THEME 13:
TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH

ACTS OF THE APOSTLES
TEXT:

The whole Book of The Acts of the Apostles
(For the community meeting: Acts 11:19-30)

BIBLICAL KEY
1. LITERARY LEVEL
1.1. Overall Panorama
The second volume of the Lukan opus is a presentation of the disciples of Jesus carrying on the work he had begun. In reality, the title, created in the 2nd century, is a bit large for the book, which does not cover the overall history of the whole primitive Church, or even the "acts" of all the apostles, but only those of Peter and Paul, and it even deals with them successively rather than synchronically, for although they overlap somewhat for a few chapters (Acts 9-15), the text tends to leave Peter behind and focus solely on Paul.

In a certain way this work has the form of a gospel, although here the protagonist is not Jesus, but Paul. There is something like a period of preparation (chs. 1-11), in which it is shown how the mission of Paul fits into the mission of Jesus. Next comes a presentation of Paul's activities with their many twists and turns: like Jesus, he preaches in synagogues, heals the sick, raises the dead and has controversies with Jews (chs. 11-20). It ends with the trial or passion of Paul (chs. 20-28) which culminates in a sort of "resurrection" of the defendant during his house-arrest in Rome, where he remained two whole years, "proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance" (28:31).

The material of the book is quite varied. It is  mostly in narrative, but it abounds in discourses by Peter, by Paul, by James, by Stephen and even by Gamaliel. There are brief interventions by Roman governors, by Paul's accusers, etc.

This variety of genres, as well as the heterogeneity of the narratives themselves, point to the use of sources by the author, which is consonant with his own admission in Lk 1:1-3. But the problem of the sources of Acts is still not fully resolved. For Acts 1-15, scholars generally admit the existence of one block of traditions from Jerusalem and Caesarea, and of another block deriving from the Hellenists and from Antioch. The first block seems to be more legendarized; the second is viewed as historically more credible. From Acts 16 on, there are no guidelines to allow for a clear distinction.

1.2. A characteristic terminology
Although it is the second volume of the total Lukan opus, Acts has a characteristic terminology that differentiates it, at least partially, from the Third Gospel. Terms like Church, proclaim, announcement, evangelize, speak, word, testify, witness, paganism, grow or increase, believe and faith, hear and listen, unanimously, brother/sister, house and dwell, gate, door, go down and go up, exhort and console, synagogue, navigate, suppress, encounter, judge, send, baptize, invoke, know, live, accuse, etc., as well as a series of proper names (persons or places along the way), give this book a physiognomy all its own. It aims at describing the Christian mission in its manifold movements, with Jerusalem its point of departure (to which it goes up and from which it comes down), and as a consequence, the formation of communities of the brethren, and accounts of missionaries who undergo accusations and court trials.

In this work, too, we note the cultivated background of the author, who almost systematically avoids barbarisms, correctly translates the Latinisms that appear in other NT authors, and is a master in the use of compound verbs containing double prepositions, which allow him to nuance his  expressions considerably.

1.3. Organization of the book
Even though it is the second volume of a single work, we can detect in it an autonomous structure. Much more than in the Gospel, the author offers a series of "hinge" texts or small recapitulations of what he has just narrated and, in some cases, with little indications of what he is going to tell. These are "rest stops" for the reader and pivot points that mark the rhythm of the story (e.g. Acts 6:7; 8:1-4; 19:21). Taking these indicators and other thematic correspondences into account, we can structure the work as follows:

A. Prologue:  force and commitment of the Church (1:1-2:4)

     B. The Church in Jerusalem, two stages:

Traditions of the Hebrews (2:5-6:7)

Traditions of the Hellenists (6:8-9:4)

         C. Mission outside Jerusalem, three stages:

Cycle of Philip (Paul appears) (8:5-9:31)

Cycle of Peter (Paul stands out) (9:32-12:25)

Cycle of Barnabas and Paul (1st journey) (13-14)

               D. Jerusalem Assembly: high road for the Gospel (15:1-35)

          C'. Universal mission of Paul, three stages:

In places of the 1st journey (15:36-16:5)

In Aegean Europe (16:6-18:18)

In and about Ephesus = "Asia" (18:19-19:21)

      B'. Paul's trial in Jerusalem, two stages:

Jewish trial: journey + judgment (15:21-23:11)

Roman trial: judgment + journey (23:12-18:16)

A'. Epilogue: mission accomplished and mission opened (28:17-31).
Each of the sections or subsections is separated from the rest by some sort of overall résumé, characterized by verbs of motion, often in the imperfect tense.

