
"THE CHARITY OF CHRIST IMPELS US"

OUR CHARISMATIC READING OF PAUL
1. INTRODUCTION
Paul is without doubt one of the most fascinating figures in the New Testament: for his rich human personality, for his decided missionary vocation, for his total commitment to the service of Christ and the Gospel. From being a persecutor of Christ in His Body, the Church, he became a herald and paladin of the Good News. After his conversion, which in itself entailed a missionary vocation, he began a tireless activity that would not end until his death. The love of Christ impelled him to work, struggle and suffer to spread the light of the Gospel.

Passionately in love with Christ, he devoted all his ability and enthusiasm to delving ever deeper into the mystery and message of Jesus of Nazareth, and to spreading it by all means in his grasp. In him, everything is apostolic and everything is converted into apostolate, and it is from this standpoint that everything he lives and does has its worth and meaning in relationship to universal evangelization.

Something similar happened in the case of Saint Anthony Mary Claret, whose deepest and most definite identity was that of an apostolic missionary. Both men organized their whole existence and life around the central axis and deepest root of their apostolic vocation.

The two shared a common motto, "The charity of Christ impels us," which Claret explains in this way: "The motto, which says Charitas Christi urget nos,  means that it is not the love of gold, silver, etc., that makes me hasten from one part of the world to another, but the love of Christ, as Saint Paul said, for these words are taken from him" (EC I, p. 414). "This fire so impels the Prelate that he forgets himself and walks wherever the Spirit of the Lord sends him, and he can say with the Apostle Saint Paul: Charitas Christi urget nos.  You already know, my children, that this is our seal, our coat of arms and our all; for it is the charity of Christ that has made us undertake so much work in visiting you, exhorting you, catechizing and disposing your hearts in order to administer the holy sacraments to you..." (Pastoral Letter to the People...,  [Barcelona, Rel. Library, 1853], p. 6).

1.1. Nearness, impact and empathy
What did Paul mean to Claret? What resonance and impact did he have on his spirituality, on his vocation and on his missionary life?

Anyone who comes in contact with Claret at once perceives a strong Pauline vibration. And anyone who knows the experience of Paul and of Claret, even if only superficially, at once recognizes that between them there exists a kind of surprising parallelism. Between them there is a mental closeness of criteria, convictions and ideals, and above all of fidelity to their own missionary vocation. They were far apart in space and time, but not in evangelical and apostolic sensibility  or in their passion for Christ and the Church, for human beings and life, and for universal evangelization by all means possible.

1.2. What impact did Paul have on Claret's vocational experience?
Claret, speaking of the "ecclesiastical spirit," has written a basic text that shows the impact Paul had on his life and action: "I shall not dwell one by one on the marvels worked by the apostles who, as soon as they were filled with the Spirit of the Lord, began to speak (cf. Acts 2:4). I shall only say something of the Apostle Paul, who was filled with the ecclesiastical spirit. As soon as he was called by Jesus on the road and was later enlivened by the spirit he received in Damascus (cf. Acts 9:1-19), he did not stop to consult with flesh and blood (cf. Gal 1:15-16), but filled with the fire of charity, he rushed about everywhere, as a vessel of election (cf. Acts 9:15), spreading the message of Jesus, seeking nothing but the greater glory of God and the salvation of souls. He feared neither prison nor chains. He was undaunted by scourgings, and death-threats did not hold him back (cf. 2 Cor 11:23). We need do no more than read the book of Acts and the Letters that he has left us, to see what a priest filled with the ecclesiastical spirit does..." (SSW p. 345).

1.2.1. The impact of Paul on Claret's life
There is no doubt that for Claret Paul was a model of vocational identity. Throughout his life we can note this Pauline charge that Claret keeps storing and transforming. Let us look at a few events of his life in this sense:

- Of his adolescence, spent in Barcelona, he tells us: "Like Paul, I had to earn what I needed for food, clothing, books, teachers, etc., with my own two hands" (cf. 1 Cor 4:12; 1 Thes 2:9). (Aut 56).

- Even the beginning of his vocation has a deeply Pauline savor. Claret had a feeling like that of Saint Paul and must have asked himself the same question that the Apostle did: "Lord, what shall I do? "  (Acts 22:10). "I was like Paul on the road to Damascus, but I was in need of an Ananias to tell me what to do" (Aut 69).

- In his ordination to the diaconate he was impressed by the words of the ritual: "Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against principalities and powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness (Eph 6:12)" (Aut 101).

- Paul appears as a patron and advocate of the Apostolic Brotherhood, a kind of pre-project of the Congregation of Missionaries (cf. CCTT, p. 105).

- The "Definition of the Missionary" bears a clear and strong Pauline stamp. It seems to have been lifted from one of Paul's letters and is a sort of spelling-out of the motto: "The charity of Christ impels us" (2 Cor 5:14). In it we see reflected the inner personality of Claret and the impassioned force of his apostolic zeal, as well as the bond between being Sons of the Heart of Mary and the condition of all members of the Congregation as apostolic missionaries. Pope Paul VI, in the audience he granted the Chapter Members in 1973, said of it: "See here, projected on you, a whole program of holiness, based on courageous self-renunciation, the fruit of its fertile evangelical vitality. It clearly points out to you, with expressions clearly marked by Pauline dynamism, the good to which your personal and community life must aspire: the following and imitation of Christ. impelled by a charity that is always operative" (Chapter Documents 1973, p. 6).

- In his years as an apostolic missionary, he said: "Lucrum mori (Phil 1:21): I would gladly walk on, thinking it a gain to die. My gain would be to dies at the hands of those who hate Jesus Christ" (Aut 466). Later, at the Vatican Council, he referred to the attempt on his life at Holguín, echoing the experience of Paul (Gal 6:17): "Fir I bear in my body the Wounds of the Lord Jesus, as you yourselves can see on my face and on my arm" (SAW, p. 110).

-Toward the end of his life Paul says: "I am already on the point of being sacrificed; the time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of justice, which the Lord, the just judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have looked with longing to his appearance" (2 Tim 4:6-8). It is the culmination of the life of an apostle, which Claret expresses in similar terms: "It seems to me that I have fulfilled my mission. In Paris and in Rome I have preached the law of God: in Paris, the capital of the world, and in Rome, the capital of Catholicism. I have done so in word and in writing. I have kept holy poverty" (Letter to Currius, October 1969: EC II, p. 1423).

- Claret also expresses in Pauline terms the experience of the last years of his life. Thus we read in his last retreat resolutions: "I have such a desire to go to Heaven and be united with Christ. 'Having a desire to be dissolved and to be with Christ' (Phil 1:23). Like Mary Most Holy, my sweet Mother" (SAW p. 235).

1.2.2.  The impact of Paul on Claret's writings
As we read the different works of Claret, we are struck by the number of biblical citations in them. He often relates his own experiences in expressions taken from Scripture. The volume of citations or references to the writings of Paul shows us the resonance that the figure of the apostle had in his life.

1.2.3. Coincidences between Paul and Claret
The empathy between the two is notable. This was pointed out by one of the first scholars on Claret, Fr. Puigdessens, who discovered in Claret, through an analysis of his temperament, some traits that were salient in Paul's personality: balance, activism and optimism (cf. Espíritu del venerable...,  pp. 142-146). There is not doubt that in Paul, Claret found a great stimulus for his apostolate. The "Definition of the Missionary" clearly bespeaks this.

