THEME 8:
WORDS TO THE SEVEN CHURCHES
TEXT:
Revelation 1 – 3

BIBLICAL KEY

1. LITERARY LEVEL

1.1. Vocabulary

1.1.1. Community-related words

The first notable characteristic of these texts is the frequency with which they use the term “Church.” Except for 22:16, the term is restricted to these three chapters. In most cases it is used in the plural, as in the exhortation to “hear what the Spirit says to the Churches” (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3: 6, 13, 22). That these Churches constitute a whole is explicitly stated in 2:23, “all the Churches will know.” The plural is also used symbolically in the expression “the seven Churches” (1:4, 11, 20 twice). Nevertheless, in other cases (2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14), John is commanded to write to the angel of a particular Church, and this singularity of each “Church” is manifested in the distinctive circumstances that justify the distinct messages that each of them receives. This is seen most strikingly in the manifest contrast between the message to Smryna: “I know your affliction and your poverty, even though you are rich” (2:9) and the message to Laodicea: “You say, ‘I am rich…’ and you do not realize that you are…poor” (3:17). This alternation between singular and plural may perhaps signify that although the author starts out from the particular situation of each Church, he moves toward the universal, in an attempt to achieve as best he can the totality of the Church.

At any rate, the Church is considered in its condition as a worshiping community, since it is related to the lampstands of a liturgical celebration, presided over by “one like a Son of Man…who walks among the seven golden lampstands”  (1:13; 2:1). At this celebration, a Church in need of repentance runs the risk that Christ “will remove your lampstand from its place” (2:5).

The cultic nature of this celebration is reinforced by the mention of the angels and stars --interchangeable terms that refer to those who preside over the community in the name of Christ-- who “holds them in the power of his right hand” (1:16 [échon]; 2:1 [kratôn]; 3:1).

1.1.2. Words of resistance vs. capitulation

The message is born in the midst of the difficulties caused by the Adversary, Satan, who dwells and has his throne in Pergamum (2:13). In Smyrna (2:9) and Philadelphia (3:9), the members of the “synagogue of Satan” are people who say that they are Jews but are not. Satan is also behind certain doctrines, which can hence be called “the deep things of Satan” (2:24).

This situation allows the seer to define himself as “your brother and co-sharer in the tribulation and kingdom and patient endurance (hypomoné) in Jesus” (1:9). The tribulation that affects the members of the Church of Smyrna is, therefore, temporary (2:9-10), and of a very different order than the great tribulation which awaits those in Thyatira who commit adultery with “Jezebel” (2:22).

In facing these temporary difficulties, Christians must have an attitude of resistance marked by the necessary quality of patient endurance. This quality, mingled with labors, sufferings, charity and a spirit of service, is viewed as a praiseworthy condition of the Christians of Ephesus (2:2-3) and of Thyatira (2:9-10). It is a Word of the Lord himself (3:10), which should be “kept” in the same way as the Word (3:8), as prophecy (1:3) and as the works of Jesus Christ (2:26).

Hence the importance of “holding” or “holding fast” in these chapters. The term has a twofold meaning, depending on whether one is holding on to an object that is proper of or alien to the Church community. In the latter case, those who hold the doctrine of  Balaam and  the doctrine of the Nicolaitans (2:14-15) are condemned. On the contrary, the Churches of Thyatira and Philadelphia are warmly encouraged to “hold fast to what you already have” (2:25; 3:11), the Church of Pergamum is praised for “holding fast my name” (2:13), and Christ himself is described as “holding the seven stars powerfully in his right hand” (2:1).

From this twofold “holding” arise two types of works, subject to the judgment of Christ, who “will give to each of you as your works deserve” (2:23). He knows whether they are praiseworthy (2:2, 3, 19 twice), since they are in accord with his own works (2:26), or reprehensible (2:4, 22; 3:1, 15) or incomplete (3:2), since they do not measure up to his way of acting.

1.1.3.Words of concealment or transparency
The text puts God’s knowing in direct relationship with the aforesaid works or actions proper of each of the Churches (“I know [oîda] your works…” 2:2, 9, 13, 19; 3:1, 8, 15. This “knowing” is given as a singularly outstanding property to the “victor” in the message to Pergamum (2:17), but is absolutely denied regarding Laodicea (3:17).

