THEME 4:
IN THE FREEDOM OF GRACE
TEXT:
LETTER TO THE GALATIANS

BIBLICAL KEY
Although St. Paul's Letter to the Galatians is not very long, it is like a rush of affection and a throb of sorrow straight from the heart of Paul. In it he has left us a self-portrait, the most faithful one we know of, drawn from his own experience and life, as well as a summary of the very core of his gospel. He wrote it in haste and in great passion, creating problems for his investigators, but delighting his admirers. It was surely written around 55 AD and addressed to the churches of Galatia properly so-called, around Ancyra (today's Ankara),  which he had evangelized at the beginning of his second missionary journey (around 49-52), and not to the southern cities of the Roman Province of Galatia --Iconium, Lystra and Derbe-- which had been evangelized by Paul and Barnabas during the first missionary journey (around 45-49), since their inhabitants were not called Galatians.

1. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
1.1. Preachers and charlatans: 48-58 AD
In the mid 1st century, the Roman Empire already reached from the west to the far east, consolidated and organized on the Hellenistic model of a network of important cities in good communication with each other. The far east had become an inexhaustible source of precious products that poured into the west by way of this communications network.

Culturally and religiously the Hellenism of Greece held sway throughout the Empire, but is was already in a period of great decline. The energetic promotion of the state religion, attempted by Augustus, had not managed to arouse the enthusiasm of the people. The west was in a clear state of religious and above all moral bankruptcy. The void of values was only hastened by the increasing economic prosperity of a large middle class.

Out of this religious insecurity there arose a mad interest in the goddess Fortuna, the patroness of good luck, and above all in Fate, from whom not even the gods could escape. The search for good luck and the avoidance of bad luck obsessed the popular religious mentality, thus leading to a flowering of astrologers, magicians, sorcerers, healers (divine and human), wonder workers, fortune tellers, chic philosophers, zealous missionaries, news mongers, charlatans and opportunists. In every important city there was a spate of them looking for audiences and clients. A good appearance, eloquence, majestic poses, and even more the claim to occult and mysterious powers such as miracle working, the art of healing, divining or conjuring destinies --in a word, knowing how to accommodate oneself to the expectations of one's audience-- was the most effective way to gather adepts, and often enough, to amass a considerable fortune.

The east also became an important source of innovation, as interests is its gods increased throughout the Empire. This influence was embodied mainly in popular mystery cults and in different forms of gnosis.

1.2. Paul faces off against propagandists and Judaizers
We do not know when Paul began to be concerned over the need to distinguish himself clearly in his mission, not only from charlatans, but also from Jews, and later from Judaizers. Perhaps his apprenticeship with Barnabas led him in this direction. But what is clear is that already during his second journey (49-52 AD) he was already keeping an original lifestyle which he describes in 1 Thes 2:1 ff. Although this text is not of itself polemical, it does allow us to grasp how the apostle viewed various groups of people who went around "preaching" in that society: "For our appeal does not proceed from deceit or impure motives or trickery (v.3)...not to please human beings (v.4)... we never came with words of flattery or with a pretext for greed (v.5)... "nor did we seek praise from men" (v.6)... [nor seek to impose] our authority as apostles of Christ (v.7)..., our labor and toil...working day and night, so that we might not be a burden " (v.9).

His model of apostolate was maternal, long-suffering and hard-working, not only in order to attract listeners, but also in order to serve as a model of  the way the faithful should behave.

Later on (on his third journey ca. 54-58 AD, cf. Gal and Cor), when he had to confront "false brethren," he adhered to the same style of apostolic life. But at the same time he had to insist on his by no means inconsiderable personal titles, and to show that his "irrelevant" method incomparably surpassed in content the pretentious show of his adversaries.

1.3. Background: Conflict between Hellenist and Jewish Christians
A mere six years after the Crucifixion of Jesus, around the year 36, some events of capital importance for the primitive Church took place. In Jerusalem, the Sanhedrin, seizing on Pilate's removal as Procurator, had taken the liberty of condemning Stephen to death and executing him. In Damascus, Paul, after a period of zealously persecuting the Church, became converted to Christianity. The Church had not only spread from southern Palestine to northern Syria, but had begun to be perceived as a threat at both extremes of this axis.