Here are some essential traits in which they coincide:

- A passion for Christ that enabled them to courageously face any suffering arising from persecution, calumny or the mystery of the cross: "God forbid that I should boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ" (Gal 6:14).

- A passion for the Church, the spouse without blemish or wrinkle (cf. Eph 5:27), so that every day the beauty of God's glory might shine in her.

- A passion for human beings in their concrete reality, called to their high destiny of eternal salvation; sinful, yet ever able to receive grace, if they open their hearts to the Word of the Gospel.

- An obsessive passion for universal evangelization: all the inhabitants of the world (CC 1857, n. 2).

After Jesus,  Fr. Claret undoubtedly identified most deeply with Paul in his tireless evangelizing mission. Claret himself says so in an important text in his Autobiography, speaking of the motives that moved him to be a missionary preacher: "But the zeal of St. Paul has always awakened my deepest enthusiasm. He went from place to place, a vessel of election, carrying the teaching of Jesus Christ. He preached, wrote, and taught in synagogues, prisons -- everywhere. He worked and made others work, in season and out of season. He suffered scourgings, stonings, persecutions of all sorts, as well as the fiercest calumnies, but he was never daunted; on the contrary, he so rejoiced in tribulations that he could say that he did not wish to glory, save in the cross of Jesus Christ (cf. Gal 6:14)" (Aut 224).

Claret saw the apostolic zeal of St. Paul expressed in these elements: loving itinerancy, universal preaching, work, suffering persecutions and boasting in the cross of Jesus Christ.

In a sermon on the conversion of Paul, published in Copious and varied collection of select panegyrics  (Barcelona 1869, vol. V, pp. 191-216), we again see his passion for that "eminent teacher and apostle of the gentiles" (p. 195), "a great saint, and outstanding doctor, and exalted martyr, an eminent apostle" (p. 206); "the blasphemer who becomes the most enthusiastic worshipper and the most zealous person praised by Jesus Christ; the persecutor who becomes the most fervent preacher of the Gospel and the most tender father of the faithful; the rabid wolf who becomes the meekest lamb, ready for continual sacrifice" (p. 210).

In Claret and Paul we find those traits that define true discipleship, docile to the action of the Spirit. They feel their call to mission as their whole reason for being. Both avidly drink in the wisdom of the Gospel and feel aflame with the fire of apostolic charity. They preach Jesus the Messiah who liberates the poor, the humble and the simple, and devote their lives to universal evangelization. Both had to face difficult, complicated and dramatic situations in which they were obliged to make deep and delicate discernments in the light of God's Word, which was for them an infallible key for discovering the will of God with the greatest assurance.

The centrality of Jesus in their lives, their deep living of the Mystery of the Eucharist, their love of the Church, their attention to the action of the Spirit who raises up manifold charisms in the Christian community, their recognition of the responsibility and mission of all in the bosom of the Christian community and their conviction of the primacy of charity, are, among others, fundamental aspects that appear in the experience and thought of Paul and of Claret. Joined to this is a deep awareness of the urgency of the task of evangelizing: "Woe is me if I do not evangelize!" (1 Cor 9:16). Deep down, both aimed at programming their own life based on the beatitudes as aimed at the evangelizing mission.

2. CLARET AND PAUL
Paul and Claret form part of the chain of those sent to proclaim the offer of salvation held out by God: prophets, Christ, apostles, apostolic missionaries. Claret and Paul were not myths created by some collective consciousness or enigmas that escaped the simple observation of their contemporaries. They are historical personages who acted in plain daylight, unable and unwilling to mask their own personality. From their lives, writings and the witnesses that have come down to us. they emerge clearly as strong personalities, each in his own surroundings and in his own historical context.

Claret and Paul possess a very similar structure of mind and heart, born of an affinity of character and temperament, as well as of a missionary vocation that each of them received from God. Both were aware of the honor bestowed on them: hence the frequency with which they offer an apologia for their ministry, forcefully stating their purity of motives in their apostolic action.

It is important to note how Paul and Claret prepared themselves for their mission through a deep contact with the Word of God, which forged within them their prophetic daring. It is likewise important to not how their apostolic action was marked by a coherence of life that expressed the radical character of their commitment to following Christ. This is supported by their oft-repeated statement that they did not preach themselves, but Christ (cf. 1 Cor 1:23), and that they did not want to know anything but Jesus Christ, and him crucified (cf. 1 Cor 2:2).

In the lives of both these great apostles, action and contemplation were harmonious and complementary realities that converged in their passion for proclaiming the Gospel. Both spent themselves and were spent in service to the Church. St. Paul tells us: "I will most gladly spend and be spent for your souls" (2 Cor 11:15). And Claret expresses the same thought at length in Chapter XI of his Autobiography" "The goal I had whenever I went to a town to which my prelate sent me" (Aut 199-213).

Nevertheless, in both great men we also note certain shortcomings that come from their character, the milieu in which they moved, the culture they assimilated, and other historical-environmental factors that surrounded them throughout their lives. Yet substantially, the tissue of their lives was a compact unity, whose central axis was the mission to which they had been called and for which they had been consecrated and set apart.

2.1. Men of God overtaken by Christ
Through what we can deduce from their writings and from other witnesses, both Paul and Claret had a fundamentally religious bent and received a good religious education in their childhood. In their youth, both were "trapped by Christ." Paul, fascinated and seduced by Christ Jesus (Phil 3:12), made a radical option for Him and His cause. Something similar happened to Claret. In his late adolescence, "Disenchanted, weary and bored with the world" (Aut 77), he opted for the absolute, regarding, like Paul, that all was loss in view of the sublime knowledge of Christ Jesus: "I am even presupposing that a good Christian, after mental prayer, will reckon with St. Paul that in comparison, everything in this world is dung (Phil 3:8)" (SSW p. 431). His conversion to the Gospel would find its full expression in his commitment to announce it. Particularly relevant for him were the texts of Phil 3:8-12; 2 Tim 1:12 and Phil 4:3, which found a significant resonance in Claret's life.

When Claret was overtaken by the grace of God's Word, he was at first disconcerted: "I was like Saul on the road to Damascus, but I was in need of an Bananas to tell me what to do" (Aut 69). Later during his years in the seminary, the passion for the Word of God intensified within him under the persuasive and encouraging forcefulness of Bishop Corcuera (cf. EA, p. 150, note 2), to the point that --as Fr. Clotet would write years later-- "The Sacred Scriptures never left his hand" (Resumen..., p. 125). This interest was accompanied by a life of prayer that kept leading him ever more deeply into the mystery of the presence of God. Of his years as a seminarian he wrote: "In God we live, and move, and have our being (Acts 17:28). Thus... in the same way as a fish is at home in the water or a bird is in the air, in the same way he is always in the presence of God" (SAW p. 12 f.; cf. SSW p. 94). During his ordination to the diaconate he was struck by the well-known Pauline text of Eph 6:12 (cf. Aut 101), which helped him interpret some earlier spiritual experiences and moved him to undertake the struggle against the powers of evil, as well as the sufferings that he would have to undergo for the sake of the Gospel (Aut 95-98).

Throughout his life Claret would appeal to St. Paul as a key to understanding his own experiences and his own self, as a way of knowing the Lord's plans for him, of explaining the vicissitudes of life that he was undergoing and to give overall meaning to his existence.

In the last years of his life, outside his apostolic ambiance, slandered and persecuted, he focused on the experience of the paschal mystery of Christ, always viewed in an apostolic key (cf. Aut 762; also 658, 679, 694, 698, 742, 748 ff., 752, 754, 756, 798; SAW pp. 200 f., 210 f., 235 f., 266, 270, 272-276, 284, 320). In this period the texts that appear mainly from John (Jn 18:11) and from Paul (Gal 2:20, 6:14; 2 Tim 2:10; Col 1:24).