This structure makes clear that the Book of Acts has a turning point: the Assembly of Jerusalem. There, the door of the Church was officially opened to the Gentiles (Acts 15:10,19,24-49). Until then there had been some small attempts at a Gentile mission. but from this point on, this will constitute the permanent and systematic task of Paul. Thus Luke legitimates both the mission of Paul and the existence of his own Gentile-Christian community.

In the prologue, the missionary project already appears in an overall vision: "You will be witnesses to me in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the ends of the earth" (Acts 1:8). This project is carried out in gradual stages: from the timid beginnings before the Jerusalem Assembly (Philip in Samaria, Peter in Caesarea Maritima, Hellenists in Antioch, Paul and Barnabas in Cyprus and in the southeast of Asia Minor) up to the first culminating point which is Paul's preaching to the Athenians (at last the Gospel is preached in the bastion of pagan philosophers) until it reaches its full realization with Paul's installation in Rome (the capital of paganism). This last bit of information constitutes the epilogue to the work. With it, the author rests content and no longer feels a need to give any further description of his history.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
2.1. Date, place and author of Acts
(Cf. the introduction to the Third Gospel: Theme XI).
2.2. Acts as a History
It is quite obvious that the whole Lukan opus is narrative in form, and in the prologue to the twofold work (Lk 1:1-4) the author tells us that he intends to write an orderly account "of the events that have come to be fulfilled among us,"  even though he has not been an eyewitness of all of them. But it is clear that his aim is not to write a straightforward history, but rather a doctrinal book that will allow Theophilus to have assurance for the instruction he has received in preaching. In other words, the author is writing a catechesis to strengthen the faith of those who have received the kerygma.

But the author sets this doctrinal teaching in an historical framework known in civil history: He mentions two Jewish revolutionaries, Theudas and Judas (Acts 5:36,37); Rabban Gamaliel I (5:34-39; 22:3); the high priest Ananias (23:2; 24:1); Roman consuls and governors, Sergius Paulus (13:7), Gallio (Seneca's brother: Acts 18:12-16), Felix (23:24; 24:22-27), Festus (25-26); Demetrius, the silversmith of Ephesus (19:24); Agrippa I ("Herod" in Acts 12) and II and the latter's wife Berenice (Acts 25-26); the centurion Julius (27:1-3,42-44), the centurion Cornelius (10:1-11:18), the tribune Claudius Lysias (23:26), etc.

Up to Acts 20, we have a "parallel history," the letters of Paul, which often confirm the accounts in Acts, or else clarify or correct them. The petty detail of Paul's escape in a basket through a window in the Damascus wall is found in Acts 9:25 and 2 Cor 11:33. Acts also agrees with Paul in that he evangelized Macedonia and Achaia, accompanied by Silas and Timothy. Of course, the author of Acts is aware that the conversion-vocation of Paul took place near Damascus, etc.

2.2.1. The genres employed in Acts 
From Acts 20 on, we do not have another parallel writing that allows us to evaluate the historical trustworthiness of the Lukan account. What is indisputable, is the fact that the "passion" of Paul is modeled on the Passion of Jesus (cf. below). We can also see in the narration that either the author or his sources have applied literary models that pre-existed the material being handled. Thus the imprisonment and liberation of Peter (chapter 12) is in the form of an Easter narrative: the doors are opened miraculously; when Peter is freed a woman brings the news to the rest, but they do not believe her; all of which takes place around Passover and recalls the ancient Passover of Israel ("Fasten your belt and put on your sandals": Acts 12:8, cf. Ex 12:11). Chapters 13-14 constitute an ideal missionary journey (sending by the Spirit, preaching and signs, fulfillment of the missionary orders of Jesus, return to the community that had commended them to the grace of God, report of what had occurred). The three accounts of Paul's vocation (9:1-19; 22:1-21; 26:12-18) closely follow the outline of the OT vocations of prophets (cf. Is 6:1-9; Jer 1:5-10). This means that in these cases the author's intention is to give a theological interpretation for what he is describing.

