A CLARETIAN READING OF THE JOHANNINE WRITINGS

INTRODUCTION


Fr. Claret can be defined as a man of the Spirit and of the Word, or to put it in another way, a man anointed to evangelize. The Spirit, which blows where it wills (Jn 3:8) and gives life (Jn 6:63), consecrated him, and in the Word he found both the source of his spiritual life and the instrument for his prophetic struggle. His passion for the Scriptures, his prophetic thrust, and his condition as an evangelical and apostolic man, led him to keep the Word always very near him, in his heart and on his lips. Claret cultivated a strong biblical spirituality, in a missionary key. His asceticism and mysticism drew their sap and vitality from the Word of God read, meditated on and broadcast in profusion.


What resonance did the Johannine writings have in the spiritual experience and missionary action of our Fr. Founder?


We can already state a priori that they influenced him considerably. If we read Claret's writings attentively, we find that they are loaded with Synoptic and Pauline baggage, but they also contain a strong dose of Johannine texts, often read in a missionary key. The Saint admires the supposed author of these writings and esteems his teaching, but above all he identifies with the 'sons of thunder.' He tells us that the Lord wants him and his companions "to imitate the Apostles James and John in zeal, chastity and love for Jesus and Mary" (Aut 686). But in a special way he identifies with John, the beloved disciple --traditionally considered to be the author of the Fourth Gospel (see what the Introduction has to say on this)-- as "the very type of the young priest" (Notes of a Plan, 1865, p. 222). John "was so zealous and charitable," was "all charity," and a "fervent lover of Jesus and Mary" (The Two Standards, p. 31), because he was, along with Peter and Paul, one of the saints who were "especially distinguished by their knowledge and love of our Lord Jesus Christ" (Summer Evenings at La Granja, p. 199).


Claret's reading of the Johannine writings was simple, often even naive, but always full of spiritual richness and apostolic ardor.

In service of the Word of life


John sees Jesus first of all as a servant of the Father and of human beings, his brothers and sisters. He is a servant, above all, in giving his life, because no one has greater love than to lay down his life for his friends (Jn 15:13), and This is precisely how Jesus, in the Spirit, gives life abundantly (Jn 10:10).


Claret understood --even through his personal mystical experience-- that Jesus is the Word of life, through whom all created things exist. Therefore he stood out as a defender of life: spiritual, moral, social, economic, cultural, etc. And he understood that the proclamation of the Gospel was his distinctive way of putting himself at the service of this Life.


Being at the service of the Word of Life means offering one's life for the sake of the Gospel, as Jesus and the Apostles did. And that is precisely what gives life in abundance.

In a world dominated by the powers of evil

In John --above all in the Apocalypse-- there is a lively grasp of the power of unbridled passions and drives (1Jn 2:16).


Claret had a prophetic grasp of the reality of his time: a world of rationalists, materialists or idealists (CCTT p. 602), subject to the power of the evil one; "an age of selfishness and indifference; selfishness with regard to our neighbor and indifference with regard to God" (SSW, p. 445); a world corrupted and in the grip of the golden calf, of lust and of unbridled power (Aut 312, 357; SAW, pp. 422, 490). Greed "is drying up the heart and bowels of modern societies" (Aut 357). It has made people "forget their most sacred  duties to their neighbors and brothers" (Aut 358) and has led them "to completely forget God and to scorn his holy law" (Pastoral exhortation, 25 January 1855).  It is a plague "that breaks down the bond of love in families, that weakens the ties of mutual duties in societies, erases and destroys the foundation of justice in law codes, stifles every feeling of charity in individuals and kills the sense of remorse in consciences" (ib.).


During his years in Madrid he saw a new sign of the times: the presence of atheist ideologies that were beginning to proliferate in a milieu dominated by radical antichristian liberalism, and he discovered three principal errors: atheism and pantheism, deism which denies divine providence and revealed religion, and rationalism which is the mark of the followers of the Antichrist (Summer Evenings, p. 205).


In contrast, he also observed that despite everything the people were keeping the faith, although they were somewhat weak in resisting trials, and that they were hungry and thirsty for the Word of God, although they felt the lack of evangelical and apostolic preachers (EC III, p. 41). Clergy were scarce and lacking in apostolic zeal, and the religious life had been suppressed by the government.


He tells us that he felt called by God "to stem the torrent of corruption and cure the ills of a moribund society" (Aut 357), and later, "to confront all the evils of Spain" (Aut 694).


That situation was calling for a profound renewal of the Church, with a return to its origins of poverty, brotherly love and evangelization, following the decision of the Apostles: "We, for our part, will devote ourselves to prayer and to serving the Word" (Acts 6:4).


The reality that challenges the Church today is shaped by a series of socio-religious situations that sting our missionary conscience. Added to the world's growing under-development is its practical materialism: the idolatrous worship of the 'golden calf,' which leads to unbounded consumerism and hedonism, the burden of neoliberalism, religious indifferentism, the breakdown of gospel values, unbelief, religious ignorance, the lack of connection between faith and life, secularism, individualism, etc.


The prophetic response that Claret asked of himself, and which is asked of us today, boils down to two fundamental points:


1. Gospel witness. This is essential in the mind of both John and Claret, because the credibility of our preaching is backed by the connection between our life and the message we announce.


2. Universal evangelization. As Claret said: "Jesus Christ and his teaching are the only means to cure the ills that society is suffering from, because only Jesus Christ and his teaching can remedy and cure the intellectual aberrations, moral infirmities and social ruin of our era" (SSW, p. 172).

Confessing the faith, witnessing to love, facing martyrdom

John is first and foremost a confessor of faith and a faithful witness of the love made flesh in Jesus of Nazareth: a love specially experienced in the Last Supper.


Throughout his life Claret confessed and proclaimed the faith, witness and lived charity, and longed for martyrdom. Faith, witness, love and martyrdom are interlinked; but it is charity that gives life to all the rest; it is the one and only  "edifying" reality, which is both powerful and effective. The Lord himself gave us an eminent example of it. But martyrdom (giving one's life for one's brothers and sisters) is the supreme expression of love. This is what Jesus did: "His whole most holy life is an uninterrupted series of trials, the most evident of which are those of his obedience, of his humility, of his sacrifices (...): 'No one has greater love than to lay down his life for his friends'  (Jn 15:13)" (Summer Evenings, p. 184).


Claret acknowledged and accepted the need to drink the chalice that the Father offered him (Jn 18:11) and the self-sacrifice of the grain of wheat which dies in order to bear much fruit (Jn 12:24). Having embraced the cross of the Lord, he learned how to rejoice in the midst persecutions, like the Apostles, who "counted themselves fortunate to be able to suffer something for the sake of Jesus Christ" (Aut 223; cf. Acts 5:41). In his longing for martyrdom he yearned to be able to seal with his own blood the truths which he was preaching (EC III, p. 377; Aut 467); and meanwhile he wanted "to live like a traveler or pilgrim who takes cover in any shelter without attachment or liking" (Mss Claret X, 664). Persecution gave him the strength and ardor he needed to take up again his battle for the sake of the Kingdom, thus incarnating what he himself had embodied in his Definition of the Missionary (Aut 494).

I. GOSPEL AND LETTERS

Saint John "wrote his sublime Gospel in order to prove the divinity of Jesus Christ against Cerinthus, Ebion and all of those who in the course of time would try like them to deny it, as the impious and blasphemous Renan has done in our days" (Summer Evenings, pp. 178-179). Claret used the Fourth Gospel to strengthen himself in his vocation and apostolic mission, taking the disciples and the Samaritan Woman as his model, and assuming three great Johannine themes: the bread of life, fraternal charity and Marian sonship. In the Letters, he focused mainly on two fundamental themes of Christian life: adoptive sonship and fraternal love.