The Christ of Paul, as well as of Claret, is the Christ of the Pasch: He who, paradoxically, achieved glory through the humiliation of the cross.

2.1.1. Set apart to proclaim the Gospel
St. Paul acknowledged that God had chosen him from his mother's womb: "But when he who had set me apart before I was born, and had called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might preach him among the Gentiles..., I went away into Arabia" (Gal 1:15-17). Fr. Claret, speaking of vocation during the founding retreat he preached to the Congregation, adduced this same Pauline text, and went on to comment on the example of the Son, who was Himself sent, and who in turn calls the Apostles and Paul: "What gratitude, and correspondence! He never lost sight of his vocation" (CCTT p. 564).

Paul was a witness of the resurrection (1 Cor 15:8) and was made a light to the nations (cf. Acts 13:47). Claret was chosen to regenerate the failing society of his time with the witness of poverty and evangelization, following in the footsteps of Jesus, of the Apostles and of Paul.

It was the Word of God that produced the change in both Paul and Claret and gave them their vocational orientation, and through it they received the missionary impact of the Prophets, Jesus and the Apostles. The call of God pointed them in a clear direction: the desire to be conformed with Christ, until they became the best copy possible of the Apostles, followers and witnesses of Jesus before and after his resurrection.

2.1.2. In diverse historical contexts
Paul and Claret found themselves in diverse social and cultural contexts. Both learned to grasp the theological thrust of the times (VC 73), to live it as a time of salvation and to respond to its signs with generous commitment.

The distance between them in space and time was great: Paul lived in a pagan world that was beginning to open up to the faith, while Claret lived in a mainly Christian world that was galloping toward dechristianization, and thus prone to skepticism and atheism. The scene of their activities and cultures was also divers: Paul in Corinth, Athens and Rome; Claret in Catalonia, Cuba and Madrid...

Paul experienced the driving force of the charity of Christ and the need to bring down the stout walls of the paganism of his time with the battering ram of the Gospel. Claret felt the driving force of that same charity and the persistent call to overthrow, with his witness and proclamation of the Gospel, the idols of the neopaganism of the 19th century, which made the golden calf their lord and master (cf. Aut 357-371).

Although they lived in such diverse contexts, we nevertheless find that both Paul and Claret did a similar reading of the missionary challenge that they enclosed: the need to bring people to a new experience of God that could free them from their sinful situation and equip them to build a more fraternal society through the proclamation of the Gospel. Hence their dedication to preaching (cf. EC I, p. 305; Aut 450), above all since they could see so many false evangelizers and false prophets. This explains the fundamental options that we witness in their lives:

- An impassioned love for Christ and the Church.

- Fidelity to the Word of God, assimilated in prayer, lived and witnessed to and proclaimed untiringly.

- Fidelity to their own missionary identity, live in itinerancy and stamped by a coherence of life, especially in a poor and simple lifestyle.

- Concentration on the task of evangelization, leaving aside all other aspects of pastoral action.

- A drive to create and consolidate evangelized and evangelizing Christian communities, centered on Christ and open to the society around them.

2.1.3. With both common and distinctive traits and experiences
Some traits that they have in common are : activism, dynamism, daring and resistance. We find a kind of attunement between Paul and Claret, and indeed, Paul was a source of inspiration for Claret's missionary life:

- Of faith and prayer:  "I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me" (Gal 2:20). Claret and Paul were clearly men who were "contemplatives in mission" (CPR 56), following the example of Jesus: "By day He preached and cured the sick, and by night He prayed" (Aut 434). Claret sums up this life of action centered in prayer by likening it to the two legs of a compass, once fixed in the center, the other describing a perfect circle around it. "Simile of the compass. One point is fixed in the center, while the other describes a circle, the symbol of perfection. I will recall what St. Paul says: 'May Christ dwell in your hearts through faith' (Eph 3:17),' 'until Christ be formed in you' (Gal 4:15)' (SAW p. 214, cf. pp. 210 and 217; cf. also SSW, p. 178).

- Of zeal:  Paul's life was shot through with burning zeal, and so it was with Claret and his missionaries: "That apostolic zeal centered and unified all the personal interests of the missionary in his mission of salvation in exclusive service to the Gospel and to the Church" (John Paul II in his address to the General Chapter of 1985).A deep and quite Pauline expression of this zeal is found in Claret's prayer: "O my God and my Father, may I know you and make you known; love you and make you loved; serve you and make you served; praise you and make all creatures praise you. Grant, my Father, that all sinners be converted, all the just persevere in grace, and all of us attain to eternal glory. Amen" (Aut 233).

-Of mission:  Paul tells us of his missionary experiences, above all in the Second Corinthians. Claret does so in his Autobiography.

-Of the cross:  Both in Paul and in Claret we find countless adversities and persecutions. They lived their sufferings as a process of identification with Christ crucified.

-Of mystique:  The word of God resounded strongly in their lives, giving them their meaning and thrust (cf. Acts 9:3-5 and Aut 113-114). Both used the same words to express their inmost joy at being full conformed with the Lord: "It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me" (Gal 2:20).

2.2. Claret's reading of Paul
What was Claret's stance toward Paul? How did he assimilate and assume him within his essentially missionary spirituality? What influence did Paul have on the missionary vocation of Claret? And what kind of vocational reading did Claret do of Paul?

Claret read, studied and meditated on Paul from the standpoint of his own identity, which was essentially and radically missionary, of his own spirituality, which was typically apostolic, and of his deep faith in Christ and in the mystery of the Church. This reading can be summed up in two fundamental dimensions: Christocentrism and the missionary spirit. 

2.2.1. Fundamental parameters: Christocentrism and missionary spirit
Christocentrism and missionary spirit are the two parameters that circumscribe the life and work of these two great missionaries. "For me, to live is Christ" (Phil 1:21), says Paul, in words that found a powerful echo in Claret. This Christocentrism is radical and tends to lead toward full transformation in Christ: "It is Christ who lives in me" (Gal 2:20). Although an anagram of Mary appears in the center of his episcopal shield, it is surrounded by the motto: "Charitas Christi urget nos," which is the Christocentric program for both men: "that those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised" (2 Cor 5:15).

The missionary's "only concern is how he can best follow Jesus Christ and imitate him" (Aut 494; cf. SAW, p. 278). Jesus Christ always occupies the center of Claret's life, and is always and in all things the person most immediately referred to. We only need refer to one text on the imitation of Christ to confirm this: "Because we should do all things just as Jesus Christ did, I used to ask myself in every situation, and still do, how Jesus would have acted. How carefully and with what purity and rightness of intention He did everything: preaching, eating, dealing with all sorts of people, praying! Thus, with the Lord's help, I resolved to imitate Jesus in all things so as to be able to say by my actions, if not in so many worlds, 'Be imitators of me as I am of Jesus Christ (1 Cor 11:1)" (Aut 387).

