
PRESENTATION

1. WITH MARY, LISTENING TO THE WORD
When a woman in the crowd cried out a blessing on Mary for bearing and nursing Jesus, he told her: "Rather, blessed are they who hear the word of God and keep it" (Lk 11:27-28). Years earlier, when Jesus was in Mary's womb, Elizabeth had proclaimed God's blessing on Mary for having heard the Lord's word and firmly believing it (Lk 1:45).

Our last General Chapter tells us: "In the depths of Mary's Heart we discover and learn the way to listen. She received the Word in her Heart (cf. Lk 2:19,51) -- the Word made history in the cry of the poor (cf. Lk 1:48-53)" (SW 15).

Evoking the figure of Mary, the attentive and faithful hearer of the Word of the Lord, constitutes a powerful inspiration for us to continue on our way as a Congregation listening to the Word of God.

When we allow the Word of the Lord to penetrate our hearts, when we make room for it in the rhythm of our personal and community life, when we gather together around it and meet one another as persons who receive the meaning of our life from it, is more than a commitment . It is a joyful experience.

The Word purifies and strengthens us, it discloses our reticences and fears, it enlightens us and enables us to discern, in the history of our own world, the presence of God and the forces that are opposed to the powerful and transforming manifestation of that presence. The Word teaches us as disciples and equips us as missionaries. If we remain trapped in our self-centeredness and in our fear to make those decisions that are demanded of us by our condition as servants of the Word, it is because we have not yet embraced in our lives what we have promised with our lips. A serious confrontation with the Word will keep guiding us toward a true conversion.

With Mary, who submitted her whole future in the "yes" she spoke to the angel's announcement, we  continue on our listening way, asking God for the grace that will enable us to utter the response he expects of us.


2. ENTERING THE THIRD CYCLE OF THE PROJECT
We began our journey two years ago. Our reading, first of the Pentateuch and then of the Prophets, has been drawing us ever more powerfully into the History of Salvation. The whole Congregation has been gathered in solidarity around the Word, in a "vocational" reading of it.

The response of Claretians to the proposal made by the General Government has been quite positive. We know that for many of our brethren and for many communities the way of a "vocational reading" of the Bible has been and still is a joyful, though demanding, experience. Others have not learned how to find the way to set out on this journey. Some have stepped aside from the Project, while others have shared the way with the laity in a richer and more motivating reading. The invitation is still being held out to all.

Last year we made an evaluation of the project by way of a questionnaire sent out to all Provinces and Delegations. We will now sum up some of the most basic points of the results:

1) In general, it can be said that the project was well received, although this does not always correspond to the importance it was accorded in the daily rhythm of personal or community life.

2) Most Provinces agreed that WORD-MISSION responds to what the General Chapter called for, and that it is a good instrument for qualifying ourselves as servants of the Word, both in spirituality and in ministry.

3) The materials were generally evaluated as positive. They were deemed to be exegetically and theologically serious, and the Claretian, situational and existential "keys" were thought to be motivating and helpful in carrying out the process of a "vocational" reading of the Bible. Some complained that the presentation was too technical or that it  fell short in the area of pedagogy. Others, especially those who did not have a basic and updated biblical formation, found the materials rather difficult. Some pointed out that the Claretian key sometimes appeared to be rather forced, but were grateful for the effort involved in drafting it because, as they said, it helped them rediscover the source of "Claret, servant of the Word" and introduced them to a charismatic reading of the Bible.

4) As for the community meeting, evaluations varied. On the one hand there were those who pointed out that putting the project into practice helped them to begin meetings in which there was a sharing of faith and a common airing of pastoral concerns and projects. On the other hand almost everyone noted a lack of preparation, or even of a will, to enter into a dynamics that called for a sharing of more personal aspects of our life. They were also thankful for the questions formulated in the situational and existential keys, and many mentioned that they helped them to connect the Bible with life. At any rate, most respondents pointed out that it still costs them to enter into an analysis of reality from the standpoint of the Word of God and to grow deeper in a reading of the Bible that is truly set in the context of our present historical moment.

