THEME 5: 
THE PARABLES: FREE OF ALL POWER OF DOMINION

JESUS' EXPERIENCE OF HIS FATHER'S WAY OF ACTING
TEXT: The texts of the parables dealt with in this unit.

BIBLICAL KEY
RÉSUMÉ OF THE PRECEDING THEME
0. INTRODUCTION
In the first part on the parables, we made an effort to get closer to them, convinced that through them we could get closer to Jesus' own feelings and thoughts about the Reign of God that he came to announce. We made a first run-through on three levels:

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
We concluded that the parables could be read in something like their original context, which would bring us closer to the historico-cultural and socio-religious context of the time in which Jesus first preached them, before the primitive communities adapted them to the new context of their local Churches.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
We concluded that the parable has its own literary genre that belongs to the world of symbol, and hence has the capacity --not always taken advantage of-- to carry us into the most sacred world of him who created their symbolic expression, into his special mindset, into the depths of his faith, into the cultural principles through which he saw the world, human beings, history and God Himself.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
 
We tried to enter into the rich meaning that Jesus gave the Reign of God through the parables. This was the order we followed:

a) Some prior clarifications on the Kingdom and Reign of God and its happening.

b) Some parables that show how new and revolutionary Jesus' announcement of the Reign of God must have been for Jesus' time, especially since it ran completely contrary to the way followed by the inherited official institutions which, since they were entangled in managing the power of dominion, could no longer offer the impoverished people any type of liberation.

c) Some parables that speak of the grace of the Reign of God, or of His gratuitous love, free of all power of dominion, for those who were oppressed and marginalized by that power.

PART II: JESUS REGARDING HIS FOLLOWERS AND

REGARDING THE ENEMIES OF THE KINGDOM
DEMANDS ON HIS FOLLOWERS AND CONDEMNATION OF 

JEWISH OFFICIALDOM AND ITS STRUCTURES

We must now delve more deeply into the meaning of the parables, singling out those that refer to the demands that Jesus made on his followers (men and women), as well as the demands that Jesus made on his enemies (unjust leaders and structures), knowing full well that this would provoke what we have chosen to call the great crisis of the Reign of God.

(At this point we will resume our treatment and numeration of the parables where we left off in section 3 of the BIBLICAL KEY --THEOLOGICAL LEVEL-- of the preceding Theme)

3.4. The parables of the followers of the Kingdom
3.4.1. Men and women defined by their own values
24) The Reign of God did not disregard all acquired values: The Jewish people had many cultural values that were real treasures (Mt 13:52).

Jesus' confrontation was not with his people as such, but rather with Jewish officialdom, which had perverted the true sense of the law. Instead of making it a liberating instrument, they had turned it into a means of oppression and marginalization. The Jewish people in general were a quite different matter: their history, the process they had gone through, their struggles, their deep sense of justice, in fine, all the values that had been bequeathed to them by sages, elders and prophets, generation after generation. Why should the Reign of God prescind from all these riches? Weren't they the fruit of God's presence in the culture of the people?

Jesus knew that the work of humanizing humanity did not begin with him. God, his Father, who had always been present in human beings by the sharing of His Spirit, had been working since ages past on the formation and growth of His people's conscience. This is why we place here, as a point of departure, the parable of the scribe who becomes a disciple of the Kingdom of Heaven. From the outset, Jesus understood and taught his disciples that the Kingdom of Heaven should start out from the values of their culture, values which came from God Himself. If any Jew --even the most genuine Pharisee-- took a step toward the proposal of Jesus, he had no reason to lose the age-old values of his culture. All of them were a gift that must be put at the disposal of the Reign of God, which had not come to destroy, but rather to build upon what human beings had achieved up to that moment.

3.4.2. Men and women whose critical consciousness distanced them from the structures of the power of dominion
25) Critics of the injustice of the old inherited mindset: The builder whose building project could fail (Lk 14:28-30).

Doubtless, Jesus' preaching aroused enthusiam among those who heard him or heard about him. Doubtless, too, many whose enthusiasm was aroused did not weigh the consequences of following Jesus and did not want to change their way of thinking about the power of dominion; indeed, some of them probably thought that being close to Jesus was a good opportunity for acquiring such power. Jesus strove to gather followers who were aware that following his proposal would demand that they change their way of thinking regarding justice. For just as there were values that had to be saved, there were also anti-values that urgently needed to be abandoned.

In this parable, a builder is invited to sit down, calculate expenses and consider the reserves he has on hand, in order not to fail. Jesus demanded the same of his followers, in order that they might not remain halfway along the road or at the very beginning of the work (because they were merely apparent followers), but also in order dissuade those who would not complete the work (because they remained as they were, without changing their mindset). We all know that this can happen, whether by abandoning the following of Christ because people are unable to fulfill its demands, or by engaging in a merely apparent following because people continue in the same old mindset. The followers of Jesus had to change the old mindset of power, otherwise they would remain halfway along the road, or else their following would become a lie.

26) Critics who are not naive about the cost of confronting the power of dominion: The warrior who could lose the battle (Lk 14:31-32).

The followers of Jesus could also fall into the naive stance of underestimating the enemy, the power of dominion, believing that everything could be changed in a short time, not realizing the great force of that power, which had made deep inroads into consciences, structures and institutions. The role of Jesus was to awaken the critical consciouness of his followers as to the true scope of the power of dominion. The Reign of God needed people who would come to realize the power of the forces of death that  they were going to face.

If the Reign of God is a confrontation with the powers of evil, the followers of that Reign ought to have a good knowledge of those powers, in order not to give in to them when hard times come. Jesus wanted to awaken in his followers a social sensibility that would enable them to get an in-depth knowledge of the forces of evil and learn how to confront them. For Jesus, prophetism had not died. He had to give it new life with the clarity of the NT, which allowed of no ambiguities regarding an evil as structurally wicked as the power of dominion, whatever name it went under, whether that of the Davidic dynasty, or of the monarchy, or of the power of the people of God, or of messianic prophecy. Nothing that smacked of the power of dominion could be blessed by anyone who would be a true defender of the lives of the oppressed. A follower without a prophetic social awareness and sensibility, would be like a person who planned on winning a great battle, but ended up suing the enemy for peace.

3.4.3. Men and women who wanted to recover the lost values of their history
27) Recovering the capacity to generate a covenant: The salt should continue to be salty (Mt 5:13; cf. Mk 9:50, Lk 14:34-35).