1. Apostolic Vocation

The Johannine writings portray the essence of the apostolic vocation very well: meeting Jesus, going with him and seeing (Jn 1:39) and becoming an unconditional follower of the unique Master. But the apostle does not only move in Jesus' direction, remaining in contemplative ecstasy before his word and wonders; rather, he experiences the nearness of his  friendship and commits himself totally to his service, with full availability to be sent throughout the world and generously sharing the Master's lot even to death, giving his life for the Gospel.


Claret felt that he was anointed and impelled to evangelize (Lk 4:18; Jn 14:24; Jer 1:9; Mt 10:20; Aut 118; SAW, pp. 316-317) and he regarded himself as being set in the line of the Apostles, not in its hierarchical but in its charismatic dimension, as a successor of the Apostles in the ministry of the Word. His vocation was expressed, as that of the apostles was, in the twofold dimension of "being with" Jesus and of "going out and announcing."


Jesus, anointed prophetically to announce the Good News, is the "head and model of all other missionaries" (SSW, p. 415); the eschatological and definitive prophet, the last and definitive Word of the Father, who made others, the Apostles first and apostolic missionaries after them, to be partakers in his anointing and sending. We have all received the same gift of the Spirit (Aut 687) and the same mission: "Go into the whole world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation" (Mk 16:15).


Like Jesus, Claret also felt sent to evangelize the poor: "He has sent me to evangelize the poor... such as sinners, who are the poor without grace... such as the poor in worldly goods... to heal the brokenhearted, those who by their sins and their ignorance of divine things are afflicted in spirit and sorrowful of heart, who desire the forgiveness of their sins, the knowledge of God, grace and salvation" (SSW, p. 343).


The missionary, in carrying out the work entrusted to him (Jn 17:4), is transformed into a glory and praise of the Father, so that others, too, may know, love, serve and praise him (Aut 233).

1.1.
Following the example of the Samaritan Woman, a disciple of Jesus and an announcer of the Kingdom

Jesus preached to a solitary woman: the Samaritan Woman (Jn 4:7 ff.). Claret saw in her the model of a disciple and a missionary, because she listened to Jesus' message, and acknowledged and received the gift of God (Jn 4:10).


In meditating on the Johannine text: I am he, the one who is speaking to you (Jn 4:26), Claret found his own apostolic mystique strengthened. In these I am statements, Claret understood "great things."  "Ego sum, he told the Samaritan Woman and gave her faith, whereupon she believed, and [he gave her] sorrow for her sins, grace and zeal to preach Jesus and make him known. Jesus communicates himself to the humble and hides himself from the proud. He manifests himself to sinners, more, sometimes, than to the just" (SAW, pp. 312-313).


This experience bestowed on him a new missionary ardor. As the Lord had done to the Samaritan Woman, to Moses, to the Apostles and to Saul, He also gave Claret faith, sorrow and the mission to preach (SAW, p. 313 ff.; Aut 681-682).


The Samaritan Woman, whom Jesus sought out "like a lost sheep," "heard the words of the Lord, recognized that Jesus was a Prophet sent by God, was converted from her evil life; and she who had been a stumbling block before, became an apostle of her city, telling her fellow citizens what had happened, and asking them to go out and enjoy for themselves this great happiness," and later on stood out for her "perseverance and fervor" (Pastoral Letter to the People, p. 87).

1.2. 
Following the example of the Disciples

Being a disciple means listening to the Master's voice inviting us to follow him closely, opening our hearts docilely to the Father's will, accepting his election and his gratuitous love; entering into a communion of life, mission and sacrifice with him. This means taking on in one's own life the experience of Jesus, by "laying down his own life that they might have life" (Jn 10:10).


All of this was lived charismatically by Claret, through whom we, too, are constituted disciples of the one Master and messengers of his Kingdom.


-- Beloved and chosen

John and the other disciples felt loved and chosen, and almost all of them answered this call with enthusiasm and fidelity. Jesus did not call them servants, but friends, because he revealed to them the mystery of the Father (Jn 15:15), and it is He who chose them and destined them to go and bear fruit that will last (Jn 15:16).


Claret saw this preferential love of Jesus above all in making his disciples partakers in his own saving mission. There is no honor so great as "the one Jesus Christ bestows on us by accepting us into his apostleship and sharing with us the title of savior of the world" (SSW, p. 415). This love of predilection possesses a strong missionary dimensions, leading others to know the only true God and Jesus Christ whom he has sent (Jn 17:3)


-- In communion with Jesus, Master and Lord

Communion with God and self-offering for the brethren is a characteristic of the missionary life. It is a synthesis that Claret strove to achieve in a harmonizing of action and contemplation. He strove to relive Paul's experience: "It is Christ who lives in me" (Gal 2:20).


Claret caught this aspect of communion with the Master in the Beloved Disciple, whom he proposed to imitate "in zeal, chastity and love for Jesus and Mary" (Aut 686) The missionary is called to this same intimacy, because Jesus keeps knocking at the door of his heart so that he can enter into deep communion with Him (Rev 3:20). "We have to cling to Jesus like ivy on the tree, or still more to become united with him as branches are with the vine (Jn 15:45), and only thus will we be able to partake of its life-giving sap, only thus will we become partakers of his supernatural and divine influence, only thus will we live in Jesus and Jesus in us" (Summer Evenings, p. 117).


Communion with the Son is also communion with the Father and the Spirit: "God establishes his residence in the soul that is in grace, and the good and peaceful conscience that the soul has is the throne on which god himself is seated... Jn 14:23" (SAW, pp. 227 and 256 ff.). This communion with the Trinity is a source of joy and peace: "that peace which Jesus Christ gives: peace with God, peace with the angels and saints of heaven, peace with your conscience, peace which consists of finding rest and happiness in God alone, even in the midst of the greatest adversities and labors. This peace is one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit" (SSW, p. 180).  And it is, for that very reason, a guarantee of apostolic fruitfulness: "For a faithful discharge of the ministry it is indispensable to live intimately in union with Christ, Savior and Shepherd" (SH 31).


-- Sons of Mary, formed and protected by Her

The Marian spirituality of Fr. Claret was first and foremost filial, since it was gospel-based and since its reference point was Jesus and the Beloved Disciple. For him, sonship was closely linked to mission, it had a charismatic and vocational thrust, it was united to the sonship of the Son who was sent, to his mission and to his concrete way of carrying it out.


The text "behold your Mother" and "the disciple took her into his own home" (Jn 19:27) id central to Claret's spirituality. The motherhood of Mary is a gift offered by Jesus to each and every one of those who believe in his name. From this gift derive both the acceptance of Mary as mother and the filial entrustment to her maternal action ("I surrender myself to you as your son," Mother, behold your son": Aut 317 and footnote). In a way one could say that Jesus, hanging on the cross, "consecrated" his Mother to make her our Mother, somewhat as he consecrated the Eucharistic bread (SSW, p. 580).


Following the example of Jesus and of the Beloved Disciple, the missionary should "regard Mary as his Mother, and as such he should over her, serve her, be attentive to her and, like Jesus, be completely subject to her" (SSW, p. 377) and imitate her, because she is "the most exact copy of Jesus Christ" (La colegiala instruida, p. 392) and "his most accomplished disciple."


