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BIBLICAL KEY
INTRODUCTION
The relevance of Hebrews today
A response to our present world
The little work traditionally called the "Letter to the Hebrews" needs to be reevaluated. It has to be drawn out of the marginalization in which it lies and accorded its true place in Christian life today. Many of our Christian communities are being persecuted for practicing evangelical justice. Yet in many of our communities there is also a certain weariness of following Jesus, above all in keeping the demands of justice in our daily living with others. Most Christians are not being attended to as they ought to be, owing to a shortage of priests. And while some are embittered by this, others are indifferent, while still others have migrated to other religious experiences. We urgently need to rediscover the priesthood of Christ --the priesthood of all the baptized, men and women-- in order to strengthen our own faith and reconfirm that of the people, who are in great solitude, depending as they do mainly on the cultic priesthood. Most Christians are unaware of their own baptismal priesthood and hence do not live its implications as a participation in the priesthood of Christ, which is not limited to worship in Church. The Letter to the Hebrews can open up unsuspected horizons to contemporary Christianity if we decide to take it seriously and translate the theological contents of this genial and almost unknown little work into pastoral practice and ecclesiology.

Even if Paul is not its author...
Critical students of the New Testament have arrived at the conclusion that this writing is not by Paul. Perhaps this has contributed to the fact that Hebrews has been somewhat marginalized, since of late most interest has focused on Paul and his genuine writings. We already know the literary ploy called pseudonymity, whereby a writing is hidden under the false (pseudós) name of someone who was not its real author. It often happens that when people discover that the famous author (in this case Paul) was not the author of a writing, it loses its popularity. What is certain is that Hebrews, though not by Paul, is by a disciple of his, a member of a persecuted, perhaps Judeo-Christian church, for throughout the work, he shows a great familiarity with Judaism. The gifts of God never have just a single channel, even when they bear the stamp of some great author. Discovering new channels of communication on God's part is a sign of his richness. In the New Testament, the apostles were not the only ones who communicated God's truth. God also chose humble folk who remained anonymous. But this does not make their work unimportant, indeed, it is sometimes of transcendent importance, as in this Letter to the Hebrews.

The Revolutionary Character of Hebrews
This work has an immense theological value for Christianity, indeed, a revolutionary value. In dealing with its chosen theme (how the person of Jesus Christ puts us in communication with God), it has the bold and beautiful daring to discern between what is accidental and what is essential. And in doing so it relativizes the most sacred traditional rites of Judaism, so that we are left with only what is essential, namely, the capacity of commitment toward others. This position, apparently so simple, explains why primitive Christianity shook off Jewish ritualism, to enter into an era of greater interiorization and of greater commitment to our brothers and sisters. We should not be surprised to hear revolutionary positions like these: with Christ, a new, non-ritualistic priesthood is born into this world (10:4-10); the condition of this priesthood is the capacity for suffering (9:12); access to this priesthood is one's self-commitment (9:14); the site of ordination is the place of execution (13:11-13); the effect of this priesthood is not just to pardon sin, but to destroy it (9:26, 10:18); every Christian has access to this type of priesthood through faith, which knows no limits of sex or social class, precisely because one has access to it through faith (10:19 - 11:40). The mere fact that we are shown in this work that the priesthood of Christ is not ritual but existential, is itself a revolution. We Christians have not taken sufficient advantage of this genial insight, either in spirituality or in pastoral ministry. Starting from it we can glimpse more daring forms of being Christian and new ways of exercising the priesthood.

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. A frightened and persecuted community
1.1.1. Persecution interpreted as the silence of God
"You need patience to do God's will and receive what he has promised. For just a brief moment, and he who is to come will come; he will not delay" (10:36-37).
The date of Hebrews is debatable. Some think it was written during the persecution of Nero (around 68), while others think it was written during the persecution of Domitian (in the 90s). The matter depends on the historical value attached to Heb 9:9, which would lead one to believe that the Jerusalem temple was still in full activity. At any rate, either of the two dates presupposes a church under persecution. We are inclined to accept a date around 68, for if the Jerusalem temple had been destroyed, this fact would have been marshaled in Hebrews as an argument favoring the superiority of Christ's priesthood over the traditional Jewish priesthood.

God's absence gives rise to discouragement and restlessness in the human heart. To feel unconnected with God is like not finding a reason for being or like losing one's horizon in life. This emptiness of God fills the soul with anguish. Human beings who are accustomed to relate with God become upset at the silence or absence of God. Throughout history, Israel interpreted death and everything like it, such as sickness, war, plague, famine, calamity, persecution, failure, sterility, etc., as the silence of God.

1.1.2. The false interpretation of the absence or silence of God
"Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope..., not absenting ourselves from the assembly, as some do..." (10:23-25).
In the face of all sufferings, human beings almost instinctively look for the cause of them. Many times they find them in their conscious mind, but at others they find them in their unconscious, in the form of guilts that have to be expiated or of situations that have to be bettered. For its part, the Christian community found itself in just such circumstances. First Jewish persecution, followed by imperial Roman persecution, produced in its soul an experience of the absence or silence of God. Its reaction was not always the best. Many wanted to abandon this hard road of faith. Were they again attracted to Judaism? Were they being reabsorbed by "pagan" religions? Had they been unable to overcome the absence of the pompous or attractive rituals of their respective former religions? Were they longing for the gaudy feasts of the past? Were they growing tired of the austerity and hiding that persecution imposed on them? Were they beginning to find the religiosity of Christianity, which was more interior than exterior, insufficient for them? Surely these and other realities weighed on the soul of new Christians. And the deep silence of God that they experienced in the midst of suffering and persecution could have been interpreted as a voice inviting them to return to their religious past. This would be the reason why they were asked to "hold fast," not to abandon the way they had undertaken, but rather to give a correct interpretation to this history of suffering they were experiencing.

1.1.3. The silence of God, silence of the Father
"Endure your trials as the discipline of God, who deals with you as sons. For what sons is there that his father does not discipline?" (12:7).
A Father's correction involves a good deal of silence and absence. A son, who is used to daily communicating with his father, knows when his father stops talking to him in order to correct him, and this makes the son suffer. It is precisely to a community that was experiencing the silence of God in the midst of persecution that the author of Hebrews addressed this letter. He was inviting them to discover, even in the midst of persecution, the God who correcting them. A father is never completely silent. His silence is only passing. God the Father continued speaking to the people of the new Covenant through his Son, Jesus Christ. Christianity had to discover this voice or communication from God, under pain of not grasping the very essence of this new Covenant. This insight brings us closer to the main theme of this letter.

1.2. God's communication with israel: central theme
1.2.1. God always spoke to Israel
"In times past, God spoke in fragmentary and varied ways to our fathers..." (1:1).
God kept in constant communication with Israel, not only as his son through creation (Gen 1:26), but as his son through a special and gratuitous election, to be "a people chosen from all the nations on the earth to be a people peculiarly his own" (Dt 7:6-8). With this people God communicated through the prophets (Heb 1:1b), the angels (2:2), Moses, mediator of the Law (3:5) and the priesthood in sacrifices and in worship (9:1-10). That is to say, God kept communicating with his people in a thousand ways.

1.2.2. The role of the priesthood in God's communication with Israel
"For every high priest...is appointed to act on behalf of men in relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins" (5:1).
One cannot deny the historical value of the Israelite priesthood and of its system of worship. This work admits and praises the fact that every high priest performs a sacred action on behalf of humankind, and it expressly points out that this action is "in relation to God," that is, it concerns the relationship that unites human beings with God. The text adds something more, namely, that the high priest "can deal gently with the ignorant and the wayward, since he himself is beset by weakness" (5:2). No Jew could deny that his sacred institutions had served him well. They had, with greater or less success, kept one line open to God and another to the people.  Although Christianity could not lose this advantage, it was also challenged to show that it, too, not only had the capacity to put human beings in communication with God, but that it could do so by surpassing Israelite institutions in depth, though it could not lay claim to the kind of exterior ritual proper of a centuries-old religion.