Acts presents the Church of this earliest stage as always being in a state of tension with Jewish authorities, a continuation of the tensions that had existed between them and Jesus himself, which were now accentuated by the Resurrection event. The great precept of love, along with the action of the Spirit, demanded progressive reinterpretations of the Torah and of rabbinical tradition. This openness held a great attraction for Hellenistic proselytes, who in turn felt fewer scruples regarding other demands of the Law, accustomed as they were to living among pagans. Thus it is not surprising that the first problems on an ecclesial level originated with the Hellenists: outside the Church they provoked the first persecution and death that we know of, and inside the Church they provoked the first conflicts: beginning with the problem of the treatment of their widows, and going on to the vexing scandal of admitting the first uncircumcised pagans into the Church, thus opening it up to the pagan world, so much so that within in a few decades they would provide almost all the membership of the Church. This was the road from Jerusalem to Rome that we read of in Acts.

The progressive rejection of the Christian faith on the part of the Jews, together with the enthusiasm that the faith was awakening in many pagans and the continuing development that the faith was undergoing among them, became increasingly shocking to the first Jewish-Christian community. Among them, the conservatives felt obliged to rise up in protest, convinced that no one could be a real Christian without submitting to the Law and Jewish customs. In this, they may have been spurred on by certain outbreaks of immorality, unknown among Jews, but inevitable in Christian communities of pagan origins, such as those that happened in Corinth, with which Paul is also concerned in the letter to the Galatians (cf. Gal 5:16 ff.).

Paul made enemies within Judaeo-Christian circles, precisely because of the total relativization of Jewish customs that he had already proclaimed in Antioch and was now teaching in the communities he founded. More than one of these antagonistic groups reacted with as much zeal as Paul himself in order to discredit him and undermine his influence, which they must have viewed as pernicious.

If we look closely at what Paul says, it seems that these rivals or enemies made use of the methods of attraction and persuasion used by many professional proselytizers and charlatans, sometimes going so far as detraction, mockery and slander. But as we have seen, Paul himself could be quite cutting in the diatribes and sarcasms aimed at his opponents.

The conflict was protracted and complicated. In the long run it took an external fait accompli to end it. In 70 AD the legions of Titus demolished not only Jerusalem but also nearly all messianic movements. Moreover, Judaism as a whole withdrew into itself and took a defensive stand aimed at uniformity, a stand which in barely 20 years led to the definitive expulsion of Christians from the synagogue.

1.4. Paul's first successes and disappointments
After a long apprenticeship with Barnabas, Paul, in the incident at Antioch, showed that he had already worked out his theology on the Law and Grace. In reality, Paul demanded that the envoys of James should give up their fixation on Jewish traditions, noting that Peter had already done so (Gal 2:14).  It is not surprising that even Barnabas did not fully stand by Paul, who appeared to be heading for trouble on the ecclesial level. But this was Paul's way of laying the groundwork for carrying out a mission to which he knew he was called, a mission he could never set aside, namely, to evangelize the great cities of Europe and bring the Good News to the utmost bounds of the earth, where Christ had not yet been proclaimed. In doing so, however, he also drew down upon himself the wrath of the Judaizers.

1.5. Hasty foundation of communities
From the outset, things went badly for Paul if, as seems probable, it was at the beginning of this journey that he evangelized the Galatians. On his way to the great Greek cities in Macedonia and Achaia, a repugnant and/or dreaded illness (Gal 4:14) hindered his plans. But contrary to all he might have feared, some pagan Galatians received him open arms and, indeed, with open hearts. It was an experience of Grace that Paul would never forget: a weakness in the flesh, a sharing in the Cross of Christ, is a guarantee of authenticity and a source of efficiency for the apostle. All that he still needed to learn in order to complete his model of an apostle came with his experience of the limits of human wisdom (1 Cor 2:1-5) in Athens.

