THEME 8:
A COMMUNITY OF FOLLOWERS OF JESUS
TEXT:
Mk 1:16 - 3:19

Mt 10, 18, 23:1-12, 28:16-20

Lk 9:1-10,23; Acts 1 - 8
(For the community meeting: Acts 4:23-37)

BIBLICAL KEY
1. LITERARY LEVEL
1.1. Some genres relating to the "community of followers"
1.1.1. The genre of "paschal mission charge"
We can classify different appearances of the Risen Lord under the label of "paschal mission charge," which occurs in two fundamental types or forms.

The first type, similar to the vocation-mission accounts of the OT, consists of the following elements: presentation, mission and promise. We find it in its purest form in Mt 28:16-20 and, with a few other elements, in the accounts of the conversion of Saul in the Acts of the Apostles. The only aim of the presentation and promise of the Lord is to authorize the mission entrusted, which is directed to humankind as a whole. The Lord of human history makes himself present and promises his assistance in the fulfillment of the mission entrusted.

The second type offers three fundamental elements placed between the description of the situation and the conclusion: initiative, gradual recognition and mission. We find it in Lk 24:36-53 and Jn 20:19-29, and it is similar to the individual appearances to certain women in Mt 28:9-10 and to Mary Magdalene in Jn 20:11-18. The gradual recognition assures the continuity of the present with the Jesus of Nazareth of the past, and opens up to a mission that continues his work, a continuation that is transfigured by the presence of the Holy Spirit. These three times are linked together in an historical chain. This genre probably originated in  the meals held after the death of Jesus, at which the disciples remembered the Master and at which the presence of Christ transformed this remembrance into a paschal reality.

In both cases, the appearances do not have a mainly apologetic aim, but are meant to show a close connection with the apostolic ministry, as can also be seen in 1 Cor 15:3-10. They tend to underscore what the Passover means for the Church: for its existence, missionary work, worship, interpretation of Scripture, institutions and hopes. In all cases it deals with a justification of the Church's mission.

1.1.2. The genre of "vocational paradigm"
As distinguished from the accounts we have just considered, the "vocational paradigms" are set in texts that refer to the time of Jesus' earthly ministry. Their characteristics are: 1) the well-finished nature of the accounts, which need neither introduction nor epilogue, 2) a brevity and simplicity lacking personal and biographical traits, 3) a religious tone of "edification," and 4) the relevance of Jesus' words as a rule of faith and life that challenges anyone who has access to the text. As accounts of the genre we would underscore the vocation accounts in Mk 1:17-18,19-20 and 2:14.

This type of paradigm has but one earlier biblical model, namely, the "ideal scene" of Elijah's calling of Elisha in 1 Kgs 19:19-21, in which we also see the calling of the prophet, his former profession, the mention of a father and the following of the one called.

This resort to the Elijah-Elisha relationship allows a connection with the previous genre in that it presents a "vocation as succession." The account of the ministry of Elijah is implicitly present in many paschal accounts and is explicitly present in the taking up of Jesus into heaven at the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles.

1.2. The vocabulary of vocation: "see," "follow." "call"
Another element common to both genres is the presence of the verb "to see." In vocational paradigms, Jesus appears as the subject of this verb used in its active form. The same verb (or the synonym "appear" in Acts 1:3) is found in the passive voice in the accounts of paschal appearances, also referred to Jesus, with the sense of "to make oneself seen." In all these cases the intention is to point out that the subject who takes the initiative in each calling is either the earthly Jesus or the glorified Christ.

Another characteristic that appears in these texts is the close connection between this "seeing" and the "hearing" to which it is subordinated. Thus, in 2 Cor 12:4,9, Gal 2:2 and Acts 16:9, connected with the office of Paul, the vision is narrated around a word, which the seer must accept and transmit. Thus the accent falls on an order or a call that must be carried out.

The content of this order is usually expressed by a verb of movement. This movement can be one of drawing near, as in vocational paradigms, or of being sent off to fulfill the mission entrusted, as in the paschal appearances.

In the first case one notes the "after me," expressed or implied in the meaning of the verb "follow." These terms express, besides their normal sense, the communion of the follower with the one who calls him. This "walking behind" someone includes living like the one who calls.

