in the next, since this sacred love knows no bounds" (SSW p. 493). He includes this same thought in the beautiful prayer he wrote: "May I know you and make you known; love you and make you loved; serve you and make you served; praise you and make all creatures praise you" (Aut 233). Claret avidly sought this love (Aut 442) and desired that all missionaries should strive after it (Aut 442-444).

A Claretian is a man on fire with love, who spreads its flames wherever he goes and sets the whole world on fire with God's love (cf. Aut 494). His is a love that becomes effective in nearness and service to others, and is the moving force of his apostolic creativity (CC 40; cf. SSW pp. 142-143).

6) Jesus, model of fortitude

In the Gospel, Claret learned the meaning and power of the cross, the law of life for the missionary. Like Jesus, who consummated his saving work in his glorious passion, death and resurrection, Claret, too, re-lived his own paschal mystery, which sanctified him and made his apostolic action fruitful: "Jesus suffered, the Blessed Virgin suffered and all the Saints suffered, because without the cross of sufferings they would not have been able to follow Jesus Christ. It was even necessary that Christ should suffer and so enter into glory (Lk 24:26)" (SSW, p. 109; cf. Aut 222).

A disciple of Jesus must live as He did, lovingly and even joyfully accepting the  sacrifices inherent in his ministry (CC 44). This is the attitude that Claret strove for (Aut 223) and would have to bear witness to repeatedly in his life, which was beset by persecutions and slanders (cf. Aut 208; SAW pp. 45, 151, 283-284, 341; SSW p. 147). Claret was well aware of the risks entailed in proclaiming the Kingdom (cf. MSS Claret XII, 18).

In the face of slanders, he wrote: "I have remained silent and rejoiced in the Lord (Mt 5:11-12), because He has given me a sip from the chalice of his sufferings (Mt 20:22-23). As for my detractors, I have prayed to God for them, after forgiving them and loving them with all my heart (cf. Mt 5:44)" (Aut 628).

The reading of the Word helped Claret to adopt the attitude of Jesus in the midst of persecutions and encouraged him to maintain his fortitude in tribulations. Writing of himself in the third person, he states that from his reading of the Scriptures "he drew such comfort that, even in the midst of the blackest and most atrocious slanders, he held himself to be very happy" (SSW p. 245), because "in order to suffer pains and slanders well, we must look to Jesus and remember well Jesus' own words as recorded in the Holy Gospel" (SSW p. 261).

A continuing and profound contact with God's Word is the only way that will enable us to assume the dimension of martyrdom inherent in the missionary vocation. The Word, meditated upon personally and shared in community, will bring us strength in tribulation and solidarity in facing the cross (CC 34; SW 17.1). Our martyred brothers and all Claretians who are suffering persecution in manifold ways today, offer us a splendid witness to this.

7) Jesus, model of mercy and pardon

In the Gospel Claret discovered the love of Jesus for the poor, the sick and the  marginalized, and in Jesus he encountered the compassionate and merciful heart of the Father in human form. He saw this above all in those episodes that manifest Jesus' love for sinners and in the parables of mercy.

Full of apostolic charity, Claret's heart became a reflection of Jesus, by announcing the good news of mercy and by longing that everyone should experience the kindness of the Father, who reveals himself to the little and the humble. Hence in his mission he offers us not only a doctrine, teaching us to flee from any "bitter zeal" (cf. Aut 375-377), but also a practice of compassionate fatherhood.

Following the example of Jesus, he strove to re-live his capacity for forgiveness: "Look to Jesus and consider how he bore himself in the face of the false witness that was brought against him" (SAW p. 275). Writing to the Captain General of Cuba, he states: "Even in its material interests, the Church gains more by leniency and mercy than by strict legal calculation" (EC I, p. 987).

Tenderness and compassion are two characteristics of the missionary who puts his trust in the "creating and renewing Spirit, which is not a spirit of violence and bitterness, but one of communion and hope" (MCT 101). These characteristic virtues should lead the missionary, whom God has chosen to place him in the mercy-seat of Penance, to "put on the garment of fatherly kindness" (SSW p. 298).