2.2.2. Some detectable tendencies
Since this is a catechetical work, it is only normal that the author is not interested in presenting a cold or merely objective history, but rather, one that is doctrinal and edifying. Hence, in Acts, tensions tend to be softened: Hebrews-Hellenists, Jerusalem-Antioch, Peter-Paul, Paul-Jerusalem, Paul-Barnabas. Thus it is significant that Acts does not narrate, at least directly (cf. Auxiliary Documentation), the conflict at Antioch (cf. Gal 2:11-15) or that it oversimplfies the separation between Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:37-39; cf. Gal 2:13).

One thesis that the author wants to establish firmly is the centrality of Jerusalem in Salvation History. Contrary to Gal 1:17, he does not allow  Paul to go off to preach to pagans without first making contact with the Jerusalem community (cf. Acts 9:20,26). Thus also, Paul's flight from Damascus is not due to a persecution by the Nabataean King Aretas, but by that of the Jews of Damascus. This centrality of Jerusalem leads the author of Acts to multiply, possibly against historical facts, the visits of Paul to that community (cf. Acts 18:22) and to prolong and magnify them as much as possible (Acts 9:28 vs. Gal 1:18 f.).

He also wants to attribute every initiative to Peter and the Twelve, which leads him to represent the Assembly or Council of Jerusalem rather one-sidedly (Acts 15; cf. Gal 2:1-10) and to give exaggerated importance to the conversion of Cornelius (a work of Peter!), who was already a "God-fearer" and, as such, was a far lesser step than Paul's evangelization of pagans in Nabataea (Arabia; cf. Gal 1:17) or in his own native land (cf. Acts 9:30), or by the Hellenists in Antioch (Acts 11:20). Not only has he overblown the episode of Cornelius (Acts 10:1-11:18), but has notably anticipated it, since according to the Pauline account of the Council of Jerusalem, at that time Peter was not an apostle to the Gentiles (Gal 2:7). Indeed, the present sequence makes little sense, since once Peter had caused the uncircumcised to be baptized and the Jerusalem community had accepted it (Acts 10:48; 11:18), there was no need for the discussion of the Council (Acts 15:5). The same tendency leads the author to turn the Jerusalem community into the supervisor of Hellenist missionary activity (Acts 8:14; 11:22).

We likewise observe a special interest in highlighting the continuity  between Judaism and Christianity, which leads the author to portray Paul as the perfect and perpetual Jew, who always continues in the traditional practices of Jewish piety (Acts 18:18; 21:26; 28:17). Thus, the collection for the poverty-stricken Jerusalem Church (well known in Paul's letters) becomes "I came to bring alms to my nation" (Acts 24:17). Perhaps this was a good way for Luke both to legitimize his own community as the new People of God and to claim for it the same imperial status of a "religio licita" that was enjoyed by Judaism.

Finally, there is a striking interest in balancing the two great protagonists of primitive Christianity, Peter and Paul. To both he attributes the healing of a paralytic (3:6 ff.; 14:8 ff.), the raising of a dead person (9:36 ff.; 20:9 ff.), a miraculous liberation from prison (12:7 ff.; 16:26) and an equal generosity in following Jesus even to prison and death (Lk 22:33; Acts 21:13). He puts an almost equal number of discourses on the lips of both: eight for Peter and nine for Paul. This is a sign that the work is bent on reconciling and integrating different tendencies in the Church.

2.2.3. Profile of Paul in Acts
In broad strokes, the profile is compatible with the one that can be drawn from his letters in which he occasionally provides some biographical data. In Acts we find the main missionary stations that we find in the Pauline epistles. There are even some very particular anecdotes that are registered in both sources (cf. Acts 20:2 f. and 1 Cor 16:7).

But the author of Acts has notably enlarged the figure of Paul, possibly indicating that he is already writing at some distance from him, and that he is not using Paul's letters (because he doesn't seem to know them).

Paul is already aggrandized in his pre-Christian stage. It is not very likely that Paul had persecuted the Jerusalem community, since at least its core group were faithful observers of the Jewish Law (cf. Gal 1:13 f.). The persecution, often mentioned by Paul himself, would have to be located in other places, in churches founded by Hellenists (cf. Gal 1:22).

The author tends to make Paul the founder of the greatest number of Christian communities, but other Christians had arrived in Corinth before him (Acts 18:2), and the origin of the Ephesian community is very obscure (Acts 18:19 is made up of two phrases that ill agree).