2.2.2. The principal coordinates
The principal coordinates that shape the rich personality of Paul and Claret are the following: universal evangelization, prophetic and apostolic vocation, evangelical lifestyle and universal mission, with some well-defined characteristics.

a) The overarching ideal: universal evangelization
Paul was not a desk-bound letter writer; he was a man of action, a herald of the Gospel: "For if I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting. For necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!" (1 Cor 9:16). The same could be said of Claret: "If you saw a blind man about to fall into a pit or over a cliff, wouldn't you warn him? That's just what I'm doing and must do in conscience" warn sinners and make them see the precipice of hell that they are about to fall into. Woe is me if I don't (cf. 1 Cor 9:16), for they could hold me responsible for their damnation" (Aut 207; cf. 209). In both men we see a call to universal evangelization, to which they had to consecrate themselves with their whole being and ability.

The reality of the world of his time led Claret to discover the need for the ministry of the word: "The right to speak out and teach the nations, which the Church received from God himself in the person of the Apostles, has been usurped by a mob of obscure journalists and utterly ignorant charlatans. The ministry of the Word --at once the most exalted and invincible of all ministries because it has overcome the world-- has been converted everywhere from a ministry of salvation into a wretched ministry of ruin. And just as nothing or no one could hold back its triumphs in apostolic times, so nothing or no one can hold back its ravages today unless it is confronted by the preaching of priests and a flood of good books and other holy and wholesome writings" (Aut 451-452).

Paul, faithful to Jesus' command to his disciples, wanted to go to the ends of the then-known world: "I am a debtor both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish; so am I eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome" (Rom 1:14). And Claret echoes this as applied to himself: "the preacher is indebted to all" (SAW p. 439). "My spirit is for all the world" (EC I, p. 305). Hence the limits of the parish were to narrow for his apostolic zeal. "After four years of parish ministry [in Sallent], he [Claret], desirous of giving greater scope to the zeal that he felt continuously felt consumed by, directed his steps to Rome, to commit himself to the missions of Propaganda Fide..." (Letter to Pius IX, 3 April 1859: EC I, p. 1740).

As a seminarian, Claret saw his vocational model, his very reason for being, in the Son, concerned for the things of his Father. These concerns of the Father were that he be known as Father, that his saving will be done and that all humanity might become His kingdom, the family of God (cf. SAW p. 15). "Claret lived the concern of Jesus, who was always intent on the glory of the Father and the salvation of mankind. Claret had no other interests, and he suffered and died in pursuit of them" (MCT 57).

Our Congregation was born with a horizon of universality, as a missionary community that should seek "the salvation of all the inhabitants of the world" (CC 1856, n. 2), taking up the spirit that animated our Founder.

b) Prophetic and apostolic vocation
The missionary vocation is condensed and overflowing in the Pauline expression, "Charitas Christi urget nos" (2 Cor 5:14). This impulse, which is a pure grace, is the work of the Father, who made both Paul and Claret evangelizers in the evangelizing Son, by the working of the Holy Spirit.

Paul and Claret felt anointed and equipped to announce the Gospel of salvation: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me..."  (Is 61:1; Lk 4:18; cf. Aut 118). "This text, which Jesus made his own, led Claret to discover, both for himself and for his missionaries (Aut 687), his prophetic anointing and his call to evangelize the poor. Four our Founder, Christ was the Servant-Prophet, anointed by the Spirit to preach the Good News. The prophetic mission of Jesus is the very marrow of Claret's apostolic experience and the source of his inspiration. As the prophets were always attentive to and dependent on God and human need, so Claret would live his missionary vocation with the preoccupation of lending his efforts to the salvation of others (cf. Aut 238, 448)" (MCT 58). Attentive to and sensible of the needs, urgencies and challenges of his time, and burning with universal charity, he developed and unleashed a truly intense prophetic activity. His vocation was expressed in a prophetic activity of announcing the Gospel of life and of defending the values which the Gospel communicates. The Congregation's reflection has identified, as distinctive traits of this evangelizing action, a sensibility toward whatever is most urgent, timely and effective, along with an availability for universal mission.

c) Evangelical lifestyle
Paul is one of the New testament figures who best and most deeply incarnate the thrust of Christ's life, the apostolic style, making the face of Jesus visible and becoming himself a shining-through of Jesus. Set apart for the service of the Gospel, he wanted to be a fitting minister against the idols of power and money, because he was convinced that God has chosen "the weak things of this world to confound the strong" (1 Cor 2:27).

This fitting character is born of the anointing of the Spirit, but requires our collaboration and correspondence. Claret tells us that "the apostolic missionary should be a model of all the virtues: he should, in fact, be virtue personified. Following Christ's example, he should first practice, then preach" (Aut 340). Hence, both Paul and Claret fixed their sight on Jesus, in order to reproduce in themselves His very own style of life.

Claret writes: "The holiness of a soul consists simply in an effort to do two things, namely, an effort to know God's will, and an effort to do that will, once it is known. Like St. Paul: 'Lord, what would you have me do?' (Acts 22:10)" (SAW p. 222). The evangelizing life requires a deep evangelical life, whose base is humility and whose peak is charity.

Our Fr. Founder started out from a fundamental presupposition, which he would always maintain, in keeping with the teaching of St. Paul: that anyone who has received the gift of the apostolate ought to live a fully evangelical life. Preaching the Gospel demands that one must first incarnate it and live it. And an important element of life-witness is rectitude of intention, following the example of Jesus (cf. SAW, p. 260 f.). Paul defended himself from the charge of weakness (cf. 2 Cor 10:10-11) and of ambition (cf. 2 Cor 11:12-18), and stated that he did not seek his own interest, but the interests of God: "I seek not what is yours, but you" (2 Cor 12:14). For his part, Claret insisted on his cleanness of motives in his evangelizing action: he was not moved by self-interest, money or honor, but only the greater glory of God and the salvation of souls (cf. Aut 199-212) and his desire to make his neighbor happy (cf. Aut 213). The Constitutions pick up this deep conviction of Claret's, by inviting all Claretians "to seek in all things the glory of God..." (CC 2).

d) Evangelizing mission
Paul fully gave himself over to the work of evangelization, to the spread of God's Word. which "is not chained" (2 Tim 2:9). For his part, Claret summed up his vocation in the expression, "apostolic missionary," understood in all its theological richness and in the full breadth of the evangelizing universality that sprang from the charismatic gift he had received.

Our Fr. Founder saw in evangelization the very reason for his living: "Woe to me if I do not evangelize!" (1 Cor 9:16). The principal motive that he adduced for declining the Archbishopric was that "I would not be able to preach as I would like, because I have seen with my own eyes the many affairs that an archbishop has to attend to" (EC I, p. 306).

Both Paul and Claret, consecrated to evangelize in the manner of the Son whom the Father had consecrated and sent, were characterized by their intense missionary activity. Hence, the missionary presence of Claretians in particular churches should be characterized by "giving preference to those works and positions which tend most directly toward the evangelization of the people, toward raising up faith communities and to the formation of qualified evangelizers... In relationship with the universal Church and, in due measure, with particular churches, we should exercise our prophetic Claretian charism by being in their evangelizing vanguard" (CPR 85).

$ Universal
Although we have already mentioned this dimension, we can add something further here.  Claret tells us that to "an apostolic missionary, the Lord has entrusted, over and above the one talent of the priesthood, another four talents, namely the four corners of the world, when He said: 'Go into the whole world and proclaim the good news to every creature (Mk 16:15)'" (SSW, p. 312). In the different stages of Claret's life we find distinctive manifestations of the awareness he had of the universal dimension of his missionary vocation.