The results of this unexpected missionary experience were by no means inconsiderable, since Paul speaks of "the churches of Galatia." In contrast with what really happened in Galatia, Acts 16:6 stresses Paul's original intention of simply passing through the area. Acts gives the same impression of his whole journey, right up to his arrival in Corinth: the evangelization of the cities of Philippi, Thessalonika, Beroea and Athens seem to have been merely a rapid run-through by Paul. It was doubtless a rather hard-pressed journey, but from all that his letters tell us, we are led to believe that he spent at least several months in each place, leaving organized churches behind him. Nevertheless, this left little time for consolidating the radical changes that were involved in accepting the Gospel. That Paul himself was aware of this is apparent, for example, in his impatience over the lack of news about the Thessalonians (1 Thes 2:17 - 3:8). Moreover, it is not surprising that in other cases his fears tuned out to be well founded, as happened among the Galatians.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. Personal and doctrinal apologia
The literary genre of "apologia" derives from the field of forensic rhetoric and is not limited to a determined literary form, but is rather an overall genre that is defined by its aim: to prove the innocence of the accused, generally by means of a discourse delivered by himself or by a lawyer.

Its fundamental techniques consist of setting forth clear evidentiary facts that either contradict the accusation, or show that it is based on absurd or patently false suppositions. In order to achieve this aim, an apologia can employ a wide range of literary forms and genres, such as invective, imprecation, oaths, satire, diatribe, narration, deduction or others.

When the use of the apologia is extended to proving the veracity of a person or doctrine, the literary resources used are proportionally multiplied, although most apologias display a certain amount of assurance regarding ones own position and of aggressiveness regarding that of the opposition, befitting the judicial setting in which the apologia originated.

2.2. Structure of the letter
The letter is both tough and tender in its efforts to convince the Galatians of the enormity of their error. Hence it makes use of all resources at hand. It is not surprising, then, that those who have sought to examine its structure have come up with the most varied answers.

2.2.1. Aim of the letter: to prove that there is no other gospel: 1:1-10
Even in the rather dry preamble (1:1-5), setting aside any wordy outpourings, Paul presents himself as an apostle and goes on to present and defend his gospel. The body of the letter begins at once with an outburst against the Galatians for having so soon abandoned the grace of the revealed gospel for another, nonexistent gospel (1:6-10). The exposition of this gospel focuses on three points:

a) There is but one Gospel, which derives not from Peter or Paul or men or angels, but from the Father's saving design.

b) The gospel consists of being saved by grace, as attested to in Scripture, by being engrafted into Christ who died and rose, though under the curse of the Law.

c) The conduct of believers is not governed by slavery to the Law; rather, it flows from docility to the Spirit of Christ who animates them.

A consequence of this gospel is that the Law has been relegated to being just one more of the elements whereby this world enslaved people.

2.2.2. Autobiography of the Apostle: 1:11 - 2:14 (4:12-20)
Paul relates three episodes from his past, not in order to give an account of his life, but rather to testify to the authenticity of his gospel:

a) 1:11-24: Paul states that he received his gospel through revelation.

b) 2:1-10: Paul's gospel is the same gospel as Peter's.

c) 2:11-14: The gospel, transcending the Law, leads to its transgres​sion.

2.2.3. Paul's gospel: 2:15 - 6:10
Core of the gospel and thesis of the letter: 2:15 - 3:5
a) 2:15-21: Faith in Christ, not the works of the Law, justifies.

b) 3:1-5: The receiving of the Spirit proves justification.

Diatribe. Illustration from Scripture: 3:6 - 6:10. Freed from the Law by Christ.
a) 3:6-14: Abraham was justified through faith. His inheritance transcends the Law.

b) 3:15 - 4:7: The promise is inherited through faith. The tutorial function of the Law.

c) 4:8 - 5:12: The struggle between the children of the promise and those of the Law: allegory of Hagar and Sarah.