For Jesus, Judaism had ended up betraying the original vocation of Israel. Through its commitment to the power of dominion, it had lost its original identity, as summed up in the expresssion "to be the salt of the earth," namely, to serve as a covenant among the peoples (Num 18:19, Lev 2:13, Ezk 16:4). To serve as a covenant implies fraternity and solidarity, things that Israel had for some time left aside, at least as a nation or as an institution. The proof of this lay in its seeking to eliminate Jesus for going against the power of dominion and in favor of fraternity.

Jesus wanted his group to recover the value that the first Israel had, of being a bond of covenant and fraternity for the world. It had  belonged to the later Israel, as heir to the vocation of its fathers and mothers, to transmit the value of justice and fraternity to the world. But since it no longer chose to follow through with this commitment, it was on the point of becoming like salt that loses its savor: fit only to be thrown out and trampled underfoot. If Israel had lost its original vocation, no one should be surprised that the lowly had ceased looking to it as a point of reference for achieving humanization and liberation; indeed,they were regarded as moral outcasts by the power of dominion that exploits humanity and martyrs it.

28) Recovering the capacity to enlighten others: The light should continue to give light (Mt 15:14a,15; Lk 8:16, 4:21).

Israel, by its original vocation, was called to communicate to others the light it had received. But somewhere along the road of history it had exchanged this original commitment for a search for power, so that it was no longer a light, but rather a darkness for others. Its kings, from Saul to the Herods, vied with one another in a lust for power that led them to have no respect for any life that might oppose their interests. That is to say: Israel had ended up by shutting up its light and stifling it. It had sacrificed its vocation to enlighten others on the altar of the power of dominion.

For Jesus, the result was clear: another group must pick up the torch and cheer others with its light. Someone had to replace Israel and turn over to the oppressed of the world the joy of knowing that fraternity and solidarity were still possible. Everything that might enlighten the process of solidarity and humanity should be pressed into service. What we are and what we have should be given to others. Jesus' followers should regard this as their social patrimony.

29) Recovering the capacity to be critical: The city seated on a hilltop,  in clear view of others (Mt 5:14b,16).

Legalism had done great harm to Judaism: it had turned it into a sectarian group. And one of the  characteristics of a sect is a lack of criticism within the institution. It was up to Israel to animate the project of fraternity in the world, and in doing this, it was open to criticism. The prophets had criticized it at the cost of their lives. In Jesus' time, the situation was even more critical. All socio-religious groups (Sadducees, Pharisees, Zealots, Herodians, Sicarii and Essenes) wanted to assume socio-political leadership, but none of them would accept criticism. Whoever tried to criticize them became their enemy. Hence Jesus, whose works and teaching were in themselves a great criticism for any of these power groups, was regarded as the enemy of all of them.

Jesus wanted the people to recover the critical capacity of the first time, when Yahweh corrected them, led them into the desert and spoke to their heart, as in the days of their youth, as in the days when he brought them up out of the land of Egypt (Hos 2:16-17; cf. 2:4-25). Jesus knew that being the animator of a project as demanding as that of the Reign of God was like being set on a mountain top, to show others, without hedging, good works that would lead them to glorify God (Mt 5:16). Hence a genuine guide must be open to criticism, to being corrected by the people when he gave no evidence of the works of God. Participating in the project of the Reign of God meant accepting the commitment to bear a witness that should and could be criticized and questioned.

3.4.4. Men and women who took up and repeated the praxis of Jesus against the power of dominion
30) Jesus wanted creativity: The unjust steward who was praised (Lk 16:1-8).

Jesus knew the society in which he happened to love. He knew that those who sided with the unjust ruling system had everything to gain over those who were searching for just alternatives. This meant that the Reign of God was at a great disadvantage in relation to the Power of Dominion. This power would continually hound all its opponents and threaten them with death. The followers of Jesus (men and women)  should seek a way out of the situations of death that continually hounded them.

The task that the followers of the Gospel should undertake was one of creativity, competing in their initiative with the children of darkness, the servants of injustice. If the steward of an unjust system was able to resolve a threat against him by turning it to his own favor, why shouldn't the children of light be able to resolve circumstances that threatened the Reign of God by turning them to its favor? Of one thing Jesus was sure: his followers were challenged to a greater creativity, to  greater resourcefulness, because they were challenged to come up with clean solutions, without imitating the injustice of the children of the wicked system. The parable of the unjust steward was always a spur to be more creative than the enemies of the Reign of God and to find ways out in a perverse system which they must not imitate. Thus they would achieve a mentality for which a just solution was the only valid solution, as opposed to the mentality of the wicked system, for which any solution was valid, without regard to justice as a parameter of action. A group with this latter mentality would betray the project of Jesus when faced by the tempting offers that the children of the power of dominion have always known how to set before them.

31) Jesus wanted absolute independence from legalism and selfishness: The Samaritan outside the Law, who behaved like a neighbor (Lk 10:30-35).

The Jewish mentality of Jesus' day, absorbed by legalism, filtered all the proposals it received through the sieve of legalism. It only did what the legal structure allowed and never did what the legal structure forbade. The legalism imposed by the religious structure was the official norm of the morality of the people. For example, it had gone so far as to establish, on the basis of religious legality, that a law governing worship superseded any other law, even that of love of neighbor. This astonished and preoccupied Jesus. It was unthinkable that, in the name of his Father, norms should be established that would end up dehumanizing people.

This was the context in which the paarable of the Good Samaritan was born. Jesus drew a truly moral proposal from "illegality," since "legality" had become corrupt. And he did so from the standpoint of a person who had no legal ties. Legalism had made a lie of every proposal affecting the law and the law-abiding. A Samaritan, free of all legalism, was the best protagonist to show that the morality of the Heavenly Father was totally contrary to official morality, and that love and solidarity with one's brother or sister in need was still the only means for demonstrating the commandment to love the Father.

We should bear in mind that the parable speaks of a "Priest" and a "Levite" as agents of dehumanization. Certainly both of them were marked by the law of worship which forbade them to become contaminated under penalty of not being able to offer worship in the temple. By the way, these were the ones who had been historically displaced by the caste of Zadokite Priests. The Levites were only allowed to assist in lesser offices. Their turns to serve were few and far between. Many of them were impoverished people. For a Levite, missing his turn of service in the temple meant having to go hungry. As opposed to this, a much broader vision of love opens up: solidarity is a value that must supersede not only the law of worship, but even that of personal need. Here we see clearly that the practice of love can entail poverty. Solidarity is fostered not only when we are free of legalisms, but also when we are ready to sacrifice our own personal interests.

32) Jesus wanted mercy as a norm of conduct: The man who wanted to be pardoned, but was unwilling to pardon (Mt 18:23-25).