From this derives the Church’s knowledge (gnôsis: 2:23) of God’s knowing and loving (3:9), which demands that Christians must be vigilant and must not “know the deep things of Satan” (2:24).

The communication of knowledge entails the need to hear or listen. In 1:10 is used to convey a piece of information; “I heard.” In other cases, however, it indicates hearing, heeding and performing an action that is connected with blessed happiness (1:3), supping with the Lord (3:20), repenting (3:3) and accepting the message of the Spirit (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22).

This transmission and acceptance of knowledge through listening highlights the act of communication, which is subserved by “writing” and “the word.”
Writing has a direct connection with God. It refers to the written prophecy of Rev (1:3), to the new name written on the white stone (2:17), to the name of God and of the city of God written by Christ on those who conquer (3:12), and to whatever is written at his command (1:19; 2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14).

The term word has, if possible, an even greater connection with the divine.  It is described as the Word “of God” (1:2, 9) and “of this prophecy” (1:3). Christ points out that it is his word (3:8). Moreover, it is meant to be testified to (1:2), heard (1:3) and kept (1:3; 3:8, 10).

The verb to say has two basic meanings. It predominantly refers to utterances by God, Christ or the Spirit. But in its reflexive form it indicates a falsification of reality. “They say [= claim] to be apostles (2:2) or “Jews” (2:9), but they are not. The woman Jezebel “says that she is a prophet,” yet she deceives (2:20). In Thyatira some hold to the false doctrine that they say contains “the deep things of Satan” (2:24), while those in Laodicea say “I am rich,” whereas they are unaware of their poverty (3:17).

This same ignorance of reality can be attached to the term “name.” “You have a name of being alive, but you are dead” (3:1). Nevertheless, in all other cases the “name” is closely linked to the fidelity of true believers (2:3, 13; 3:5, 8) or to the fidelity of God himself (2:17; 3:12).

1.2.  Literary Genres

1.2.1. Liturgical dialogue
1:3 speaks of a reader and of hearers who listen to his reading. This not only prescribes the way to read the whole book, but also directly leads into 1:4-8, where the author consigns some affirmations referring to God, the community’s response of “Amen,” and finally the direct intervention of God himself. These three elements undoubtedly arise from the liturgical life of the Church. In the first and the third of them the tone of a doxology predominates; that is, they give glory to God, who is intimately related to Christ. These doxologies, which originate in the liturgy of the Church, are dispersed throughout the book.

1.2.2. Christophany and Prophetic Vocation

1:9-20 begins with a description of the seer’s situation and of the place of his vision (1:9), followed by a vision of Christ in the manner of the OT theophanies. In it, along with the visual elements proper, described in 1:12b-16, there are also auditory elements that include the mission to write (1:11, 19). These are also united to oracles of salvation, headed by the “Fear not” of 1:17b-18, which reaffirm the “resuscitating” contact of 1:17a, as well as to other particulars of the vision in 1:19-20. Together, they resemble a scheme used in prophetic vocations, which single out the place, the vision, the mission, the difficulty in carrying it out, and a sign of overcoming.

1.2.3. A letter with prophetic/sapiential elements

In 1:3, the whole book is designated as a prophecy. These elements are strongly marked in the letters to the seven Churches, which are conceived of in the manner of biblical oracles that start out from a precisely defined situation, on which a positive or negative judgment is passed, accompanied by a promise. These prophetic elements are mingled with typical elements of a sapiential exhortation, such a “He who has ears,” as well as others that invite one to a true comprehension of existence.

1.3.  Structure

The foregoing genres appear to be structured as follows:

A) Prologue and salutation (1:1-8).

B) Inaugural vision (1:9-20).

C) Message to each Church, made up of the following elements.