Exhortation. Life in the Spirit - the law of the free: 5:13 - 6:10.
2.2.4. Conclusion: 6:11-18
Paul's state of mind, admonitions, farewell.

2.3. Unity of argument
Although the whole letter is full of outbursts, ironic asides and even curses, and although apologias, diatribes and exhortations follow one upon another, it should not be misconstrued as a series of unconnected reactions by Paul.

The problem was one and simple: some of the faithful had accepted circumcision and the norms of the Law as necessary for salvation. Paul's vision is equally clear: that would mean the denial of the Gospel in practice. All the elements in the letter are there in order to clear up this problem, and they are closely interwoven.

The thread of the argument unfolds from two perspectives:

a) From the content of the Gospel:
- The Gospel is the fruit of the Father's salvific will, carried out in Christ: it is transcendent (not a matter of human will), it is revealed, and it is only one (1:1,7-8,11-24; 2:1-10).

- The faithful have access to it gratuitously, through faith, becoming united with Christ who died and is risen (1:4,6; 2:16-21; 3:13-14,24-29; 4:4-11).

- For the faithful there is no more law except docility to the Spirit (3:2-5; 4:6-7), which can lead to the transgression of the law; Christ and Peter (2:11-14; 3:13).

b) From the reality of the Law:
- Righteousness in God's sight can only come from a gratuitous initiative on God's part, not from the human merits of fulfilling a law.

- The only human attitude that makes this Righteousness attainable is faith, as the Galatians themselves have experience, as is seen in the case of Abraham, and as Scripture itself attests (3:11).

- Abraham's justification through faith, as well as the testament and promise made to his Offspring, both antedate the Law, which can therefore neither add nor subtract anything from them (3:6-18).

- Observance of the law can only give human life, since it is a human work: it does not justify and is the source of a curse for those who do not fulfill it, who, according to Scripture, are all of those who are under it (3:10-14,22).

- The function of the Law was, then, to discover sin and show the need for justification by faith, and thus point the way toward the liberating Offspring of whom the promise speaks (3:19 - 4:7).

- The definitive proof of the ineffectualness of the law is the fact that in the end it subjected the promised Offspring to its curse and persecuted the children of the Promise (3:13; 4:21-31).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Human beings cannot be justified by their works
The Just One, in the original biblical sense that came down even to Jesus' time, is neither the "justified one" of Luther or Trent nor the present-day canonizable "saint," which is evidently inapplicable to Abraham and still less to Jacob; rather, he is a man acknowledged by God as a "friend" (Jn 15:15), who deals with Him face to face, lives in the sphere of His protection and knows His plans. An insightful example is the question Yahweh asks Himself: "Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?" (Gen 18:17). Justice is not centered on what the just man does or does not do, but rather on God's decision to make him His friend and on the action of God himself. So it is not a matter of human works or entitlements bur rather a free decision of God: "I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy" (Ex 33:19).

Israel always kept this awareness of divine election alive, for it is the basis of everything else, including the Law. Saul, too, like any other Jew, believed in his election and was proud of his zeal, until the Father revealed to him that he was just the opposite: in fact, he was a persecutor!

Paul's temptation to zeal, as well as the Galatians' temptation to supplant the mystery of faith with the securities of the law, still persist and mar the image of the Church. No less a man than St. Thomas Aquinas states that even the Gospel would be a "letter that kills" (2 Cor 3:6) if it were not quickened by faith.

Even the greatest projects for transforming the world, if framed only within our limited vision without reference to God's project, and if carried out by our own power alone, however high-minded they might be, would merely be a human project, dangerously alienated from the mystery of God's action.

3.1.1. Since the Law cannot give life, it sunk people deeper in sin
Here, too, Paul is not creating an artificial problem, since the kinds of government based on the Covenant and the Law, far from being something wonderful and new, had been an increasing headache ever since the settlement in Canaan, a painful puzzlement that impregnates much of the Old Testament.