Acts passes over in silence any disagreements  between Paul and his communities, quite contrary to what we read in Paul's letters. The elders of Ephesus weep because they will never see him again (20:35 f.), while those of the Palestinian community (!) of Caesarea, beg him not to go up to Jerusalem to suffer (21:12). This idealization of the figure of Paul culminates in the narration of his "passion," which is in all ways like that of Jesus (Acts 21-28).

Seen as a whole, Acts is a doctrinal work: it describes the way in which the Gospel went out to the Gentile world, under the guidance of God and of his Spirit, by means of chosen heralds, the most important of whom was its quondam persecutor, Saul of Tarsus. As a history, it provides some valuable data, many of them well-founded, but with notable silences, chronological transpositions and edifying adjustments.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. The Christ preached in Acts
3.1.1. His centrality in the kerygmatic discourses
Of the abundant discourses in the book, the most important are the kerygmatic ones, that is, those that present the elemental traits of the Christian message and a call to faith. In them, Christ is the central point or culmination. They narrate something of his earthly activity, they stress his death-resurrection (illustrated by prophecies), his exclusive power to save, his present Lordship and his coming as Judge and Restorer of all (Acts 2:22-24,32 f.,36; 3:13-21; 4:10-12; 10:34-43; 13:16-30). When the preaching is addressed to pagans, this salvation history is preceded by an elementary theodicy (Acts 17:22-30). Central expressions of the missionary message are: "God has made him [Jesus] both Lord and Messiah" (2:36); "There is no other name under heaven by which we must be saved" (4:12); and "He is the one ordained by God to be the judge of the living and the dead" (10:42).

3.1.2. He continues acting through the faithful
Jesus, the prophet, has left behind him a prophetic Church which, like Him, calls people to conversion, heals people's ills and offers them a way to salvation. Peter heals a paralytic at the temple gate "in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth" (3:6); he simply tells Aeneas of Lydda "Jesus the Christ heals you" (9:34). The "God has visited his people" in the scenes of John's birth (Lk 1:68) and at Naim (7:16) is echoed in the jubilant cry of the people of Lystra over Paul's healing of a cripple: "The gods have come down to us in the likeness of men" (Acts 14:11). Jesus' discussions with Jews are constantly being updated by Paul (compare Acts 13:46 with Lk 14:15-24). And at the end of Acts, Paul, after distancing himself from the Jews of Rome, remains there indefinitely "preaching the Kingdom of God and teaching those things concerning the Lord Jesus Christ" (28:31), a preaching addressed to the Gentiles, since "they will hear it" (28:28).

Lest his followers might flag or fail in their commitment, Jesus repeatedly appears to comfort and encourage them (Acts 18:9; 23:11).

3.1.3. The passion of Jesus and that of his followers
Acts knows a great deal about witness and martyrdom. The apostles are judged and scourged by order of the Sanhedrin (Acts 5:40); James is killed and Peter is imprisoned for the Feast of Passover (12:2 f.); Barnabas and Paul are persecuted in Pisidian Antioch (13:50); in Lystra Paul is stoned, dragged out of town and left for dead (14:19).

The author of Acts modeled the passion of Stephen so closely on that of Jesus, that the accusation of wanting to destroy the temple, which had been brought against Jesus (Mk 14:58) is now leveled against Stephen (Acts 6:13). Like Jesus, Stephen dies forgiving his executioners (Lk 23:34; Acts 7:60) and commending his spirit to his Savior (Lk 23:46; Acts 7:59).

But it is in the passion of Paul that the  parallelism with the passion of Jesus is presented systematically. On Paul's way to Jerusalem there is something like the three Passion Predictions (Acts 20:22 f.; 21:4; 21:11). When Paul reaches Jerusalem, a trial like that of Jesus is unleashed against him, also in two stages: before the Jewish authorities and before the Roman authorities (cf. the link in 23:11). In the trial before the Sanhedrin, Paul is struck in the face by order of the high priest (Acts 23:2; cf. Jn 18:22. Was this a tradition known by Lk and later included in Jn?). In the civil trial, Paul appears not only before Roman governors Felix and Festus, but also before a petty Jewish king, Agrippa II and his wife Berenice (Acts 26; cf. Lk 23:6-12), and is compared with a seditionist leader (Acts 21:38; cf. Lk 23:18 f.). Like Jesus, Paul, too, is ordered to be scourged (Acts 22:24 f.; Lk 23:16,22). Pilate's threefold confession of Jesus' innocence (Lk 23:4,14,22) is now pronounced by the new authorities on behalf of Paul (Acts 23:29; 25:18; 26:31). And in both trials we find the Jewish people asking a Roman governor three times for the death of the accused (Lk 23:18,21,23; Acts 21:36; 22:22; 25:2 f.), even with a literal repetition of the expression "Away with him!" (Lk 23:18; Acts 21:36). There is not, of course, an account of Paul's death-resurrection, but his journey to Rome (Acts 27-28) is a veritable triumphal cortège. During the journey he is more of an expedition guide than a prisoner, and when he enters Rome, he is met by an admiring multitude (Acts 28:15). Finally, he is allowed to stay in Rome more as a follower of the Risen Lord than as  prisoner: "preaching the Kingdom of God" and doing so "with all boldness and without hindrance" (Acts 28:31; cf. Acts 1:3).