The Blessed Virgin, the formator of Jesus and of the Beloved Disciple, is also the mistress and formator of the apostle, not only by outward example, but also by an inner effectiveness. In the forge of her "mercy and love" (Aut 27), the son-apostle is formed in order to burn with charity and to transmit the merciful love of God.


Mary teaches us to meditate on and welcome the Word that we must announce, and she associates us with her "maternal function" so that we, too, may be capable of giving life by means of the Word. Mary makes us "fitting ministers of the divine Word (CC 73), since at her side we learn how to be signs of God's tenderness in announcing the Gospel and of his heartfelt mercy toward the poor and needy.


Claret felt that he was "a very pampered son" of Mary (SAW, p. 34), an instrument of Mary against Satan, the prince of this world (Aut 270). For Claret, Marian sonship is an experience of communion with Mary, the Victorious Virgin, the New Eve in her enmity with the serpent. The missionary is the offspring of the Woman who crushes the head of the Evil One.


The disciple welcomes his Mother as his own and She exercises her maternal role for the disciple, who follows the example of Jesus and John and learns from them the manner in which he should treat her (SSW, p. 377).


Claret grasped the cordimarian dimension in his mission. In the 19th century, the Heart of Mary was a sign of mercy against the rigors of Jansenism, of inner worship against the externalism liberal secularization, of personal faith and love against the impersonalism of Hegelian pantheism. And today it is a sign of peace, of communion, of self-sacrificing love, of gratuitousness, of life, of celebration, of liberation (SSW, p. 510).

2. Fraternal communion for mission

More than any others, the writings of John bear witness to the imperative need for charity. The words of Jesus, "This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you" (Jn 15:12), appear repeatedly and insistently. This new commandment was of capital importance in the experience, life and mission of Claret. Fraternal charity is in the line of missionary witness, so that the world may come to believe (Cf. Jn 17:21). It is the axis and foundation of Christian life and the power of apostolic irradiation. It is an essential dimension for the apostle: God will be better known, loved, served and praised, if the witnesses and heralds of the Kingdom love one another cordially as brothers.


It is Jesus himself who invites us to remain in his love (Jn 15:9). This love, expressed in fraternal relationship, will be the distinctive sign that allows others to recognize us as his disciples (Jn 13:34). In this way we will experience the joy "of living with one another and of having a common life" (Clergy Living in Community, n. 14), and will attend to prayer in common (ib. n. 15; cf. Mt 18:20).  Finally, our love will be shown above all in sacrifice, because "he who does not know how to suffer does not know how to love, in keeping with that saying of St. John: Love one another not in word or speech alone, but in deed and in truth (1Jn 3:18), which means speaking, doing and suffering patiently" (Pastoral Letter to the People, p. 12; cf. Advice to a Priest, in SSW, p. 289).


"God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and God in him" [1Jn 4:16]. Charity is the bond of perfection [Col 3:14]" (SSW, p. 491).

2.1.
Unity in love, in order to bear witness to the truth

The unity of love is manifested first and foremost in the Trinity. This is why Jesus asked for his disciples that "as your, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me" (Jn 17:21). As regards community life, the model that Claret set for it was the life within the Trinity (Jn 17:11, 20-23). "The Most Blessed Trinity is uncreated charity and indivisible fellowship, the origin and model of all friendship and concord. It is this good God, One and Three, whom the Clergy gathered together in common life propose to honor" (Clergy Living in Community, III, ch. 8, n. 1)


Unity is the foundation of an apostolic action that is capable of announcing the mystery of God and is aimed at making real Jesus' desire that the world may believe. The missionary life should be governed and enlivened by love in the unity of apostolic fraternity. The law of the community is charity, which involves the practice of all the virtues (CC 15) and goes out even to enemies, if one has the spirit of Christ (SAW, p. 284).

2.2.
The power of the bread of life: conformity with Christ and urgency of 


mission


Although the institution of the Eucharist is not narrated in the Johannine writings, it is shown in them with its full symbolic power. The Fourth Gospel speaks of the multiplication of the loaves, gives a catechesis on the bread of life, speaks of the grain of wheat which falls into the earth and dies in order to bear fruit, and of the Last Supper as a mystery of love that immolates itself in order to give life.


For Claret, the Eucharist "is the tree of life, like the one that God planted in the midst of paradise [Gen 2:9; 3:3-5]. He who eats of this tree will enjoy life, even life eternal. It is also the manna of the soul [Ex 16:14-35]" (SSW, p. 576). The Eucharist is a sacrament of love and of life, a power for conformity with Christ and a stimulus for apostolic zeal, and an imperative for sharing life with the poor. Claret's Eucharistic experience reached a great depth (Aut 767). The grace of conserving the Eucharistic Species, a mystical experience which he narrates in n. 694 of the Autobiography, conferred on him and intimate conformation with Christ, whom he glorified and bore about in his body, and who rekindled apostolic charity in him: "I must pray and confront all the evils of Spain" (Aut 694).


The Eucharist enlivens charity: "Those who receive Communion well and frequently can say with the Apostle that nothing can separate them from the love of Jesus Christ [Rom 8:38-39], and that they can do all things in Him who strengthens them [Phil 4:13]" (SSW, p. 162).


This hidden Manna (Rev 2:17) strengthens us against the enemy. Strengthened with the bread of life, the souls "will have no need to fear either Satan's relentless siege, or his many snares and assaults" (SSW, p. 575), because Jesus Christ, "against the dark inventions of the genius of error, has counterposed the sun of Catholic faith, the Blessed Sacrament, which is called the mystery of faith, in which Jesus Christ is really and truly present as the true light which enlightens every man [Jn 1:9] of good will" (SSW, p. 156).

2.3.
 Authority as service: the Good Shepherd sacrifices his life

The image of the Good Shepherd is very evocative, both in John and in the life of the Church. "The invisible head of the Church Militant is Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd who gave his life for the sheep who the Eternal Father had entrusted to him" (The Two Standards, p. 28; cf. Aut 436). "Zeal obliges this Good Shepherd to lay down his life for his sheep [Jn 10:11]. Zeal makes this Shepherd run over hill and dale in search of the stray sheep, and when he has the joy of finding it, he lifts it up and gladly carries it back to the fold" (SSW, p. 373). Jesus, the Good Shepherd, should be an inspiration for the shepherds of the People of God. Claret set an example of this in his Cuban archdiocese and throughout his missionary life. He sacrifices his life that all might have life and have it abundantly. He did not want to expose himself to be called a huckster instead of a prelate, seeking "silver rather than souls" (EC I, p. 880).


The authority of Jesus is rooted in his commitment to the will of the Father and to the service of the brethren, as he showed at the Last Supper (Jn 13:1-20), when he washed the feet of his disciples, a gesture which Fr. Claret also wanted to imitate with his missionaries (EC II, p. 532).


Authority in the Church cannot have any other foundation. Every good prelate should know his sheep (Jn 10:14), strive to do all the good he can for them, keep them from dangers, defend them from evil and offer them good pasture (Notes of a Plan, p. 48). He should have love (Jn 21:16-17), zeal for the glory of God and the salvation of souls, prudence, fortitude, chastity, modesty and great love for the virtue of poverty (Notes of a Plan, pp. 81-84). In like manner, this is true of a good priest who, "if he wants to be a good shepherd and give his life for his flock, as Jesus Christ says (Jn 10:11)," should leave everything else behind.

2.4. Giving one's own life that the world may believe

According to the Johannine writings, Jesus is the Father's obedient servant and the servant of his Church. Like a Good Shepherd, he loves his own until the end (Jn 13:1) and lays down his own life for them. He does so with generosity, as a faithful witness, that the world may believe in Him who sent him (Jn 17:21).