The problem began with the need first to oppose, and later to reflect on, the prevarication and annihilation of the Northern Kingdom (720 BC). God was progressively relegated to an unattainable "holy" world, and God's promises were shrunk to human fidelity in fulfilling the Law. The experience ended in total bankruptcy, attested to not only by history (the exiles), but also by the prophets, who already foresaw the need for another type of divine intervention (cf. Is 2:1-5; Jer 31:31-34). Not even Moses, despite his deep intimacy with God, was allowed to escape this desolation (cf. Num 20:12).

Moreover, the prophetic movement never showed much enthusiasm for legalism. Indeed, it often denounced it as a ruse to hide an unbelieving heart. In the heat of anger or in flashes of clairvoyance, for instance in the Book of Jonah, pagans were portrayed as more docile of heart than Jews. The law could not oversway the human heart, and there was nothing left to do except to look forward to some other kind of salvation that would bring about this change of heart.

This mystery was carried to its extreme in the steely adherence of many postexilic Jews to the law, some of whom were persecuted and even martyred for it, although on God's part this did not bring with it the corresponding liberations and blessings stipulated in the Covenant (cf. Ps 44). Yet despite all this, people forgot that the law was only a road map to salvation, and the law was once again absolutized. In this sense, Paul was simply repeating, in a coherent and unambiguous way, what the prophets had already taught. The reason why Paul was able to do this, and why his conclusions sounded so original and daring, was that he had come to know the accomplishment of the salvation that the prophets could only glimpse from afar. 

Paul shows from Scripture itself that the Law, by its inability to save, was both enslaving and transitory, like the many other "salvations" that human beings shape for themselves against their own powerlessness. The Law would give life if it were truly fulfilled: Gal 3:10-14. In itself it is a spiritual proposal set before carnal human beings: 2:19 (cf. Rom 7:14). Its fulfillment supposed that they be spiritual, something they could only attain through grace and faith: 3:11 (cf. 4:22). Their efforts at the "fleshly fulfillment" of the law brought them to the brink of transgression, which is cursed by the Law itself. In practice, the Law had become the source of a curse and of an insuperable consciousness of sin. The attempt to make morality replace the original Christian experience of grace and faith continues to be one of the great errors of many forms of catechesis even today.

3.1.2. Faith alone saves by opening hearts to the Righteousness of God
Righteousness or Justice comes from a gratuitous decision on the part of God (1:15) who lifts a human being to the status of being able to converse with God as a friend. Human beings can neither merit this state nor posit or do away with it. The only avenue open to them is docile and humble acceptance of it. Thus, godly Righteousness, Grace and Faith are inseparable, even as human works, merits and righteousness are inseparable. In Jesus' lifetime, many of the "anawim,  the poor of Yahweh," had already come this far.

The really unexpected thing that powerfully surprised Paul from the moment it was revealed to him, was the fact that this Grace of God consisted of giving us his Son (1:16; 2:20), born under the Law (4:4), cursed by the Law on the Cross (3:13; 1:4), and raised from the dead for the glory of the Father (1:1). Faith, in accepting this Grace, incorporates us in the Son (2:19-20) and makes us sharers in his Spirit (3:1-2,14; 5:4-5).

Only when human beings are "animated" by the Spirit do they become righteous according to the Righteousness of God. The Spirit places within their grasp God's love for the world, carried out in Christ: a love that transcends good will and intentions, observances, projects and all other sorts of human efforts.

3.2. The Son of God, cursed by the Law, is the Liberator from the Law
In fact, what change did faith in Christ entail? In the case of pagans, this was not hard to answer. Upon entering a community animated by the Spirit and in communion with the risen Son of God, they were freed from sin, from their vain hope in idols and, above all, from insecurity in the world and from constant anxiety regarding Fate and its sway over heaven and earth, as well as from the arts that they needed to practice order to avoid the decrees of Fate. It meant stepping into an authentically divine world and stepping out of an enslaved and perverse world, doomed to disappear.