1.2.3. The first Christians facing the silence of God
"Therefore we must pay closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it" (2:1).
"Paying attention to what we have heard" means taking into account the new communication that God has inaugurated through Jesus. In its origins, Christianity was a rather simple, hidden religion, without great temples, grand festivals or impressive liturgies. Indeed, it could not have reached such spectacular heights, for the simple fact that it was just beginning. And it was beginning in the midst of a hostile society --Jewish and Roman-- whose cultures, in Palestine and in the Roman Empire, held the hegemony.

For all these reasons, Christians, who were by conviction absent from the great celebrations and official communications of God, had to listen to His voice in family settings and in small and obscure locations. We know from history that they even had to celebrate in underground meeting places. Here, in these new and ordinarily "profane" settings, the had to listen to the new voice of God. And if they did not develop this new sense, they ran the risk of "drifting away," that is, of longing for their old religions, with their spectacular ways of transmitting God's communications through sacrifices and holocausts.

1.2.4. In Christianity, God's voice was not silenced.
"In these last days, God has spoken to us through his Son" (1:1).
Although the author of Hebrews acknowledged the relative value of communication with God in the Old Testament, he wanted to make known the greater perfection of the communication with God offered in the New Testament. Moreover, since the communication in question was based on the Son, Jesus Christ, it was not only superior to the earlier forms of communication, but was also the deepest communication possible. This is the thesis that Hebrews defends throughout its thirteen chapters. And he proves it abundantly in his own way, which is typically Jewish.

The verb that the author uses to indicate the way God speaks is laléo,  which in Greek means speaking offhandedly, as opposed to légo,  which always implies the intellectual thrust of talking or speaking.  This helps us understand God's speaking in history and in Jesus as an outpouring of communication. If in the OT God's people had this communication in "varied and fragmentary ways" (1:1), they continue to have it now in Jesus in a more profuse way. In the NT God has multiplied his communication to excess, so much so, indeed, that God seems almost to be squandering it. However, what the author means to indicate deep down, is God's prodigality in communicating with humankind through Jesus Christ, his Son.

1.2.4. Who perceived all these beautiful things and for whom did he do so?
"I especially ask your prayers that I may be restored to you very soon" (13:19).
It would seem that the author was writing from an unhappy situation that put him at a disadvantage regarding his community. He appears to be a leader who had been forced into absence. Was he persecuted for being a Christian, or perhaps misunderstood by his own community? Be that as it may, he is a leader who has experienced suffering in his service, but now wants to experience joy on it, a joy which can be felt in his own uprightness of conscience and in his perception of the fidelity of the group (cf. 13:17-18). We do not know the name of this leader, who loves his community and is nostalgic for it. It has been suggested that he is a disciple of Paul, and a Hellenistic Jew, that is, someone formed in Judaism but open to Greek culture. Could he have been Luke, Barnabas, Silas, Clement or Apollos? There have been many arguments in favor of the last-mentioned leader, ever since the times of Luther.

Where was he writing from, and for which community? Again, we cannot be sure. However, this question, too, has been answered in different ways.  Those who believe that Hebrews is a true letter (despite the fact that it departs from the conventions of the epistolary genre of the time), think that it was written somewhere in Italy (cf. 13:24) and addressed to a community in Palestine. Others suggest that it may have been written by Italian Christians living outside Italy and sent to the church of Rome, although other communities such as Corinth, Ephesus, Antioch and Cyprus have also been proposed. This means that the topic is still open to discussion. The church addressed would not, however, have been a Hebrew church, but rather a church of simple Christians, most of whom came from the non-Jewish world.

The title of "Letter to the Hebrews" is currently not accepted by specialists, who deny the possibility of its being really addressed to Hebrews. This title only appears in the 3rd century and seems to have been deduced from the theme of the letter, namely, the Priesthood of Christ as opposed to the Hebrew priesthood of the OT. This writing, since it has been considered as belonging to the "corpus paulinum," ought to have been a letter, like the other writings of Paul, and it should have had an addressee, also like the other Pauline writings. Since it does not explicitly state an addressee, it was given an accommodated title, namely the "Letter to the Hebrews," a title that paid tribute to the fact that the writing took a position against certain Judaizing tendencies held by some Christian communities.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The literary structure of hebrews
2.1.1. The use of "chiasm"
Chiasm (after the Greek letter "chi" = X) is a literary technique that develops the ideas of a writing, or of a part of it, in a concentric form. In this way, the most important point of a writing is not its beginning or end, but rather the middle. And the parts that make up the writing are related to one another in a concentric form. Thus the beginning parts are related with the ending parts, and the middle parts are related with each other, in order to highlight the central point, which is the thesis that the author wants to develop. This can clearly be seen in Hebrews: it unites the idea of the beginning (Jesus, superior to the angels) with that of the end (the contrary of angelic nature, namely, suffering); after this it unites the middle ideas to one another, namely. the idea of how Jesus surpasses the mediation of Moses and of the Law, with the idea of how the faith of the elders is contrary to the Law. In this way the central idea is shown to be the idea of how Jesus inaugurates a new mediation or communication with God through his priesthood.

2.2.1. Application of the "chiasm"
All of the preceding ideas can be shown graphically as follows:

A) Jesus surpasses the mediation of angels (1:5-2:18)
- through suffering, the legacy of Jesus, not of angels

- through the resurrection, the legacy of Jesus, not of angels

- through lordship of the world, the legacy of Jesus, not of angels

B) Jesus surpasses the mediation of Moses and the Law (3:1-5:10)
- through the resurrection, the exclusive legacy of Jesus

- through divine Sonship, the exclusive legacy of Jesus

- through a new High Priesthood, the exclusive legacy of Jesus

C) Jesus inaugurates a new priestly mediation (5:11-10:37)
- A new Priesthood with a new rite

- An eternal Priesthood through his death and resurrection

- A Priesthood that touches consciences and forgives sins

B') The Law is countered by the faith of the patriarchs (11:1-12:15)
- the faith of the patriarchs, gateway to the new priesthood

- faith and the contradiction of a "lay priesthood"

- faith, persecution and priesthood

A') Angelic nature is countered by suffering (12:14-13:21)
- The dolorous duties of the "lay priesthood" go beyond worship

- A priesthood for the periphery of marginalization and suffering

- A priesthood not of governing power, but of painful obedience

2.2. Literary genre of hebrews
2.2.1. Is the document to the Hebrews a letter?
From the outset we have avoided calling this document a "letter." Indeed, it would be hard to call it a letter, since it lacks the elements that characterize other letters: initial greeting, name of author and addressees, thanksgiving, blessing, farewell, final greetings, etc. Hence, most commentators do not assign this writing to the literary genre of letter. The impression one gets from this writing is that the last few verses have been tacked on almost as an afterthought connecting it with the Pauline mission and giving it a touch of epistolary form (13:22-25). And clearly, these final verses hardly constitute or determine the literary genre of the writing as a whole.

2.2.2. Then what is the document to the Hebrews?
To all appearances, it belongs to the literary genre of preaching. Its author often assumes an oratorical tone and he himself (or she herself, if, as some have suggested, Priscilla was the author) defines the work as an "exhortation." The Greek word the author uses is paráklesis,  which means exhortation, encouragement, comfort or consolation with a view to strengthening the faith of believers (cf. Rom 15:4). Thus, the real literary genre of Hebrews is a sort of homily or sermon, a little biblical-theological treatise on the priesthood of Christ, with frequent invitations to lead a life or practice consistent with that priesthood.