Claret put his whole existence in service of the Kingdom. As both a witness and an apostle, he burned with charity for the Father and for his brothers and sisters, and freely faced and undertook work, sacrifice, slander and torments (Aut 494) in order to draw them all to faith and love.


The missionary maintains this same attitude of love and service, even to the point of martyrdom, happy to be slaughtered for the Word of God and for the testimony he has faithfully given (Rev 6:9). Commitment to mission allows us to transfigure the world from within the power of the Beatitudes (VC n. 10).

3. Evangelizing Mission

In Claret there are three perfectly interlinked Johannine texts: Jn 3:16, Jn 17:3 and Jn 20:21. The first text manifests the originating love of the Father, who wants all to be saved: "God so loved the world that he sent his only-begotten Son, so that all who believe in him may not perish but may have eternal life [Jn 3:16]" (Summer Evenings, p. 2; Pastoral Letter to the people, pp. 55-56; SSW, p. 357). The second text indicates the content of salvation: "And eternal life consists of this, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent [Jn 17:3]" (Summer Evenings, p. 2). And the third text is addressed to missionaries in communion with Jesus: "As the Father has sent me, so I send you" (Jn 20:21).


To the Father's heartfelt love for "all the inhabitants of the earth" is responded to in the first place by Jesus and then, with him, by those whom he sends: "The divine majesty of Our Lord Jesus Christ himself found no task on earth more acceptable to his Eternal Father, than that of being Savior of the world. Now this is the sublime, holy and divine ministry which Jesus Christ entrusts to the Apostles and to apostolic missionaries, when he tells them: 'As the Father has sent me, so also I send you' [Jn 20:21]" (SSW, p. 415).


This text --above all in his years as an apostolic missionary-- was one of Claret's favorites (Aut 195; SSW, p. 313; EC III, p. 588 f.). He explained it during the retreat before the founding of the Congregation, seeing in the "as" that begins it as call to imitate those apostolic virtues of Christ that the missionary should strive after. Claret felt that he was in close communion with the Apostles, who the risen Jesus made partakers in his anointing and prophetic mission by sending them out into the whole world, as He himself had been sent by the Father. Her we can clearly see the image of Jesus offered in the Gospel according to John, a deeply theological and missionary image, with the following traits:


- He draws others to the Father (Jn 6:44; EC I, p. 968).


- He is an advocate before the Father (1Jn 2:1; SSW, p. 166).


- He bestows the power to forgive sins (Jn 20:21-23).


- He is the way, the truth and the life (Jn 14:6). "Jesus is the way we must follow, the truth we must believe and the life we must love" (SSW 480, 154).


This image deeply penetrated the heart of Claret, who always understood his mission in a prophetic perspective. We know that the proclamation of the Gospel was the overarching dimension of his whole existence, the key and the axis around which everything in his life and mission revolved.

3.1. Carrying on the saving mission of Jesus in an apostolic style

Claret situated himself in the line of continuity with Jesus, the Envoy of the Father. He felt carried away by his example (Aut 221-222) and enlivened by the life of the Apostles (Aut 223), including Paul, who always awakened his deepest enthusiasm (Aut 224). Enlightened by the Spirit, he opted for a way of life like that of the Apostles: poverty, fraternity and universal evangelization -- a style of life that he projected on his followers, including the laity, of whom he said: "In these last times it seems that God wants the laity to play a great part in the salvation of souls" (Popular Parish Lending Libraries, p. 18).

3.2. Announcing the Gospel of life with fidelity and fortitude

The mission of Jesus, of the Apostles and of apostolic missionaries is to announce the Gospel of life. This mission can only be accomplished in obedience to the Father and to the Word which He entrusts to them, and through a great love for its recipients: the poor. For Claret, this was all summed up in the faithful fulfillment of the ministry entrusted to him, which called for an availability that would go as far as "laying down his life for his sheep" (SAW, p. 175). This means the kind of fidelity which in extreme situations can even go as far as martyrdom (VC 86).


Like Jesus and the Apostle, missionaries too are called to announce the Gospel in poverty and in the midst of contradictions and persecutions (Aut 221-222). And this demands fortitude under pressure from the evil one, from concupiscence or from those "led astray by the lure of power, wealth or lust, who oppose the Gospel" (1Jn 2:16; CC 46). Claret himself resolved: "I will not desist because of persecutions, slanders and contradictions; the more, the better. I shall think of the seven bishops of the Apocalypse" (SAW, p. 173). In situations of conflict he received consolation from the Scriptures (SSW, pp. 245-261). Aware that the cross is the badge of the apostolate (Aut 427), he resolved to imitate Jesus "who, even while hanging on the cross in the midst of bitterness, contempt and mortal pain, still burned with a thirst to suffer more [Jn 19:28]" (SSW, p. 231).


Meditating on the discourse of Jesus at the Last Supper, as narrated by John, acted on Claret as a stimulus to commitment, fidelity and fortitude. He wrote: "In order to encourage his beloved Apostles and disciple, and all of us in them, [Jesus] set out for their consideration many reasons and most consoling promises": the example of what Christ suffered (Jn 15:20), the badge of honor of belonging to the inner circle of Jesus and to the number of his chosen ones (Jn 15:18-19), the fact that our present labors will soon be changed into joy and gladness (Jn 16:21) and that in heaven dwelling places are set aside for those who suffer for Him here (Jn 14:1-3) and that in the midst of our works in this life Jesus comes to visit and help us, as he tells us: I will not leave you orphaned, but will come to you (Jn 14:18). Moreover, although we may suffer tribulation, we are loved by the eternal Father (Jn 16: 26-27) and finally, we are confident that we will be victorious over all who persecute us (The Two Standards, pp. 45-49).

3.3. Assuming the risk of persecution with full trust in the victorious power of God


The prophet, since he is a valiant witness of the Kingdom, is subject to persecution, but does not allow himself to be overcome by fear, because he relies on the power of God. The missionary not only assumes this risk, but also rejoices in the midst of whatever persecutions and slanders might be raised against him (Aut 494). We know how much persecution there was in Claret's life (Aut 798, 689, etc.).


Leaving himself totally in the hands of divine Providence, these experience of death became for him a source of joy and consolation, "for amidst them all he felt fine, rejoicing ad recreating in them more than worldly people do when they hear the sounds of praise and adulation" (SSW, p. 246; EC II, p. 864). Because he firmly believed in the word of Jesus, who states that He has overcome the world (Jn 16:33). In one of his writings, Claret paraphrases: "In the world, says Jesus, you will be troubled. But take heart! I have overcome the world (Jn 16:33)... In virtue of my victory you can securely trust that you will overcome, for I have overcome for you, and I am in you, struggling to overcome" (The Two Standards, p. 49). Trusting in the power of the Lord, the missionary proclaims the Word with daring and collaborates in upbuilding the Kingdom as if everything depended on him, but knowing that everything depends on the Lord (Aut 274).

II. APOCALYPSE

1. The Apocalyptic Character of Claret

The apocalyptic character of Claret should be understood above all along the lines of a prophetism of open struggle against the powers of evil. Consecrated by the Spirit, he enters into God's viewpoint and proclaims a message of renewal with the power of his Word. He denounces idols, reminds people of their covenant with God, condemns the oppression of the poor and announces the peace and justice that are born of fidelity to the God of the covenant. Claret's prophetism expresses God's judgment, but also his mercy, as we can see from his insistence on the missionary's need for meekness (Aut 372-383). Consolation, a fundamental element in the Apocalypse of John, is always present in the ministry of Claret.