Our Fr. Founder saw in the Congregation his fulfillment, the echo of his evangelizing voice, which grew to be like thunder (Aut 686) and reached where he himself could not reach. "But as I myself cannot go [throughout the world], I am striving to have others go, my beloved brothers, called Sons of the Immaculate Heart of Mary" (EC II, p. 627). When the Congregation was barely founded, he offered himself, along with his missionaries, to evangelize the Isle of Cuba (EC I, p. 306). On different occasions he urged the Congregation to go outside Catalonia: "Why can't our own," he used to ask, "spread further, at least throughout this Kingdom?" (Letter to Clotet, EC II, p. 321). We know that in 1865 he manifested his desires to go to Africa or to return to Latin America, indicating Mexico as a favored place. He rejoiced in the foundations in Santiago, Chile and in Algiers (EC II, p. 1427), and on his death bed he hoped that his missionaries would not be long in founding in the United States.

Universality is one of the characteristics of the Claretian mission, one which should awaken in each missionary an attitude of availability that will bring it to life in some concrete embodiment. Both our General Chapters and our Superiors General have insisted on this thrust. But the best commentary on this demand of our missionary vocation are those Claretians who have left all and placed themselves in the service of universal evangelization.

$ Liberating
"For freedom Christ has set us free" (Gal 5:1), says Paul. "For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is of any avail, but faith working through love" (Gal 5:6). In the new man, "there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, freeman, But Christ is all, and in all" (Col 3:11).

Both Paul and Claret devoted their energies to liberation from sin, from injustice, from oppression and from slavery. For Claret, salvation was not simply help or welfare, but liberation from personal and social sin in keeping with the saving will of the Father and the missionary obedience of the Son, continued in the Church. This was an integral salvation, and Claret's commitment to it appeared above all in his Cuban apostolate, given the social circumstances of Cuba.

The liberation demands am out and out struggle against the powers of evil. St. Paul used this language when he spoke of the struggle of faith, or of the eschatological struggle for the Gospel. His words certainly inspired Claret (Aut 271). The missionary, in his struggle for the Gospel of life, rejoices in privations, tackles work, embraces sacrifices, smiles at slanders, delights in torments and sorrows that he suffers, and glories in the cross of Jesus Christ (cf. Aut 494; SAW, p. 278).

Claret points out that in order to win in this struggle of liberation from the powers of evil, the Apostle Paul "exhorts us to put on the armor of God (cf. Eph 6:12), that is, the virtues, especially justice, faith, hope, the word of God and prayer. These are the principal ar,s of our warfare (cf. 2 Cor 10:4)" (SAW, p. 480; cf. pp. 401-402). The object of the battle is "to bring about the obedience of faith (Rom, 1:5).

$ Raising up ecclesial communities
On of Paul's main concerns was his eagerness to create Christian communities and to keep consolidating them so that they might leave aside both Jewish legalism and pagan idolatry, and come into the freedom of the children of God (cf. Rom 8:21). These communities were heterogeneous, sociologically pluralistic, made up of Jewish and Pagan converts, in whom the enthusiasm of their new conversion was still mixed with many of their old sins and weaknesses. Paul worked tirelessly so that the life of these communities should be a clear expression of the life of the Spirit that had been awakened in them.

Claret, both by himself and in fellowship with others, kept creating groups of evangelical and apostolic life, missionary parishes, groups of committed laity. This was favored, on the one hand, by living a more authentic Christian life and, on the other, by a greater possibility for raising up evangelizers. In his reading of the Letters of Paul, he surely found a strong inspiration for doing so.

$ Raising up evangelizers
A notable trait in the life and activity of Paul was the desire to surround himself with collaborators who would follow and accompany him in the work of evangelization. Through them, he multiplied his own missionary activity, planting new communities which in turn promoted the announcement of the Gospel.

Claret's missionary vocation remains projected on the Congregation (DC 11), though not only on it. The Spirit led Claret to be a channel of missionary grace for others, a principle of vocational identity.  He was the founder not only of movements and associations of apostolic prayer and action, but of a Missionary Family in the Church, born of his spiritual experience, of his teaching and of the organizational capacity of himself and of his collaborators. Called to the universal preaching of the Gospel, Claret became a creator and formator of active and effective evangelizers in spreading the Good News. Thus his multiple initiatives in this field.

Beginning with the Archconfraternity of the Heart of Mary, he began various apostolic groups or movements which would bear effective witness and know the power of charity lived in communion, so that the Gospel message might be carried everywhere. Thus arose the Brotherhood of the Heart of Mary (1847), the Daughters of the Heart of Mary (1848-1850), the Missionary Sons of the Heart of Mary (1849), the Institute of Secular Clergy living in Community (1864), and other evangelizing initiatives, such as the Fraternity of Christian Doctrine (1849) the Brotherhood of Good Books and, above all, the Academy of St. Michael (cf. Aut 581, 332, 701). Going beyond this, he aimed at making all bishops into apostolic missionaries.

What moved him to do all this? Certainly, the gift of the Spirit that led him to see the concrete needs of his time: the great lack of evangelical and apostolic preachers, the people's hunger to hear the word of God, and the desire to lend greater effectiveness to the task of evangelization.

In 1864, in an effort to coordinate all his apostolic forces, he thought of forming the "army of the Heart of Mary," made up of his own missionaries,  who were completely consecrated and available for universal mission; diocesan priests  who lived in stable positions in order to conserve the fire that the missionaries had lit; and finally, laity,  available for evangelization in keeping with the gifts they had received. All of these would be united in their endeavor to announce the Gospel, while each group would keep its own autonomy.

$ With a preferential option for the poor, the marginalized and the outcast
Claret tells us that Jesus "was a friend of the poor, of sinners and of the lowly, and never looked down on dealing with them. Rather, he preferred to deal with the poor rather than the rich or with those who considered themselves to be righteous" (SSW, p. 362).

Claret avows that he always had a special concern for workers and for the poor. He saw to their needs, promoted them and gave them reasons for hope, above all in Cuba, where he was so prodigal in his social activity on behalf of the neediest of the people.

One interesting aspect was that of sharing in solidarity with the poor: the sharing of assets. Paul wanted this attitude to exist among the communities, as a guarantee of communion in the same ideal of Christian life and of the faith, and he wanted special attention to be shown to the poorest and neediest (cf. 2 Cor 8:1-15). He expressly reproved the contrary attitude, namely that "one is hungry and another is drunk" (1 Cor 11:21). This attitude of Paul's found an echo in Claret, who wanted the same attitude of solidarity to exist; and he demands as much of the Congregation: "What is surplus in one house should supply for what is lacking in the other" (EC I, p. 1680).

Today, in view of the Church's decided option for the poor, we have discovered the most radical demand of this dimension and, in fidelity to the spirit of our Founder, we have expressed it in "an option for a prophetic and liberating evangelization that is carried out from the viewpoint of the poor" (cf. MCT 169-176), so that each of us should be "a credible advocate for their cause" (CPR 80).

$ Aimed at renewing the face of the Church
We are all aware of Paul's sensibility regarding the Church, the body of Christ and universal sacrament of salvation. His ceaseless work and continual struggle were aimed at the growth of this community, because "Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water and the word, that he might present the Church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish" (Eph 5:25-27).

Claret also aimed at doing something similar in his projects for Church reform. This led Claret --especially after the attempt on his life at Holguín, where he reached a theological conception of the Church more deeply rooted in the vision of St. Paul-- to work still harder on the renewal and reform of the Church, and to involve bishops in it. For them he wrote a little work with the significant title: "Points of a Plan to Conserve the Beauty of the Church and to Preserve it from Errors and Vices" (Madrid 1857). To this he added his efforts for the reform and formation of the clergy, for the Christian advancement of children and youth, his effective collaboration in founding new religious teaching institutes, as well as the promotion of catechesis, popular missions, etc.