2.3. Some new eyes for reading history
2.3.1. Suffering, a key to understanding
"When he had cleansed us from our sins, he took his seat at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven... It was fitting that when bringing many sons to glory God...should make their leader in the work of salvation perfect through suffering" (1:3; 2:10).
From the beginning of this work to the end, the author's eyes are set on suffering. Jesus had to cross the threshold of suffering and become submerged in it, in order thus to be able to reach the resurrection, which makes him superior to the angels, to Moses and to the law, and equips him to be a High Priest of another order. That is to say, suffering is the indispensable key for understanding Jesus: his resurrection and all that derives from it pass through suffering.

The word used for "suffering" is páthema, which indicates physical suffering, clearly alluding to Jesus' passion and death.  It is not a matter of some figurative, interior or spiritual sorrow, but of an exterior physical suffering, such as Jesus experienced in the process of his death. Moreover, in the original, the word is not in the singular, but in the plural, as if to gather up the immense sum of sorrows and sufferings that Jesus has to pass through, as do all those who are condemned to death. In Jesus, this physical suffering fulfilled and mediating and purifying role, and related him with all human beings who must physically pay tribute to injustice.

2.3.2. The dark night of suffering
"Since he was himself tested through what he suffered, he is able to help those who are tempted" (2:18).
Suffering is a negative reality that belongs to the field of oppression. When one has experienced it, it leaves its imprint deep within his being, sometimes in his conscious, as a memory of pains he has suffered, other times in his unconscious, as a memory of resentment or bitterness. This suffering sometimes reaches so deep into the soul that its becomes almost incommunicable, one can find no words to describe what one feels. It thus becomes something of an "unspeakable" or "unutterable" reality.  The inability to explain the suffering in one's own life, or to explain its being trapped in suffering, submerges a human being in the anguished and dark night of the soul, from which there seems to be no way out: "Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not my will but yours be done" (Lk 22:42).

2.3.3. The symbol that makes the unspeakable "speakable"
"About this we have much to say which is hard to explain, since you have become dull of hearing" (2:18).

It will always be hard to comprehend and harder still to explain the mystery of a God incarnate who, though innocent, suffers like a malefactor on behalf of his own creatures, who are inferior to him. The symbol leaps into being when we interiorize the suffering of Christ, when we grasp it so well that we make it our own and experience the inner healing that it brings. Then the soul leaps for joy and in some way expresses what has happened within it. Now one sees not only the crucified, but what lies behind the suffering of the crucified: a High Priest who pardons sin through his own suffering, much more deeply than any high priest of Jewish ritual ever did. And thus, in the figure of the High Priest Crucified, the faithful can join these two fields that formerly tormented them and now inwardly console them: the field of their interior, once embittered and now healed, and the field of their interior, once oppressed and now liberated.

2.3.4. The symbol, internalization of the encounter with God
"The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart" (4:12).
In the OT God had maintained a continual communication through messengers (prophets, angels and sages), through the Law and its mediator Moses, and through the priesthood and its institutions. The OT could proudly claim communication with God had never been lacking in its institutions.  On the contrary, these had been multiplied, seeking more and more to assure its communication with God.  There seemed to be no need appeal the internal forum of persons in order to establish what the exterior form of institutions had assured. It is true, however, that some prophets had referred to this inner domain when they spoke of God's establishing a new covenant (Jer 31:31-34; Is 53:1-12; Ezk 36:25-27, 37:1 ff.; Ps 51: 3-4,7-9,12-13,19).

But officially speaking, this was precisely what the OT lacked. The lack of inwardness led the OT to enthrone outward legalism. The NT took up the theme of inwardness again and made a central point of it, a point of departure that should be present in all its structures and not just by way of exception or suggestion. We must delve into the depths of the soul, where the word of God is "living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword" (4:12). This is where the writing to the Hebrews sets us: in the very interior of our own soul, where true encounter with God takes place.

2.3.5.  The symbol gives us back an oppressive structure that has now become a liberating one.
"The law appoints men in their weakness as high priests, but the word of the oath, which came later than the law, appoints a Son who has been made perfect for ever" (7:28).
What is it that definitively happens with the priesthood of Christ? His sacrifice and self offering for others makes Christ a new type of communication with God. The Law made high priests who were weak; self-surrender or death for others makes a perfect type of High Priesthood. The suffering of Christ acquires an inner force so great that it is capable of creating something totally new. We know from history what became of the ancient High Priesthood of Israel: it was a structure that sold out to the interests of the Roman Empire, which reserved the right to appoint and remove High Priests. The High Priesthood was sold to the highest bidder. Up to Jesus' time, the Sadducees were the best bidders, at the expense of the people. Hence it was the Sadduceean priestly dynasty that came to be in permanent possession of the High Priesthood.

All of this demonstrated its weakness and corruption. When this weak and corrupt model of the High Priesthood was internalized in Jesus, the whole thing changed. Now it is no longer a priesthood sold to the highest bidder, but rather one that is invested in one who handed himself over to death, with no self interest. What the OT handed over in corrupted form, the NT hands back, in Jesus, as something liberating. Because of its dependence on legalisms and human weakness, the official High Priesthood ended up by becoming a structure that excluded its other Jewish brothers, with whom it entered into conflict and competition. Indeed, Jesus himself was a victim of this model of High Priesthood (cf. Jn 11:49-53; 18:13-15). In this way the priestly power structure (an excluding structure) came into confrontation with the priestly reality of Jesus (an excluded reality).

2.3.6. Only and outcast understands outcasts
"For every high priest...can deal gently with the ignorant and the wayward, since he himself is beset with weakness" (5:1,2).
Theoretically, the priestly structure could have borne fruits of justice, since it had the elements needed for this: the High Priest was taken from among men and was appointed to do something on behalf of the wayward. He only had to take up the misery of the sinner and compare it with his own misery so that it could awaken compassion. But officially, this did not happen. The much touted communication with God by means of the priestly structure failed, because the compassion people longed for did not spring from the cultic priesthood. On the contrary, it persecuted Jesus because he offered God's mercy to lawbreakers (prostitutes, tax collectors, lepers, the sick, women and the unclean in general). One who cannot feel the suffering of others in his own heart can hardly offer compassion to others. Jesus did offer it, for he himself was considered a sinner and lawbreaker and was judged as such. In his judgment and in his death he could experience a nearness to all men and women, his brothers and sisters, who were also judged and condemned. Jesus as a man excluded from or condemned by the Law, was able to comprehend other outcasts.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Jesus surpasses the mediation of angels (1:5-2:18)
3.1.1. The angels are servants, not mediating divinities
"Are they not all ministering spirits sent forth to serve, for the sake of those who are to obtain salvation?" (1:14).
The very nub of Hebrews is communication with God. This is what every religion and any institution that calls itself religious should offer to human beings. Within Judaism and most Eastern religions, there were religious institutions that offered a thousand mediating spirits (gods, goddesses, angels and demons). Both the OT and the NT have a complete list of angelic spirits (seraphim, cherubim, archangels, angels, thrones, dominations, virtues, principalities, powers, etc.); moreover, some of these groups of spirits were subdivided with new names (cf. Col 1:16; Eph 1:21; Lk 1:26; Rev 12:7).

The author of Hebrews did not believe that communication with God was resolved through a multiplication of angelic spirits. Christians can only remain content through immediate contact with God; and this contact is only attained in depth through Jesus Christ. The angelic system, as such, was no less than a mediation, a replacement, until the arrival of the fullness of communication that would be given in Jesus Christ. And this was indeed given in Jesus Christ, because he was the Risen Lord, the Beloved Son of the Father. In light of the reality of Jesus' mediation, the mediation of angels, like all other mediations, was non-essential.