Claret lived a well-defined prophetic style, which he has left us as a heritage (MCT 171). In it, a very important element is prophetic life-witness, which has the following characteristics:


1. An all-embracing Christocentrism, taking Jesus as his model (Aut 221-222, 428-437): "I used to ask myself in every situation, and still do, how Jesus would have acted. How carefully and with what purity and rightness of intention he did everything" (Aut 387).


2. Radical poverty (Aut 359-371). We are struck with admiration at Claret's availability and detachment from places, family ties, his own land, himself, his natural vocation and established powers.


3. An impassioned love of God, as befits a man of deep faith and intense prayer (Aut passim).


4. An impassioned love for human beings: making them happy, bringing them to spiritual and material happiness (Aut 448).


5. Fraternal communion (Aut 606-613). Claret was not or ever wanted to be a solitary prophet. He wanted "to do with other what I could not do by myself alone" (EC III, p. 41). For this reason he deemed it indispensable to live a strongly evangelical and apostolic community life.


6. Assiduous prayer (Aut 264-273, 434), because the Word contemplated is the foundation and driving power of mission.


7. Fortitude in the struggle for the Kingdom of God (Aut 465-466).


8. The missionary service of the Word, essential in the missionary life (Aut 449-453), which helps us to receive the Word and to proclaim it.


9. The presence of Mary as Mother, formator and guide (Aut 170; SAW, p. 349 with note).


10. Evangelical witness, because "prophecy derives a particularly persuasive power from consistency between proclamation and life" (VC 85).

1.1. Influences on Claret

Surely the first influence was the book of the Apocalypse of John (Revelation), read in the light of Cornelius à Lapide.  A second influence was the work of a Chilean priest, Manuel Lacunza (1731-1801), whose work "The Coming of the Messiah in Glory and Majesty," of a markedly millenarian bent, was published in Paris under the pseudonym of John Jospahat Ben Ezra in 1825. This work, which was placed on the Index of Forbidden Books, was read with due authorization by some persons belonging to Claret's inner circle --Mother Antonia París, Josep Caixal, Dionisio González and Paladio Currius-- who regarded Fr. Claret as a special envoy of God, sent to carry out the general reform of the Church in keeping with the norms of the Gospel and the apostolic spirit, from the heights of the supreme pontificate: "God our Lord has destined him to work through another, higher style, through which, with less noise and less fatigue, he will produce a perennial and hundredfold yield" (Letter of Currius to Claret, 30 April 1858: EPCL II, p. 72). The key idea was that Claret had to make "not missions, but bishops as apostolic missionaries...like the Apostles and Bishops of the early Church, which should now be reformed in the same order and form in which it was founded" (EPCL II, p. 73).


Claret regarded himself as an important instrument is God's hands, but he never subscribed to this interpretation of his role. The only thing that he aimed at was fulfilling what Currius himself called his "dominant passion," namely, the preaching of the gospel.


It is certain --as it was written of him in his time-- that "the spirit of Abp. Claret does not fit within the confines of a diocese or even of a metropolis. His soul, which God has made great, needs a field without frontiers and a life without trammels" (Revista Católica, 1860, 10-11). But the Saint never dreamt of ascending the papal throne, nor was there a trace of such dreams in those who knew him closely.

1.2. Prophetic attitude toward evil: freedom and independence

Like Jesus, the Apostle and countless prophets and martyrs, throughout his life Claret had a great freedom of spirit proper of a man who lived in intimate communion with God and felt that he was God's instrument, sustained by the truth of God's' Word, In Cuba he fought against extramarital unions, against trampling on the Church's rights and against slavery. He also refused to temporize with the Queen, but maintained a firm attitude, especially in limit-situations, such as her recognition of the upstart Kingdom of Italy. He detested the politics of his time, corrupted by pharisaism and the idolatrous worship of greed and power.

1.3. Awareness and assurance of the triumph of good over evil

In the Johannine writings there is a stress, on the one hand, on the struggle against the powers of darkness and, on the other, on the victory of the Lamb that was slain. In his vision of reality, Claret showed the moderate realism characteristic of his Catalan identity, sustained by an assurance of the triumph of truth and virtue over the forces of error and vice.


In his preaching throughout Catalonia "he always presupposes faith" (SAW, p. 22). In Cuba, after taking the pulse of the island of Cuba and of the Cuban people, he found faith and religion, he discovered a good heart and saw hospitality and compassion toward neighbors (Pastoral Letter to the People, p. 38). Referring to his stay in Madrid, he exclaimed: "For those who really want to work, there is still faith in Israel and the land is ready to yield of itself" (Aut 735). Claret was fully persuaded of Christ's victory over the world. Now, in the ongoing struggle, with the power of the Spirit, the offspring of the Woman, who are able "to drown evil in a flood of good" (Aut 453), will overcome.

1.4. Urgency of the announcement

The witnesses and prophets of Jesus must continue the struggle to spread light and life in a world that is often hostile to the Word of God. Among them we find Fr. Claret as a protagonist, whose evangelizing banner is emblazoned with the motto: "Caritas Christ urget nos" (2Cor 5:14). "The charity or love of Christ spurs and impels us to run and fly on the wings of holy zeal" (SSW, p. 493). The Spirit of Pentecost, who spurred the Apostles onward, also impelled Claret to the apostolate and became within him a living fire that gave him neither truce nor rest (Aut 8-17, 211-212, 227, 448, 638). Committed men and women were needed for this mission:  "Heavenly Father, send missionaries!" (Aut 728). This urgency is born of God's saving plan and of the pressing need for evangelization yesterday, today and in the future.

2. Eschatological Mission

Claret was convinced of the nearness of the end-times, of the eschatological judgment that will definitively separate the light from the darkness and will give the promised recompense to each individual. According to the Gospel of Matthew, the end will come when the Gospel has been preached throughout the world: "And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come" (Mt 24:14). "And at this hour," adds Claret, citing this text, "the Gospel has already been preached in all parts" (The Present Epoch, p. 16).


In his mature years he wrote a short work whose very title is significant: The Present Epoch Considered as Probably the Last of the World. The pivot for this short work is Chapter X of the Apocalypse of John, as interpreted in the light of various exegetes. He speaks of the four powerful archdemons: the mission of the first is to enkindle and promote the love of sensual pleasures (p. 42). That of the second is to foster the love of riches (p. 44). That of the third is to promote pride and the independence of reason, freed of all subjection and obedience (pp. 44-45). That of the third is to suggest and foster independence of the will (p. 46). The dragon comes to help these archdemons consummate their work (p. 48).


One sign of the nearness of the end of the world is the progressive extinction of the faith of many Catholics, who only have "a dead faith or, if you will, a faith that is all foliage without any of the fruits of the Holy Spirit..." (p. 57). In these last times, which he qualifies as "very dangerous" (p. 70), "men will fall into a guilty sleep and a criminal dissipation, rather than watching and praying lest they enter or fall into temptation" (p. 76). And there are many who allow themselves "to be seduced by flattering suggestion, frivolous pretexts, deceptive theories and criminal pleasures" (pp. 76-77).


This conviction undoubtedly awakened Claret's passion for evangelization, his eagerness to lead all the inhabitants of the earth to the knowledge of God and to the grace of salvation.