3.2. The Church according to Acts
3.2.1. A fraternal community, both pluralistic and integrated
The ecclesiological motif runs throughout the book, and not just with an informative, but rather an orientative and theological thrust. The Church is made up of those who believe in the Risen Lord and have received his Spirit. And this shared faith and  religious experience leads them to live in fraternal harmony, so that they are "of one heart and soul" (Acts 4:32), each of them putting their goods at the disposal of all (2:45; 4:34 f.). This sharing of goods was done not only within one community, but also among the diverse communities, as a sign of unity in plurality (11:29 ff.).

This Church is not monolithic. From the outset there are two tendencies and two styles (cf. "Hebrews and Hellenists" in Acts 6:1), one more tied to the orthodox Jewish tradition, the other more liberal (cf. Auxiliary Documentation). The latter would be the great promoter of the mission outside Judea and the initiator of the Gentile mission (11:20). Thus communities of a new style arose, but they did not lose awareness of their union with the mother Church of Jerusalem (15:23).

3.2.2. An eminently missionary Church
The whole book is a demonstration of a sustained missionary effort and of the fruits that it came to harvest. The faithful are called "witnesses" (of the 35 instances of the term in the NT, 13 are in Acts; and the verb "to testify" or "bear solemn testimony" [Gk 'diamartyresthai'] appears 9 times in Acts and 15 times in the whole NT;  aside from an abundant series of synonyms).

a) Vocation accounts
The vocation of Paul is narrated three times (Acts 9:1-19; 22:6-21; 26:12-18), and so is that of Peter (10; 11:1-18; 15:7-9). With a series of variants, and even with some small contradictions, the author never tires of reminding the reader that God has almost forcibly shaken the two great apostles to undertake the evangelization of the Gentiles. The narrative is nearly always based on the model of the OT prophetic vocations; and the words of the mission in Acts 26:17 f. are taken from the vocation of Jeremiah and of the Servant of Yahweh, the only OT prophets sent to the Gentiles. This it remains clear that Paul is the new prophet of the new Israel, likewise charged to evangelize the nations.

 
b) Progressive breakdown of ethnic-religious barriers
Already in the primitive community of Jerusalem, a common Christian faith joins Hebrews and Hellenists, proceeding from different types of Judaism. A great step was taken by Philip, in his preaching to and baptizing Samaritans (so dear to Jesus), as well as a simple God-fearer, without subjecting him to circumcision (8:38). Peter does the same with Cornelius and his household, even adding the revolutionary principle that "God has shown me that I should not call any man profane or unclean" (10:28). But the decisive step --though it later gave rise to problems (15:1,5)-- was taken by the Hellenists, who went to Antioch and began to evangelize out and out pagans (11:20). From that time on, the Church no longer fit into the synagogue, which was always closed in on itself. Thus the faithful received a new name: "Christians" (11:26). Paul's preaching in Athens, the cultural capital of the world (17:22-31) and in Rome, the administrative capital of the world (28:28-31), constituted the finishing touches in the spread of the Gospel.

c) In dialogue with cultures and social structures
This Church, which spread and multiplied with dizzying speed, did so by taking its point of departure the from preparation that the diverse human groups to whom it addressed its message already had. To the Jews, Peter shows that in Jesus, and in none other, Jewish hopes were fulfilled (2:29-32). Likewise, Apollos, using the Scriptures, showed the Jews of Ephesus that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah (18:28). Whenever Paul came to a town he first sought out the synagogue as the soil prepared for the Christian message. Moreover, a rather heterodox synagogue-church in Ephesus served him as starting point (19:2-6).