When the power of dominion takes possession of a society, the consequences are fatal: the power of violence rules. Indeed, the power of dominion becomes the power of violence. Jesus saw that this could happen in his own society, in which each of the socio-religious and socio-political groups wanted to enjoy the advantages of power and, through the  various forms of power, were doing violence to the people. In turn, doing violence to others unleashed the monster of vengeance, since each felt authorized to get even with somebody else. As this took place in the economic sphere, insolidarity was becoming the norm: nobody pardoned anybody, because nobody was pardoned by anybody.

This situation, which everyone dreaded, was what Jesus meant to deal with in this parable: the man who had been pardoned but would not pardon others portrayed the chain of violence that would remain unbroken until someone interrupted it with pardon. The kind of people who justified their ways through the power of dominion had to be condemned by Jesus. It was the kind of conduct most contrary to the Reign of God. With this parable Jesus was issuing a clear warning: those who would not pardon were practically excluding themselves from pardon and from the Reign of God within them. How could the Father reign within those who hated any of His children?

33) Jesus wanted people who would confront the injustice of power with the justice of their cause: A widow, convinced of the justice of her cause, won the attention of an unjust judge (Lk 18:2-5).

In Israel, as in any society led by the power of dominion, the poor or the powerless counted mainly as a work force or for the benefit of those who wielded that power. They counted very little as persons with rights. The law did, indeed, defend "orphans, widows, resident aliens and the oppressed," but when the moment of truth arrived, this law depended on the will of the one who interpreted it or put it into practice. The application of justice depended not so much on the existence of legal formulas as it did on the structures that helped or hindered the practice of the law.

Jesus knew that the power of the poor lay in the way that they themselves would take up their own cause. The parable of the widow who insistently claimed justice from the unjust judge was meant to bear witness to this power and to awaken in his disciples all the reserves that they could muster for  the hard task that lay ahead of them in dealing with the power of dominion that ruled in society. The power of the poor, as Jesus saw it, lay in their being convinced of the justice of their cause. This was the force that was needed in order to change history. This had sometimes happened, when the people were convinced that the cause of justice was God's own cause. The enslaved Hebrews in Egypt resolved to change the course of things and to build a project of freedom and dignity. Centuries later, Jesus went back to the same principle: a poor widow --the very paradigm of the poor-- finally wore down the powerful judge who took pride in the fact that he neither feared God nor respected any human being. The power of the widow's cause had emboldened her and had become an unbearable thorn in the unjust judge's side.

34) Jesus wanted people who were so convinced of their cause, that they would find backing for it: A man, convinced of the rightness of his cause, sought the support of a friend (Lk 11:5-8).

Israel's overall prospects for any projected change were not very bright, since it had very little backing. Thus nearly everyone, even the good and those aware of the situation, had ended up adapting to circumstances and becoming part of the oppressive reality in which they lived. Jesus knew it and felt it. He knew that inviting others to swell the ranks or support the cause of the Reign of God meant importuning, mortifying and upsetting them. If he wanted to do anything, he had to begin with this stage of convocation, of calling people together. The cause of the Kingdom spurred him on to activate and awaken those who were content and had adapted themselves to the power of dominion.

But he had to know how to issue this convocation. Only someone convinced of his cause is capable of convoking others. Jesus wanted to say all this in the parable of the importunate friend who realized that although he would bother his sleepy friend, he would not let him down, but would answer his call. The parable comments that even if the sleepy friend would not get up and give the man something out of friendship, he would rise and give  him whatever he needed because of his importuning. Nobody was ready to follow another out of mere friendship, especially if it meant taking risks. It was necessary that the other should manifest his conviction and the need for help. The conviction of his cause and his need was what made the friend so importunate. Whether before human beings or before God, the force of a request for backing must be based on a conviction of the justness of one's cause.

3.5. The Parables about the Time of the Kingdom:

3.5.1. The time of legalism and its effects
a) The power of legalism had perverted the traditional channels of mediation in Israel, thus closing it against change and making a new time impossible:
35) The autonomy of the people was destroyed: Only those bridesmaids who had an extra supply of oil were able to enter the marriage feast (Mt 25:1-13).

The famous parable that we used to call "The wise and foolish virgins," reflected a Palestinian custom. Maidens who were not invited to a wedding feast could enter it, provided that they were at the door at the very moment when the bridegroom's party arrived. Hence they had to be on the watch and well supplied with oil for their lamps, in case the bridegroom's party was delayed along the way. Jesus made use of this custom in order to delve more deeply into the crisis of the Jewish people. In the long run, Jewish structures had created a people totally dependent on the law without autonomy or the capacity to function on their own. They had suffered the same fate as the "foolish virgins": after all that waiting, when the moment of truth arrived, they were left outside because they were not provided with enough oil, because they were not autonomous. And while they went to buy oil, the door was closed.

The problem of the people of Israel was similar. They did not have autonomy. They had handed over their rights to their leaders, on whose decisions and interpretations they were dependent. This lack of  autonomy was most deeply felt in times of crisis. That was when the people most urgently needed to take the initiative to open up new pathways. However, that was also the time when they showed how low they were in spiritual reserves. Hence they had no alternative but to resort to the same old thing: the law, legalism, thus letting slip the opportunities that history might have offered them to escape from this vicious circle. When Jesus came along, the people met a possibility for giving their life a decisive turnabout and enter the wedding feast of freedom. But they didn't do so because they were out of fuel, that is, they lacked the autonomy they needed in order to throw off the shackles of the law. Like the foolish virgins in the parable, they preferred to carry on in the outer ritualism of legalism: "Lord, lord, open to us." Jesus' answer to the ritualists was clear: "Truly, I say to you, I do not know you."

36) Popular wisdom undone: An inability to know the signs of the time of the Reign of God (Lk 12:54-56); Mt 16:2-3).

Experience had taught Israel to distinguish two kinds of time: quantiative and qualitative. Quantitative time ("chrónos" in Greek) concerned the outer aspect of events or of history: an event or task on such a date, at such a moment, in such circumstances. Qualitative time ("kairós" in Greek) concerned the inner meaning of events. In this sense, everything took on a new dimension: events, places and moments in the past, present or future were all seen from the dimension of liberation or oppression. Those who only saw the quantitative aspect of time remained trapped in its least worthwhile dimension, the outer trappings of events, and thus they nullified their capacity to see the inner content --whether liberating or oppressive-- of events, which went beyond any calendar or chronology.

In this parable Jesus meant to tell us that all of this was occurring in Israel. No longer were people exercising the capacity to see the deep meaning of things, which went beyond the time and external circumstances in which they were wrapped. Israel showed how expert it was in its knowledge of  quantitative time: it knew the signs that governed chronological time. However, it no longer had the insight it needed in order to know qualitative time. It failed to perceive the time of salvation and liberation that was being offered to it in the presence of Jesus. Its spiritual sensibility, which was what gave this people their true wisdom, had been mangled by legalism.