3.1.2. The genuine mediator is defined by suffering
"We see Jesus crowned with glory and honor, because he suffered death..." (2:9b).
The communication with God that Jesus won for his followers is not something gratuitously superior to that of the angels. His communication is superior because it was won with his own bare hands, by his incarnation and by his self-sacrifice. A true mediator should share in the two side that he mediates: that of God (Jesus is God's Son) and that of human beings (Jesus is their brother and suffers with them). The angels can never reach these two extremes: they are neither God nor human. Being God and being a human being is something exclusively of Jesus. Hebrews analyzes this reality in three facets:

a) The facet of suffering.  Suffering makes Jesus like us. The suffering of Jesus took concrete shape in his death, the necessary legacy of all human beings. But not all deaths are equal. The death of the innocent is a murder and an injustice in the sight of God. Whoever suffers such a death gains entry into the ranks of the "poor of Yahweh," of the beloved of God. Jesus, in his death --the death of an innocent man unjustly put to death" draws near to these poor people beloved of God. In this he surpassed the angels.

b) The facet of resurrection. The resurrection confirms the divinity of Jesus. Death and resurrection are always united in Jesus, because historically, Jesus came to his resurrection by passing through the cross. . The fact of Jesus' death begets the beautiful metaphor of his overtly divine rebirth in the resurrection: "To which of the angels did God ever say: 'You are my son; today I have begotten you'?" (1:5). This question leads us to regard the resurrection as the peak moment in God's communication with humanity, shown in the resurrection of Jesus, the brother of human beings. Never will anyone be able to say anything more intimate or more compenetrating in the communication between God and man than the resurrection of the humanity of Jesus. The world of angelology, however attractive, is here utterly relativized: none of them has every received the gift of resurrection.

c) The facet of Lordship over the world.  Hebrews 1:7 singles out for us one of the most seductive traits in the accounts of angels: "He makes his angels winds, and his ministers flaming fire." Wind: life, rapidity, ubiquity; Fire: spirituality, subtlety, purity. The accounts of angels usually filter the communication between God and man through these qualities. Hebrews, however, contrasts this communication with another that it deems more fundamental, more central: "But to the Son he says: 'Your throne, O God, stands forever and ever; a righteous scepter is the scepter of your kingdom. You have loved justice and hated wickedness, therefore God, your God, has anointed you..." (1:8-9). Here, the communication between God and man is had through justice. To desire to communicate with God the way Jesus did --through the offering of his own life-- leads to communion with God in justice. Communing with God in justice means sharing in the same communion that Jesus established. Jesus did not obtain lordship over the world by some arbitrary power, but through the exercise of justice that brought him even to death. And through his death he acquired the fullness of life. The angelic world, conceived in service to the God of justice, cannot manage to create or recreate justice by dying for it. Only Jesus, God incarnate who dies for justice' sake, is Lord of the world.

3.2. Jesus surpasses the mediation of moses and the law (3:1 - 5:10).
3.2.1. Moses, too, was a servant and not the lord of the house
"Moses was faithful in all God's household as a servant charged with the task of witnessing to what would be spoken; bur Christ was faithful as the Son placed over God's house. It is we who are that house..." (3:5-6).
Hebrews now goes on, with all due respect, to dethrone Moses and the Law as definitive mediations of communion with God. Despite the great worth of Moses and the Law, communion with God was not completely achieved with them. They were only rungs on the ladder that led to something far deeper and more definitive: Jesus. The metaphors used in the text we have just cited are suggestive, novel and deep. In the first place, the metaphor of the household leads us to a place of intimacy and familiarity where the deepest communications usually take place on the human level. The ideal communication is the one that takes place between the Beloved (the Lord, the Master) and his ever dear one: the people of Israel. Moses is not the Beloved, since he is neither Lord nor Master. In contrast, Christ is the Lord who comes to his own house, where his own dear one lives.

Secondly, the metaphor of "we who are that house" clarifies and deepens yet more the meaning of the passage. Our only Lord, the Lord of the People, is Jesus. Hence, he is the definitive Lover who is to be espoused with his people. The intimacy which blossoms in the house when its master arrives, is the model of the communication which Jesus builds. There can be no greater, deeper or richer communication between human beings and divinity. Moses and the Law are no more than mere guardians, mere witnesses "to what would be spoken" (v. 5).

3.2.2. The definitive leader is defined through suffering
"We have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens... We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weakness, but one who was tempted in every way that we are, but never sinned..." (4:14-15).
In all his argumentation, the author of Hebrews sets out from the suffering of Jesus. This is the principal key to his theology. He has done more than fix his gaze on Jesus Crucified; he has sunk his very soul into this experience, introjecting it within his deep self, from which it bursts forth in endless metaphors and symbols. There is no other NT writing comparable to Hebrews in taking up the suffering of Christ with such insistence, such depth and so many nuances. From it, he strives to explain everything.

a) Suffering and Resurrection.  Suffering and sorrow opened a door that nobody else had been able to open: "Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens..., let us hold fast to our profession of faith" (4:14). Through suffering Jesus entered into the resurrection. Hebrews speaks of four entries by interlinking four metaphors, each of which exceeds the former in intensity. The first speaks of Christ's entry into the rest of the promised land (3:18); the second speaks of his entry into the Sabbath rest (4:4-5); the third speaks of his entry into the inmost being of the soul (4:12-13) and the fifth of his entry into the heavens (4:14) through the resurrection. With these metaphors, the resurrection of Jesus takes on some novel nuances: with his entry into the rest of the land, he fulfills the concept of the "New Earth" or of the definitive reality of humanization. With his entry into the Sabbath rest he fulfills the "rest" of him who began on earth a work of creation and transformation. With his entry into the inmost being of the souls he completes the process of inner "denudation" or despoilment of all imperfection by the action of God's Word. With his entry into the heavens he gives meaning to the reality of the "beyond," where mercy and compassion are still at work, for we have a high priest who can "sympathize with our weakness" (4:15).

The resurrection was precisely the reality through which Moses was surpassed by Jesus. Moses succeeded in leading the people to the relative rest of the Sabbath and to the provisional rest of the promised land. He also managed to let the Word of God penetrate his own soul and the heart of the people. Nonetheless, he never managed to penetrate the heavens through the resurrection. Here Jesus alone entered and he did so after being "tempted in every way" (4:15). In this way suffering always appears as part of the theological horizon of Jesus, and not only of his own personal horizon, but also of the collective horizon of the group that wishes to follow him. Without suffering, neither Jesus nor Christianity can be understood. Jesus by his suffering not only opened his own way to resurrection, but he opened it for us as well. Through this and in this he redeemed us. And he teaches us that anyone who would be a leader toward definitive fulfillment must pass through the suffering that strikes all human beings, his brothers and sisters, who are also seeking definitive fulfillment.

b) Suffering and divine sonship.  "Even Christ did not glorify himself with the office of high priest; he received it from the One who said to him, 'You are my son; today I have begotten you'" (5:5). The relation between suffering and sonship is not a relation of causality (i.e., it is not because he suffers that he is the Son of God), but rather a relation of celebration or acclamation (the son who suffers out of obedience should not remain hidden, but should be proclaimed). Jesus is proclaimed the Son not only in his baptism (Mk 1:11), but also in the transfiguration (Mk 9:7) and in the resurrections (Heb 5:5). The three events are linked with the passion and death of Jesus: the baptism, since both his baptism and ours are given in his death (Rom 6:3). The transfiguration takes place on the way to Jerusalem, accompanied by a prediction of his death, and should not be made known until the Son of Man shall have risen from the dead (Mk 9:9). And the resurrection is a consequence of the death of Jesus, who, "Son though he was, learned obedience from what he suffered, and when perfected (in the resurrection) became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him" (Heb 5:8-9). A community that is being persecuted, whose hopes are trailing in the dust and who are sorely tempted to give the whole thing up, (3:12; cf. 6:4 ff.), cannot read Jesus in any other way except by starting out from suffering. It is necessary to understand Jesus from the standpoint of his suffering, in order to make sense of our own suffering (10:32 ff.).