But there was also a dialogue with "profane" culture. Paul's discourse in Athens was connected with the philosophy and literature of the place (17:28) and with its religious practices (17:23), in which he discerned some "seeds of the Word." So the  Christian preacher did not disdain to proclaim Christ from the platform usually occupied by Greek sages and sophists.

Paul's arrival in Rome, and his two years of preaching while under house arrest, were definitively due to his Roman citizenship (Acts 22:25 ff.) and to the juridical cover which gave him this right. Paul even preached the Christian message of the resurrection before Roman magistrates.

3.2.3. An organized and charismatic Church
The loss of interest in the immediate return of the Lord led the Church to endow itself with structures helping it to maintain its identity. The Apostles and the Seven (Acts 6:3-5) are the first hierarchy we know of. Alongside the Apostles, the Presbyters or Elders of Jerusalem would appear (11:30; 15:4, etc.). Paul and Barnabas established Presbyters in their communities (14:23). From Antioch, we learn of Prophets and Teachers (13:1). It is up to the Presbyters of Ephesus to watch over the purity of doctrine and to pasture God's flock, as the apostle had done (20:28 f.).

But the Church was not straight laced or hobbled by structures. The constant assistance of the Spirit "upset" and broke through schemes. The Spirit broke into the peace of the prayer-assembly of Antioch, and made them attend to the mission (13:2). The Spirit also forcibly led Peter to baptize even pagans (10:48). The gift of prophecy appears repeatedly throughout the Book of Acts.

3.3. Life in the Spirit and of the Word
3.3.1. Acts, the "Gospel of the Holy Spirit"
This is a time-worn designation, but one not lacking in merit. The 55 mentions of the Holy Spirit in Acts are the sign of a pneumatology that is more present and rich than in any other NT book. Jesus' parting command in Acts, to wait for the Promise of the Father (Acts 1:4), echoes his final words in the Gospel, which add "wait until you are endued with  power from on high" (Lk 24:49). This "Promise" soon arrives and transforms the little band of believers. Acts is acquainted with a principal and spectacular Pentecost (Acts 2:1-13), as well as others of a more modest scope (4:31; 8:17; 19:6).

The presence of the Spirit is a wellspring of life and action. The persons transformed by this gift from Jesus and from the Father begin to constitute an alternative community characterized by fraternity, celebration, and by preaching and listening to the words of the apostles (Acts 2:42). Of its most outstanding members, we are told either by themselves or others, that they are filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 7:55; 11:24; 18:25), of which, in its own measure, the community is also a bearer (2:4; 8:17; 19:6).

The Spirit maintains a special relationship with the community  when it is gathered together; it is then that his presence is felt with special clarity (13:2). Paul confesses that the Spirit speaks to him in cities (where the group can gather together) and not precisely in the streets (20:23). And the decision of the Jerusalem Assembly or Council is significant: "It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us" (15:28). But the Spirit is not chained to the community. Whenever he wills, he raises up itinerant prophets who can to some extent act on their on. This happened repeatedly in the case of the Jewish-Christian prophet Agabus (11:28; 21:10 f.).

In Acts, the great work of the Holy Spirit is the impulse he gives to mission. Peter's first preaching is attributed to the presence of the Spirit (2:14 ff.). The Spirit leads Philip to the Gaza Road (8:26) and later to Azotus and Caesarea (8:39 f.). Through his initiative, the Spirit obliges Peter to baptize Cornelius and his household (10:47), and impels Barnabas and Paul to undertake their first "missionary journey" (13:2) and serves as the authentic guide of Paul on the "second journey," to establish the gospel in Europe (16:6 f.). The community recognizes the Holy Spirit as the author of the Scriptures, who through them strengthens and confirms the mission when human hard-heartedness tries to lay obstacles in its way (4:25; 28:25).

3.3.2. "The Word of God grew and multiplied"
In the Book of Acts, the word has many functions. Quite naturally it designates the preaching to which the apostles are dedicated (6:2), which is received by Jews (2:22), by Samaritans (8:14) and even by Gentiles (11:1). It is also the means for strengthening the faith of the communities already established (20:2,7), the equivalent of "the teaching of the apostles" (2:42). Because of its content and provenance, it is called the "word of God" or the "word of the Lord" (8:14,25).