37) The capacity for prophecy lay in ruins: The games played by the interpreters of signs had rendered them unable and unfit to receive an answer (Lk 7:31-32; cf. Mt 11:16-19).

Throughout its history, Israel had shown a remarkably active capacity for prophecy. Prophetism had been a palpable demonstration of critical conscience in facing the abuses of the monarchy and of the Israelite system of government, including the religious system. Jesus wanted to reawaken this prophetic bent by arousing the critical consciousness of his people. This was the only hope for a liberating change in the people. But thus far the response had been not just negative, but out and out hostile. The prophetic voice of John the Baptist had been stifled by his murder in Herod's court, and efforts were under way to silence Jesus as well, with death threats.

In this parable Jesus alludes to this fact by modeling it on a children's game played by two alternating groups, in which one side sang happy or sad songs, while the opposite side danced or cried. John the Baptist had been the very embodiment of a prophet who called people to repentance, while Jesus had been a prophet of a quite different bent, who called people together for joy. Neither of them was heeded. What was it, then, that the leaders wanted? They were in charge of approving or dicrediting anyone they chose in the eyes of the people. For that very reason they themselves were largely responsible for leading the people astray. Their own selfish interests led them to prevent the people from going over to the new way.

38) There were no longer any natural-born leaders  who could offer any utopias: If the eye is not sound, the whole body will be full of darkness (Mt 6:22-23; cf. Lk 11:34-35).

In OT literature, one of the typical ideas of Israel was that of corporateness. Each individual formed part of the whole and was rewarded or punished as such; this could even affect the whole body because of the deeds of a few of its members. Israel had but one soul (Num 21:4, literally: "the soul [néphesh] of the people grew impatient"). Leadership in Israel must be seen in this communitarian perspective. It was a gift in service of the whole group. But we can see that this was clearly not the case in the Israel of Jesus' day. Many had perverted the very aim of leadership, which should have been to provide a disinterested service to the community.

This parable of Jesus was practically a lament. Jesus was saddened to see that the people were burdened with leaders who were not servers but rather exploiters. It was as if the eye, which was meant to give light to the whole body, had become nothing but darkness for it. With honest leaders, the people could have gone forward. But with dirty, dark and duplicitous leaders as power brokers. the people were heading toward ruin. It is the leaders of the people who are being called to judgment here for their blindness to the time of the Reign of God. It was also their fault that the history of Israel, which could have been full of light if it had sound leaders, was now becoming the darkest and most tragic history that anyone could imagine.

39) Nor were there any official leaders to offer a way out: The blind man who dared to lead another blind man (Lk 6:39; cf. Mt 15:14).

Jesus directly called the official leaders of the people "blind guides" (Mt 23:16) and cursed them . It pained him to see that those who should have been guiding the people were actually misguiding them and leading them to ruin. This was but one more fact that appalled Jesus, since it only confirmed the spiritual death into which people were falling. And if prophets no longer came forth from the people, sages no longer  came forth from their leaders.

The leaders had corrupted their hierarchical role, which was to lead the people aright by their good example, and not to lead them astray by their evil behavior. Hence in this parable Jesus describes them as bold fellows who, though knowing that they are blind, dare to act as guides to other blind persons, and thus lead them into a premeditated disaster. In its brevity, this parable makes clear that both leaders and people are blind. And he describes them as two blind men walking together, one unable to help the other.

40) The charism of service was corrupted: The wicked servant who oppressed his fellow servants (Lk 12:45-46; cf. Mt 24:48-51).

The history of the OT was full of men and women who served the people through a charism, that is, through a grace of the Spirit of God, so that their service was based not on parameters of the power of dominion or of self-interest. Judges, prophets and sages had performed this role of service. How could this charism of service have died out in Israel? Really, it all resulted from a loss of the sense of equality. Fraternity and solidarity had functioned so long as all felt on an equal level under the same oppression and sought to be free of it. Hence the Exodus had been the time of the most beautiful fraternity and of love of God. But from the moment that leaders appeared who believed that they had more rights than their brethren, fraternity and solidarity disappeared. The monarchical system, which Israel dreamt of and looked forward to in messianic times, entailed a division of social classes which by its very nature tended to oppose and destroy fraternity, even if nobody intentionally strove to do so.

The leaders of the people had forgotten that the commandment "to love your neighbor as yourself" (Lev 19:18; Mk 12:31) meant considering others as your equal, without any distinction based on superiority or power of dominion. Jesus found things to be quite the contrary: men who by God's own will should have been the equals of the people were in fact oppressing  and exploiting them. They were like the unconscionable servant in the parable, who forgot his own condition as a servant, turning what could have been a liberating experience for his fellow servants, into one of suffering and misery. Leadership --a charism of service-- had been turned into a means of power and oppression over one's brothers and sisters. The people had come to be oppressed by their own brethren. The leaders had ceased to be watchful servants and had become ruthless oppressors.

41) Responsibility was being stifled by fear and resentment: Talents received and mismanaged (Mt 25:14-28; cf. Lk 19:12-26).

In the process of spiritual destruction that legalism produced in Israel, there must have been much bitterness and resentment. Behind the strict behavior of many Israelites, Jesus discerned a bitter and resentful soul. Legalists had to sacrifice certain personal advantages in order to observe the law literally.  And as they came to identify this ruthless model of observance with the will of God, they began to cast the responsibility for their sorrows on God and to build up a store of inner rage and resentment. Sooner or later this resentment would boil over. The souls of legalists were full of suppressed sadness and anger. This attitude tended to portray God as a monster: a being who never let them rest, a taskmaster who demanded a yield yet gave no recompense, who seized upon the slightest carelessness and, as the parable said, liked "to reap where he had not sown." Resentment disables the resentful, like the who received only one talent, yet was unable to make it yield a profit.

Thus the reality of God came to be deformed in the mind of the people. This was all the more serious, because when people do not see God as He really is, they begin to worship an idol. The God of the OT had become transformed into an idol; and not just any idol, but one of those monstrous idols who disfigure human nature by creating fear and resentment in them. The instrument that the leaders of the people had employed in order to achieve this was a wicked use of the law: legalism. The only way out, then, was to discredit  the false, legalistic interpretation whereby the leaders were deforming the faith of the people and filling them with bitterness and resentment, and to hand the interpretation of the law over to others who would give it the same liberating interpretation that Jesus gave it. It was utterly unthinkable that the most beautiful story of joy and trust in God that history had ever known should be allowed to end in bitterness and resentment, through the false interpetation that false teachers had given it.