Similarly, one who is sent knows that he is the bearer of a charge, in fulfillment of which he must set himself in accord with the one who sends him. This demands that he live like him and be completely subordinate to him in order to become the depository of his authority. Thus the "envoy or apostle" should give up his own autonomy and place his whole life within the framework of the demands of Jesus.

Another group of terms relating to following turn around the verb "to call" and its derivatives. This verb, besides its meanings of naming, calling or  inviting, also takes on in biblical parlance a vocational meaning, when God or Christ calls someone with the authority that belongs to them.

Also derived from "calling" is the Greek term ekklesía (from ek =out + kaleo  = call), meaning convocation or assembly. Taken from the Greek milieu in which the term meant a gathering of freemen of a city, it also included the sense of a Hebrew religious assembly (qahal), and was introduced into the NT by Paul to place the assemblies of the Diaspora on a par with those of Palestine. The members of these assemblies likewise received other names, such as "brethren," "saints" and "disciples."

The plurality in the collective singular or the plural of these last-mentioned terms, as well as the eminently communitary character of the mission charges and the exemplary character of the vocational paradigms for the life of the members of the community, led to vocations always being understood as co-vocations, implying a plurality of persons gathered around Jesus.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
2.1. Diverse understandings of "following" in the communities
Despite the apparent uniformity with which these assemblies have been presented, especially in the Acts of the Apostles, it is possible to discover differences in thought and action, and the evident diversities between some of these gatherings.

It would be impossible here to present all the kinds of existing communities. Nevertheless, it seems useful to attempt to describe the traits of some of them that are revealed in the background of the texts we aim to read.

2.1.1. "Prophetic" communities
In the discourses of Peter in Acts 2 and 3, we can discern the traits of a community concerned with bearing witness to and exhorting others in a group of  hostile onlookers, to whom they refer to as a "perverse generation" (Acts 2:40; cf. Dt 32:5).

In these discourses (Acts 2:14-41 and 3:11-26) Peter appears as a "Christian prophet." In the first of them (Acts 2:14-41) he addresses a hostile group who mock the community and the phenomena occurring in it ("At this sound the crowd...was bewildered...and some sneered: They are full of new wine" Acts 2:6,13), although these phenomena were in fact the work of the Spirit ("and they began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability" 2:4).

This gift of the Spirit, the effects of which are seen in the witness and exhortative activity of the community, are connected with the Ascension of Jesus, in the same way that the gift of the Law was connected with the ascension of Moses in Jewish thought of that time. This equation, seen as fulfilling the prediction of raising up a prophet like Moses in Dt 18:15, also extends to the earthly mission of Jesus, whose "signs and wonders" (Acts 2:22-24) are likened to Moses' action (cf. Dt 4:24, 6:22, 29:2, 34:11).

	Targum on Ps 68:19:
Thou hast ascended to the firmament, O prophet Moses,

thou hast led captivity captive,

thou hast taught the words of the Law,

thou hast given gifts to the sons of men.
(Cited by M. Gourgues in "Misión y Comunidad" p. 23.

  Cuadernos bíblicos, n.60)


The title Nazorean (Acts 2:22) was attributed to Jesus in his earthly ministry. This title probably connects him with the nazaraioi or nazarayya of different baptist groups who called themselves by these names which mean "observers, guardians or keepers."

As regards the Passion of Jesus, the Jewish authorities are held responsible for it, although it is likewise said to have happened "by the set purpose  and plan of God" (Acts 2:23). In Acts 3:18-26 the relationship between these two elements is explained in terms of the connection of Moses in Dt 18 with the Suffering Servant of Is 53. The "Son of God" is the new prophet like Moses, "raised up" (Acts 3:22) as Moses had foretold, but also "resurrected" (3:26) as the Suffering Servant, handed over by Jewish authorities (cf. Id 53:6 ff.) but glorified by God (cf. Is 52:13).

The prophetic character of Jesus Christ is also noted in the announcement of the Resurrection. To this end Psalm 16 is cited according to the Greek Bible, although the sense of the text expresses a common understanding of different Jewish groups, even in Palestine, who referred it to David, though in the mind of the primitive Christian community it should also be referred to Christ, of whom David could have spoken thanks to his possession of the charism of prophecy.