In Judaeo-Christians communities, this change was much less spectacular. They had an awareness of being the eschatological community, born of Christ and the presence of the Spirit. Their conduct, as the Master had taught, was centered in the love of God and of the brethren, a state of affairs that relativized any other precepts and traditions. But this was in perfect accord with the Law (Mk 12:32-34). On the other hand, despite persecutions, the Judaeo-Christian community, far from regarding itself as a breakaway from Judaism, saw itself as the final outcome of it. From outside, Judaeo-Christians we view as nothing more than another Jewish sect. Hence, there was a certain "logic" behind the position that pagans, too, should accept this type of community and life, since Judaism held out many advantages, both moral and doctrinal, for the founding of new churches.

But Paul had already experienced the ambiguity of the advantages that observance of the law held out to Christians. It led to division, to the mitigation or even the repression of the impulse of the Spirit in the Church (5:15), as he had already seen in the incident at Antioch and even more in the founding of new churches. He concluded that the Law, as well as the residue of vices and pagan elements that survived conversion, represented a threat to the work of the Spirit. Thus Paul put them both on the same level (4:9-10). Both worked to enslave those members who were unable to "die" to them, thus annulling the new freedom of God's Children to which they had been granted access. Indeed, they were out-and-out denials of the Cross of Christ, which was the source of this new freedom (2:16-21).

But Paul's strongest argument was the Cross of Christ itself, which had doubtless been the outcome of a ruling of the law. Christ had been condemned to death as a blasphemer. Not for nothing, then, do we find that throughout this letter to the Galatians Paul always speaks of Christ crucified,  and only once of Christ risen  (1:1). Was Paul overstepping himself when he stated that Christ became "a curse for us" (3:13), in the same way that in 2 Cor 5:21 he stated that "for our sake God made him to be sin who knew no sin"? Moreover, the full quote from Dt 21:23 states that the man hanged on the tree is "cursed by God."  It is doubtful that Paul's omission of "by God" is of much importance, since, aside from the fact that everyone knew the whole quote, it was clear to all that both the blessings and curses of the Covenant were from God. It is a fact, however, that in Paul's letter to the Romans, he eschews expressions of this sort.

What Paul seems to be expressing here is the scandal that Jesus' crucifixion had caused him, along with the fact that, since the Christ of faith could only be regarded as a blasphemy from he standpoint of the law, the law itself lost all salvific meaning. How could those who had experienced the blessings of the Crucified ever look back to that ineffectual and enslaving system for their salvation?

Christ freed us from this slavery by submitting to it. But since he was God's Son, the law was unable to dominate him, to make him its slave and tributary; the only thing it could do was to label him a transgressor and a curse, and to destroy him. In so doing, the law had only managed to be replaced by the impulse of the Spirit, since the Son was as indestructible as the Promise itself.

3.3. The life of the justified is governed by the Spirit
The gift of the Spirit to those who believe is the proof of justification (3:2), and the Spirit's free action in the faithful begets the hope that God gives to those he has justified (5:5). The Spirit inspires divine sonship in believers (4:6), moves them to charity, which is the fullness of the Law (5:14) and the reality present in the Cross of Christ (2:20). This makes it possible for the believer to live in freedom, to experience a new creation (6:15) and eternal life, the life of the Son of God (2:20; 6:8). No authentic Law could ever go against that (5:14,23).

3.3.1. Renouncing the promptings of the flesh
In this hortatory part of the letter, Paul adopts a different perspective. He returns to the theme of freedom, but this time from the perspective of the struggle between the impulse of the Spirit and the desires of the flesh (5:13). He also appeals to the Law of Christ (6:2).

The Spirit makes the freedom of divine sonship accessible to those who are nothing (6:3), to carnal and weak human beings who are prone to evil and slaves of the law. At the same time, Christ crucified impels them to die to this earthly situation. This paradoxical reality, this universal salvation of sinners, is precisely what moved God to send forth "his Son, born of a woman, born under the law" (4:4).