Order to write and name of addressee

Christ speaks, referring to one of his attributes in the initial vision

Description of the good or bad situation of the Church, beginning with an “I know,” and followed by an invitation to persevere or to repent

Promise to the victor and a sapiential exhortation to hear:

	
	Ephesus
	Smyrna  
	Pergamum
	Thyatira
	Sardis
	Philadelphia
	Laodicea

	a)
	2:1a
	2:8a
	2:12a
	2:18a
	3.1a
	3:7a
	3:14a

	b)
	2:1b
	2:8b
	2:12b
	2:18b
	3:1b
	3:7b
	3:14b

	c)
	2:2-6
	2:9-10
	2:13-16
	2:19-25
	3:1c-4
	3:8-11
	3:15-20

	d)
	2:7
	2:11
	2:17
	2:26-29
	3:5-6
	3:12-13
	3:21-22


HISTORICAL LEVEL

2.1. Situation in the Roman Province of Asia
Immediately after the death of Alexander the Great, his Empire was divided among his Generals. In 189 BC, most of the modern Asia Minor was detached from the Seleucid kingdom of Antiochus III by the Romans, who handed it over to their astute allies, the Attalids, who managed to create a kingdom centered around Pergamum, to which other territories of Mysia, Lydia and Caria, plus the coastal areas of Aeolia, Ionia and the Troad, as well as many Aegean islands, including Rhodes and Patmos, were eventually annexed. When Attalus III died in 133 BC, he willed his kingdom to Rome, which made it into the Province of Asia, eventually moving the capital from Pergamum to Ephesus. In 116 BC, the Province was enlarged with the addition of Greater Phrygia. At the beginning of the last third of the 2nd century, the Romans constituted these territories into “Proconsular Asia,” to which all of the cities of Rev 2-3 belonged.

2.1.1. The cities on the imperial roadway
The order in which the text lists these cities is not accidental, since it marks the stages of the imperial roadway which, beginning in Ephesus, went on along the coastal ways toward the north. Still in Ionia, it ran to Smyrna and turned northeast to Pergamum. Then it turned southeast and inland to Thyatira, Sardis and Philadelphia in Lydia, and went on to Laodicea in Phrygia.

From the data we have on these cities, we can underscore the following points in order to have a better understanding of the texts:

· Ephesus, a seaport located at the mouth of the river Cayster at the juncture of shipping routes with the “common road” and with other overland routes, was very rich and prosperous, with a vast sphere of influence that reached as far as Crete. It was a commercial, political (the seat of the Proconsul of Asia) and religious metropolis, noted for its cult of the goddess Artemis and its magical practices. Its population included a significant number of Jews.

· Smyrna, located at the mouth of the river Hermus, was an important commercial city that took advantage of its status as a natural Mediterranean port for Sardis.

· Pergamum lay in the valley of the river Caicus. It had been the residence of the Attalids and was later, for a time, the residence of a Proconsul in the Roman epoch. A superb altar to Zeus was erected on the Acropolis of the city.

· Thyatira, on the road between Pergamum and Sardis, though less important than those two cities, was an industrial and commercial center, with a number of temples, in one of which an oriental prophetess plied her trade.

· Sardis, the former capital, of the Kingdom of Lydia, which maintained is important under Persian, Greek and Roman rule (though it was almost destroyed by an earthquake in 17 AD), was famous for its woolen goods.

· Philadelphia was situated on the route between Sardis and Colossae in a fertile region alongside the river Cogamis. The city was almost destroyed by the sane earthquake in 17 AD.

· Laodicea was a medical center, especially for diseases of the eye. It was a commercial center with many banks and commercial houses, and was also an industrial center for woolen goods.

2.1.2. Cultural symbiosis in the Province of Asia


Its situation at the crossroads of the region, especially that of Ephesus, the gateway to the East, gave the Province of Asia great prestige. Thanks to its intense commercial traffic, it brought many different nationalities together and favored the creation of a syncretistic culture that juxtaposed diverse elements taken from the different human groups that were in communication there.


Primitive Christianity was no exception to the rule in this matter. From Colossians and Ephesians, and on through the Pastoral Epistles, we find ourselves in an ambiance in which elements of Jewish derivation are mingled with “pre-Gnostic teachings” that are hard to describe in definite terms. “Endless genealogies” (1 Tim 1:4) appear long with “Powers and Dominations” (see Col and Eph), the love of money (1 Tim 6:10) and rigorous extremes (see 1 Tim 4:3).