c) Suffering and Priesthood:  "In the days when he was in the flesh, he offered prayers and supplications with loud cries and tears to God... He learned obedience from what he suffered...designated by God as high priest..." (5:7-10). A reading of Jesus starting from his suffering, from his passion and death led the author of Hebrews to establish in Jesus a totally new type of priesthood. Any Israelite with a good grasp of his culture and religion count bear witness to the great historical value of its priesthood. Despite its limitations and sometimes corruptions, the Jewish priesthood had been a great mediation of grace, due to the communication it had established with God. But this priesthood was to be replaced by something and by Someone who would establish a more genuine communication with God. This something and Someone had already come into the world, namely, the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus, the Christ himself in person, who gave himself up for the people. All of this went along with what the author of Hebrews calls the priesthood of Jesus, Son of God the Father and true Mediator between God and humankind. But with this distinctive twist: this Jesus, designated a priest through his resurrection, had none of the attributes that marked the historical priesthood of the Israelites: he was not of the tribe of Levi or a descendent of Aaron or Zadok. He was a simple layman (7:13-14). He held no post in temple or synagogue; he was not an expert in the law and had no special legal training. That is to say that he was far from being able to aspire to the dignity of the traditional priesthood. Nevertheless, Jesus undeniably had an experience of God that he communicated so well that it powerfully impacted his followers. In view of these two facts --a lack of official priesthood but a real communication with God-- the author of Hebrews proposes for Jesus a totally unknown kind of priesthood: not cultic, but existential. It was the very existence of Jesus' commitment that accredited his type of priesthood.

d) Suffering as condition and access to the priesthood of Christ.  "He had to become like his brothers in every way, that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest before God on their behalf, to expiate the sins of the people" (2:17). In the existential priesthood proper of Christ --which entailed the handing over of his own life-- suffering played a transcendental role. The capacity for suffering is the condition for this new priesthood. And it was only through his suffering on behalf of human beings that Jesus had access to this priesthood. He thus established a type of priesthood that inaugurated a new era for humanity. It was no longer necessary to be a descendant of the tribe of Levi or of any of the classic priestly families. No longer was there a need for any sort of ritual in order to obtain and exercise this priesthood. Hence the thing that Hebrews ponders most is the fact that "we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weakness, but one who was tempted in every way that we are" (4:15).

3.3. Jesus inaugurates a new mediation with his own priesthood (5:11 - 10:37)
3.3.1. Beyond the known official cultic milieu
"Let us go beyond the initial teaching about Christ and advance to maturity" (6:1).
There is no attempt to deny ritual its worth. This is an element that belongs to our human makeup, which cannot abstract from its bodiliness and needs responses for it. These responses are ordinarily provided by religion through its manifold official rituals, which run from initiation to maturity in it. Nevertheless, there are religious realities which, since they go beyond the known official sphere, tend to overflow the bounds of officially recognized ritualism. The Judaeo-Christians knew the rituals of their ancient religion and knew the communication of God that they expressed. Now they found themselves faced with a new reality. It was necessary for them to realize that their past religious experience could be surpassed. Being open to new experiences of God led them to comprehend the experience of God which had taken place in Christ and which could be relived by each Christian, without distinction of sex or social class.

3.3.1. The ritual character of one's own existence
"The first covenant had regulations for worship and an earthly sanctuary... But when Christ came as high priest...he entered, not with the blood of goats and calves, but with his own blood, and achieved eternal redemption" (9:1,11,12).
Two covenants are contraposed: the old , with its external rituals, and the new, with the ritual of one's own life. In the long run, what is external to a human being ends up not involving the person: one can perform a ritual without experiencing its meaning. In contrast, when one's own existence has the value of the self-gift that is entailed in sacrifice, it commits the whole human being. Here one does not offer something other than oneself, rather, one commits one's very being. Jesus inaugurated the New Covenant, ratifying it not with the non-human blood of animal sacrifices, but with his own blood.

This was the existential experience of Christ, handed over in service to his brothers and sisters, according to the will of his Father, who allowed his son to be unjustly condemned to death, whereby he proclaimed to his contemporaries a God of justice and of solidarity, and a new society of fraternity and equality. This new ritual dimension which the author of Hebrews proposes, leads us, in the likeness of Christ, to discover in the offering of our own life a new priesthood, a new temple, a new sacrifice. This ritual dimension is not to be controlled by traditionally fixed laws; rather it must simply be lived, with the ritualism that each Christian man and woman give it through their self-offering. And we know that each existence has its own distinctive ritual quality. In this type of sacrifice one no longer depends on ritual regulated by the law. In it, rather, one enjoys the freedom born of the Spirit who dwells in each person. It is a priesthood that enjoys the liberty of the Spirit Himself.

3.3.3. The twofold foundation of this priesthood: death and resurrection
"But when Christ came as high priest of the good things which have come to be, he entered once for all into the sanctuary, passing through the greater and more perfect tabernacle not made by hands, that is, not belonging to this creation. He entered, not with the blood of goats and calves but with his own blood, and achieved eternal redemption" (9:11-12).
The priesthood that Christ inaugurated has a twofold foundation: the commitment of his own blood (which alludes to his death) and his entry forever into the sanctuary of God (which alludes to his resurrection). In this way Jesus' self-sacrifice is guaranteed by his divinity, and his divinity is made accessible in his utterly committed humanity. Hence death and resurrection are the two realities that give meaning to the new priesthood of Christ. If we thought of Jesus as merely human, without a resurrection, he would be just one more victim, a philanthropic one, but one without any permanently transforming transcendence for humanity. In contrast, if we thought of Jesus as purely divine, without a passion and death, he would be an abstract divinity, far from the vital problems of humanity; he would be a theory.

The great newness of Christ is being a Priest who by being both divine and human establishes a real communication between God and human beings. All the characteristics and properties of Christ's priesthood depend on one of these two fundamental realities. For example:

a) The following depend on his humanity:
* That one's own existence defines the priesthood.

* That human sorrow is redemptive, it has a positive meaning.

* That suffering is redeemable, it loses its fatalistic sense.

* That his nearness to human suffering is real and not fictitious.

* That suffering is the condition for entering into this new type of priesthood.

* That the access to this priesthood is Jesus himself, handing over his life for others.

* That its rituality is spontaneous and not programmed, depending on the existence of each one.

* That external ritualism that does not commit one's existence is relativized.

* That men and women, through the commitment of their own life, can have access to this priesthood.

* That anyone, regardless of social condition, can have access to it.

* That in the likeness of Jesus, this priesthood is consecrated on the periphery of the marginalized.

b) The following depend on his divinity:
* That it is not simply the human suffering of Christ that redeems, but rather the value of the one who suffers: God made man.

* That the Father proclaims Jesus as his Son, without metaphor.

* That our humanity, through baptism, can be assimilated into the death and resurrection of Christ.

* That baptism, through faith in Jesus who gave himself up for us, makes us partakers in his priesthood.

* That the baptismal priesthood, as a participation in that of Christ, is eternal.

* That the priesthood of Christ, since it touches our existence, can touch the depths of our conscience, a reality no other priesthood can touch.

* That since it can touch the conscience, it can transform the conscience and destroy sin.

* That the priesthood of Christ is so efficacious that it can only be realized once in a lifetime.

* That it can, however, be celebrated daily, with freshness of faith and divine efficacy that surpass time and space.