2.1.2. A Hellenistic and Samaritan community
The community connected with Stephen's activity (Acts 6 - 7) is presented as a "desert assembly" and hence also harks back to Moses in order to explain the activity of Jesus, although it has some traits that differ somewhat from the former discourse on points regarding the Law, the Temple and the opening up of the mission outside of Jewish circles.

In Stephen's discourse (Acts 7:1-53), the many verses alluding to Moses stress above all his condition as a liberator, and only in v. 38 does it mention his activity regarding the Law, which is referred to as the "words [oracles] of life." Next to him appears Joshua, a key figure in Samaritan tradition, who brought the meeting tent into the land occupied by the Gentiles (cf. Acts 7:44 f.), and thus fit in with the prophetic traits of the Ta'eb  ("he who restores") awaited by the Samaritans. The connection between Moses and Joshua (cf. Nm 27:16) is already present in Acts 6, in which the Seven are shown to be authorized successors of the Twelve.

 
It is stated that the law, as a program of liberation, has been rejected, but that the Mosaic project is still available if people obey the word of life of the New Moses. Circumcision has been given, but the Israelites are in fact uncircumcised, because they have reneged on the prophets and are not observing the law. Hence, Moses and Jesus share the same titles and qualifiers, the same mission and a destiny marked by misunderstanding and denial (Acts 7:23-29). The New Moses whom God would raise up (resurrect) had been announced by the Moses of Sinai (in the Samaritan Pentateuch and in Qumran, Dt 18:15 was transferred from its natural place to the theophany on Sinai).

The rejection of the plan of liberation had prevented the realization of the promise of the land, which would remain unfulfilled so long as believers lived outside the homeland. With the help of the Bible of the Diaspora and of Samaritan traditions, the Hellenists and agents of the Samaritan mission read the whole of salvation history as if its main scenario took place outside Palestine. To this tradition belong Abraham, the expatriate, and Joseph, the deportee. Both Fathers died abroad and were buried in Samaritan territory, and with the "exile beyond Babylon" (Acts 7:43), the Samaritan exile is replaced by the Jewish exile. The account reflects the opinion of those who favored the Hellenists in their conflict with the Twelve, who wanted to restrict the mission to the Jewish sphere.

Against the latter and all like them who understood Jesus' words against the Temple as an invitation to conversion in hopes of a restoration of Israel, the Hellenists upheld the unconditional character of the words against the Temple. In Acts 7, worship no longer related to the holy land or the Temple, but rather to a worship that was yet to come, a worship that would gather together the whole people of God. Hence the present form of worship was ineffectual, because it was vitiated after the fathers returned "in their heart" to Egypt and to the idolatrous worship of the golden calf which was the work of their own hands. This was why God abandoned them to the worship of the starry host and why they  set themselves in overt opposition to the prescriptions of Dt 4:19 and 17:3.

The worship yet to come would have to be like the meeting tent, not made by human hands as were idolatrous images (Acts 7:43). When God, who had provided a place for his people (7:45), allowed Solomon to build a Temple, He did not confine his saving presence to it. Thus, the promise made to Abraham was still in effect beyond the Temple, in which worship had been vitiated by a history of disobedience. Hence, the Temple bore its own ruin within itself.

2.1.3. A community that had broken with the Law
Even more radical in its anti-legal position, the community described in the first chapters of Mark (above all in what seem to be its oldest strata) bypasses distinctions between what is ritually clean and unclean and places the rule of the Law in question.

These texts reflect the tensions between two groups of followers. And although they point to the importance of one of the groups, made up of the "Twelve" instituted ("made") by Jesus (Mk 3:14,16), this election does not appear to constitute a privilege, but rather a form of carrying forward the saving design of God and of Jesus regarding the people.

Hence these texts are careful to point out that "publicans" and "sinners" (2:14-15) received the same call as much more observant Israelites (cf. 1:16-20), among whom were some Zealots, such as Simon "the Canaanean" (3:18).

Out of a strong awareness of having received God's forgiveness (2:1-12), the members of the community hark back to the behavior of Jesus to justify their independence from important articles of the Law, such as his table-sharing with sinners (2:15-17), his exclusion of all fasting (2:18-22 -- although this is mitigated with the later introduction of vv. 19b-20), and his freedom of behavior regarding the observance of the Sabbath rest  (2:23-28).