The same ambiance is present in Rev 2-3. The Nicolaitans (2:6, 15) appear in connection with “food sacrificed to idols” and “fornication” (2:14, 20). Their Jewish roots are suggested in manifold expressions: “the teaching of Balaam” (2:14), “the woman Jezebel who calls herself a prophet,” (2:20) and “the Synagogue of Satan, who way they are Jews and are not” (2:9; 3:9). Their pre-Gnostic kinship can be deduced from the allusion to their knowledge of “the deep things of Satan” (2:24).

2.2. Emperor Worship

Before the Christian era, Pergamum expressed its political loyalty to Rome by actions in keeping with its cultic milieu: building temples to Rome and to Augustus. In the time of his successor, a list of cities that disputed the power to erect a temple to Tiberias included all the cities mentioned in Revelation, except Thyatira and Philadelphia. In other lists, only Thyatira does not appear as committed to worshipping the Emperor.


Under Domitian, this cult was made indispensable if one was not to be excluded from life in the Empire. This fact became a decisive factor in being able to partake of commercial benefits.

2.3. Religious syncretism in service of the Empire

Situated in places of intense interchange of goods, communities either gave in to or triumphed over the temptation to bow down to the idol of power, the only one that could offer them commercial advantages. This is why Smyrna is deemed rich in its poverty (2:9) and Laodicea is deemed poor in its riches (3:17), in a world in which it had been decreed that “no one can buy or sell who does not have the mark, that is the name of the Beast or the number of its name” (Rev 13:17).


Religious syncretism, mentioned above, was in fact a cause for a diminishing of Christian commitment. This is seen clearly in dinners that featured meats offered to idols. For the rich, these sacrificial dinners were an unavoidable means of not being excluded from the commercial network. For the poor, they were a means of subsistence that it cost them dearly to renounce.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. The Lord

3.1.1. His Attributes

The meaning of the statements made in the chapters can only be understood in the light of OT texts in general, and of Jewish Apocalyptic, and above all of Daniel, to which the author turns to both in these chapters and throughout the book.


The “grace and peace” which are sent to the Churches in the greeting (1:4), proceed, in the first place, from God the Father, “who is and who was and who is to come” (1:4; see 1:8). With this formula, the author harks back to the “I am who am” (Ex 3:14), and thus points, first of all, to the foundational moment of the people. However in the last part (1:8) he projects the reader toward the future, so that he can call the Father “the Alpha and the Omega” which sets us in the framework of the temporal succession in which he shows himself to be “the Almighty.”

In the second place, “grace and peace” also proceed from the seven Spirits. These Spirits are situated before the throne of God, expressing their readiness to carry out the action of God in view of his saving design for the world.

But the center of attention of the texts is focused on the person of Jesus Christ, by whom the “Revelation” is transmitted. He is “the First and the Last” (1:17) and hence he has the same attributes as the Father, “the Alpha and the Omega,” whose transcendence he shares. This is symbolized in the vision that tells us that “his head and his hair were white as white wool, white as snow” (1:14). Moreover, the royal “golden sash” (1:13b) of him who is the “ruler of the kings of the earth” (1:5b) shows him to be the unique depositary of the absolute Lordship of the Almighty.

These qualities enable him to exercise his role as Mediator. The “Revelation of Jesus Christ” proceeds from God and, through his Angel, reaches the seer, the reader and the whole community that is listening to him.

This revelatory mediation is mainly concerned with history: “what is, and what is to take place after this” (1:19). Hence the attributes of Jesus are described in the greeting and inaugural vision in connection with texts that deeply affected the history of Israel: Ezekiel, Second Isaiah, Psalm 89, Second Zechariah and Daniel.

Chapter 10 of Daniel provides the framework and some elements for the inaugural vision of Rev 1:9-20. In both texts the transcendence of God demands an historical mediation: a man clothed in linen and a figure in human form in Daniel, and the figure of Jesus Christ, son of man, in Rev.

In both theophanies, the receivers of the revelation react by “falling down” (Dan 10:9; Rev 1:17a), and in both a hand reassures them (Dan 10:10; Rev 1:17b) and comforts them with an oracle of salvation: “Fear not” (Dan 10:11; Rev 1:17c).