Justification is not a neutral state. It is a life quickened by the Spirit, a life that involves a progressive dying to earthly living, a life that bears fruit in that death by manifesting the power of the Cross and the love of Christ. Justification and freedom entail a struggle. Juts as there were Jews who after baptism adhered to the law, thus supplanting Christ, so there were those who gave free rein to their fleshly appetites, thus annulling the action of the Spirit. This is a struggle to the death (5:17), and its respective fruits are perdition or life eternal (6:8).

Paul's enumeration of the desires of the flesh, while it is not intended to be complete "...and things such as this" (5:21), does draw our attention because it is limited simply to interpersonal relationships, without allowing us even to glimpse the social and cosmic breadth of the evil that Paul describes, for example in Rom 1-3. It is quite like that here, Paul was less concerned with grand overviews than he was with the immediate problems of the Galatians.

We must, however, bear in mind that in early Christianity the thought of a more or less imminent Parousía had a negative and rather escapist effect when it came to taking stock of and personal responsibility for the larger structures of evil that we are subject to, and in some way, cooperate with. In this sense, today's Christians cannot limit themselves to this Pauline description, however fundamental it may be. The Spirit spurs us on against every sort of evil, although we must never forget that the indispensable attack weapon is dying to this evil.

3.3.2. Realizing the freedom of the children of God
Paul describes a life of docility to the impulse of the Spirit, as the fruit of the Spirit (5:22-23) and of the Law of Christ. In fact, both expressions are a development of the theme of charity, indicated earlier. Because for those who live in Jesus Christ, nothing else counts except "faith working through charity" (5:6). "Do not use your freedom as a pretext for the flesh; on the contrary, through love be servants of one another. For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself'" (5:13-14).

The "fruit" of the Spirit --in the singular as opposed to the manifold cravings of the flesh-- is described to us as charity accompanied by the ambiance of joy and unity that it entails and creates. In Antioch, observance of the law was opposed to this ambiance, although it cannot be opposed by any true law, but only by earthly promptings.

Moreover, what Paul proposes as the Law of Christ is forgiveness, humility and meekness or gentleness in community life. In the context of the letter it is clear that this is not an external law, but rather the dynamism that comes from life in Christ, which Paul, drawing on his personal experience, embodies in the formula, "I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me" (2:20). This love-commitment of Christ is the concrete content of the charity that works through faith, which the Spirit brings forth in each believer.

We should also add that the positive way in which Paul speaks of the law in these passages confirms the fact that what he is attacking is not the law in itself, but rather its merely human fulfillment which, in addition to being incapable of grasping the mystery involved, also gives a false sense of security that stands in the way of Grace.

The temptation to do without the Spirit, who always leads us into an uncontrollable mystery and makes us die to human securities, remains an ongoing temptation. We tend to regard clear structures, well-defined duties, moral laws and our own 'salvations' as being more controllable and "on our level." Moreover, all concrete human realizations and expressions of the impulse of the Spirit, however amazing they may be (as in Paul's own case), always contain a certain human ambivalence and are unrepeatable. Mere admiration and imitation are not enough; rather, we must entrust ourselves anew to the Spirit's creativity and to our own.


CLARETIAN KEY

THE PRESENCE OF THE SPIRIT
Conformity with Christ the Evangelizer lies at the heart of Claretian spirituality. We know very well how much it marked the life of our Founder. The Constitutions clearly remind us of this: "We who have been called to follow the Lord and collaborate with him in the work assigned him by the Father, must keep our gaze fixed on Christ, imitate him, and be so steeped in his Spirit that it will no longer be we who live, but Christ who truly lives in us (cf. Gal 2:20). This is the only way in which we will become forceful instruments in proclaiming the kingdom of God" (CC 39).

This conformity with Christ is not the fruit of personal effort, but of docility to the gift of the Spirit poured forth into our hearts whereby we can call God "Abba!" (cf. Gal 4:6). This same Spirit impels us to live our sonship in total dedication to the announcement of the Gospel (CC 3, 4). The anointing of the Spirit binds us to Christ, the Envoy of the Father, and constitutes us as missionaries.