2.1. Claret, evangelizer of the last times

Claret decidedly situated himself in this eschatological perspective. The time has come and the harvest is ripe for the sickle: "Look around and see how Satan has poured out his final vial of poison on society. Hence we see that both the individual and society as a whole are being lost for lack of lights and virtues, and we are obliged to apply the only effective antidote, which is Jesus Christ, His teaching, His sacraments and His sacrifice which is the Mass…, and true devotion to Mary Most Holy" (SSW, p. 174). In this same perspective of finality, Claret placed the Congregation, the other groups that he began and, as much as he could, the whole Church. Hence the missionary urgency.


In his visions, Claret appears as an apocalypticist in an eschatological perspective, already glimpsing the triumph of the Lamb in his faithful witnesses and the New Jerusalem becoming a joyful reality.

2.2. Prophetic denunciation and announcement of salvation

The saving plan of God, as it appears in the Johannine writings, consists of denouncing and overthrowing the powers of evil, and of communicating to others the glad tidings of salvation and new life. In view of the decay of the faith, Claret struggled against it by denouncing the evils of his time, by announcing the truth and by raising up evangelical and apostolic preachers.


Today, too, prophetic denunciation is an integral part of the evangelizing mission (MCT 232, VC 21, 28). This means rejecting, as Claret did, any attitude contrary to the designs of God: lies, violence and any type of violation of human rights, keeping in mind that "the announcement of the Gospel is not limited merely to the denunciation of personal sins, but extends also to situations that wound the dignity of God's children" (2AP 79). To announce God's truth faithfully means unmasking the work of the father of lies and of his followers, causing errors to vanish before the light of truth (Summer Evenings, p. 305).


Today the Church asks us to work for an integral evangelization, continually examining and reactivating the transforming power of our proclamation: "How and in what manner do we preach salvation in a world that is satisfied and lacks a transcendent horizon? How do we foster genuine Christian liberation without succumbing to the fallacies of a temporal messianism? How do we talk about Christ in a society that regards itself as post-Christian? How do we present the mystery of the Church in a secularized society?" (MCT 46).

2.3. Symbolic elements

Claret examined and interpreted all the symbolic elements of the Apocalypse in relationship with his evangelizing mission, presenting some trait of that mission in each of them: struggle, universality, persecution, etc. He did so, of course, within the mentality of his time, but also --and this is more important-- from the standpoint of the charismatic gift God granted him.


- The eagle who cries out

The eagle is a symbol of liberating power. The woman was given two wings of the great eagle to fly into the wilderness (Rev 12:14). The flying eagle (Rev 4:7) cries out and announces the threat of God's chastisements upon the inhabitants of the earth (Rev 8:13). Likewise the missionary mounts the heights to cry out, without violence but with power, the word of salvation.


- Angel-lion-prophet pressed into universal evangelization in order to change the history of death into the destiny of life. Claret also sees these symbolic elements and incorporates them into his missionary outlook. In them he discerns power to resist and triumph over the powers of evil. Michael and his angels fight against the dragon (Rev 12:7) and defend the cause of God with the two-edged sword of his Word. The mighty angel who came down from heaven and set his right foot on the sea and his left foot on the land and gave a loud shout like a lion's roar that was followed by seven thunders (Rev 10:1-3) appears in a perspective of universality: He announces a new and eternal gospel "to those who live on the earth -- to every nation and tribe and language and people" (Rev 14:6).


On the morning of 23 September 1859, Claret had an understanding of the text of Chapter 10 of the Apocalypse (Aut 685-687; SAW, pp. 315-316). Claret identified himself with the angel who is possessed by the fire of God and cries out to the whole world the gospel of salvation, which is not something optional, but and imperative obligation: "You must prophesy again about many people and nations and languages and kings" (Rev 10:11).


In the primitive shield of the Congregation, sketched by our Fr. Founder, the charismatic elements of our mission and spirituality are well integrated: above, a great heart (of Mary) and beneath it an open book (the four Gospels), supported by the rod and the staff; and below, the figure of St. Michael in victorious warfare over the demon. The present shield has lost the centrality of evangelization and also, to some extent, the character of the struggle against evil.


Under this ample apocalyptic symbolism, Claret saw the situation of the world and grasped that in keeping with God's plan, this situation of physical or spiritual death would be changed into a situation of abundant life and of eternal life, thanks to his own universal evangelization and that of his missionaries. His evangelizing mission, like that of the angel and the eagle of the Apocalypse, was universal in scope: "First in Cuba, and later [in other dioceses]" (SAW, p. 316; Aut 686). This character of universality also applied to his missionaries (ibid.).


- Son of thunder

Claret felt that he was a son of thunder and viewed his missionaries in the same way (Aut 686). They were identified with the seven thunders, which cry out and make their voices heard. The sons of thunder were first of all the sons of Zebedee (Mk 3:17). Now, in the line of prophetic continuity, they are Caret and his missionaries, the charismatic heirs of James and John.


- The offspring of the victorious woman: their characteristics and works

In his prophetic vision, Claret felt involved in the apocalyptic struggle against the evil one and his offspring. The anointing of the Spirit placed him on the side of the woman and of her lineage in the "unceasing battle between good and evil, between Satan and God's elect" (SSW, p. 405). Among this offspring the missionaries are a valiant and committed vanguard. As a young man, Claret had already made a decision to work intensely in the mission of evangelization and to struggle --with the weapon of God's Word and under the protection of the Blessed Virgin-- against the devil and his offspring, fully aware that his spirit went out to the whole world (EC III, p. 41). In this struggle the front ranks were held by the missionaries --religious, clergy and laity-- involved in the mystery of the Church Militant as the offspring of the victorious Woman.


- The offspring of the dragon: their characteristics and works

The dragon makes war on the rest of the offspring of the woman, those who keep the commandments of God and hold the testimony of Jesus" (Rev 12:17).  Just before Claret points out "the difference between the offspring of the woman called Mary and those who form the race of the serpent" (SSW, p. 552), he indicates who the devil seeks out adherents: "The devil's whole scheme is to beget sons like himself" (SSW, p. 551). He later enumerates the characteristics of those who want no king but Caesar [Jn 19:5] (Notes of a Plan, p. 12). They are blind and perverted men whose eyes are averse to the light (The Railway, 1859, pp. 59-60) and carry on the proselytizing work of Lucifer (SSW, p. 540 and note).


- Struggle and victory

Claret had an apocalyptic and eschatological view of history, above all from 1855 on (Aut 681 f., 685-687). He saw that it was necessary to struggle against and radically oppose the mystery of iniquity, which was set upon destroying the Reign of God. The very title of one of his short works indicates the combative thrust of his apostolate: "Notes of a Plan to conserve the beauty of the Church and to preserve it from errors and vices, which are the tares that the enemy takes the opportunity to sow among the good wheat." This is reaffirmed in his "Plan of the Academy of Saint Michael, whose "exclusive aim will be to combat religious errors and vice by means of truth and virtue" (Plan of the Academy, p. 12; cf.. SSW, p. 408). Finally, he ratifies this in his last short work, "The Two Standards" (1870).


"Saint John saw in spirit what happened at the beginning and will continue until the end" (The Two Standards, p. 11, note 1). The dragon, which could not devour the Son, now wants to avenge himself on the offspring, but the Woman keeps crushing the serpent's head. On cannot think that persecutions ended in Jesus: "The opposition is still on the attack, and contradictions and persecutions will continue" (SSW, p. 424). The battle is now being waged between two armies, one captained by Saint Michael and the other by Lucifer (SSW, p. 480). No one can remain neutral in this struggle: "he must necessarily make a decision for one side or the other, either in favor of Jesus or in favor of Lucifer. No one can serve two masters as opposed as these [Mt 6:24]" (The Two Standards, p. 6). The arms needed in order to fight and win are the arms of God (Eph 6:13): the virtues, especially justice, faith, hope, the Word of God and prayer. In contrast, the arms or wiles of Lucifer and his followers are lies and deceptions (SSW, pp. 480-481). The aim of the struggle is conversion.