5) Among the difficulties met with in carrying out the project, the following were pointed out: a lack of time; an activism that has led many to lose the habit of study or quite reflection; a certain difficulty in linking the project with liturgical cycles; a lack of animation on the part of those in charge (Prefectures, superiors, etc.).  Some pointed out that in many of our communities we find faith-sharing difficult; indeed, some of them stated: "We are incapable of putting into practice what we ask others --sisters and laity-- to do."

6) We were also told of some positive experiences of a reading shared with the laity, whose effort and sincerity strongly motivated Claretians who participated in these groups.

A very serious effort has been made to publish the project in different languages (Spanish, English,  French, Italian, Portuguese, German) in order to make it accessible to the greatest possible number of Claretians. We know that work is being done on other translations.

This evaluation has helped us to improve the materials and to correct those aspects which posed a difficulty for following the itinerary proposed by the project.


3. SYNOPTIC GOSPELS AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES.
In this third cycle we propose to read the Synoptic Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles. At first we considered using the four Gospels as the reading material for the third year, but after talking it over in the Commission, we deemed it better to leave the Gospel according to John for the fourth cycle and read it together with the Johannine Epistles and the Book of Revelation. Instead, we added the Book of Acts, because it seemed to us to be the obvious choice, both for a unified presentation of the Lukan opus and from the standpoint of the process of formation of the gospel traditions.

The viewpoint for our reading will be: THE KINGDOM HAS COME. In Jesus we find the response to the ambiguity-ridden search that had marked the history of the people of the Old Testament. At the same time we are invited to take part in the community called to incarnate this new reality and to be a clear and transforming sign of it in the world.


4. THE THEMES

We have divided our itinerary into thirteen themes: the first nine are Synoptic themes; the remaining four deal in a more detailed way with each of the works we propose to read. The Synoptic themes relate to:

a) The beginnings of Jesus' ministry

b) The activity of Jesus

* Controversies, meals, mercy

* Miracles

c) The preaching of Jesus

* Parables

* Sermon on the Mount / on the Plain

d) Other themes

 

* Passion, death and resurrection

* Following, community, mission

* Mary, woman of the Kingdom.

We have preferred to adopt this distribution because, beside being more pedagogical, it better responds to historical reality:

* First came the event of Jesus and his preaching of the Kingdom

* Next, the rise of the first communities and their memory of Jesus

* Then, written traditions on all these events appear.


5. THE STRUCTURE OF THE UNITS
The structure of the units will be the same as in former years,

A) BIBLICAL KEY
This will be carried out on three levels (historical, literary and theological), in an order best suited to grasping each of the themes. Our aim was to search for a hermeneutic key that would lead to a correct understanding of the gospel text and provide a truly mission and "vocational" reading of it.

B) CLARETIAN KEY
We have again opted to offer a separate unit to help us gain entry into the reading that St. Anthony Mary Claret did of the Synoptic Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles. In this Claretian unit we strive to spell out the impact that the figure of Jesus, as presented by the Synoptists, had on Claret as a source of his spiritual life and as a motive and model for his own intense apostolic activity.

At any rate, to each of the themes we have added some notes that remind us of the Claretian dimension of our "vocational reading" of the Word of God. These notes gather together aspects of the life and writings of our Founder, as well as of the Constitutions and of the magisterium of the Congregation. Each Claretian and each community can enrich them or even change them in the light of their  creativity and their knowledge of Claretian sources.

C) SITUATIONAL KEY
This offers some guidelines that alert us to the need to read the Word of God from the standpoint of the concrete reality of our world and to shed light on this reality from the standpoint of the Word. We repeat: these are just guidelines, suggestions. Each community will find ways in which to accommodate these suggestions to its own case or add others that better reflect its own historical moment or situation. The important thing is to give this key the full importance it deserves.