3.3.4. In what does the eternity of Christ's Priesthood consist
"(Jesus) is always able to save those who approach God through him, since he forever lives to make intercession for them" (7:25).
The priesthood of Christ receives its "eternal" character through the resurrection. The priesthood of the Old Covenant neither was nor could be eternal. Hence its priests had to repeat their sacrifices daily and there had to be many priests. It was a priesthood that was limited in its efficacy and limited, too, in the time it could be exercised. Hence it was necessary that there should appear a new priesthood that would be so efficacious that it did not need to be repeated, so permanent that it would last forever and so singular that only one person could exercise it in its fullness. All of this could only be thinkable starting from the divinity of Christ, manifested in the resurrection. This reality of "living forever" is what the author of Hebrews gathers as a consequence of the discussion on the eternity of Christ in chapter 7.

The discussion on the "eternal priesthood of Melchizedek" is nothing more than a "proof" taken from the OT for the eternity of Christ's priesthood, a proof based on a typically rabbinical way of doing exegesis. It starts out from a literary interpretation of the text, an interpretation that is converted into a metaphor, and finally is applied to the subject or matter under discussion. Obviously, the "eternity" of Melchizedek is a metaphor drawn from the statement that he "appeared" without father, mother or genealogy, although in reality he had been a son of a family, like any other mortal. A metaphor is precisely that: a reality taken from elsewhere and applied to something or someone one would like to embellish with a quality, or in whom one discovers a quality one would like to highlight. Theology has run the risk of treating as realities things that were merely metaphors, belong to the symbolic field. The eternity of the priesthood of Christ is not taken from the eternity of the priesthood of Melchizedek. The argument follows quite the opposite order: given the fact that Christ's priesthood is eternal because of his resurrection, the authors scans the Scriptures for a metaphor to show how one with already opened eyes can discover the realities of the New Testament in the Old.  The eternity of the priesthood of Christ is one of those realities that have some mysterious roots in inexplicable of the past.

The most beautiful insight into the eternity of Christ's priesthood is the finality given to his resurrection. Jesus is an eternal priest "since he forever lives to make intercession" for us. No more can be said: His is an eternity in permanent exercise of mercy, always on our behalf.

3.3.5. At last, a priesthood that touches the untouchable: the conscience!
"What has become obsolete and has grown old is close to disappearing...[the old priesthood] is a symbol of the present time, in which gifts and sacrifices are offered that can never make perfect the conscience of the worshiper... How much more will the blood of Christ, who through the Eternal Spirit offered himself up unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from dead works to worship the living God!" (8:13; 9:9,14).
The key or central point that differentiates the old priesthood from the new is the kind of sacrifice that each employs: external victims in the old; Christ's own blood in the new. When the victims used are external to the one who sacrifices them, his own conscience is not engaged. What transforms the sacrifice is personal commitment, which radically destroys any eagerness for dominion that one might lay unjust claim to. In contrast, the sacrifice of Jesus engaged and committed his whole existence, since in it he offered his life. Through the offering of his own life, Jesus achieved the greatest perfection, since he despoiled himself of any eagerness for dominion, becoming for God a spotless victim and for us the greatest opportunity for inner transformation, whenever we offer ourselves with Him to the Father. The offering of our own life, in the measure that it is united by faith to that of Christ, will inwardly purify us and will touch out conscience, because it destroys selfishness, the eagerness to dominate or the tendency to control, which is the root of all sin. We no longer offer victims aimed at placating God, to obtain his benevolence and, so to speak, to change the will of God on our behalf. Starting with Christ, the perspective should be different: the sacrifice transforms the offerer. And this is only achieved when the offerer is the victim.

With this, the hereditary system of worship was totally revolutionized. So long as we do not offer our own life in union with Christ, there will be no possibility of communion with God. And this is not done only in a worship service, but mainly in our life. That is where we must place the main altar which will receive our very selves as an offering. Only in this context will all the other altars we build make sense.

3.4. The very contrary of the law is the faith of the ancients (11:1 - 12:29)
According to the literary scheme followed here, the theme of the faith of the ancients is set against the theme of the Law, represented by the mediation of Moses, which was surpassed by that of Christ. Law and faith are contraposed. The former is based on works, the latter is anchored in God. Of this faith of the ancients, let us point out three aspects related to the priesthood of Christ.

3.4.1. Faith, the doorway of the new Priesthood
"Therefore, since we for our part are surrounded by this cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every encumbrance of sin which clings to us and persevere in running the race that lies ahead; let us keep our eyes fixed on Jesus, who inspires and perfects our faith" (12:1-2).
Hebrews presents a long list of OT witnesses of the faith (11:1 ff.) and it does so on purpose, because its interest lies in proving that the new priesthood of Christ has a foundation in the Old Testament. The theme of faith provides this foundation. The priesthood of Christ is not based on the Law; it is supported by faith, since Christ is the one who "inspires and perfects our faith" (12:2), that is to say that Jesus is present in the faith of the ancients, who began to run this race and he consummated it with his own sacrifice.

All those in the OT who had faith were justified by a reality distinct from the Law. Faith is prior to and higher than the Law. Hence that long list of witnesses of faith who maintained the highest communication with God although always in hopes that their list would be consummated and perfected by the person of Christ. All of them were also priests, but with a "posthumous" priestly consecration. That is, they found in Christ the reason for being of this priesthood which they lived unconsciously, but which in reality sanctified and transformed them without the intervention of the Law. Following out this beautiful metaphor, we would say that the gateway to the new priesthood was open since the living of the faith of the OT, but it only began to be conscious starting with Christ. Hence the text end up like this: "God had made a better plan, a plan which included us. Without us [of the NT], they [of the OT] were not to be made perfect" (11:40).

3.4.2. Faith and the contradiction of a "lay priesthood"
"Faith is confident assurance concerning what we hope for, and conviction about things we do not see. Because of faith the men of old were approved by God" (11:1-2).
Faith is the raison d'être of all communication with God. Hence it is the patrimony of all, without social or sexual barriers: men and women, ancients and moderns, Israelites and non-Israelites, holy patriarchs and popular prophets... This long lists of persons of faith, which ends in Jesus, who inspires and perfects our faith (12:2), is set forth as a proof of many things said before: that faith is greater than the law; that the priesthood of Christ is anchored in faith; that this faith already existed in the OT; that faith goes beyond the priesthood that is based on the law; and that as the priesthood of Christ was based on faith and not the Law, he did not need to be a priest according to the Law. This conclusion had been indicated earlier regarding Jesus. The author tells us that Jesus was a layman, since he did not belong to a priestly tribe, but rather to the tribe of Judah (7:13-14), or simply that if he were on earth he would not be a priest (8:4). Hence faith, not the Law, underlay this original model of lay priesthood.

3.4.3. Faith, persecution and priesthood
"Let us persevere in running the race which lies ahead; let us keep our eyes fixed on Jesus...who endured the cross. heedless of its shame, and has taken his seat at the right of the throne of God" (12:1-2).
The Hebrew verb for "to have faith" is 'amán, which means to find one's support in another, to trust... This is the same thing that Greek tries to convey in the verb pisteúo, which means to have a firm conviction of something on the assurance of another.  Because of the deep meaning that "having faith" expresses, it can be said in many ways. Here (12:1-2) a special verb is used (aphorao), meaning to gaze fixedly,  as when we put our trust in someone, as when we expect a response from another because we know that the other understands all that we mean in that gaze. A fixed gaze is seeking support in the one to whom we look. In this way the author is proposing that persecuted Christians manifest their faith in Christ by looking so fixedly on the Crucified that their gaze will bespeak all the anguish that they feel in the midst of persecution and thus receive from the Crucified a word of encouragement, lest they "grow despondent or abandon the struggle" (12:3).

To fix our gaze on Christ is to fix them on the High Priest whom Christ becomes through his resurrection after his dying for us. Hence the author says that "he endured the cross, heedless of its shame, and has taken his eat at the right hand of the throne of God" (12:2). What enables Christ to be the perfect mediator, as we have said, is his capacity to suffer for humankind (to endure the cross, heedless of its shame) and his capacity for nearness to the Father (seated at the right hand of God). All of this is a summing up of what Christ's mediation is, a mediation which guarantees the most perfect communication with God.