The great struggle in heaven (Rev 12:7) is echoed by the war on earth. The war is or can be cruel, but "the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered" (Rev 5:5), and to the victor, to the one who is faithful in the battle until death, the crown of life will be given (Rev 2:10). Those who have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb (Rev 7:14) will enjoy the confidence and assurance of the victory of faith. We shall overcome thanks to Him and to the efficacious help of Mary: "We should take heart in the knowledge that Mary is on our side, that we can do all things with the help of the grace that is given to us, and that Mary is the Tower of David where all sorts of weapons are stored" [Song 4:4]" (SSW, pp. 566-567). But it is necessary for us to act like her, who crushes the proud and obstinate head of Lucifer --"his errors, his vices and his deceits" (SSW, p. 487)-- "but looks with pity and compassion on the body of the serpent, still longing for the conversion of those who make it up" (SSW, p. 568).


Claret, the warrior-prophet, since he had the anointing of the Spirit and the sword of the Word, saw himself involved in this historical context of warfare and discovered the role that he was called to play in it: to oppose the offspring of Satan with the arms of the Gospel and with the sharp-edged sword of the Word (Rev 7:16). He had already perceived it in this way in the vision he had in the Casa Tortadés (Aut 95-98) and he understood it better with the enlightenment he received during his ordination to the diaconate, where he was endowed with the power of the Spirit and where the bishop entrusted him the with arms of the Gospel (Aut 101). He then felt that he was a missionary: an Envoy like the Son and like the Apostles. From that time on his ideal was to live in the style of the Apostles, giving his ministry an orientation that was more warlike than cultic. In this sense he spoke in 1864 of the army of Mary, made up of missionaries who were freed and available for evangelization, of secular priests, and of laity committed to the mission of the Church (SSW, pp. 380-384).


- The eaten book

The book which no one could open, except the Lamb that was slain (Rev 5:1-10), indicates the Word of God which we must assimilate, incarnate and proclaim. The book is the person of Jesus himself, the Word of life and salvation, and it is the Word inspired by his Spirit. The missionary must have a true passion for the book of books: the Bible, which we must open, or rather, which we need to have opened for us by the only one who is capable of opening it. Bible reading forms a part of the charismatic gift which we have received from Claret. We possess the same apostolic spirit that he had, and inherent in it is the gift and task of searching the scriptures in order to be effective servants of the Word of life.

3. Aim of the apocalyptic of Claret's preaching: to comfort and give hope

Claret's apocalyptic moved along the line of prophetism and its fundamental attitude was one of meekness or gentleness. Claret was a meek announcer of glad tidings, of peace, of grace and of blessing in his preaching, which was free of any sterile and often harmful kind of terrorizing, as he himself notes (Aut 377). Nevertheless, on occasions the missionary will have to act strongly to defend the truth against the attacks of the evil one and his followers [2Jn 10] (The Two Standards, p. 41 ff.).

4. Claret and the Beauty of the Church

The heart of Archbishop Claret beat high with a desire that the Church, the Bride of Christ, should be without spot or wrinkle and should respond better to his great love, both in evangelical life and in mission, especially on the level of the religious, priestly and episcopal life. Claret wanted to re-create the Church by reforming it through and through. He directed all his activities in different fields and on different levels to this end. With this in mind he wrote his "Notes of a Plan to conserve the beauty of the Church," in order to bring it back to its original purity: the purity of the Gospel lived with the greatest coherence and fidelity. There is no doubt that he was thinking of a "new Jerusalem" which, in keeping with God's design, would be formed in the unity of all humankind with Christ, made up of men and women of every race, language, people and nation (Rev 5:9).


Claret applies Chapter 21 of the Book of Revelation to the Blessed Virgin as figure and representation of the Church: "Mary is the holy city of God, of transparent crystal through her purity and of finest gold through her charity; built upon the twelve precious foundation stone of the virtues; adorned by God to be His dear daughter, His beloved spouse and tender mother of the Lamb, and for this reason she has the bright clarity of God [Rev 21:2, 10-11]. This holy Marian city has twelve gates: three on the east, three on the north, three on the south and three on the west [Rev 21:12-13], in such wise that Mary receives people from all corners of the world. She is so eager for the salvation of all, that she herself lets us know that he who finds her, finds life, and will find health from the Lord [Prov 8:35]. And Saint John assures us that nations will walk in her light and the kings of the earth will bring their honor and glory to her [Rev 21:24; Is 60:3]" (SSW, p. 524).


The Church, like Mary, should be beautiful. The saint sees the variety of religious institutes along these lines of riches and beauty: "This diversity lends beauty and charm to the Church, which Scripture describes as a queen robed in the gold of charity and adorned yet more beautifully by the special variety of religious institutes" (SSW, p. 489). In order to be holy --as Claret thought-- the Church needs to abandon the golden calf and commit herself to the evangelization of the people, who hunger for the word of God but have been deprived of evangelization by the "lack of evangelical and apostolic preachers" (EC III, p. 41), and she needs to do so by returning to her primitive spirit.


In times of social and religious crisis, Claret worked to restore the beauty of the Church by renewing the clergy, creating parishes, forming associations, promoting the religious life and uplifting the cultural level of the laity by creating the Academy of Saint Michael in order to stem the growing tide of atheism. Claret collaborated more than anyone else to make the Church a pure and beautiful Spouse worthy of the spotless Lamb.

III. KEYS FOR A VOCATIONAL READING
1. Charismatic experience of Christian faith and of apostolic vocation

The repeated occurrence of the theme of love in the Fourth Gospel and the other Johannine writings presupposes a deep personal experience of Jesus' love. This already suggests a key for reading this part of the Bible. It was certainly the case with Claret, for whom the experience of the nearness of the Lord, cultivated through intense prayer, constituted the principal motive for his missionary action. This perspective shows us an important key for a vocational reading of the Johannine writings, namely, seeing our charism as a sign of predilection, which at the same time entails a serious responsibility in faith and mission.

2. Missionary identity

Our identity is missionary. Its roots are sunken in the anointing of the Spirit and in the mission of Jesus: "As the Father has sent me, so I also send you" (Jn 20:21). With Claret and like him, we are asked to take up the lifestyle of the Apostles and to continue their evangelizing task.


- In a line of charismatic continuity with the Apostles

Continuity in the charismatic line with Jesus and the Apostles was essential for our Father Founder, not only or even mainly because he was an archbishop, but rather because of his condition as an apostolic missionary. We too participate in this same dimension. Jesus is the paradigm of the Claretian Missionary, who is called to relive the missionary experience of the Apostles and of Claret.


- In an attitude of discernment between what is personally proper of Claret and what he transmitted to us in the line of charismatic inspiration

More than a hundred years filled with transformations in all fields separate us from Claret. But the charismatic pillar stand firm in this world where the power of evil are as active as ever and the need for an intensive and extensive evangelization is as urgent today as it was then. The Claretian is called to represent Christ in the world and to be his witness and herald. For this, he needs to draw nearer to the Word of God, which will allow him to nourish his missionary life, to correct deviations and infidelities, and to discern expression that will be adequate for his mission in each context.


-In creative dialogue with different peoples and cultures

This is a great challenge: not to impose, bur rather to announce and bear witness to the Gospel and to invite others to the new life with the Risen Lord through a respectful and open dialogue. Claret learned how to live close to the people, not only when he was moving within his own cultural area of Catalonia, but also in the Canary Islands and Cuba. Today we would speak of inculturation. On one occasion he wrote to a friend: "In the New World everything is new. All plans made for Europe cannot be put into practice in America" (EC I, pp. 891-892).