Jesus’ apparition to John the seer occurs in the context of a battle in which the final events of history unfold in terms of the text of Daniel: “This word was true, and it concerned a great conflict” (Dan 10:1b).

Absolute Lordship is indispensable in order to win the victory in this conflict. In the greeting of Rev this is expressed by the title, “ruler of the kings of the earth” (1:5c). Like the mediator in Daniel, this ruler has feet of burnished bronze (Rev 1:15a; see Dan 10:6). His majesty is terrifying: his eyes flashing like a flame of fire (Rev 1:14) and his voice like a trumpet (1:10b) and the sound of many waters (1:15b).

Nevertheless, this great Lord does not forget the humiliation and suffering of his earthly condition and so he says, “I am…the living one. I was dead, and see, I am alive forever and ever” (1:18a). This concern for the past of Jesus becomes a concern for the whole past of Israel, which can only be recovered by its passage from the humiliation to the glory of Christ. Hence we see the preference for texts from the time of the Exile (Isaiah and Ezekiel) and later (Psalm 89, Second Zechariah and Daniel).

From Second Isaiah, the author takes the Lord’s condition as redeemer or go’el (Is 44:6 and 48:12), which he converts into the First and the Last, and his fidelity in suffering for justice’ sake of the Faithful Witness (Is 55:4). From Ezekiel, the author borrows the journey from the initial prostration of the Prophet and of the people to the return of the glory of Yahweh (Ezk 43:2). The change of situation is underscored by recourse to the promise made to David (Ps 89:28) in the midst of the humiliating situations described in the Psalm (v. 38).

But the main sources that the author uses for his descriptions are apocalyptic texts of the Greek epoch: the One who has been pierced through, yet has become the source of liberation and purification for Jerusalem (Zech 12:10 ff.); the promises that complement the text of Dan 10: Dan 8 (see Rev 1:17) on the time allotted for the oppression exercised by the enemies of the people) and Dan 7 (see Rev 1:7) on the everlasting character of the Reign entrusted to the Son of Man.

Along with these texts of the first chapter, in the letters to the seven churches we find and unfolding of salvation history from the “tree of life” (see Gen 2:9) to the “new name” found in Third Isaiah (Is 56:5); 62:2; 65:15).

This constantly repeated recourse to sacred history is aimed at reminding the community of this history as they are undergoing their own great hardships. It enables them to recreate their hope in the God who has always been at work among his people, who were constantly threatened by their enemies: the God who has now become definitively present in the Person of Jesus.

3.1.2. His presence in the communities

The Christ of the inaugural vision is also a priest “clothed with an ankle-length robe” (1:13b), who “has made us a Kingdom of Priests” (1:6). This priestly character underscores the close connection that exists between Christ and the Churches. This connection is also reflected in the fact that the sender of the messages to the Churches is described by traits referred to Christ in the initial vision. He holds in his hand the seven stars and walks among the seven lampstands, over which he can exercise power. He can levy a decree of separation from the worshiping community. He takes part in difficulties of the community of Smyrna. Against the wayward of the community of Pergamum, he is prepared to wield the words of the two-edged sword of judgment. He has the power to fortify the community of Thyatira and to smash their adversaries. He offers the Philadelphians a way out of their difficulties. He bears witness against the lukewarmness of Laodiceans, whom he threatens to vomit out of his mouth unless they repent.

Likewise, the “I know” that begins each message is proper of Someone who is strongly present in the life of the community. This presence affects the sharing of each Church in liturgical life. But it is not restricted to the area of worship, since it is based on the response that each Church gives in its day to day events. Borrowing judicial sentences from the OT in order to condemn behavior that does not conform to the Christian name, and transforming them into words of hope and reassurance for those who remain faithful to that name, it sees worship as the culmination of a life lived in the “patient endurance” needed for the authentic service of Christ.

In this way, true community worship, both present and future, is linked to union with the Unique Priestly Mediator, through a victory born of resistance to the demonic powers of the Empire, which in turn leads to a more intimate sharing with Jesus, both in his cultic (a pillar in the sanctuary of God) and royal (seated on the throne with Christ and the Father) powers.

