October Letter 2010
“EVANGELIZARE PAUPERIBUS MISIT ME”

We know that these words from Luke’s Gospel constantly fed the spirituality and missionary commitment of our Fr Founder. They weren’t just words which he welcomed into his heart. They were also a tangible reality in his life and in his apostolic work.
Linked with his compassionate personality (we read in number 10 of his Autobiography “I am so soft-hearted and compassionate that I can’t bear seeing misfortune or misery without doing something to help. I would take the bread out of my own mouth to give it to the poor…..”) is the ability to critically assess the society of his time: “In our day the thirst for material things is drying up the heart and bowels of modern societies. I see that we live in a century that not only adores the golden calf as did the ancient Hebrews, but also worships gold so avidly that it has pulled down the most generous of all virtues from their pedestals” (Aut 357-8) 
A situation of this nature could only be addressed from a lifestyle that resisted the temptation of worshiping such an idol and which bore witness to the demands of the true worship of the God proclaimed by Jesus. Fr Founder took to the road without hesitation: to live in poverty (cf. Aut 359) and meet the needs of the poor (cf. Auto 562-572 in which he talks to us about the plans he formulated in Cuba to meet the needs of those who lived in poverty). None of this could have arisen if it wasn’t for his proximity to the situation of the poor and marginalised, and through his ability and willingness to be challenged by it. 

We haven’t simply become more parsimonious when we speak about turning our attention to the poor. It could be a sign that we have moved from merely talking about it to actually doing something about it, and there will be some truth in that, at least in some cases. But I fear that on a not insignificant number of occasions, it is the result of the shame it causes us to see that we do it from a disposition of wellbeing or even through apostolic activities which question our declared commitment. We have to recover our ability to see reality, focusing on the situation of the poor and marginalised, and feeling the full impact of the vital questions that that it generates. We have stated in our last General Chapter: “We reaffirm, in the same way, the priority of the Congregation for prophetic solidarity with the impoverished, marginalised and those whose right to life is threatened, in such a way that this has repercussions in our personal and community lifestyle, apostolic mission and in our institutions” (MFL 58.3).
I bring together some thoughts which I shared with the Major Superiors at the beginning of the Encounter we celebrated in Colmenar a few weeks ago. “The word “crisis”, perhaps, has never appeared so repeatedly in the press as in recent times and seldom its effects have been felt so strongly in the lives of the people. We all know of people who have experienced the consequences of this crisis: people who have lost their jobs and have had to face up to difficult times, others who have lacked the wherewithal for living and have been literally forced to survive etc. The economic crisis has occupied the attention of governments and analysts, and has become a kind of atmosphere that is difficult to breathe in but impossible to avoid. Everywhere we work the crisis has had its own particular reverberations which have shaped the lives of people and communities. In times of crisis, however, new questions arise, scandalous contradictions are unveiled and new proposals appear. Have we been able to grasp those questions? Have we been able to tune into the new proposals which seek a different and more just world? What reverberations have this crisis and its consequences had in our own lives and in our missionary work?”
It would be painful to think that, whilst many are struggling to bring up their families and relinquishing many of their plans in the process, or they have had to do impossible balancing acts just to make ends meet, we have been able to continue living as if nothing has happened. How do the problems of humanity, of the people who live around us, really affect us? What does this historic moment demand of those of us who call ourselves Jesus’ disciples, sent to “proclaim the good news to the poor”?
Within the Congregation we are proposing that we embark on a journey of renewal, or what might even be called “a new charismatic beginning”. We are talking about a very important programme to which we should all make a serious commitment. We both want and need to reignite the fire that makes us true missionaries. Within the Chapter, it is something we see as being of primary importance. 
In any case we need to be very aware that we are not going to reignite the fire by merely resorting to the dynamics of assessment, reflection or that have a spiritual dimension, nor meetings. Rest assured, they are all still vitally important ingredients. They are moments which we have to take full advantage of. But we shouldn’t forget that the Word of God provides a clear interpretative guide and that, without making a commitment to it, our reading is reduced to no more than an intellectual exercise. This key is the love God has for his children, it is the passion of God for the poor, that passion which radically marks out the life of Jesus: “Evangelizare pauperibus misit me” (cf Lk 4,18). It is a key that we can only reach out to from living a life close to the reality of the situation of the poor and marginalised, opening our hearts and every aspect of our lives to the questions that it will raise.
This was Claret’s experience and, for that reason, this text went with him throughout his life. He knew how to handle the questions that confronted him, and to convert them into specific plans, turning away from many other things and taking on a lifestyle that gave credibility to his choice.
We are not going to renew ourselves if we don’t face up to these realities which “focus” us once again on the very essence of God’s plan for his children. I invite you this year to renew your commitment to the poor and marginalised, and to justice. Let’s hope we can consistently produce programmes which really fulfil your needs and, through them, will enable us to collaborate with many others who dream of a different world- “according to the heart of God”, as we say – to create those environments of fraternity and real freedom where God is truly glorified (cf.CC.2). It will be a very beautiful way of trying to remember our holy Fr Founder.
I wish you all a joyous celebration of the liturgical feast of St Anthony M. Claret.
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