We have to take up this key in moments of personal reflection: to take stock of the new context in which the Word becomes the bearer of new life. For that very reason there has been so much stress on clarifying the original context, since this will allow us to read the message more easily in other contexts. Moreover, we must see which aspects of the new context take on a new relevance in the light of the Gospel. It would be good to write down the insights that occur to us, the thoughts that this reflection awakens in us, the discoveries toward which it seems to be leading us. Then we should take up these notes again in prayer in order to be open to any movements of the Spirit.

D) EXISTENTIAL KEY
The right moment for this key is to be found above all in prayer. In it, the Word becomes alive within us and, if we are faithful to it, it keeps shaping us as followers of Jesus. It is a fundamental moment in the process. Otherwise our confrontation with the Word of God remains in study and does not touch our hearts with the enlivening and transforming impact the it possesses. Prioritizing this moment of thankfulness means taking the word seriously as God's Word and opening ourselves to the action of the Spirit.


7. THE COMMUNITY MEETING
 
In our presentation of materials for the second cycle we dwelt on the different aspects of personal work that is entailed in the process of the vocational reading of the Bible that the Project aims at. The card we printed was meant to be a constant reminder of the steps that this required. This time we want to comment in particular on the community meeting or the meeting of the group  with which our reading is shared.

The community meeting is a fundamental part of the way. It provides a concrete channel for what our Constitutions ask of us in number 34: "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." God speaks to us through the Word which our brother has listened to and shared with us.

Some concrete suggestions:

a) Prepare the meeting well.  It can't be improvised. The animator can make up a brief motivational statement or draw up some questions --just a few-- that gather together the indications given in the different keys of the unit and offer them to the participants in the meeting. This will help them focus more clearly on the theme of the meeting and avoid the frequent tendency to stray from the theme.

b) Look for an adequate time span.  The meeting should not be rushed, so sufficient time should be set aside for it. To some extent this will depend on the number of members in the groups, but it should always take and hour and a half to two hours. There has to be time enough to allow in order to have a deep dialogue and in order to truly experience the presence of the Lord in the midst of those who are gathered together in his name, calling to mind his Word.

c) Take care of the setting.  It is important, as far as possible, to find an adequate setting for the place where the meeting is to be held. Highlight  the presence of the Word, look for some elements that alert us to the most fundamental aspects of the situational key of the theme (photos, key phrases, the presentation of a video or a montage), other elements that can help us recall the Claretian vocational dimension of our reading, etc. Besides this, anything that helps to create a relaxed and fraternal atmosphere will be a plus for inviting the active participation of everyone present. For this one might employ some dynamic at the beginning of the meeting: recalling some joyful moment that the community or group has shared during the past month, briefly sharing some moment that each of the participants is going through, etc.

d) Integrating the different moments of the meeting well:
1. Read the text assigned.  It should be a short text that sums up the core message of the theme. We have to give importance to this moment of listening. It might be accompanied by an acclamation in song.

2. First period.  Each one briefly shares what has stayed in his heart from his reading of the Word during the month (or whatever time was set for personal work on the theme), using the study helps and going through the steps indicated for personal work. This is not the time for discussing exegetical or historical aspects, or even theological concepts, but rather for sharing the resonance that the Word of God has found in our hearts: questioning what I have discovered, the consolation I have experienced, the invitation I felt to form some attitudes or take some actions, the prayer it has suggested to me, new horizons that it has pointed me toward, an attitude of Jesus that has impressed me, etc. Other points more proper of study can be taken up in other moments of ongoing formation in the community.

3. Second period.  We dialogue on the message that the Bible text we have been reading during the month has, in the context of our own world. What is the Spirit telling me and telling us through this Word? This is the time for discerning which aspects of the present situation the Word upholds or denounces. It is also the time for spelling out its message for today's people. Here we must again take up all that  we have reflected and prayed on concerning the SITUATIONAL KEY. If the animator of the meeting has prepared a guide in advance, this step is made easier. In our dialogue we make an effort to take up the Word as a principle for discerning and judging reality, thus connecting with one of the characteristics of a Claretian reading of the Bible.