The Claretian mission originates in an experience of the Spirit and unfolds in a community life sealed by the presence of the Spirit (cf. Gal 5:22), and in a spiritual freedom that translates into missionary availability, both on a personal and community level. Our reading of the letter to the Galatians invites us to review our degree of openness to the action of the Spirit. Any reticence, lack of missionary daring or attachment to "laws" and "traditions" that do not allow us to second the action of the Spirit in the world may indicate a lack of Claretian identity in us.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Liberty.  A magical word since the dawn of humanity, in ancient philosophy, in the American and French Revolutions or in the Theology of Liberation... It indicates an ensemble of values that are stated positively, such as independence, self-determination, the possibility of social advancement, civil progress, etc. But sometimes it gives rise to attitudes and practices marked with the seal of death, such as abortion, contempt for others, euthanasia, etc. This liberty, above all nowadays, is invoked by some on behalf of their own quality of life, thus begetting a war of the powerful against the weak, the invalid, the annoying and finally against those who are simply poor and useless. With the complicity of states, sweeping measures have been taken against persons at the very beginning of their life, or against those whose lives have been weakened by illness or accident and are nearing the end of life. This context of modern slavery cries out for the announcement of liberation in Christ. How do we view this world? What are our missionary experiences in this context?

2. Returning to old securities.  This historical context in which we live is pregnant with insecurities that drive people to search for messages of good luck and for revelations concerning the future. Men and women, self-styled saints, televangelists, seers, psychics... put themselves forward as signs of security, creating long lines of adepts. They instill fear and invent rites and observances that are claimed to be necessary in order to inherit the promise of salvation. Those who preach the Gospel in the nakedness of faith are stigmatized as being non-apostles. Do we clearly grasp that this situation aims at chaining the Church to dead traditions, thus rendering it odious to and distant from people of our time? That it hinders the Church's development and mission and above all, that it denies the very being of the Church?

3. The service that makes authority meaningful.  In the society in which Jesus lived, prestige was a dominant value. On it was built the pyramid of the social ladder and of its corresponding behavioral patterns. Hence the revolutionary attitude of Jesus in changing these schemes, in making room for the little, for the poor, for those who did not count in society. In present-day society, the coordinates of the social ladder are in the hands of economic powers or of image-makers who express their aims in terms of the prestige that they want to impose on everyone. Authority is sought as a source of prestige, of power over others. How is this woeful fact lived within different groups, within the Church, within social and political life? Where does the newness of authority as service stand? What sort of praxis are we in need of today?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Awareness and living of sonship.  Abba! = Papa! or Daddy! (Gal 4:6). We are invited to call on God with the same familiarity that Jesus did, relating to God not so much as subjects or property, but as children who live with Him in intimacy, responsibility and even as heirs. Hence we have been constituted in a state of radical liberty, and not just with an ability to carry out free acts. What personal or community awareness do we have of being sanctified in Christ Jesus through his passion-death that is at work in our faith and in our baptism? This vocation to holiness is given us through the person of Christ. Does our journey toward holiness reflect this gift as its origin and motive force?

2. How do we live through crises in our missionary experience?  Sometimes our collaborators and the people we are evangelizing turn their backs on us, and sometimes, too, we discover the wiles of our detractors. Paul sets us an example in this. Can these crises become a "happy" motive to allow Christianity to affirm its autonomy and maintain its identity in the midst of peoples, so as to show forth more fully the salvation that God is offering us in Jesus? Can they be changed for our own selves into occasions for maturing the vocation of a Church that is open to becoming a People of God without borders, universal in time and space, with an unchangeable Gospel, yet with an activity and life in constant renewal? In this context, are we companions and generators of hope?

3. Conformity with Christ.  This constitutes one of the high points of our life. By definition, faith does not denote identification but rather confrontation: it leads to a relationship of humble acceptance which by all means safeguards both the otherness of Christ and of the Christian. Does the person of Jesus truly constitute the focal point of our Christian experience, its authentic and irreplaceable epicenter?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: Gal 4:1-14.

3. Dialogue on theme 4 in its different keys.

$ Keep in mind the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys.
4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5. Closing Song.
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