4. WITH MARY, MOTHER OF JESUS, AND OUR OWN MOTHER AND FORMATRIX
In the Gospel we find the true image of Mary, the woman near to God and to human beings, the woman of the Kingdom.

The Claretian charism includes an explicit reference to the Blessed Virgin, to her  prophetic-evangelizing spirit. This is an essential dimension of our spirituality, which combines contemplative intimacy and evangelizing action (CC 5, 8).

For Claret, Mary "my mother, my mistress, my directress [formatrix] and my all, after Jesus" (Aut 5). He felt that he was her son and minister, formed in the forge of her mercy and love (Aut 270), Mary's son and priest, an "arrow" in her powerful hand (Aut 270), a tree planted by her, the fruit of which thus belongs to her (cf. Resolutions 1843: SAW p. 149). To her he has made an offering of his apostolic labors and tasks (cf. EC I, p. 137).

Mary is the Mother who forms and sends out on mission the Sons of her Heart (cf. Aut 687, 153-164, 270-272, 447), a Heart which is the forge in which we are shaped to become heralds of the Gospel (cf. SW 15).

To be called and to be Sons of the Heart of Mary, the mother and inspiration of our Congregation, implies:

- Allowing ourselves to be formed by her in the forge of her Heart (cf. SW 15.3).

- Being involved in the concerns of the Father (cf. SAW p. 197), committing ourselves totally to the work of evangelization.

- Embodying Mary's evangelical style, characterized by contempla​tion and action.

- Learning to listen to, meditate on and receive the Word as Mary did (cf. SSW pp. 438-439; SW 15), and "to live it and communicate it with the same readiness and generosity that she did" (MCT 151).

- Being and knowing that we are instruments of her love: "the arms of Mary" (SAW p. 340), so that we can prolong the loving cares of her spiritual maternity for humankind (cf. Aut 270; DC 17; SH 19; LG 65; SW 15.3).

- Being full of compassion, as a sign and expression of the Virgin's "maternal love, with which all who cooperate in the Church's apostolic mission for the regeneration of humankind should be animated" (LG 65).

- Radiating, like Mary, the tenderness of God and His heartfelt mercy for human beings, above all for those who are poorest and most needy.

- Having the assurance that the Spirit of our Father and of our Mother will speak and act through us (cf. Aut 687; cf. SAW p. 316; SW 13) and will enable us to proclaim the wonderful works of God and the arrival of his Kingdom, which re-establishes fraternal relationships, based on justice and love, between persons and peoples.


5. DISCIPLES: HEARERS AND SERVANTS OF THE WORD
Missionary discipleship is born of the Gospel and is continually recreated in it. "It is proper of a disciple to be ever listening, open to the surprises of the Word and of the Spirit" (SW 2). Claret had a heart that was docile to the Spirit and allowed himself to be formed by Jesus and Mary in the school of the Gospel, subjecting himself to a process of progressive internalization of the Word which destroys the roots of selfishness, purifies the heart and transforms it into a "living gospel." For this reason he could be at once an evangelizer and a formator of evangelizers.

Our community is essentially a community of disciples sent to evangelize: "Welcoming the Word that makes us disciples (cf. Lk 8:21), announcing it and witnessing to it, is the core of our spirituality, that is, of our way of following Jesus, a Prophet powerful in works and words (Lk 24:19), with the power of the Spirit. The Spirit of the Father and of the Son --and also the Spirit of our Mother (Aut 687)-- is the integrating center for all the dimensions of our life and mission" (SW 13).

In order to be an effective apostle, the evangelizer must be a docile disciple, and to be such, he must enter into the dynamics of reading and meditating on the Gospel. This apprenticeship, in a discipleship of communion with the Master, is a never-ending task.


6. FRATERNAL COMMUNITY FOR UNIVERSAL MISSION
The Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles spell out for us the characteristics of the community of the Kingdom.

Claret insists on the need for life in community, offering us some picturesque images that help us understand his thought (Aut 606-613, 714). In his mind, the Claretian community appears from the outset as a community of evangelical and apostolic life, the pillars of which are: fraternal sharing, radical poverty and universal evangelization. A community which is built around the Lord and the mission that He has entrusted to it.