Moreover, it leads to a share in the Fullness of Life expressed in manifold images: eating of the tree of life in the Paradise of God; not suffering the second death; receiving “a white stone, on which is written a new name, and the “Morning Star”; and not having one’s name erased from the book of life.

3.2. The camouflage produced by the Empire

3.2.1. Actions of the Emperor: persecutions, other means

The parity between demonic power and divinized political power justifies calling it a Satan or Devil, because it demands worship and uses all means in its grasp to obtain that worship. In this way it stands revealed as the adversary of God, to whom alone adoration is due. This adversarial work had already occurred in the past, with the death of Jesus, who washed us clean in his blood. It had also been felt by the Christians of Ephesus, who had been suffering for Jesus’ name, and by Antipas, Christ’s faithful witness who had died in Pergamum. Indeed, it still continues to be an unavoidable condition of Christian existence. John defines himself as a companion, not only in the Kingdom, but also in tribulation. The devil is about to throw some Christians of Smyrna into prison to test them. The confession of Jesus’ name, in a context of violent persecution, thus becomes a crucial point of God’s judgment, which is now in course.


But the Empire also had other means to dissuade people from fulfilling their Christian commitment. Physical violence was transformed into an idolatrous snare that led people “to eat meat sacrificed to idols.” This sharing in emperor worship could be described as a form of “fornication,” since it consisted of a real braking of the marriage covenant with God.


The seductive lure of the Empire was also the cause of the economic penury of the faithful of Smyrna and of the prosperity of the Church at Laodicea as a result of its pact with the imperial power. This lure was also dressed in the guise of false doctrine: of those who called themselves without being so; of those who call themselves Jews but belong to the synagogue of Satan; of Jezebel who claims to be a prophetess, teaching and deceiving the servants of Jesus and leading them into a “Gnostic” knowledge of the deep things of Satan.


In this way, the idol of political power was frequently associated with the economic power in its service, and above all with the ideological power that justified its worship and sometimes even led some Christian communities astray.

3.2.2. The True Lord versus the Roman Emperor

All the actions taken by the Empire were aimed at the acceptance of its Lordship. Hence, the True Lord makes himself present with all the attributes of his universal Kingship against the pretended universal kingship of the Empire. The Lord’s scepter, throne and –twice—the power of the keys are mentioned.


Against the edicts issued by the Emperor, and against the judgments which, aided and abetted by the slanders and deceptions of collaborators, are aimed at camouflaging the real situation, we hear the repeated judgments of the Lord, under whose gaze the struggle is unfolding.


Moreover, in contrast to the lies and calumnies issuing from the imperial throne, the power of Jesus is based on solid and coherent truth. Thus Jesus can present himself as “the Amen,” “the Witness who is faithful and true.” Both are qualities that have stood the test of time, while demanding the same firmness and coherence on the part of Jesus’ followers. Hence the judgment on one’s conduct (“works”) is based on the greater or lesser measuring up to that firmness and coherence.

3.3. The Word to the Community

Christ’s intervention is carried out through a spoken and written Word that must be heard and read solemnly in a community act. Hence it is an interpellation, a probing call inviting the communities to live more transparently, to recover their true identity and to receive a sure promise bound to wisdom.

3.3.1. Community life in need of transparency

The Lord’s “saying” goes out against those “who say that they are” what they are not. If slander and deceit are even more adverse to the communities than persecution, the Lord’s action is directed to them in order to alert them to the vanity of the imperial idol and its actions. He awakens this consciousness within them by disclosing to them the true meaning of the present situation.


He calls the communities to recognize that this awareness is the only way of escaping the darkness that threatens to engulf them. Looking beyond the mere appearance of things, the faithful of Smyrna discover in Christ’s Word to them, the riches that lie hidden in their poverty. In contrast, the faithful of Laodicea, who claim to be rich and without need, should realize that they are really wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. Those of Sardis, who “have a name of being alive,” are in fact “dead.” This unmasking of reality should lead them to detest erroneous doctrines and teachings. They should grasp that the tribulation wrought by the false god is temporary, in contrast to the “great tribulation” which the true God will send.