42) Material assets had lost their humanizing role: The rich hoarder who made bad use of his assets (Lk 12:16-20).

The Deuteronomic school of the OT, facing the crisis unleashed by the destruction of the monarchy, Jerusalem and its temple, had stressed the need for social justice as a principal means for reconstructing the people. Hence it prescribed that "if there is a poor man among your brothers..., open your hand, willingly lending him enough to meet the need, whatever it may be" (Dt 15:7-8). For the true Law, the worth of goods was precisely this: a means to help "the poor and needy neighbor in your land" (Dt 15:12), for "there will be no poor among you" (Dt 15:4). What Jesus saw among his people was totally contrary to this ideal of the Law. Why was this Law, which was expressly commanded, not being fulfilled, whereas other far less important laws were being scrupulously observed?

Jesus saw that the purpose of worldly goods was being totally perverted. Whereas the Law commanded openhandedness, the rich of Israel --portrayed in the rich fool of this parable-- spoke of amassing and hoarding their goods: "I will store all my grain and my goods, and I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, be merry." Earthly goods, meant to humanize life, had taken a turn for the worse: they were the object of greed, they lay under the power of dominion and had thus become a means of perdition.

43) The Word of God had ceased to be the guide: The rich man in Hades, who recalled too late wherein  his salvation lay (Lk 16:19-31).

The good Israelite was characterized by making his life revolve around the Word of God, in which he found guidance for his life, in order to obtain a blessing. The Word of God had such guiding force that it should never depart from an Israelite: day and night, at home or away, it should be identified with his person and even with his dwelling (Dt 6:4-9; 11:18-21). The point of reference for life was, then, the Word. The people had lost this reference and so, of course, had their leaders, who were charged with keeping the Word of God alive among the people. Because of this lack, the people tended to seek guidance in magic rituals, superstition, summoning spirits, apparitions and miraculous or marvelous actions. This tendency toward miracle-seeking was a sign of a faith that had grown cold, perverted and adulterated, and both people and leaders had come to this same sorry pass (Mt 12:39, 16:4).

In the parable, the rich man, condemned to endless torment, tried to justify his own injustice and lack of mercy, and that of his family as well, because they had not received some miraculous sign to wake them up. Then he was reminded that all of this was clearly written in the Scriptures, which genuinely conveyed the will of God. The gift of the Word and its critical worth, aimed at throwing light on the social stance that must be taken with regard to riches, had lost all power of conviction for the rich man. He had no other course than to appeal to miracle-working. The Word of God, which is filled with the objective cries of the people of Yahweh, had been stultified, pushed off into a corner and replaced by the subjectivity and superficiality of apparitions and ghosts. Jesus found himself facing a false popular religiosity, in which there was no liberation, but rather a danger of alienation. This explains his harsh reaction against the rich man.

b) Since official Judaism had allowed itself to be blinded by a legalism that sought to justify the power of dominion, it must render an account for its actions before the court of history.
44) Lack of conscience facing the last opportunity to bear fruit: The barren fig-tree's last chance (Lk 13:6-9).

The people of Israel had shown an immense capacity for utopianism, that is, a great capacity for creating projects and dreams for the future, and of making efforts to put them into practice. Their fascinating biblical record was the best proof of this. Jesus was hoping that, in the face of the crisis of his time, this secret force that had brought Israel out of its former crises would spring to life again. The expression "to bear fruit" (or "to look for fruit") meant the concrete enactment, in works, of the many prophetic and sapiential utopias that had been sown in the heart of the people. In some way they had to render an account before history for the sowing of such great hope and the loss of so much life in search of something better.

The worst thing that could happen to Israel was the loss of its historical responsibility, and with it, the spiritual patrimony of so many centuries. Jesus saw this and felt it. Hence he "wept over Jerusalem..., because you did not know the time of your visitation" (Lk 19:41-44). It was not Jesus who was wresting a right or a privilege from Israel. It was the people themselves, and above all their leaders, who were not aware of the last and definitive chance that lay before them. The coming of Jesus was the last available chance for becoming aware that the power of dominion, under which Israel was living, would continue to be an endless source of suffering and death. Israel was not, properly speaking, being judged and condemned by some whim of Jesus. Like the barren fig-tree, it was condemned for its own barrenness. By pervading all its structures, the power of dominion had eaten away its social sensibility, had dried up the bowels of justice and had rendered it so useless that, like a barren tree, it was "only encumbering the ground" (Lk 13:7) for lack of yield.

45) Unaware of the last chance to avoid condemnation: The accused man's last chance (Lk 12:57-59; cf. Mt 5:25-26).

In the preceding parable Jesus was calling Israel to reflect on its condemnation for no longer knowing how to bear fruits of justice, that is, for having lost its utopian capacity. In the present parable, Jesus considers Israel as a criminal accused by his own conscience, who was trudging inexorably toward condemnation, unaware that he still had a last chance to change his lot. This last chance was the presence of Jesus calling him to conversion.

Jesus saw official Israel as an accused man who, if he had a whit of sense, would make peace with his accuser, before they reached the judge. The accuser of Jewish officialdom could be no one but the people. And on behalf of this people, in this parable Jesus was asking Jewish officialdom for two things. The first was "to make an effort" (Greek, "dos ergasían"). But getting out of the power system of dominion was not an easy matter, since it was so deeply entrenched that it would call for all possible efforts and renunciations. The second was "to settle" or "make satisfaction" with (Greek, "ap-elláchtai" from ap-allásso). It was necessary to settle or make satisfaction with the people, whose suffering, when the moment of truth came, was the accuser of the leaders. It was an expression of immense social sensibility on Jeus' part to conceive of the people as an adversary whose suffering demanded satisfaction, if the accused was to escape from the shadow of their accusation.

c) The power of dominion eventually turned its followers into murderers.
46) Murderers for taking their brother's life: Tenant farmers who murdered out of greed (Mk 12:1-9; cf. Mt 21:33-46; Lk 20:9-19).

This harsh parable was an expression of the sharp conflict that  had arisen between Jesus and the leaders of his people. Jesus already saw that his life was near its end and that it would come to pass through the violence of the leaders. They were the ones primarily responsible for his death and, as such, they were murderers. It was necessary to make people aware of this, as part of the process of increasing their critical consciousness. Only by  disclosing the deadly capacity inherent in the power of dominion could the critical consciousness of the people be distanced from their leaders, until they would some day be able to break with them definitively.