Charismatically linked to apostolic community, the Claretian community, as our Fr. Founder conceived it, is a fraternal community in a state of mission. In it, the Word of God occupies a fundamental place: "In our charism, the Word of God is as essential to community as community is to the Word (cf. CC 13). Without the primacy of the Word, the Claretian community would lose its reason for being" (SW 7).

Quickened by the Spirit, it is built on the living rock of the Word and nourished on the Eucharist. It is a community of witnesses to the Gospel: "You will be my witnesses... to the ends of the earth" (Acts 1:8).

An important characteristic of Claretian fraternity is universality in mission. Our Fr. Founder was always open to the universal preaching of the Gospel: "My spirit is for all the world" (EC III, p. 41). In order to achieve lastingness in space and time, he wanted others animated with his own spirit (cf. Aut 489) to be associated with  him, in order to achieve with them what he could not achieve by himself alone (cf. ibid.) and to enlarge the scope of his mission. This community is a community called to announce the Word throughout the world and to collaborate in building up the Kingdom.


7. AN "APOSTOLIC" LIFESTYLE
The missionary life of Claret was inspired on the apostolic rules offered in Matthew and Luke (cf. Mt 10:5 ff.; Lk 10:1-12; Aut 429-436). In them, even as a seminarian, Claret glimpsed the rule of life that he ought to adopt, which he calls the "apostolic manner," whose shaping traits are:

- Living in close union with Jesus, like the Twelve.


- Assuming voluntary poverty, sharing everything with the brethren.

- Practicing evangelizing itinerancy.

- Being devoted totally and exclusively to evangelizing the poor.

- Always traveling as Jesus asked his disciples, "carrying neither money nor knapsack...along the way" (Lk 10:4; cf. Mt 10:10).

- Making evangelization the "dominant passion" of their whole life.


8. VOCATIONAL READING OF THE GOSPEL IN A CLARETIAN KEY
Claret read and assimilated the Gospel according to the charism he had received. He did not possess some new and original form of reading the Gospel; but he did have a distinctive way of reading, living and transmitting it, and an interpretative key that was well-defined, above all in the autobiographical writings he addressed to his missionaries.

His reading was "vocational" (cf. Aut 114, 120). From it was born a "clear understanding" (Aut 101) of God's plan for him and of his vocational identity as an apostolic missionary. In it he clearly discerned his vocational itinerary (cf. Aut 115), the master lines of his charism and of the ideal image of the apostolic missionary. This vocational reading, "in which the texts dealing with the vocation of the Prophets and of Jesus impressed him with telling effect" (MCT 53), confirmed him in his identity as a servant of the Word and launched him out on a universal mission.

For this reason the document of the last General Chapter reminds us: "Our Founder's practice of the daily and 'vocational' reading of the Bible, and our acceptance of it as God's Word for us today, must be family traits that allow us to give constant proof that we are hearers-servants of the Word" (SW 14).

8.1. The need for this kind of reading
We who, like Claret, are followers of Jesus, are also asked to have a living contact with the Gospel: reading it, meditating on it, assimilating it and committing ourselves to live it (cf. MCT 82-85), in order to render a missionary service of the Word (cf. SW 14). We will not be able to be servants of the Word in today's world, with all that this entails by way of evangelical radicalism and missionary dynamism, without a "vocational reading" of the Word of God that grounds us in the roots of our vocation.

8.1.1. What kind of reading did Claret do?
Claret's reading was charismatic, that is, it was made from the fullness of the Spirit who aroused in him an intimate encounter with the Gospel and, like Jesus and the Twelve, anointed him to proclaim the Good News to the poor. He himself tells us that God made him understand in a very particular way the words that catch the essence of his missionary charism: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me..." (Lk 4:18; cf. Is 61:1; Aut 118, 687).

This text became the axis of his charismatic experience. He would take up and internalize the Gospel and the rest of Scripture from the standpoint of the anointing he had received to evangelize the poor. Starting from it, Claret came to understand his vocation, his spirituality, his lifestyle and the thrust and scope of his mission.