Quite probably, it was only at a later time that this radicalism regarding the Law gave way to a more nuanced view as seen in the account of the healing of a leper toward the end of Mk 1, which falls between the two days spent at Capernaum (cf. 1:21 and 2:1). The "Not a word to anyone...Go off and present yourself to the priest and offer what Moses prescribed. That should be a proof for them" (1:44) speaks of a Temple still functioning and requires obedience to the Law, although its value is somewhat diminished by relating it not to God but to Moses.

2.2. The origin of diversities
Setting aside, for reasons of brevity, communities like that of Matthew with "Christian scribes" who stood apart from Mark's radicalism and wanted to maintain the value of the Law, the Sabbath and the "tradition of the elders, or like that of Luke, who were at pains to stress the importance of the Spirit, it seems useful to explain the origin of these diverse ways of being "followers of Jesus" in the primitive community.

Diversities can already be explained by the historic origin of the kind of following that each of them was marked with by their members' distinctive personal or group experiences. Pharisees, Zealots, disciples of the Baptist, scribes and publicans (to mention but a few) would obviously understand the call that Jesus addressed to them in different ways.

There are, however, certain key points that the differences would bring to the fore.

First, the understanding that the different groups had regarding Jesus' relationship to the prophetic movement in general, and in particular, regarding his relationship to concrete prophetic figures (Elijah, Moses) or to the Baptist movement in which they originated.

Another point lay in their position on OT Law and, concretely, on circumcision and the Temple,  which led to different interpretations among different groups

Finally, one should not forget the manifold responses that arose from the stances that the communities held toward the non-Israelite world.

2.3. Relation to the Empire
However, the communities' aspirations to unity and their early confrontations with the various powers of their age acted as unifying forces among them.

Problems with official Judaism, especially with the Sadducee party, very early produced some difficulties with Imperial powers, especially in the Region of Syro-Palestine and in Egypt.

For the Roman authorities, Christians were early associated with public disorders involving the condemnation of their Founder. Thus, in his De vita Caesarum, Suetonius says of Claudius, that: "He expelled from Rome the Jews, who were constantly rioting under the leadership of Chrestus" (Claudius XXV.3). Dio Cassius dates this incident in the first year of Claudius' reign and, in a letter of Claudius himself to Alexandria, there is mention of "rebellious Jews arrived from Syria or Egypt." These conflicts in various parts of the Empire were possibly tied to disturbances in Antioch, a Christian mission center, in the third year (37 AD) of Caligula's reign, of which other sources speak. These conflicts in some way originated in the reaction to Christian preaching. These reports agree with the text of Acts 18:2 referring to Aquila and Priscilla and with a possible translation of Acts 11:26b ("were first called Christians" with the nuance of "labeled"), in which the name would have been imposed by Roman Authorities in Syria in view of the disturbances in the third year of Caligula's reign.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. The step from the announcement of the Reign to the announcement of the Risen Lord.
The trend toward unity beyond the manifest diversities among the different communities led them to discover traits common to all of them: their faith, preaching and ecclesial praxis.

A first characteristic was this: The only aim of Jesus' preaching during his earthly ministry had but one object: the proclamation of the Reign of God. After the Easter experience, one notes a change of object, for the disciples begin proclaiming the Resurrection of Jesus. However, this apparently notable change was not so great in reality. The Reign of God and the resurrection of the dead were intimately connected in the greater part of Jewish thought in Jesus' time.

This connection had its origin in times of the Seleucid persecution. Giving one's life for God in martyrdom and in the struggle for independence made sense and found its justification in an understanding of God as the Lord of the living and the dead, and thus as capable of raising up (resurrecting) to life those who died for the sake of his Kingdom.

Proclaiming the Resurrection of Jesus is, therefore, tantamount to proclaiming that the Kingdom has come and that the new times inaugurated by the eschatological prophet (Elijah or the new Moses), the Davidic Messiah or the Samaritan Ta'eb have begun.

	Hos 6:1-2 in the Greek Bible

Targum of Jonathan on Hos 6:1-2
After two days he will heal us:

He will make us (re)live on the day

the third day we shall arise

of consolations to come;

and live before him.

the day on which the makes the dead 







(re)live, he will raise us up 

and we shall live before him.