Receiving the word is an attitude of faith, so that God grants his Spirit to anyone who listens to it with a sincere heart (10:44). It is therefore the reality that makes the Church grow.

But Acts offers us an even more daring series of expressions regarding the word. Thus it is glorified by the Gentiles (13:48) and spreads throughout a whole geographical area (13:49). The author seems to hypostasize it, giving it nuances close to those of the Fourth Gospel.

It is stated that the word "continued to spread" (6:7), that it "grew and multiplied" (12:24) and that it "grew mightily and prevailed" (19:20). In these and other passages a quasi-identity is established between Word (one would have to spell it in capital letters) and Church. The Word lives in the Church and the life of the Church is the Word. What we have here is a kind of concrete personification of the Word. Thus the faithful can only be those who receive the Word, meditate on it in their heart, make it the object of prayer and orient their lives by it. Where the Word is, there, too, is a Christian community and vice versa. The theology of the Word in the Third Gospel takes on an ecclesiological thrust in the second volume of the Lukan opus.


AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

"HEBREWS AND HELLENISTS"
This duo appears in Acts 6:1. It should be understood as both a linguistic and a cultural denomination. The "Hebrews" were surely Aramaic speakers who always lived in Palestine and scrupulously observed the Jewish law. The "Hellenists" were also Jews, but they had lived --and were perhaps born-- in the Diaspora, and upon returning to Palestine could not understand official worship and had to found their own, doubtless Greek-speaking, synagogues (Acts 6:9).  Their culture made them more open-minded, critical of many Jewish usages, and made them readier to grasp the consequences of the teaching and praxis of Jesus. Jesus himself probably had some contact with Hellenists. The primitive Christian community was not, therefore, as uniform as has sometimes been thought. In it there were diverse tendencies and some tensions. The Hellenist group soon became unbearable for Jewish authorities (cf. the stoning of Stephen) and they were expelled from Jerusalem (Acts 8:1-4). Their open-minded attitude brought them into contact with Samaritans, God-fearers and pagans, thus leading them to become pioneers of the Christian mission outside of Jerusalem. Paul made connections with this group, and he theologically justified the freedom of the Hellenists in relation to the law.


COUNCIL OF JERUSALEM AND CONFLICT IN ANTIOCH
It is often said that Acts, because of its edifying tendency, passes over in silence the "conflict in Antioch" (Gal 2:11-15). This is not exactly so; Acts 15 ties the account of the Council or Assembly of Jerusalem (cf. Gal 3:1-10) to the conflict alluded to. The "provisos of James" (Acts 15:20,29) do not fit well with Paul's statement, referring to the Council, that "they imposed nothing on me" (Gal 6:2), but in contrast they respond well to the problems of a "mixed" community (like Antioch) in which some elementary norms had to be imposed on Gentile Christians in order to allow the sharing of table fellowship. Thus the unity that Cephas' conduct  had divided could now be rejoined. Thus a local  Antiochian norm soon became universalized, and the author of Acts, who was too distant from it all, did not distinguish the two events (Jerusalem Council and Antiochian conflict) very well, and so fused them, situating both, as was his wont, in Jerusalem.


A NOTE ON CHRONOLOGY
Since at the time of the Council Cephas was only an apostle to the Jews, and since the Assembly did not modify the statutes referred to (Gal 2:7-9), the event of Cornelius (Acts 10) must have occurred after the Council. In some way, with the "Cornelius case," God had somehow struck down the bonds of the Council. After this experience, Peter had been interested in living in a "liberated" community, but the delegation from Jerusalem had made him take a step backwards, and the "provisos of James" stepped in to remedy the split caused by the wavering attitude of Cephas and the uncompromising radicalism of Paul, who left Antioch for good. Thus, the chronological order would be: Council, Cornelius, Conflict in Antioch (separation of Paul and Barnabas), autonomous mission of Paul in Greece.


CLARETIAN KEY

"GO OUT INTO THE WHOLE WORLD"
Claret tells us that while he was reading the Bible he heard a voice calling him to preach. This experience kept growing within him to the point that he decided to give up the parish of Sallent and present himself to the Congregation of "Propaganda Fide" in Rome, to be sent to any place in the world (cf. Aut 120). The universal missionary dimension was already present in the beginning of Claret's vocation, and it matured in a serious confrontation with the Word of God, which disclosed to the Founder some horizons that were far broader than the ones the Church had entrusted to him in his first assignment. As he would tell us later, "My spirit is for the whole world" (EC II, p. 41).