4. Third period.  We share the response that the Lord is asking from us through his Word. This is the time to take a stand  in view of the Word the Lord is addressing us. We can't rest content with sharing, while things go on as usual. The Word comes to life in us when it is accepted in a sincere dialogue with God, an essential part of which is our response. This is how we grow in fidelity to Jesus and become a community of servants of the Word. It would be good to keep reviewing from time to time the real impact that the process of a vocational reading of the Bible is having on our life and ministry, both on a personal as well as a community and institutional level.

5. A final period of prayer.  To thank the Lord for his Word. To share this thanksgiving with our brothers because the Lord has united us around his Word of life and had made us feel its power through the resonance it has aroused in each of us. To ask the Lord to keep guiding us along this way through the action of the Spirit. This is the time to call on Mary, the attentive and faithful hearer of the Word. It is also an occasion to realize that we are part of the great Congregational way of the Word being followed by all Claretians living on the five continents. A closing song can sum up all these sentiments.

There is no need to pressure or force anyone in this. We should allow the meeting to unfold in a climate of peace and calm and make an effort to listen to others without judging them. Sometimes were are a bit reluctant in sharing what the Lord has given each one of us, but we mustn't be afraid. Although not all of us have been trained to dialogue about our personal life-experiences of faith and mission --as some have remarked-- it is still worth the trouble to make the effort to do so. This is a great means toward creating a fellowship that can  equip us to face the challenges of our mission in greater solidarity.


8. A COMMITMENT ON THE PART OF ALL
A positive attitude on the part of each member of the community or group is necessary, if the process of the vocational reading of the Bible, proposed in the project, is going to become a meaningful experience for the community and for the Congregation itself. This has been our experience within the team in charge of preparing the materials. We have seen how a shared reading of the Word, taking into account the current context and striving to connect it with the missionary thrust of our Founder, can enable us to discover the Message of the Bible more clearly and deeply.  It enriches each person's reading of it, opens us up to new horizons, awakens our desire to keep going deeper and liberates our heart to take upon us the magnificent missionary programs that we have drawn up throughout these years in the Congregation and in different Provinces.

As Jesus said quite clearly, "Wherever two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them" (Mt 18:22). Summoning up the memory of Jesus and of God's saving action throughout history, meeting together around the Word that transmits these deeds to us and introduces us into the Mystery  of Love that they contain, is a wonderful and transforming adventure. Doing it in community means welcoming Jesus into our home and letting him be the One who keeps molding our life and our missionary thrust.

Don't we have time enough for this? Perhaps this is a good time to ask ourselves seriously why this is so. There is no need for us to waste time running through the documents of the Congregation and the Church in order to justify the proposal that the WORD-MISSION Project sets before us; we know them all already. What is involved here is a problem that is far more deeply rooted in ourselves: it's a matter of asking ourselves whether we truly believe that the Lord becomes present among us when we gather around his Word and if we keenly desire to experience the joy of this Presence. It's a matter of being sincere and of examining whether we are capable of listening  to the Word of the Lord coming through the word of our brother.


9. ONCE AGAIN, THANKS
WORD-MISSION, as we have kept repeating, is the result of the generous collaboration of some of our brothers. Those who write the study-helps, those who spend long hours translating, editing and preparing them for publication. A great deal of love has been put into these pages. Thanks to all of them. And thanks, too, to all of you who bring these materials to life by welcoming them with interest and making them real instruments of spiritual and missionary renewal.

Our desire is that this project may continue to be a way of missionary enablement. Let us hope that it will be a stimulus and a summons to help all of us go forward boldly and creatively, to discover new ways of evangelizing!


Rome, 24 September 1995
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