This challenge is aimed at making community life more transparent, at making it see that the true enemy is not the vain power of the Empire, but rather the compromises and pacts that the community might establish with it. The idol only has power if it can make us assume its values. This is the only way in which the idol can rule in the hearts of its worshippers.


Hence it is necessary for the community to know that success in battle can only be achieved by setting its own values against those of the Empire on all levels of existence. Nothing can escape this confrontation. In it march through the desert, the community will find that the “hidden manna” is the antidote against the teaching of Balaam, that the “morning star” overcomes that “deep things of Satan,” and that the Sanctuary and City where God’s name resides defeats “the synagogue of Satan.”

3.3.2. The Word that rebuilds community identity

A primordial function of the Word is to recreate community identity. This Word is heard and proclaimed in worship, and the liturgies of this worship aim at recovering the community’s proper identity. To participate in them is to be brought back to the action of Christ, who was dead but now lives.


Hence the Word is always a return to origins. The latest works that go beyond the first cannot be of a different order than the first. If a community loses its first love, it must return to its first works. Only on the basis of them can one overcome the forces of chaos that threaten the unfolding of salvation history. Thus the Word recovers “the tree of life that is in the paradise of God,” triumphs over the inroads of evil teachings like those of Balaam, scatters the darkness of night with the light of the Morning Star, receives the power of David in a new city, and becomes an invitation to a return to intimacy and to sharing in the table of the Lord.


The Word, listened to in worship, is the food that enables the community to recover the symbols dreams and longings that reveal its most authentic being. The community turns back to its first experiences, not out of nostalgia for God’s interventions in the past, but with the trusting assurance that this past has the potential for growth and is indeed growing in the present.

3.3.3. Wisdom: a pressing demand of the Spirit


Each of the seven letters ends with the same exhortation: “Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the Churches.” This exhortation sets the life of the community under the sign of listening and of obedience. As opposed to the Empire’s pretension that an autonomy that allows it to do whatever it wills, Christian existence develops by accepting what God has established.


This acceptance means full trusting in “the Amen,” “the faithful and true Witness,” regarding what will come to pass in continuity with the act of creation, since he is also the origin of God’s creation (3:14).


From this Word, the foundation of all existence, arises the need for community discernment that leads its members to understand the authentic meaning of events. The multiple images of Life that are expressed in the promises are linked to this right understanding; hence, True Wisdom consists in them.


In this way the Spirit invites the Churches to win in the decisive combat that is developing, so that the may “eat of the tree of life,” obtain “the crown of life,” eat “the hidden manna,” have their name written in “the book of life,” find a place in the Sanctuary and City of God, as well as a supper and seat beside Christ.


Nourishment and Name, human Fellowship and authentic religious Relationship: these cannot be achieved by following the vain precepts of the idol of power, but only by following a life of Obedience to Christ and to the Spirit.

CLARETIAN KEY

WHAT IS THE LORD SAYING TO OUR MISSIONARY COMMUNITY?

The “Definition of the Missionary” (Aut 494; CC 9) is undoubtedly the best synthesis of our identity in the Church and in the world. In it we find and important reference point for approaching these first three chapters of the Apocalypse of John. A twofold question is set before us:

· What is the Lord saying to our community and to our Congregation? A vocational reading of the biblical texts we are considering in this theme makes it impossible for us to avoid a confrontation –both personal and community-related—with the first word that the lord spoke to us through our Founder. In the process of postconciliar renewal, this question has found a strong resonance in out community.

· But our concern does not stop with ourselves. Rather, it reaches out to broader ecclesial horizons. Because we feel that we are church, and because, within the Church we know that we are of the missionary vanguard, we ask ourselves: What is the Lord saying to the Church today? And to the process of discerning that word, we want to bring the gift that the Spirit has given us, in order to contribute to the Church’s edification and growth.

We know that the renewal (he would say “reform”) of the Church was a constant preoccupation of our Founder. In Madrid, on 5 June 1857, a very short time after his return from Cuba, he wrote to Father Palladi Curríus: “The two little books on the Gen[eral] Ref[orm] are in my keeping. Moreover, during my voyage I wrote a Plan of Reform which, with God's grace, should produce the good results we need. I have shown them to the Lord Bishop of Cádiz, who is a man of spirit and zeal. He liked them very much and told me that they are just what is needed” (EC I, p. 1346).