Jesus had to denounce --as high treason against the plan of justice begun by the God of the OT-- the fact that the people, who had started out as upright servants of Yahweh, were being led to become murderers of the One who was bringing them the truth of that same God. Leaders and people alike were going to assassinate their "last hope." The original Greek of this parable embodies this tragedy by using the term, "éschaton" to designate the son sent by the father to claim his rights over the vineyard that he had leased out.  "Eschaton" (from whence the term "eschatology") was the extreme, last and definitive thing that could occur. It also had a double thrust: either salvation or damnation, life or death, joy or sadness, mildness or rage. But this ambiguity did not depend on the "éschaton" in itself, but rather on the condition of those who received it.  This is why Jesus aroused such love and such hate. And this is why he became a victim of hatred. His offer of a society of fraternity, solidarity and equality clashed with the interests of the Jewish system. The parable contains a bitter irony that sums up the whole history of Israel: in the OT it had started out being a humble tenant farmer and ended up by murdering Jesus out of greed.

47) Murderers for having no mercy on their brothers and sisters: Those who did not live in solidarity and had no pity on the needy (Mt 25:41-46).

Anti-solidarity societies, like the official society of Jesus' time, strove to avoid direct murders in order to save their good name. Hence no one was apparently to blame for the death of the "outcasts" of this society. Hunger or cold, isolation or prison, or better still, their own carelessness killed them. Society's conscience could "legally" sleep soundly, because nobody was directly responsible for these deaths. Jesus reacted against this hypocritical model of society, and he declared  that sooner or later his Father would demand an accounting for all these deaths.

In the parable, Jesus tried to awaken people's social conscience and make them see the responsibility they all had in the structural injusti ce of the power of domination. The Heavenly Father was going to hold a judgment, because He held them responsible for complicity in social sin. In view of the suffering, oppression or death of their needy brethren, society must examine its responsibility. The parable starkly set forth this scandalous truth: allowing one's brethren to suffer and not rescuing them from their need was as if they had done the very same to God Himself. And allowing their needy brethren to die was like letting God Himself die. Indeed, it was like murdering God. The parable includes a curse: "Depart from me, you cursed," by which Jesus meant that his Father can never be with those who close their hearts and their hands to mercy, for, whether they liked it or not, his Heavenly Father identified with the poor.

3.5.2. For Jesus, the time of the reign of God had its sign and its reward
a) The great sign of the time of the Reign of God: prompt and timely mercy.
48) Wherever there is mercy, God is there: Even though they may not know it, human beings who live in solidarity are serving God Himself (Mt 25:31-40).

Throughout his life, Jesus, like many Israelites of his time, had experienced that the power of dominion and legalism were walking hand in hand. Indeed, legalism was nothing more that the power of dominion introduced into the field of religion. The logical outcome of defining life from the standpoint of personal gain and of putting the interpretation of the law at the service of that cause, was to dry up the "bowels of mercy" of the people. Jesus' teaching was diametrically opposed to this: Loving God and loving the neighor were twin halves of one and the same reality; so that the whole Law and the Prophets depend on these two commandments (Mt 22:34-40). Jesus  wanted to return to humanity its capacity to love. In this parable he embodied one of the most revolutionary and also most consoling statements of the New Testament: The Reign of God was occurring wherever mercy was being practiced. And it was not necessarily occuring in the realm of the religious or the sacred.

The mercy that Jesus had in mind here was of a concrete kind that rescued human beings from their hunger, from their thirst, from their lack of resources as aliens, from their nakedness, from their illness, from the injustice of the power of dominion that imprisoned all who withstood it. What counted most definitively with God was the solidarity that people had with their needy, exploited, oppressed or marginalized fellow human beings. There could be no clearer statement of God's commitment with impoverished, even to the extent that the poor were likened to God Himself. In the parable, Jesus defines God as the One who identifies with the poor. Hence, those who practice mercy are confessing God, whether they know it or not. To close one's heart and hands to mercy is practically to deny God.

49) Mercy demands a prompt response: The good servant remains alert, ready to open the door at once to his master (Lk 12:35-36).

Jesus saw that, because of the hostility of his enemies, his life was drawing to a close, and that, because of the power of dominion, the people were still not experiencing mercy. As for the life of the people, which had been destroyed by the powers that be, it was hardly logical for Jesus to demand prompt and timely responses. Opening the door promptly to God meant giving a prompt response to people in need.

This parable was not aimed at Jesus' enemies, but rather at those who had chosen to serve the Father's cause in favor of the life of the people. It was not a demand meant for his enemies, who were not servants of God's cause; rather, it was an urgent call to the servants of the Gospel. The God-event --the inbreaking of His love and justice-- would also happen at an uncertain time. A needy brother could  apppear at any minute, and it was imperative that all should be on the look-out in order to render an opportune response. Being attentive to the cry and the concrete needs of the impoverished people, in order to respond to them as quickly as possible, was the same as being attentive to God Himself.

50) Mercy demands opportune responses: The watchful house owner is ready to defend his property in good time (Lk 12:39; Mt 24:42-43)

In the parabolic language of Jesus, the householder is almost always his Father and the servants are his followers. This parable may well have referred originally to the Heavenly Father, the owner, by covenant and tradition, of the house of Israel. Throughout history He, too, had shown his face to his people. And in this moment of spiritual disaster that his people were going through, He continued to do so. The incarnation of Jesus was His most opportune response. Jesus, with his project of fraternity, solidarity and equality, was himself the solution for facing up to the power of dominion, which was alienating the people from God and was overmastering them.

Jesus, the Father's most opportune response to the sway of Evil, was not a providentialist or paternalistic response. Jesus demanded that his followers take up the same battle that the Father was waging in him and, like him, be ready even to lay down their life. The Reign of God was a grace, but  a grace that enabled them to put all their personal forces and resources at the disposal of that Reign, and thus have the wherewithal to defend the people of God. The response of the Father in Jesus was timely, as this parable demanded. It was the response of the One who had been watchful throughout human history. Can we imagine a better, more opportune or more effective response than Jesus' plan for combatting the Power of Dominion? As long as this power is not detroyed in its roots, humankind will be the property of a few dominators, and the consequence will be the daily death of the powerless. Jesus is still the most opportune response, since he attacks the roots of evil that lie within us and in society, forming a vicious circle of death: we influence it  and it influences us. It is in this voracious interior (personal and social) field that the definitive struggle must take place.

b) The reward of those who respond to the time of the Reign of God by practicing justice:
51) God rewards his servant by binding him forever to His cause: The servant whose reward is to continue being a servant (Lk 12:42-44; cf. Mt 24:45-47).

The society of the power of dominion rewarded its servants by making them sharers in its power. Thus they remained inwardly more perverted and bound to its unjust cause. Legalism, which was an expression of the power of dominion, also worked in this same direction. Spiritually, it had accustomed people to expect compensation for fulfilling the Law. Friendship with God was not a grace, a gift, but a demand. It was something gained and not something freely given. Jesus' position was exactly the opposite. The Reign of God was something that happened within. It was not based on quantitative compensations. Hence the reward of the faithful servant of the Reign of God could be none other than God Himself and His cause.