The paschal accounts bring us face to face with this conviction of the primitive community that the Kingdom has begun with the Resurrection of Jesus, in whom the life-giving power of the God of life has been made manifest.

This conviction that the last times have come in  which the dead have been raised (Mt 27:52-53), in which there is already a new heaven and a new earth and that the resurrection is also possible for human beings, leads to the framing of a new form of relationship. It points to an "alternative community" which arises in the midst of history as an eschatological event demanding a definitive decision and a personal conversion in order to make real in our own life the new demands that the Kingdom  presupposes.

This leads to the proposal of a human being free as regards history, a human being capable of triumphing over historical conditionings, over resignation, cynicism and hypocrisy. It marks the birth of the possibility of committing one's life to the cause of the God of the Kingdom for the sake of others, and of overcoming the slaveries, fears and failures of human history.

The community thus claims as its own the supreme freedom and daring of speech (parrhesía) that conforms it to its Lord and leads it to face the powers of Death that are entrenched in the powers of this world.

3.2. The community and the memory of the Crucified-Risen Lord.
To proclaim that the Kingdom of God has come in the Resurrection of Jesus can only be done by unmasking the oppressions of the kingdoms of this world. Jesus did not just die; he was put to death. The hope of the Kingdom is open to all, but its direct addressees are those who suffer the injustice of the kingdoms of this world. The charge, "you put him to death" understands the Resurrection as the just God's counterproposal to the injustice of the men who condemned the Innocent and Just Man.

The appearance accounts that mention the gradual recognition of the Risen Lord tend to assure the close connection between the moments of death and resurrection, and this despite the scandal that the infamy of dying on the cross meant to the Jewish world.

	Among the Romans, (Mark Antony) was the first who ordered a king to be killed with a short sword; for he supposed that in no other way could the Jews be led to acknowledge Herod as king in the other's place..., since they held their former king in such high regard. Hence he believed that because of such a scandalous death, the king's memory would be erased among the Jews and their hatred for Herod would be lessened"

Strabo, S. Ant. 15,9, cited by G. Theissen in Sociologia do Movimento de Jesus,  p. 88, Vozes-Sinodal 1989.


The community undertook its preaching task with the conviction that "the pupil should be glad to become like his teacher, the live like his master" (Mt 11:25) and that "every student when he has finished his studies will be on  par with his teacher" (Lk 6:40).

3.3. Community of "witness"
This led the community to want to express its faith beyond mere formulations, in the following of Jesus -- a following which surely included his dying moments, but also the times before it.

For the death that they were dealing with was not the death of  victim, but rather the death of a witness to the cause of the Kingdom -- a death in which the testimony to the Kingdom met with complete rejection on the part of selfish human beings, which led them to condemn the Witness.

Only in this concrete following did the community discover the meaning of the mission and person of Jesus. It discovered that the Kingdom is indissolubly linked to the salvation of the poor and marginalized and that the concrete form in which its is carried out cannot be separated from the historical action of Jesus.

Hence the importance attached to "the teaching of the apostles" in the summaries of the Acts of the  Apostles. The Church's faith is always intimately linked with those who were "witnesses" of the life of Jesus: "He went about doing good works and healing all who were in the grip of the devil, and God was with him. We are witnesses to all that he did in the land of the Jews and in Jerusalem" (Acts 10:38-39).

The main aim of these witnesses who define themselves as those "who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead," and that of all other followers as well, is to reproduce the life of Jesus in their own lives. In contrast with the institution of discipleship among rabbis, which was a result of the disciple's choice, was conditioned by apprenticeship of the Law and was hence temporary, Christian discipleship is marked by the following characteristics:

1) The choice begins at the initiative of Jesus or the Christ, as can be seen in all the literary genres on vocation that we examined on the literary level.

2) It does not reach its objective with the assimilation of the content of the Law, but must deal with the Cause of the Kingdom and its Mediator.

3) It encompasses the disciple's whole life, which must be integrally dedicated to that Cause.

Because of their connection with the person and message of Jesus,  two community attitudes arose concerning their surroundings: they won the sympathy of the people and acted free of control by the powers that be.