Today, we are attentively listening to the Lord’s voice as he speaks to his church and keeps warning it of the danger of being seduced by power, ideologies and prestige, and thereby losing its identity and prophetic forcefulness. Only Christ and the people should be able to seduce it. What resonance do these first chapters of Revelation find in our missionary heart?

SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Keeping hope alive. We are aware of communities in decay, communities that have lost their horizon and are in crisis due to a series of difficult circumstances. Some of them are threatened and persecuted, and are without the enthusiasm of former times. These communities are called to be reborn, to return to their first fervor. They need a word of encouragement and hope. We need to announce the Word to them, not just as a criticism, but rather as a source of inspiration and support to help them rebuild their ecclesial reality and their relationships with the social movements of their peoples. We are called to exercise a prophecy that opens up perspectives in all directions, a prophecy that obliges us to look ahead, overcoming the routine of a reflection without a vision of the future, a prophecy that enables us to fore-see and fore-plan with hope. Today, foresight and visioning are elements that are highly valued in organizations. We, who are called to be signs of the good things to come, are asked to raise our glance above and beyond the immediate present, to broaden out horizons and to enter into communion with future generations. However, in order to be able to “fore-see,” we have to be people of memory, capable of looking backwards as well as forwards. What is the position of our own church and our own community?

2. The local and the universal. There is a tension between the local church and the universal Church, and between nearby realities and global realities. How are we to live this situation in a positive way? One of Simone Weil’s thoughts throws some light on this. “We are living,” she writes, “in a surely unprecedented epoch, and in the present situation the universality that could be left implicit must now be made completely explicit. It has to impregnate our language and our whole way of being.” Simone Weil grasped in a genial way that the Church –and within it our community—is “catholic” insofar as it is able to welcome all human vocations, while at the same time maintaining enough lucidity not to allow religion and indifference to become bedfellows. This capacity for planetary communion introduces us into a spirituality that is deeply evangelical. Looking at it from another point of view, the encounter of cultures, the confluence of peoples on the move in search of better living conditions, as well as our growing awareness of interdependence and the need for peaceful relations, all work together to make us ware of the urgent need to establish a sound personal and national identity that will allow us to enter into dialogue with other peoples and to create new cultural syntheses. What is the most widespread position in the reality in which we are living? We need to question ourselves on the practice of solidarity. How do we feel challenged by situation of other churches, communities or peoples? How do we think our situation is perceived by other sister-churches and by the universal Church?

3. Our Sunday assemblies. Are the Sunday assemblies of our Christian communities truly a source of renewal, of questioning and of consolation? Are they celebrations that spur us on –based on the reality we know—to set us in motion toward the new, or are they rather characterized by a sterile routine? Since its beginning, the Church has stressed the union between the Eucharist and service to the poor. Jesus, in offering himself as nourishment to his disciples, shares with them his boundless love and invites them to share not only their goods but also their very lives. The disciples respond to Jesus’ love by offering their lives in service to the poor, the privileged place of his presence in the world. From the Eucharist, we receive the power to multiply the bread, the nourishment we need in order to dream of a “new world,” and the daring to make it a reality and not give up. In the Eucharist we find the energy to put ourselves at the service of the poor, even though we are poor ourselves. We do this with a project that is ambitious by firmly rooted in the concrete reality of history and in its socio-economic, political and spiritual dialectic. How do we prepare, celebrate and live our Sunday assemblies?

EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. In our personal life have we learned how to make a synthesis between memory and the future, between the local and the universal?

2. Let us ask ourselves about the signs of hope that we offer in our daily round of life. Let us also examine our ability to read the signs of hope that the men and women of our time are offering, especially all of those with whom we ordinarily share our life.

3. Do we celebrate our Sunday assembly with creativity and historical responsibility?

4. Are we ready to let ourselves be questioned by the community, the Church and the Congregation? Do these questionings open us up to new projects for the future?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Rev 3:7-13

3. Dialogue on Theme VIII in its different keys. (Take into account the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys). 

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5.  Closing song.