Without a doubt, for a society built on the power of dominion and legalism, this was a very strange reward. Hence this parable is difficult in itself and hard to understand. And none will be able to grasp it so long as they are not convinced that Jesus was not offering his followers any quantitative rewards to benefit their own personal or group interests. The reward of his followers was inner, qualitative growth in the cause which they, through God's gift, had made their own. That is why the servant in the parable is promoted to a greater responsibility, to greater service. Helping to liberate others from the power of dominion, humanizing others, meant that the one who helped them grew in the same values, became more humanized and identified more and more with God Himself. Could there be or could we imagine any greater reward?

52) The Master rewards his servant by making him his companion: The servant who was at length rewarded by being waited on by his master (Lk 12:37-38).

When Jesus uttered this parable, he must have been inwardly overflowing with the immense joy of one who is about to share something that he is already experienceing within himself: the feeling that God was his "companion." For those caught up in legalism, it must have been utterly bewildering to hear that God had ceased to be a paymaster, but had instead become a Companion-God. Payment ought to be something that conveyed some advantages that lay outside God. In contrast, for Jesus, the payment was God Himself, in a relationship of friendship and equality: God as a companion. This was an utterly new experience of God, unheard of in a milieu governed by the power of dominion, where a relationship of this sort was unthinkable.

All of his was what Jesus wanted to tell us in the parable of the servant who was at length waited on at able by his master, who thus behaved as a companion. Between a humanizing God and His follower --who was also a struggler against dehumanizing powers-- there had to be an intense sharing of projects, an equality of causes. Both led to a relationship of companions. And among companions, mutual service is normal. It does not surprise us, then, that God should become a servant of the servants of his children. The best reward for Jesus and his followers was to feel that God was their companion in the cause of the Kingdom.

3.6. Conclusions:

3.6.1. The parable and our symbolic mindset

We all know that each parable was destined to work on the mind of its hearer or reader. The parable, in principle, affects the symbolic mindset of the one who comes in contact with it. From that point on in begins to work in two ways: first, it gives a new vision of things, and second, it impels to action. If we apply this to Jesus and persons of all stamps who came into contact with him, we see that his parables provoked diverse and contradictory reactions, for  good or for bad, regarding his person and his cause. To sum up, then, we would like to recall what the parables may have meant for Jesus' listeners and what they still mean for us listeners at the end of the 20th century.

A) Culturally,  the parables dismantled and openly fought against the old unsolidary and selfish symbolic mindset. As such, they were offensive to some. But thay also gave rise to a new, solidary symbolic mindset. In this case, the parables led to an identification with the very mind of Jesus. And they oriented, convinced and animated his followers in such a way that they prepared them for persecution and death in serving the cause they proposed to others. The parables touch us, too, in the depths of our being, in our symbolic-cultural mindset. It is here that a struggle must take place in which we will either accept them as our true program of life, or else, if we merely admire them, we will  regard them simply as pretty pieces to use in catechesis or as "unrealizable utopias."

B) Politically,  the parables questioned Jesus' contemporaries and offered them liberation from their inherited socio-political system, which was vertical, lacked equality and solidarity, and was non-participative. With the parables, Jesus tried to rescue his followers from the power of dominion of all the monarchies and socio-religious groups of his time. And he will keep trying to rescue us from our own modern systems that repeat in us and in the people the same oppression and destruction of the power of dominion.

C) Religiously,  the parables led people to question the whole structure on which Jewish religion was based, with all its organizations and mediations (systems of legal purity, prayers, liturgies, fasts, sacrifices, alms...). Through them Jesus was trying to rescue human beings from the injustices of the legalism of his time and from all legalisms that might keep dehumanizing people throughout history.

D) Socially,  the parables aimed at provoking a change in relations between human beings: they should treat one another as brothers and sisters with solidarity and equality, as children of the same Heavenly Father. As such they should change any relationships based on the inherited power of dominion. The parables send the same message to modern people who on all continents are still caught up in the same model of society that Jesus condemned.

E) Personally and Communitarily,  the parables make no distinction, they do not separate the field of the individual from that of society. Persons and society mutually influence one another. The socio-cultural community mindset helps build the personal mindset, and in turn, the personal mindset recreates the community mindset, either by reinforcing the alienations of the social system or by questioning them in order to change them. The parables, through their broad symbolic power, touch both individuals and society. This happened in Jesus' time and is still happening in our own days.

F) Permanently,  beyond the bounds of their own time and space, the parables keep questioning unjust social structures. Hence they continue to be the best instrument for a program of change, both personal and social. The parables still keep making both the New Humanity and the New Society possible.

G) Pedagogically,  the parables are still a permanent school of go'el-hood  or liberation. Their work is directed toward the symbolic cultural mindset, which is what gives us reasons for acting. The Primitive Community saw in them the best expression of the spiritual process of Jesus, inasmuch as they revealed the reasons that Jesus had for behaving the way he did. Each parable is like a time-bomb that Jesus placed in our mind, which will produce its explosive effect in due seaason: either to question and demand change, or to confirm and require greater  commitment.  In human beings, the parables do a fundamental work of inner purification from all power of dominion. Without this basic work, there can never be any outer liberation. In the measure that we men and women allow ourselves to be penetrated by the content of the parables, we will be able to humanize our lives and humanize the world we live in. The parables --deep expressions of Jesus' thinking, feeling and acting-- can be our guide and our school of liberation.


A GUIDE FOR USING THE PARABLES
In the following table, we cite the parables commented on. Cites in boldface, correspond to texts commented on directly; those in "normal type," to parallel texts also commented on. Numbers in parenthesis indicate the units (first or second) we offered on the parables, with the number of the paragraph in which they appeared in each unit.
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CLARETIAN KEY

SPEAKING FROM THE STANDPOINT OF GOD AND OF THE PEOPLE
We have repeatedly commented on our Fr. Founder's insistence on using language familiar to common people in announcing the Good News of the Kingdom. We are all well acquainted with the following text from the Autobiography: "From the very beginning, the style I aimed at was that of the Gospel: simple and clear. To achieve this aim I made use of comparisons, likenesses, and examples  from history and experience, most of them from Scripture. I had observed that one of the best attention-getters with all sorts of people, whether learned or ignorant, believers of unbelievers, was the use of comparisons drawn from things in nature" (Aut 297).