3.5. The contrary of angelic nature is human nature with its capacity for suffering (13:1-25).
This section complements the first theme dealt with in this theological part of Hebrews, regarding the mediation of angels as surpassed by that of Jesus. According to the "chiastic" literary form, the first theme corresponds to the last, in parallel form. This theme, then, complements what was said earlier, though neither in synonymous nor antithetical parallelism, but rather in the form of complementary parallelism.

3.5.1. The painful duties of the lay priesthood go beyond worship.
"Keep your lives free from the love of money, and be content with what you have" (13:5)
Human nature, unlike that of angels, is subject to pain and suffering. Hence all human communication with God is touched by suffering, which must in some way be included in human spirituality. Communication with God is not some airy reality; its starting point is an imitation of God who has given us his all: creation, his Son and his Spirit. Indeed, the Father even gives himself to us as a dweller in the depths of our hearts (Jn 14:23). The true worship that God wants is this type of sacrifice: self-giving, becoming detached from ourselves, rather than offering gifts other than our own personhood. When human beings do not give themselves, they become greedy, grasping at and hoarding things for themselves. This is the reason why the underlying demand of the spirituality of Hebrews is to give of ourselves, destroying every tendency to hoard. We must commit ourselves to hospitality, not holding on to our gifts for ourselves (13:2); we must commit ourselves to compassion, not holding on to the securities and satisfactions that others have lost, especially through their adherence to the faith (13:3); we must commit our love in matrimony, without wrongly appropriating sex to ourselves in adultery (13:4).

Those who are called to let go of everything can reach the most perfect communication with God: God becomes their protector and help (13:5-6). Thus, the duties of this lay priesthood are concerned with life more than worship. Indeed, the deepest and most genuine worship we can offer God is existential: offering ourselves in that focal center where human being is realized as such. The author takes this theme up again in the beautiful phrase: "Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God" (13:16).

3.5.2. A priesthood lived on the edge of marginalization and suffering
"Jesus died outside the gate, to sanctify the people by his own blood" (13:12).
There is a huge group of human beings who are permanently crucified by the circumstances in which they happen to live: they are excluded from the mainstream for economic, political, social or religious reasons. They are destined to die before their time and usually live in a permanent state of social, political, economic or religious exodus. All of them are to be found in the "outskirts" of the main city (or "outside the "camp," as the original text puts it). Hebrews speaks in a masterly way of three "exoduses": the exodus of the victims which were burnt outside (exo) the camp (13:11); the exodus of Jesus, who was crucified outside (exo) the city gate (13:12); and the exodus of Christians, who must go outside (exo) the camp to bear, like Jesus, the burden of abuse of victims destined to die (13:13). The priesthood of Christ is exercised on the outer edge of marginalization, suffering and death. It is here, on this outer edge of suffering, that we find the realization of a priesthood aimed at sharing the experience of Jesus and of all those who are crucified in life as victims of the powers that be. Without doubt, this is a strange kind of priestly consecration. But it is the one set before us as Christians.

3.5.3. A priesthood of painful obedience and not of governing power
"Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls and will give an account" (13:17).
The priesthood that Jesus offers is not a priesthood based on power over others: it is not a governing priesthood like that of the Israelite High Priesthood. Hence is not surprising that Christian "lay priests" are asked to obey their leaders. This recalls the image and words of Jesus who, "Son though he was, learned obedience through what he suffered; and having been made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him" (5:9). The priesthood that Hebrews proposes is anchored in Jesus, who did not seek any kind of power, who, though he was Lord and Master, washed the feet of his disciples, so that they might do likewise (cf. Jn 13:12 ff.) and who did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many (Mk 10:45).

The power to command makes sense only in virtue of that kind of obedience in which all the brothers and sisters, united in a sincere search for the will of God, decide to take that will seriously. Here, commanding does not mean imposing oneself on others, but rather knowing how to call the brothers and sisters together to recall with them the way of suffering that all must travel in order to serve the people. And obedience is not humiliating; rather it is the fulfillment of a covenant agreed to or accepted in baptism. This is how Hebrews sees it, when it speaks of the "great Shepherd of the sheep by the blood of the eternal covenant" (13:20). Hence, commanding is not imposing burdens on others, but bearing with others the burden of the cross of Christ. Here the consecration to power disappears, through the acceptance by all of the consecration of their self-giving.

3.6. Conclusion
3.6.1. A priesthood open to change
"Shaken, created things will pass away, so that only what is unshaken may remain" (12:27).
The incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus touched all earthly realities, giving a new vision of God, Humankind and the World. All these realities, when touched, were shaken, removed, put out of place. In the new sacrifice of Christ, God appears as Father of condemned man who chose to be in solidarity with the condemned of the earth. All human beings --men and women-- put on equality in order to celebrate the justice of God. And the world becomes a great temple, in every corner of which they may celebrate, because now that celebration comes through offering one's life for others, in the likeness of Christ. A priesthood of this sort, so long as it remains genuine, is open to all the changes of history. It does not remain stuck in repeating rituals, but rather keeps adapting life to love, to solidarity, to equality, to fraternity, to every new circumstance of injustice. Because the unmovability of God lies in his love, his loyalty, his justice and his self-commitment.

3.6.2. And what about the "clerical priesthood"?
"Through him let us continually offer God a sacrifice of praise, that is, the fruit of lips which acknowledge his name" (13:15).
The unique sacrifice of Christ can be assumed by every Christian. Its celebration is not a repetition, in the limited sense in which any repetition in some sense reflects the insufficiency of what is repeated. Jesus could only die once (9:25-28). The celebration of his death by Christians does not depend on any limitation on the part of the victim, but rather on its assimilation or living on the part of men and women. All need to celebrate the commitment of Christ, in order to be able to offer their own life in the likeness of Jesus. For this permanently ongoing celebration, necessary for all times and persons, a "clerical" ministry was created, which we ought to call presbyteral rather than sacerdotal, in order to avoid confusion with the priesthood of which Hebrews speaks. The task of this clerical ministry is to convoke Christians to the celebration already indicated. But one priesthood should not be confused with the other. Setting our ideas in good order, we can make the following statements:

* Jesus is the unique priest through his death and resurrection, which are unique and unrepeatable in history.

* Christians participate in this priesthood by means of the baptism they receive, in order to bear witness in their own life of the death and resurrection of Jesus.

* The priesthood that is assumed through baptism ought to be exercised in keeping with baptism.

* The most perfect communication with and from God is obtained through the way of Christ: total self-giving. To this commitment of the human being, the Father responds with a transforming action, which, so long as the human being lives, is a principle of resurrection.

* The baptismal priesthood is the foundation of all other Christian ministries, including the presbyterate.

* The dignity of Christians --men and women-- derives from their baptismal priesthood. There is no greater dignity than this.

* As exercised in the Church, ministries are a living-out of the baptismal priesthood, from which they should derive their fundamental thrust, namely, the capacity for self-commitment.

* All other ministries --including the presbyterate-- facilitate communication with God, whenever they derive from the fundamental of commitment and transformation.

* The presbyterate or clerical priesthood-- should not be so exalted that it misleads Christians as to the value of their baptismal priesthood.

* The true name for the clerical priesthood is the "presbyteral ministry." We should resume this name so as to avoid confusions.

* The ritual aspect of the presbyteral ministry, like that of all other ministries or services, should be in accord with what is fundamental --the priesthood of Christ-- and should reflect it in commitment, transformation, sacrifice and communion.