$ Open to diverse cultures and inculturated in them
One key point in Pauline theology is the catholicity of the Church, which was destined to sink its roots in all languages, races and cultures. Paul himself caught the supracultural of the Gospel and its potential for acting as a leaven of new life in all cultures: not just in Jewish culture, but in Greek and Latin cultures.

Our own Fr. Founder, through the interest he took in adapting his evangelization to the different social and cultural realities he met with during his life, set an example that can orient us in the dynamics of inculturation we should follow in making our missionary response to the growing needs of the Church and the world. His nearness to all sorts of people (cf. SAW, p. 26), his interest in learning the language --Catalan, Castilian or Italian--  of the people he was working among, as well as his efforts to incorporate their customs or cultural idiosyncrasies into his evangelizing action, are just a few examples of this sensibility.

The Congregation has striven to express this important dimension of its evangelizing task by its commitment to a truly inculturated evangelization (cf. MCT 169-172) that urges us to make sure that our lives are truly "incarnate in the reality of the people, sharing their anguish and their hopes in a constant dialogue of life" (MCT 211), and that we cultivate a spirituality that is open to the action of the Spirit in the history of peoples (cf. CPR 42; SW 16.1).

3. PAUL, CLARET AND THE CLARETIANS
3.1. Sharing in the same charism
Their is a lifeline that runs from Jesus through the Apostles, Paul, Claret and the whole Claretian Family. We all participate in the mission of Jesus that is perpetuated in the Church. We Claretians share in it through our own missionary charism.

For us Claretians, the identification that Claret felt with Jesus the Evangelizer and Paul the tireless Apostle is a fundamental criterion for discerning our vocation and missionary action. After reading the signs of our time, we have been able to discover "the relevance and power of the charism which the Spirit has bequeathed to us through Claret" (CPR 9). Through him, and thanks to the gift we have received, we also enter into contact with those whom God himself has set before us as models and incentives in proclaiming the Gospel.

3.1.1. Impelled by the charity of Christ
The missionary is a person on fire with the love of Christ. Paul, Claret and we have the same ideal, expressed in the words "Charitas Christi urget nos." We are all driven by the same fire, the same love of the Gospel and of evangelization: "Aflame with this same love, apostolic missionaries have reached, are reaching and will continue to reach to the ends of the earth in order to announce the word of God. Thus they can rightly apply to themselves the words of the Apostle Paul: Charitas Christi urget nos  (2 Cor 5:14). The charity or love of Christ spurs and impels us to run and fly on the wings of holy zeal" (SSW p. 493).

It is this charity that keeps impelling the Claretian Family in its evangelizing commitment in the midst of sociocultural and religious circumstances quite different from those of our Founder's time. Nevertheless, for us as for Paul and Claret, the evangelizing mission, that is to say the total commitment to service of the Gospel, still shapes and dynamizes our existence, since we are in the "evangelizing vanguard" (CPR 85) in the heart of the Church and of the world.

3.1.2. Possessed by the Spirit
The Spirit whom we possess and who possesses us is the same one that burst forth with overwhelming power on Pentecost, that overpowered Paul on the Damascus Road, that invaded Claret in his youth, above all by the word of the Prophets, that consecrated him, like Jesus, as a Son of the Heart of Mary, that takes hold of every Claretian and makes him into an apostolic missionary. We too have been graced with the anointing of the Spirit (cf. CC 39), like Jesus, in order to become conformed with Him. This anointing does not take place once and for all in a flash; rather, it is an ongoing process: "We, who have been called to follow the Lord and collaborate with him... must keep our gaze fixed on Christ who truly lives in us. This is the only way in which we will become forceful instruments in proclaiming the kingdom of heaven" (CC 39).

This was precisely our Founder's experience. In the different stages of his life he kept living this communion with the Spirit through diverse intermediaries. In Claret we note a continual openness to the surprises of the Spirit, which range from the experience of the cross to the enjoyment of the most intimate communion. It was the Spirit who guided him in the darkness of faith and in the clarity of the Word of God, an unfailing connecting link with the Father's will, with his plan of salvation.

In renewed and growing fidelity to the Spirit, our spirituality is located in the line of evangelical utopianism and incarnated in the carrying out of our mission (cf. CPR 52). Those who allow themselves to be led by the Spirit are possessed by Him and enter into the orbit of intimacy with God, who gives vigor to our evangelizing task.

3.1.3. Forged by the Word and by community
Paul was forged in contact with the Old and New Testament, imbibed at their very fountainhead, with the Apostles and with the apostolic community. Claret entered into a process of formation by means of the Word and of strong experiences of the world and of God.

A Claretian is asked to have a "passion" for the Word: "The study, meditation and contemplation of the Word should occupy a fundamental place in our lives, since our vocation among the People of God is to be ministers of the Word (cf. CC 46). We should nourish an inner attitude of letting ourselves be questioned by the Word; we should listen to it as an invitation to a new life; we should read it charismatically, in the light of the challenges that cry out for our missionary services (cf. CC 34; MCT 148, 165)" (CPR 54). We should listen the way Mary did, since for both our Founder and ourselves she is a model and inspiration (cf. SW 15). This kind of listening forges us personally as missionaries of the good news and makes us a community ready to assume the consequences of proclaiming that good news (cf. SW 7).

Nourished by the Word, the Claretian community enjoys the fruits of the Spirit: "love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control" (Gal 5:22-23) and gladly opens itself to the task of evangelization.

This missionary forcefulness of the community lies in the charity of disciples who love, are loved by and follow the Master, and proclaim the Gospel by witness and word. Today "we are more keenly aware that we should be a community for mission" (CPR 14), "a community called together in the Spirit for the missionary proclamation of the Word" (SW 7).

3.1.4. Open to the signs of the times and of places
One constant of the great saints and missionaries has always been their capacity for knowing how to read the signs of times and places theologically. Paul encountered various signs and challenges in his time and carried out his tireless apostolic labor by responding to them. Claret also encountered various signs that he expressed in diverse analyses: Humanity seems to be bent on launching out on new pathways and unknown ways, ways not traced out by the hand of God" (EM p. 259). "Great indeed, above all in out day... is the indifference of Christians and their carelessness in taking advantage of the immense goods that our Savior labored so hard to gain and lavish on them in order to lead them to the possession of the highest Good" (EM p. 345). Add to this the decline of faith: "Seeing how Christian life had declined among the people through the lack of preaching, he wanted to associate himself with other priests who would dedicate themselves to the apostolic ministry of the Word, so that they could accomplish together what he could not do alone" (SH 6).

One great common, positive sign, already glimpsed by Paul and lasting still today, is the yearning for liberation that the world itself feels: for the whole creation longs "to be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God" (Rom 8:21).

Attention to the signs of the times continues to be an unavoidable need in the life of a missionary community. "Our specific service as Claretians has required us to pay close attention to the signs of the times and to challenges arising from the history and social processes of the people we minister to. It is here that we discover what is 'most urgent, timely and effective' for us in every time and circumstance" (CPR 5; cf. SW 1-3).

3.1.5. Available for universal evangelization
Availability is a reality intrinsic to the missionary vocation. Paul always manifests this attitude: "If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!" (1 Cor 9:16). This same attitude appears in Claret. Under the urging of apostolic zeal, he left the stability of parish ministry and set out for mission frontiers.