Evangelization always takes place in an encounter between persons and peoples, each with their own history and with their different cultures, and also with their realities of sin and injustice because, today as yesterday, "the thirst for material things is drying up the heart and bowels of modern societies" (Aut 357). Reading the Johannine writings with this sensibility toward intercultural dialogue will help us to take them up vocationally.


- Receiving the deep insights that respond to the truth of the Gospel and the feeling of the Church.


The following are the great insights from John that Claret gathers:

- 
The incarnation of the Word

- 
The Eucharist

- 
Sacramental presence

- 
Fraternal charity

- 
Authority as service and oblation, following the example of the Good
Shepherd.


Our own key for reading the Johannine writings can be summed up in this simple indication. On the one hand, doing as Claret did, rejecting and struggling against the world of evil with its concupiscences: the antichrist, the dragon, the beast, etc.; and, on the other, taking up everything that the Johannine writings tell us Jesus has commanded and communicated as a source of life and hope:

-
The Father who has loved the world so much.

-
Fraternal love: Love one another as I have loved you.

-
The identity of Jesus: bread of life, fountain of living water, good shepherd, light of the world, the way, the truth and the life, the vine united with the branches, Master and Lord...

-
Joyfully and optimistically accepting all that Jesus promises and entrusts to us through the evangelist: peace, the Spirit, his own Mother.

-
Accepting his sending us out on mission with all the guarantees of effective help, of triumph and of victory: As the Father has sent me, so also I send you,

3. Taking up and living the values of the gospel

The identity of the Claretian Missionary is built around certain gospel values that we also discover in the Johannine writings and which therefore find a particular resonance in our reading and meditation.


- Conversion

The grace of a missionary's call keeps him in an attitude of ongoing conversion. "Remember then what you have received and heard; obey it and repent. If you do not rouse yourself I will come like a thief at a time you will not know" (Rev 3:3). Authentic conversion means shaking off our lukewarmness (Rev 3:15-16) and recovering our old love and turning back to our first conduct (Rev 2:4-5). Ongoing conversion to God and to the cause of the Kingdom is nourished by our encounter with the Word.


- Sonship

Like Jesus and John, we are sons of the Father and sons of Mary, who accepts us and whom we accept. The Father, who is in heaven, has had this great charity, He "makes all who truly follow him children of God. 'He gave them power to become children of God' [Jn 1:21]" (SSW, p. 565). As sons we have been sent by the Father, in that gesture which revealed the depth of his love, for "the salvation of the world" (cf. Jn 3:16 ff.). Claret speaks of both sonships with joyful gratitude, driving him to be ever more faithful and generous in response to the gift he has received from the Spirit. He lives his sonship in a missionary key.


- Discipleship

Claret saw John as the Beloved Disciple and he felt that he should imitate him as a disciple, by being a friend of Jesus and a faithful son of Mary. He also felt that he should imitate John as a disciple, a son of thunder, who was full of love and zeal (Aut 686). The following of Jesus the Evangelizer is another important perspective in out vocational reading/


- Faith and witness

Firmly believing in the cause of the Kingdom, and in the victory of Jesus over the powers of evil that seem to impose themselves, is an indispensable attitude for the missionary. Expressing this solid faith in the different contexts of life is a natural demand for the evangelizer. Jesus is the faithful witness who loves us and has washed away our sins in his blood (Rev 1:5). He is the first and the last, and the living one (Rev 1:17-18). "If we are promulgators of his Gospel, we would be so in vain if we did not have the virtue which we must teach" (Retreat in Cuba, transcribed by Antoni Barjau). The call to evangelical transparency, which is expressed in the consistence between out announcement and our missionary life, is an important key for a vocational reading of the Johannine writings.


- Charity and service

Charity is give to us in order to serve, and service is a permanent attitude of the evangelizer. Charity is the force that drives the missionary: "There is so much joy in healing the sick, freeing the prisoner, consoling the afflicted and cheering the sad" (Aut 213). Moreover, the living of the commandment of love in missionary community is itself an announcement of the Gospel.


- Prophetism and commitment in the evangelizing vanguard of the Church, above all wherever the Gospel of life is denied

The message that God has transmitted to us through John is a message of hope. The Word became flesh in order to give us eternal life. And the missionary, deeply united with Christ, is a transmitter of life in places and situations of physical and spiritual death. It belongs to us to give a reason for our hope in the building of a better world that is more in keeping with the heart of God. We are an evangelizing vanguard in continual struggle against evil, and we are prophets of new life. For us, this means commitment, battle and victory. Prophetism is an essential key for our Claretian vocational reading of the Bible.

4. A critical reading of reality in similar but also different contexts

The author of the Johannine writings does a reading of reality as revealed to him by the Spirit, and he sees in all its rawness during a time of ruthless persecution of the Church.  But the abusive treatment of the two witnesses (Rev 11:3 ff.) will become a first fruits of glory for them and of new life for the world. The three contexts --that of John, of Claret and ourselves-- are distant, but not very different. In all of them evil strives to reign, but the power of the Word is a victorious presence of God in the world. We are all challenged to announce the Gospel of love and life, no matter what historical period in which we are situated.

5. Whatever is most urgent, timely and effective

If we look with open hearts to the challenges of evangelization and remain faithful to out mission in the Church (CPR 77; SW 3.2), we are driven to discover and attend to whatever is most urgent, timely and effective (CPR 5; CC 48). This triad calls for creative capacity, for being in the vanguard of mission wherever the need or the risk is greatest, and for opening our hearts to the dynamism of the Spirit, to boldness and to universality, with absolute availability. These three nouns in the form of adjectives --which spring from the very roots of the Claretian charism and mission-- point us in this direction. An in-depth reading of the Apocalypse will reveal to us the beauty and timeliness of the charism that has been given to us.

6. Utopia in the Claretian mission

In the Johannine writings we perceive a spirit of struggle, energy and apostolic daring in the warmth of the Spirit of the Risen Lord, who renews and transforms all things. We pass from death to life by faith (Jn 5:24) and by love for the brethren (1Jn 3:14). The gift of the Spirit dispels fear from the hearts of believers and gives birth to hope. That is how it happened with the Apostles: "After receiving this divine Spirit, they were valiant, eloquent, powerful in word and work, they did wonders and converted the world" (SSW, pp. 344-345).


No matter how much Lucifer and his hosts cry, scream and threaten, "we do not have to fear even death itself, since it would be the richest gain we could achieve, dying for Christ as so many martyrs have done" (The Two Standards, p. 39). Claret suffered grievously at the sight of the passivity of many Christians and he said: “Goodness requires effort, and the children of the world are more prudent, valiant and constant than the children of light” (Notes of a Plan, p. 43).


His passion for the Kingdom led Claret to live and move in a sphere much higher than that of most of the clergy in his time. The love of Christ should spur and impel us who are missionaries "to run and fly on the wings of holy zeal" (SSW, p. 493). Claret keeps probing us with his rich experience of the Word of God, which he transformed into life and testimony, celebration and proclamation.  In this Word we find the strength of the Spirit who has anointed and sent us to evangelize the poor, and who makes us witnesses and apostles, prophets and martyrs. Thus we will be able in some way to anticipate the utopia of the Kingdom, the presence and grace of the New Jerusalem amidst the ruins of the present, stone by stone building up the Kingdom of love.
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