3.3.1. The sympathy of the people
In the summaries of Acts, Luke carefully distinguishes between the unfavorable attitude of the leaders and the favorable reaction of the people (cf. Acts 2:43,47; 4:21,33; 5:13,26). In this way he connects the reaction toward the community in Acts with the reaction toward Jesus in the Gospel. The responses evoked by  the teaching of Jesus in Lk 19:47 are retold in other words in Acts. The favorable reception of the Christian message is also expressed in the very large numbers who accept it (e.g., Acts 2:41).

3.3.2. Freedom from the powers that be
In contrast, the missionary practice of the community soon met with opposition from official Judaism, especially from the Sadducees. Internal conflict with the synagogue soon turned into a conflict with Jewish and Roman political powers. Hence, when the community prays to the Lord to "look at the threats they are leveling against us...grant your servants, even as they speak your words, complete assurance" (Acts 4:29), the motive for their prayer is given in a brief comment on Ps 2:1-2: "For in this city, truly, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, gathered together against your holy servant Jesus" (Acts 4:27).

From the following of Christ, there inevitably arises a conflict with the same powers of Death that led to the condemnation of Jesus.

3.4. The practice of following Christ within the community
3.4.1. Koinonía (communion, fellowship, sharing)
This life of following Christ imposed a new way of ordering community relationships to reflect the reality of the Kingdom proclaimed. This new way entailed "koinonía" and community life, as they appear in the first part of Acts.

In this new order, facing an order built around the circulation of money, a new ambiance of circulation is opposed, namely, that of communion. From the time Peter told a lame man who fixed his attention on them, hoping for  handout, "I have neither silver nor gold, but what I have, I give you" (Acts 3:6), to his rebuff to Simon Magus who, "seeing that the Spirit was given through the laying on of the apostles' hands, offered them money... But Peter  said to him, 'May your silver perish with you, because you thought that you could obtain God's gift with money!'" (Acts 8:18,20), we can see two orders of values set in contraposition, and the community affirms that it belongs to the sphere of communion.

The summaries in Acts insist on this attitude of detachment as the only way of destroying the order of greed and oppression. The "communion" of which these summaries speak refers, as in the rest of the New Testament, to the distribution of material goods.

The community practice of the following of Christ, based on Jesus' teaching to renounce all one has and give to the poor (Lk 14:33), together with the particular situation created by the Galileans' situation, moved community life toward a concrete form of detachment, which set budgets in such a way that material assets might be gathered and not separated. In this way it made a point of attending first to those in greatest need, so that mutual help could displace the order of greed that reigned among human beings, with the result that "there was not a needy person among them" (Acts 4:34; cf. 2:44), thus fulfilling the demands of Dt 15:4.

3.4.1. Communion of faith
This mutual aid arose as a natural expression of the communion of faith, as seen in the statement that the whole community of believers "were of one heart and soul" (Acts 4:32). And although the prophetic tradition of Acts 2 - 3, which we examined earlier, has little to say on the concrete ethical demands of the community, is does, however --based on the gift of the Spirit to the "New Moses"-- create a climate of unity expressed by the constant repetition of the word "together" (1:1,44. Cf. also 1:14, 4:32).

Another feature arising from this communion of faith was fraternity, repeatedly expressed (especially in Acts and in Matthew) by a preference for the word "brethren" to signify the real character of community, and by the importance attached to "the breaking of the bread" as a form of unity in community.

The community also understood that the practice of Jesus meant a renunciation of all practices of dominion, and of titles of overt or covert superiority among the members (cf. Mt 23:8-11).

3.4.3. Respect for diversity
The diversity of Christian preaching, either by reason of its preachers or its recipients, shows that this fraternity was translated into a respect for the diversities existing within each of the communities.

The missionary discourses in Acts are an example of this respect, not only regarding the Jewish or Samaritan traditions of the listeners, but also regarding the traditions of proselytes (Acts 10) or of pagans (Acts 17).

Tensions were overcome through the universal message of the Risen Lord, in which the community discovered a fraternity without borders, which even led them to surpass the practice of the earthly Jesus, as can be seen by a comparison between Mt 28:19 and Mk 10:5-6.


CLARETIAN KEY

COMMUNITY FOR MISSION
"We are a community called together in the Spirit for the missionary proclamation of the Word" (SW 7).

The beginning of our Congregation clearly defines the identity of this new community being born in the Church, of that little band of young priests, enlivened by the same spirit (cf. Aut 489). Their life in common and their ministerial work of preaching expressed God's plan for the little group that met in the Seminary of Vic on 16 July 1849 (cf. Aut 491).