What we cannot afford to do is to get caught up in form, without going on to question the contents of our preaching or other means of announcing the Gospel. Now in our own case, as it was in the case of Jesus and that of all the prophets, it is only in deep communion with God and with people that we will find a guarantee of fidelity to Jesus' plan. In this way, our language will be able to transmit the Father's Heart and do so in a form that out listeners can understand. We cannot announce the Gospel in a Claretian way, without real and continued contact with people.

In the light of Jesus' preaching, it would be well  for us to re-read a few numbers from the document of the last General Chapter:

"In every celebration let us stress the power of the Word; and let us devote special care to the homily, keeping very much in mind the concrete reality of the people we are addressing" (SW 11.3).

"Let us learn to read the reality in which the people whom we address live, and learn how to expresss ourselves in their language and in their symbolic world" (SW 16.3).

And we do all of this in order that the Reign of God may become a reality among human beings.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Between values of life and forces of death. Values that humanize and interests that dehumanize are facing each other in all societies. In facing the ravages caused by the "power of dominion," Jesus took into account the cultural values of the people in building up the Kingdom, and asked his disciples to do likewise (Mt 13:52) and to calculate the deadly force of the "enemy" (Lk 14:31-32). Which values of the culture or cultures of the places we live and work in ought to be appreciated (and saved or enhanced) in relation to the Kingdom? Inculturation and prophetism --dimensions of the mission of Jesus-- have be taken up again by the Magisterium of the Church. Let us ask ourselves if in our local Church we are in fact taking into account the "values" of the people's culture in order to build up the Kingdom of God, and whether our pastoral practice in fact has sufficient prophetic power.

2. Taking the pulse of love in our societies and in our Church. Jesus based his diagnoses of society on all that impeded justice or negated love, or rejected or hindered the manifestation of the Reign of God. In our own societies, and more concretely in the way we live in our human surroundings (relationships, likes, institutions, groups and structures), what is sought after and practiced above love and solidarity? And  what most belies the truth and image of the God of Jesus in our Church? (Our diagnosis should take into account today's mediations and situations in different cultures, ethicities and religions in each place; let us value the motto "different and equal").

3. Like a "barren fig tree"? Some see in this fig tree condemned for its barrenness (Lk 13:6-9) the symbol of our world at the turn of the century: societies and churches in crisis, with no utopian hopes, worn out, sterile, no longer able to dream or create.  The "historical mutation" that we are living through brings with it a great "night" in which realities once thought immutable are passing away. Yet "other" wisdoms, "other" mindsets and symbolic worlds with a potential for life for all, are perhaps being gestated in new quests, or in traditions, cultures, ethnicities and religions long oppressed and ignored, and now marginalized or excluded. Within a world that is killing itself by its abuses, where do we see sterility, and where do we see fruit-bearing or the potential for fruit-bearing? (This question can be applied to our human surroundings, to our church, to the Congregation, to our Province, to our own community).

4. To be or not to be in solidarity: "That is the question." With its forgetfulness of our fundamental equality (Lk 12:45-46) and the dehumanizing use of goods (Lk 12:16-20), insolidarity was turning many persons and institutions and laws and the whole system into "born killers" (Mk 12:1-9; Mt 25:41-46). In every place we have to see to what extent the same thing is happening today that Jesus saw was happening in Israel. But the clarity with which Jesus states (Mt 25) that what is done or not done for the needy is done or not done to God (whether we believe it or know it), extends God's identification with the poor and needy to all times and places, cultures and religions, and even to the most secularized or "indifferent" milieux. Let us think how far insolidarity ot solidarity have really spread today in the society, peoples and churches of the country we live in. And since real solidarity is a sure sign that the reign of God is happening, where is this sign making the Kingdom visible in our  society and in our church, and where does this sign not appear?

5. Gratuitousness in times of "merchandising"? In our days of so much "merchandising" and "needs" and "greed," the experience of a God who neither "pays" nor "awards," but becomes a companion and servant of the servants of his Son and of his Reign, and promotes them to even geater service and greater sacrifice, is still a rather shocking and new experience regarding God (cf. "the servant promoted" and "the servant waited on by his master" in Lk 12"42-44 and 37-38). As we look at the widespread influence of the system of consumerism and competition among peoples of all sorts, and at the hunger for "easy money," how would we ourselves answer this question: How can we value and live the gratuitous love of the God of Jesus today, and how can we help people appreciate it and live it, without failing in our attempt to do so?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. There are parables such as "the Samaritan who behaved like a neighbor" (Lk 10:30-35) and "the reign of God in merciful solidarity with the needy" (Mt 25:35-46) and others, that give us entry to the most fascinating depths of the life-experience of Jesus, who, in order to be faithful to the Father, "chose to return to humankind the ability to love," even at the cost of his own life. Do I value this real loving solidarity above all else, in my life and in my proclamation of the Gospel?

2. In stating that the Reign of God starts out from the cultural values of the people ("every scribe who is learned in the reign of God," Mt 13:52), Jesus is proposing to us not only a method (though it is that), but still more, a mission and an attitude whereby evangelization respects God's action on every people, ethnicity, race, culture and religion. To what extent has this light and this attitude entered into my spirituality? Do we cultivate it in my Claretian community?

3. What Jesus felt upon seeing the ruin of prophecy  and the forgetfulness of the Word of God in Israel (the havoc wrought by "blind guides," Lk 12:54-56, 7:31-32; Mt 6:22-23) existentially affects us, too, in our charism as servants of the Word. Faithful to the "founding experience" of Claret, we Claretians must always question ourselves regarding the state of the Word of God in our local Church (especially in that portion of the people of God whom we serve). To better and encourage the state of the Word of God in the Church and in the world is our great "charismatic" responsibility.

4. To allow ourselves to be penetrated, in life and in evangelization, by the criteria of the God of Jesus, is the great and good adventure of disciples. Each of us shapes his own overall life-pattern and thrust . For some, this may be to maintain his gift of discipleship in good order: to keep being "salt" and "light" means to keep oneself capable of prophecy and covenant; capable of humanizing, of awakening hope and joy among the sad and downtrodden; to guide others by accompanying them and listening to their criticisms, without bossiness or sectarianism, but rather as a servant who is thoroughly convinced of the goodness of the filial and fraternal cause of the Kingdom, and the happy initiative of God, the common Father of us all. As good "Claretian" disicples, consumed with zeal for the Word of God, we should be lucid and creative, as capable of "bearing fruit" as we are of being at peace in the midst of failure. We should regard gratuitous giving as our only reward, and mercy as our reaction to everyday weakness. But above all we should be free to offer loving solidarity, like the Samaritan and all of those who offer loving solidarity in deed to anyone who is wounded, barefoot,  imprisoned, hungry...


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: choose one of the parables indicated.

3. Dialogue on Theme 5 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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