8.1.2. Characteristics of this reading
According to Claret, the reading of the Word of  God must be:

* An attentive, reflective, and above all contemplative reading, essential for the initial and ongoing discernment of our vocation.

* Keyed to missionary service: the Word listened to in assiduous contemplation (cf. Lk 10:39; CC 34) reveals God's plan to us and puts us in its service. It is translated into missionary service.

* Christ-centered. The missionaries "must keep the eyes of the spirit fixed on Jesus Christ, the author of life."

* With a strong missionary orientation, centered in the person of Jesus the preacher, prophet and apostle. A word listened to that has to be proclaimed.

* Capable of throwing light on historical reality and offering a value judgment on it.

* Within the scope of the Church's tradition (cf. SSW pp. 561-562).

According to Claret, there are three ways or levels of approaching the Word of God:

- Assiduous and attentive spiritual reading, enlivened by the breath of the Spirit.

- Faithful and painstaking study, a great and indispensable obliga​tion for a missionary.

- Tireless meditation in which we commit our heart to the sacred text and, above all, to God, who speaks in the depths of our heart.

Claret's reading is one in which the reader, under the action of the same Holy Spirit who inspired the Scriptures, seeks and finds his own spirit in them; that is, the salvific truth that illumines, moves and concretely molds the life and personal conduct of the reader in the situation in which he finds himself.

As regards Jesus, Claret's reading was characterized by what is called "evangelical literalism," copying and imitating Him, in order to become a perfect disciple (SSW p. 358). But his evangelical literalism, fixed on the image of Jesus the Missionary, went beyond merely outward imitation and tended to really incarnate the Pauline text: "It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me" (Gal 2:20). This imitation sprang from the communion of life with Jesus that every Christian ought to reach (cf. Aut 398, 429, 430, 432).

For Claret, this type of reading, which went beyond the text-critical level to that of a reading made in and moved by the Spirit, had the following effects. It was:

- probing: "There were passages that impressed me so deeply that I seemed to hear a voice telling me the message I was reading" (Aut 114).

- stimulating: "But what moved and stimulated me most was reading the Holy Bible" (Aut 113).

- missionary: "In many passages of the Bible I felt the voice of God calling me to go forth and preach" (Aut 120).

8.1.3.  Claretian methodology
If we observe Claret's Bible reading, we find certain constants that we can interpret as simple methodological guidelines for reading Scripture:

a) With deep faith:  in order to attain the wisdom of the Spirit and greater apostolic effectiveness: "To propound and explain the sacred text with simplicity, in a way that is useful for teaching, reproving, correcting and instructing in righteousness" (Miscelánea..., p. 301).

b) With humility:  because God reveals himself to the humble and simple but hides himself from the proud (cf. Lk 10:21). "The voice of God is for the simple and humble. The Lord sets His eyes on the humble, but looks on the haughty from afar" (Colegial  Instruido I, 2, 4.1). The Virgin Mary is an example of humility (cf. SSW p. 438).

c) With devotion and with an intention to benefit from reading it  (Prologue to his edition of the Vulgate): While devotion is a gift of piety, an esteem for the treasure of God's Word, intention is an inner disposition, a faith-filled acceptance leading the believer to become well-tilled soil in which the Word can bear fruit a hundred fold.

d) With recollection and inner silence:  "In silence and quiet of heart, a devout soul advances in virtue and learns to understand the hidden things of the Scriptures (à Kempis, bk. 1, ch. 20)" (cited in Retreat Resolutions of 1860, SAW p. 195). The science of the heart is only attained in inner recollection. Hence, Claret asks those called to the ministry of the Word to withdraw for a while, like Jesus, to pray.

e) Above all with love of God:  "Whoever is of God hears God's words" (Jn 8:47, cited in Memoir of the Academy of St. Michael, p. 5). Love is the source of the humility we need in order to accept the Father's will and reach the obedience of faith, which consists of recognizing and accepting the voice of God transmitted by those who have spoken in His name.

f) Going beyond the letter and entering into the spirit,  which is charity, the central core of the biblical message. The best manifestation of this love and thus the greatest guarantee of a deep attunement with the spirit of the Gospel is fidelity to God and commitment to our brothers and sisters. Some do not understand the Scriptures, or do not want to understand them, because they do not wish to do good" (cf. SAW p. 111).

g) Learning them by memory.  Claret recommends that if possible we learn important texts by memory. By this he sought to achieve two fundamental aims: nourishing his own spiritual life by evoking Bible or Gospel texts to orient his life or to use as short prayers, and continually increasing the store of biblical texts he needed for evangelizing.