 
This universality clearly has a geographic sense, but at the same time it refers to the fields, areas or human groups to which we must address our evangelizing efforts, and even to the means we must use in our evangelizing task. Openness to the signs of the times, serious dialogue with the cultures and religions of different peoples, and scrupulous fidelity to the missionary dimension of the Church, will help us to define with certainty the places and modalities of our presence today in the world and in the Church.

The creativity of the first Christian community keeps giving shape to an intense missionary activity that is not exempt from tensions. If we set about reading the Acts of the Apostles with a Claretian thrust, it will not allow us to sit back in peace. It is going to strongly question our presences and our methods, and even more, our attitudes.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Good Days and Conflicts. There are cross currents at work today. There are sectors of the Church that perceive with concern the risk of the dissolution or loss of Christian identity in the midst of current society. We are asked to return to our "indisputable foundations" (publication of the universal Catechism, a larger role by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, support for institutions with a greater Catholic identity...). This leads to conflicts like those in Acts: conflicts of leaderships, conflicts of interests, social conflicts within communities, conflicts between laity and clergy, between people and hierarchy, between tradition and faith, between center and periphery, between tradition and new culture. Although conflicts can be a sign of vitality, we have to ask ourselves: How can we cultivate pluralism without falling into relativism? What kind of "visibility" should the Church have: an aggressive stand or leaven buried in the mass? Are security and stability to be sought in the constant intervention of authority?

2. Imagine a Church with the Spirit. What happens when the Church, in carrying out its mission, grows  forgetful of the Spirit? The "works of the flesh" begin to appear: Christ becomes a person of the past, the Gospel becomes a dead letter, the Church becomes just one more organization. Hope is replaced by institution, mission is reduced to propaganda, liturgy becomes petrified and missionary daring disappears. Church doors close, charisms are extinguished, people and hierarchy drift apart, fraternal debate degenerates into polemics, catechesis into indoctrination and authority into dictatorship. Mediocrity, the "world," take hold of the Church. Are we sufficiently alert to discern the signs of the times, and to distinguish which of them are the works of the world and which are of the flesh?

3. Daring is not in style. As Eduard Schweizer said: "A community that does not act in a missionary way is not a community led by the Spirit." The Church is not for itself. It exists in order to evangelize. But the times we are living in push us toward the temptation to get by. The aim: survival. Against this temptation the only worthwhile force is courage and daring. There are those who think that today the missionary task is excessive and disproportionate to our forces. We have to bear in mind that the Spirit is already at work in an unbelieving and agnostic culture before we ever start making our missionary projects. It is important for us to learn to accept the risk of failure, instead of taking refuge in some form of security. Are we ready to set priorities even at the risk of giving up positions? Are we ready to abandon tasks that no longer evangelize people today?

4. The experience of grace. Karl Rahner once asked: "Have we ever had an experience of grace, beyond an occasional pious feeling and sweet consolation? If so, how could we identify it? What would be our guarantee of it?" Rahner's response was extremely clairvoyant, and we should never forget it: "If we have sometime forgiven someone quietly and with no hope of recompense; if in one moment we have been kind to someone without hope of their corresponding; if one day we have decided something in the most absolute solitude, led only by the innermost dictates of our conscience; if we have sacrificed ourselves  for someone without expecting them to thank us for it; if we have striven to love God when we were not borne aloft on a wave of enthusiasm...; then  we can say that we have had an experience of grace." Have we had such an experience?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. In our personal history, have we ever had a conversion experience? Have we ever had a strong community experience of this sort?

2. How is community discernment carried out in our own community? Do we allow enough time for it? Is there any space for prayer and for the intervention of the Spirit? How do we overcome conflicts?

3. Availability is key in missionary life. How does our availability take shape concretely? Are we really ready to be sent, taking into account --ah, yes-- our personal situation?

4. Our faith in the Spirit can make possible the seemingly impossible. How are we responsibly living this essential dimension of our faith? What consequences does it have for our missionary action and our social commitment?

5. Let us take advantage of this moment to evaluate, personally and as a community, the way that we have thus far covered in the Word-Mission project. Let us give some suggestions for improving the project and the methodology of our community.


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Acts 11:19-30.

3. Dialogue on Theme 13 in its different keys.

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

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

5. Closing song.
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