"Authentically living our missionary vocation in  community demands no small effort on our part, no doubt about it. One does not live as a Claretian simply by enrolling his name in an institution, devoting a few working hours to it, and offering his sympathies to those poor souls who in due course have come to occupy some important post in our affective environment. It is only when we profess daily to follow Christ, anointed and sent, the Son of Mary, who associates us in his saving ministry, as our Founder indicated, that we can say that we have gained our vocational identity in a community in the service of the Church" (MCT).

In order to maintain ourselves as a community of disciples sent to announce the Good News of the Kingdom (cf. MCT 147), we need to give the Word the primacy in our community life, for "if the Word dwells in our community, as it did in Mary's Heart (cf. Lk 1:38-39), our community will not lead a life that is neither divided nor set in its ways; it will never be insensitive to God's crying out to us in others (cf. Jn 2:3); nor will it serve any kinds of idols (cf. Lk 1:49,52). It will be good soil that bears abundant fruit (cf. Lk 8:15,21). Proclaimed by a community of brothers living united with Jesus and in Jesus (cf. Mk 3:14; Jn 17:23), the Word of the Kingdom will be both believable and winsome" (SW 7).

Re-reading, with a Claretian thrust, the Gospel texts that reveal Jesus' vision of the kind of community his followers should form, means, on the one hand, feeling a deep joy at having been called and, on the other, reviewing the concrete fidelity of each Claretian community to this call.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Of the Acts of the Apostles. It is important to meditate on the relationship between the "Impulse of the Spirit" and Power. The Power of the Sanhedrin, of Economy, of Violence, of Arms. The Impulse of the Spirit: barely a breath of wind that liberates humankind. Now, in 1996, almost the end of the 20th century, the atomic era, do we know how to give credit to the Breath of the Spirit? Peter and John spoke, and then all together began lifting up their  words to heaven. Let us also count the black holes, the hidden recesses, the secret places in history, and the sudden outbreaks of liberation. Let us place our resources in common, shared resources that now perhaps exist only within our own group. How can we put our resources at the service of the world that needs them in order to multiply its own resources and overcome the unbearable weight of debts?

2. The community of Jesus' disciples is a pluralist society, articulated within a relationship of unity. Life witness, dialogue, the proclamation of the Gospel and the service of charity, all have their roots sunk in the historical contexts of different human groups. They all work together in the service of the Kingdom. But it is harder to discern the diversity that flows together into unity, than it is to discern the unity from which diversity derives. We have to accentuate the charismatic riches of each particular church and the consequent need for dialogue and for getting to know others. Let us make this "exercise" starting from the local churches in which we live and serve. What can our church community contribute to enrich universal communion? What are we receiving from other church communities?

3. The community of Jesus' disciples vis à vis the powers of this world. We have to break with the model of patronage and take on the "face of the man of sorrows." The weakness of our community will be forceful and victorious if it represents the mystery of the weakness, humility and meekness of our God. Today, in our concrete situation, what would be the characteristics of a Church or community capable of bearing witness to this mystery?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. As we contemplate the Church of the Apostles which proclaims the primacy of Peter, we feel questioned as to our Christian faith. Isn't our faith sometimes, perhaps, more doubtful than certain? more traditional than personal? more verbal than vital? As a community of faith, are we able to share our life and the gifts that the Lord gives us?

2. What and how are our relationships within community? What is the process of integration in it? How do we articulate participation in the life of our own community with the life we lead in other groups with which we are apostolically involved? In our daily life, what weight do we give to the elements that constitute us as a community:  the Eucharist, the Word, the presence of Mary, open and active relationship with the people?

3. Does today's Claretian project explicitly spell out the project of Jesus? What do we need to improve, revise or change? Which structures and styles are capable of promoting our awareness of being a "Congregational community"? What role does authority play in our Institute? Outside the sphere of institutional authority, do we make room for people who offer proposals that can motivate a more creative missionary response to the problems and urgencies of today's world? Are we capable of welcoming persons of a mentality, age and sensibility different from our own?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Acts 4:23-37.

3. Dialogue on Theme 8 in its different keys.

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

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

5. Closing song.
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