3.6.3. From the standpoint of Christ's Priesthood, it is possible to renew our institutions.
Therefore, whenever we are thinking of renewing our official ministries, clerical and lay, we should turn to their source, the baptismal priesthood.  Both the clerical and lay priesthood should start out from the oneness of the baptismal priesthood. And each of them should reflect the richness of the clerical and lay offerings and of clerical and lay communion, each according to their own gift. Only thus will both of them be complementary, and not as they are today, as a kind of appendix to one another. And contradictory as it might seem. the greatest sacrifices in this renewal should be made by the presbyterate (or as it is ill termed, the clerical priesthood), since the history of pastoral practice, of ecclesiology and of theology has freighted it with so much meaning that it has led to a great deal of confusion as regards the fundamental, unique and universal priesthood of Christ. A good renewal of the prebyterate would arise from holding it up to that baptismal priesthood which is the patrimony of every Christian. Only a sincere confrontation of this sort would let us see what one priesthood has taken away from the other, what one should take from the other and what both should practice in order to fulfill their respective mission, so that they may give more and better service to the people of God.


CLARETIAN KEY

OFFERING ONE'S OWN LIFE
In handing himself over in total obedience to the Father, Jesus was constituted Priest, inaugurating a new priesthood. In handing ourselves over in communion with Jesus the Priest, all Christians exercise our priesthood. It is not a matter of repeating rituals, but rather of giving all that we are and have, under the impulse of the Spirit, in order that God's plan should become a reality in our world.

We join ourselves to this existential offering in keeping with the distinctive trait of our religious consecration (CC 5). Through it we equip ourselves to add our own contribution --from the standpoint of our priestly or lay missionary charism-- to the announcement of the Kingdom and the growth of the Christian community. Each one of us realizes this vocation as an ordained minister or as a consecrated layman (SW 8). Nevertheless, the seal that guarantees our service and makes it truly Christian, is our total and absolute "handing over" of ourselves to God and to others. Our Fr. Founder remarked of anyone preparing for the priesthood: "It is not enough for him simply to be ordained; it is also indispensable that he have the spirit of Jesus Christ" (SSW p. 342). With Jesus, we offer our own life to the service of the Kingdom. "Jesus, anointed by the Spirit, welcomed the will of the Father, living in communion with Him and sharing the suffering of the people" (SW 15). It is only with an attitude like this that we will be able to fully live our Claretian missionary vocation.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. In current situations of suffering. Nobody can be unaware that suffering abounds in our world. The increasing complexity of life multiplies occasions, causes and forms of suffering, death and misfortune. In one way, in "well-off" societies, and in another way, in "bad off" countries or sectors, all are now subject to the scourge of mercantile/consumerist materialism, of all kinds of greed, injustice and corruption that lead to excessive enrichment and impoverishment, false hopes and despair, emptiness and violence, which the same system represses by creating its separate hells. Isn't the quality of suffering --its human and Christian meaning-- deteriorating?

In every place, culture, religion or church, it would be interesting to measure whether or not there is an appreciation of sacrifice, detachment or disinterested commitment to the common good.

In societies where the signs of suffering and death abound, signs of compassion, solidarity, resurrection and life also seem to break forth. To contextualize the messages of Hebrews, we should ask ourselves: Today, in the human and religious contexts of our mission places, which are the situations of dehumanized or dechristianized suffering that are in need of "meaning" and redemption? And which are the situations of redeeming commitment and suffering, of resurrection and life?

And what about our local Church and our Christian communities? Are they faithful signs of the priestly mediation of Jesus Christ in context of such great suffering?

2. Discerning the "mediations" of communication with God.  Are we acquainted with current situations of human suffering that are the cause or effect of the denial of God, of the absence or silence of God in the life of the people? These situations have generated a greater need for God and a search for "mediations" (or perhaps substitutes) in communicating with God. And the crises of this last decade, which have swept away so many ideals, hopes and utopias, have also arouse (in Christians and non-Christians alike) a need for new "mediations" of meaning and of communication with God.

Today people are also discovering the variety and validity of other cultural and religious "mediations" among the great majorities and among many human minorities. And the phenomenon of globalization is leading the whole world to seek for new "mediations" of syncretisms or fragments from other cultures, religions, spiritualities, sects, "new age" groups, esoteric rituals, etc., etc. Even "angels" have become fashionable and the market is glutted with techniques for inner life, relaxation, self-esteem and so-called "light" spiritualities.

It all seems to be symptomatic of something. Without disparaging anything, as Christians, it behooves us to ask whether any of these are ways and means that can help us discover and faithfully grasp the ever-new mediation of Jesus Christ, or whether they are "mediations" aimed at displacing and replacing his mediation. And more light is thrown on this question by another question: Among the criteria that Hebrews offers for the newness of the Priesthood of Jesus, which ones are most enlightening and telling in discerning the "mediations" in use today?

In the human contexts of our mission places, what is the situation of the various "mediations" of meaning and of communication with God? What is their variety, scope and influence on the people (supply and demand)? And in our local Church and in our own Christian communities, which "mediations" of communication with God are in crisis, and which are becoming more prevalent?

3. Situations that cry out for the mediation of the priesthood of Christ.  Hebrews maintains its "beautiful daring" in revealing the essential. And today, all situations of suffering in the world (especially the suffering of the innocent) are crying out for us to exercise the priesthood of Jesus as He himself did, by existentially sharing in the passion of all who are crucified, in other words, by practicing Com-passion.

And since God chose to communicate with human beings is such a new way in Jesus Christ, wherever we find situations in which most of the baptized are unaware of or have forgotten their participation in the priesthood of Christ (commitment to service and sacrifice in the loving solidarity of faith), and have reduced it to inertia or to mere participation in rites, these ecclesial situations demand that we rediscover and take up the priesthood of Christ in its original newness. And the same can be said of those cases in which priest and bishops have reduced their own practice of the priestly mediation of Christ to a priesthood that is ritualistic, power-seeking, utilitarian or autocratic.

In view of current practice, in what condition can we say that the priesthood stands in our Church and in our communities? Does it retain the newness and existential vigor of the Spirit of Jesus in its priestly mediation, or had it turned to new ritualisms and/or functionalisms of sacred power? And what about the relationships and differences between the priesthood of the laity and the priesthood of priests and bishops in our Church? Do they respond to the spirit and practice of Jesus? What needs to be renewed and how should we set about renewing it?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Praying Hebrews.  Delve into this revelation of the astounding newness of Jesus. Become united with Him in the Spirit of his priesthood (nearness to God who is gratuitously good). And "with eyes fixed on Jesus" follow his redeeming itinerary of incarnation in the suffering of all the crucified, even to the point of abandonment to the heart of the Father "outside the gate," this side of the resurrection.

2. Reminders. Which brief expression from Hebrews deserve to be noted down and used in order to evoke the heartrending greatness of Jesus, the only Priest of total newness?

3. A test:  "Anyone who does not feel the suffering of another in his or her own being, will find it very hard to practice compassion." This phrase sums up the vocational test that Hebrews would put to anyone --layperson, priest or bishop-- who is bears the priesthood of Jesus.

4. In my own history.  What presence or role has suffering had in my own personal history? Does it help me to identify with Christ and with those who suffer? Is it a source of life?

5. Self examination.  In my practice, do faith and the existential element prevail in my practice of the priesthood (commitment to the point of sacrifice, like Jesus)? Or do legalism and ritualism predominate?

6. As Claretians.  In the light of Hebrews, look at our Founder's striving to imitate Jesus Christ is suffering and doing. Look for it in the "Definition of the Missionary" as an important part of our charismatic mission and think about it in our "priesthood of the Word." Contemplate the Claretian "cloud of witnesses" and be encouraged to follow our "elders" in the faith, of their "blood that speaks so eloquently" (Heb 12:24).


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: Hebrews 5:1-9

3. Dialogue on theme 10 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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