We Claretians are invited to foster "attitudes of availability, exodus, itinerancy, and docility to the Spirit" (CPR 52); to be available to be sent to any part of the world (cf. CC 32, 40, 48, 77, 84). Availability is linked to itinerancy, understood above all as uprootedness, which is not instability, but a kind of mystique of uninstallment.

3.1.6. Facing and accepting risks, dangers and failures
The cross is at the very heart of mission. Paul, precisely because he was not ashamed of the gospel, which is God's power for the salvation of all who believe (cf. Rom 1:16), was subject to all sorts of conflicts, slanders and persecutions, labors, imprisonments, scourgings and dangers of death (cf. 2 Cor 11:23-28).

It was the same with Claret: "Always bearing about in our body the mortification of Jesus (2 Cor 4:10)" (SAW p. 185). Claret often repeated Paul's statement: "All who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted" (2 Tim 3:12). And he commented: "It is a great, indeed a very great honor for every Christian to be able to imitate Jesus, to be near Jesus and to carry the cross with Jesus. Very great, moreover, is the hope of eternal happiness that is coming to those who suffer thus, for it is written that if we suffer with Christ, we shall also be glorified with Christ" (SSW pp. 281-282).

Claret longed to seal with his own blood the gospel truths that he believed and proclaimed: "I have always wanted to die a poor man in some hospital, or on the scaffold as a martyr, or to be put to death by the enemies of the holy religion we gladly profess and preach, thus sealing the virtues and truths I have preached and taught with my blood" (Aut 467). This attitude of never turning back, but always remaining faithful to the proclamation of the Gospel, was a lifelong constant in the Saint, above all after the attempt on his life at Holguín: "I had a great hunger and thirst to suffer trials and shed my blood for Jesus' and Mary's sake. Even in the pulpit I would remark that I desired to seal the truths I was preaching with the very blood of my veins" (Aut 573).

Evangelizing is often a harsh and difficult task. There are risks  of being misunderstood, turned against and persecuted. Paul was subjected to a court trial in Jerusalem and Rome. We know ho much Claret was persecuted and slandered, and how in these circumstances he strove to be conformed with the sentiments and attitudes of the Lord, imitating the example of the Apostles, especially of Paul. whose words he often repeated bravely: "But as to slanders and death threats, with God's help I do not fear them, 'for I do not consider my life of any account as dear to myself, so long as I accomplish my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus, to preach the Gospel of the grace of God (cf. Acts 20:24)" (SAW p. 57; Aut 201; Pastoral Letter to the People, p. 4).

Almost literally transcribing a clearly Pauline text by our Founder (cf. CC 1865, II, n. 11), the renewed Constitutions state: "We should bear in mind that the Lord has told us: 'Anyone who loses his life for my sake and for the sake of the gospel will save it' (Mk 8:35). It is, then, most fitting that we strive to rejoice in all sorts of hardship: hunger, thirst, nakedness, hard work, slander, persecution and every tribulation (cf. 2 Cor 11:16-33; Rom 5:3), so that we may be able to say with the Apostle Paul: It is out of the question that I should boast at all, except of the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world' (Gal 6:14)" (CC 44).

The dangers  that beset a missionary can even lead to martyrdom, as happened to Paul: "All of the Apostles were persecuted, and died in the fulfillment of their ministry. The Apostle Paul in particular gives us a clear description of his own persecutions... (cf. 2 Cor 11:22-29). Who would take note...of the persecutions, slanders and other obstacles that face a missionary, seeing how Jesus Christ himself, St. Paul and the other Apostles and all true missionaries have had to travel this same road? (cf. Jn 15:20; Acts 5:41; 2 Cor 11:23-29)" (SSW pp. 424-425).

Many Claretians have been and still are being persecuted and martyred for confessing the faith and proclaiming it with integrity and valor: among them the Blessed Martyrs of Barbastro and many other witnesses of the Gospel who have given their life for the sake of Jesus.

Finally, there are also failures.  In Athens, Paul suffered a harsh reverse; his message of the resurrection was neither understood nor valued: "We must hear you on this topic some other time" (Acts 17:32).  Moreover, some of his collaborators failed him, and we know how much opposition he had to face from his former coreligionists.

Claret experienced his failures, some of them not so small. Some came from his own limitations, others came from the strong opposition he met with in his ministry. Claret also suffered a dark night of abandonment, like Jesus on the cross and like Paul (cf. SAW pp. 341-342). At any rate, drawing his inspiration from Jesus and Paul, he avowed: "I never refused suffering; rather, I loved it and even wanted to die for Jesus' sake. I did not rashly place myself in danger, but I was glad when my superior sent me to dangerous places, realizing that I might have the joy of dying for Jesus Christ" (Aut 465; cf. Aut 466).

3.1.7. Faithfully fulfilling the mission entrusted to us
The missionary vocation is a sheer gift of God: "By the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me has not proved fruitless" (1 Cor 15:10). Both Paul and Claret experienced this. Charismatically born to evangelize, they faithfully fulfilled their mission. For us, too, who share in their missionary charism, evangelization should completely absorb our ideals, capacities, energies, means and possibilities. Faithfully fulfilling the mission entrusted to us involves at least three things:

a) devoting ourselves fully to it, with or without success;

b) evangelizing within the limits imposed by our own nature or by varying social situations;

c) taking advantage of all the means available to us, always upheld in our apostolic action by prayer, and willing to bear humiliation and the cross in fulfilling our mission.

An integral part of fidelity is total and daring dedication to the cause of the Kingdom, always impelled by the charity of Christ.

3.1.8. Defending and promoting our missionary identity
The defense of their own apostolic identity was a patent reality in the Apostles and Paul and Claret:

- The Apostles stated: "We shall devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the Word" (Acts 6:4).

- Paul: "Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel" (1 Cor 1:17), and "Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!" (1 Cor 9:16).

- Claret highly esteemed his missionary vocation, which he deemed higher than all others, and he lived it with unbreakable fidelity, fully convinced that it was his own, that God had given it to him. He defended it come hell or high water, even in situations that were theoretically unfavorable or downright adverse, such as that of being Archbishop of Cuba or Confessor of the Queen of Spain.

Our identity is the missionary service of the Word (CC 46), which is concretely embodied in those options (MCT 160-178) which the Congregation has discerned as the expression of our charism today. The different structures or pastoral actions through which we express this charismatic gift will only be valid insofar as they are capable of incarnating these mission options.

3.1.9. Gladly living the radicalism of prophets and martyrs
Both Paul and Claret radically lived the following of Jesus the evangelizer: assuming Jesus' proposal to deny oneself, to take up the cross, to leave all things and to give one's life for Jesus and for the Gospel (cf. Mk 8:35). This was a radicalism that liberated, purified and helped them face the tribulations inherent in the ministry of evangelization.

We too are asked to immerse ourselves deeply in this prophetic and martyrial stream: "We must faithfully and boldly proclaim the good news of the kingdom, especially because there are many, led astray by the lure of power, wealth or lust, who oppose it" (CC 46). Indeed, "we often experience difficulties is our ministry, because transmitting a message of annunciation and denunciation in conflicting situations of unbelief, injustice, alienation or death, is always a dangerous and risky business" (SW 17).

3.2. In a line of fidelity and growth
"Who will separate us from the love of Christ?" (Rom 8:35). For us, the love of Christ is the gift of the Spirit of Pentecost, who equips us for mission. In tune with Paul and Claret, we are asked for a creative fidelity to our vocation and to our missionary identity. This same fidelity introduces us into a dynamic of vocational growth that is expressed in us, as it was in Paul and in Claret, by an increasingly radical commitment to the following of Jesus and the announcement of the Gospel of the Kingdom.