The contemplative assimilation of the Gospel transforms the missionary, begets apostolic charity in him, equips him and impels him toward the ministry of the Word: "You will see by your own experience that in this way the Lord will favor you with his graces, and will give you the help you are in such need of in order to fulfill your obligations and to duly perform the functions of the sacred ministry" (Prologue to the Vulgate).

Those who are preparing for the ministry of evangelization, "by reading the Holy Bible --which they should read slowly and meditate on constantly-- will turn out to be good disciples and fervent preachers, who do not preach themselves, but, as St. Paul says, Christ crucified" (Miscelánea..., p. 154).

The Constitutions and Congregational Documents translate for us, today, this life experience and teaching of our Founder: "Before we dutifully proclaim the Lord's word, we should first listen to it in attentive meditation and also share it with our brothers, so that we ourselves may be converted to the Gospel, become conformed to Christ and set afire with his love, the force that should impel us" (CC 34). "The study, meditation and contemplation of the Word should occupy a fundamental place in our lives, since our vocation among the People of God is to be ministers of the Word. We should nourish an inner attitude of letting ourselves be questioned by the Word; we should listen to it as an invitation to a new life; we should read it charismatically, in the light of the challenges that cry out for our missionary service" (CPR 54). We should "make the study of the Bible one of our central concerns" (SW 14.1). Moreover, we are shown the context that will enable us to authentically understand the Word and will prepare us to announce it. "Let us become identified with the poor, otherwise it is difficult to understand and announce the Word of Jesus" (SW 16.4).

8.2. Limitations
 
In the 19th century there was a whole series of limitations on reading and interpreting the Word of God, due, basically, to a fact that Claret pointed out: a neglect of using Scripture, which he strove to counteract by his initiatives. The scant concern of the clergy for evangelization led to a scarcity of men well-prepared in the biblical field. Moreover, the study of Scripture in seminaries and theological faculties was limited to the use of traditional commentaries, which were more ascetical than exegetical.

Besides, both on the hermeneutical and theological levels, they left much to be desired, since the great advances in this field --at least in the Catholic Church-- have taken place in and throughout our own century.

All of these factors influenced Claret's reading of the Bible. His interpretation is often limited by these conditioning factors. We are called to assume the place that the Word of God held in his spirituality, the attitude he took regarding it, and the place that the Bible always had in his apostolic action. But we must also be able to distinguish what was simply the result of his time, which by no means constitutes an orienting criterion for us.

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that Claret contributed notably --thanks to the formation he received in the seminary of Vic, where a great importance was attached to Bible reading-- to promote an approach to the Word of God by priests and other evangelizing agents. To us concretely, through his own experience, he left a "missionary-vocational" reading of Scripture.


9. CONCLUSION
For us, Claret is "a model of identity and inspiration for our missionary life" (CPR 9). His life and mission continue to probe us, as does his rich experience of the Gospel, which he made into life and witness, celebration and proclamation. His apostolic spirit was especially nourished on his reading of the Word of God, thus becoming in this  respect as well, a model for all who share his charism.

Without a familiarity with the Word of God, the Claretian runs the risk of being bogged down in mediocrity, of becoming an evangelizer unable to communicate the power of the Gospel. In contrast, living contact with this wellspring will make us "persons who are seriously prepared to communicate the Gospel in a competent way to today's people, and who can at the same time assure our search for new responses" (CPR 30).

An assiduous reading of the Word of God that is done both personally and in community, will lead us to become the kind of "evangelizers who are totally centered in God the Father, driven by the love of Jesus Christ, led by his Spirit and passionately concerned for their brothers and sisters" (SW 4.5), which the last General Chapter asked of us.
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