4. PAUL AND THE CLARETIANS
As he was for our Founder, Paul is also for us an indispensable point of reference. Let us see how we can understand and grasp this point.

4.1. How we stand today regarding Claret and Paul
We Claretians connect with Paul through Claret. Claret is a filter that shows us how to see, read and meditate on Paul, so that he may become a real inspiration for our life and mission. In Claret's notes for Talk Two of the Founding Retreat we read:

"'Be imitators of me as I am of Christ' (1 Cor 4:16). 1. Mission and life of Jesus Christ. 2. Mission and life of St. Paul and other holy preachers" (CCTT p. 566).

In Paul, in Claret and in ourselves, mission has a central character. Without it nothing has sense in our life. Hence, all must turn around this center, which is at the same time the pivotal and dynamic impulse of our entire vocational reality, our spirituality and lifestyle, and which determines the way of being of our community and of its apostolic work.

As Claretians, we stand before these two extraordinary missionaries as disciples, as persons identified with the ideal of mission that both of them lived profoundly and utterly. Just as Claret drank deeply from the rich missionary and charismatic wellspring of Paul and became in some sense a "Pauline" missionary, so too must we. For Claret and for us, Paul is not only a model of vocational identification, but also a continual reference point both in doctrine and in life, in vocation and in mission.

"To assimilate the missionary style of our Father Founder" (CPR 43) leads us to enter into his own models and to re-produce them in ourselves insofar as we can.

4.2. Our reading of Paul
How can we, today, read Paul in our condition as "hearers and servants of the Word" and as "promoters of universal brotherhood"? Claret read the Bible "in a charismatic key" and made a "vocational reading" of it (cf. CPR 54; SW 14 and 14.1). He certainly did so in the case of St. Paul, a figure of the highest relevance in this sense.

The word of Paul transmits to us the Word of God, "living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword" (Heb 4:12). Read in a charismatic key, it allows us to return each day to the gift we have received, which galvanizes the entire inner structure of our Claretian being. Claret seems to be telling us, 'If you want to understand my spirit, read Paul. In him you will find almost everything. I drank so deeply from this wellspring that through me he has become an evangelical wellspring for you as well.' Reading Paul revitalizes the roots of our evangelizing vocation and gives consistency to our missionary spirituality.

Our Father Founder neither knew nor wanted to do a high-flown exegesis of Paul. He simply placed himself in his spiritual setting, in immediate contact with the Word, which led him to question himself personally: "There were passages that impressed me so deeply that I seemed to hear a voice telling me the message that I was reading" (Aut 114). In his experience of an assiduous and heartfelt reading, he heard the voice of the Lord calling him to preach (cf. Aut 120). Following his example, the Claretian should "always be alert and listening, open to the surprises of the Word and of the Spirit" (SW 2). We should nevertheless avail ourselves of all that biblical investigations have provided us for a better understanding of Scripture.

Summing up, then, we can say that we should read Paul:

a) In the same distinctive way that Claret approached him: always discovering in him the intrepid missionary.

b) Situating ourselves with Paul in his deep contemplation of Christ crucified, so that we will be able to proclaim the Lord and not ourselves.

c) From a totally missionary perspective, seeking, in his word and in his experience, inspiration and ways for our own evangelizing action.

d) Resolved to join in his struggle, with the weapons of faith, against everything that is opposed to the Gospel.

e) In full docility to the movements of the Spirit, so that our reading may be moving and stirring (cf. Aut 113), similar in effect to an arrow that pierces to the heart (cf. Aut 69), leading us to know the will of God and to work so that He will be known, loved and served by all creatures (cf. Aut 233).

f) With a great love of the Church, searching for those traits that should characterize true service to the community of believers.

g) Seeking, through this reading, a greater knowledge of Christ and some keys for interpreting the reality of today's world.

4.3. Re-reading Paul today
There remains the question of how to interpret Paul from the standpoint of the reality of the Church and the world of today. This is a problem that is true regarding all the books of the Bible.

The first interpretation of Paul is done by the Church, to which Jesus has entrusted his saving word. But we, too, from our charismatic outlook, understand the Apostle as a proponent of grace for the world and people of today. In him, Claret saw a great treasure trove of communion and mission, and new lights for preaching "the obedience of faith" (cf. Rom 1:5).

In our Claretian vocational reading, we should fix our attention particularly on those passages that most clearly reveal the vocational experience of Paul, always joined with his profound experience of Christ, and with his understanding of the apostolic mission within the Christian community.

The deep knowledge of Paul will lead us to "sense the urgent need to respond to the cry issuing from the poverty and injustice that afflict most people..., as well as to the challenges of secularization and its implications, along with those of the non-christian world" (CPR 47). It will also lead us to commit ourselves to building up the Kingdom, paying attention to the distinctive cultural riches of the peoples to whom we have been sent.

5. CONCLUSION
5.1. Substantial validity of Claret's experience of Paul
Claret's personal experience of Paul continues to be substantially valid for us. There is a way of understanding Scripture based on a critical perspective of in-depth exegetical studies. Claret did not reject this method, which is surely necessary, although he was neither prepared for it nor gave it pride of place. But there is another way of approaching Paul, which was more congenial to Claret's active temperament, which consisted of allowing himself to be borne on the wings of the Spirit, who made the Word resound in his mind and heart. Thus he always selected those things that best fit in with his resolve, and from these he kept deriving principles of Christian life which helped increase his own faith and his living of the Christian mystery, drove him to mission and offered him solid contents for evangelizing.

The Claretian, without neglecting exegetical and theological studies, should recognize the validity of Claret's experience of Paul and put into practice this method of charismatic reading, which was so characteristic of our Founder.

5.2. Critical and creative assumption of the inspiration of Paul and Claret
What we have just said does not, however, prevent today's Claretians, who live in a setting distinct and distant from those of Paul and Claret, from critically discerning between what is part of a determined epoch or spirituality, such as those of the past century, and the principles that govern the field of modern exegesis. However in doing so, we must insist on the need of not losing the deep roots of our missionary being which are so beautifully manifested in the resonances that the figure of Paul awakened in Claret.

5.3. "Re-living" Claret's experience, while projecting it on the future
In Paul, Claret basically found a confirmation of his own missionary being, as well as a stimulus, support, guidelines, creative and fruitful ideas for his life and apostolate. We need to re-live this experience. It can be said, without fear of contradiction, that the Word of God --and more particularly the gospel and letters of Paul-- was for Claret a determinant reality in his decided and dogged effort to achieve holiness and to respond to the call to evangelize.

Today we must we must realize that our roots go far back: the Claretian encounters Paul --in the twofold dimension of his experience and teaching-- through a filter: Claret. A living contact with Paul, in keeping with the spirit of the Gospel, will lead us to be "persons who are seriously prepared to communicate the Gospel in a competent way for today's people, and who can at the same time assure our search for new responses" (CPR 30). Moreover, it will help us to overcome "forms of thinking and acting that do not correspond to the Gospel radicalism that we profess...which accounts for the dullness in our missionary life, for our lack of daring in the revision of positions and for the scan capacity of our witness to challenge others" (SW 13).

Perhaps Claret's entire Pauline experience can be summed up in the well-know trilogy that figures in the appendix to Claret's little work, "The Lover of Jesus Christ": to pray heroically, to work heroically and to suffer heroically.
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