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Introduction

Kindly permit me to start with a personal recollection. On 21st Nov. 1984 – yesterday 23 years ago! – I visited the USG office for the first time when Fr. Marcel Gendrot, smm was Secretary General. I came to introduce myself to him as the new General Secretary of the Catholic Biblical Federation (CBF). During our conversation I mentioned the resolution of the Federation, made during its Plenary Assembly in Bangalore, India, that same year to ask the Holy Father for a Bishops’ Synod on the Word of God and the biblical apostolate, a proposal which has been on the agenda of the Federation’s Plenary Assemblies ever since. With next year’s Synod on “The Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church” a long-standing dream of the Federation will be fulfilled. I was glad to hear yesterday, that after the last Synod of the Eucharist also the USG has expressed itself in favor of a Synod on the Word of God. Hence, the USG and the CBF can rejoice together! 

1. Ever since I received the invitation to speak to this illustrious group I have tried to understand the topic: “Sent by he Word”

· Who is sent? – Jesus, the Church, communities of consecrated life, individuals?

· How is Word to be understood? What is the content of the Word? 
· Sent by the Word alone or also by the Spirit?

· Sent by the Word or also for the Word?

· Sent by the Word: What does this mean concretely for the great variety of your Orders and Institutes? Mission, according to Vita Consecrata
, is essential for both the institutes of active apostolic and of contemplative life. Is there a common denominator that applies to all institutes?
 And what about the specific mission proper not only to each Order or of Institute Consecrated Life, but also each concrete house, even each individual - be it witness, prophecy, evangelization, dialogue?
 

2. I also asked myself about the basis and purpose of the topic and of our reflection. Obviously, there is a similarity or concurrence between the “trilogy” of our Assembly
 and the three chapters of both Vita Consecrata
 and the Lineamenta of the forthcoming Synod
. The first two chapters of both Vita Consecrata and the Lineamenta lead up to their third one on “mission” –as does the trilogy of this Assembly. These two documents certainly inspired the theme of this Assembly, the Lineamenta perhaps even more than Vita Consecrata. Since one of the main purposes of next year’s Synod is the assessment of Dei Verbum – its implementation and its challenges for today - I felt justified to turn to this document as main source of inspiration for developing the topic. This all the more because our topic “sent by the Word” seems to be present in both the opening and the closing paragraph of Dei Verbum. Dei Verbum audiens et proclamans by the entire Church has as its purpose: “that the whole world, hearing the message of salvation, may believe, by believing it may hope, and by hoping it may love.”
 And in the last paragraph of Dei Verbum, the Council Fathers express their own hope that “the Word of God may spread and be received with honor”

3. After these questions and reflections I decided to present, as stimuli for our sharing, the following thoughts and structure - hoping that they will not be too far off the target. 

· The first part on Jesus, the Incarnate Word - being sent himself by the Father and sending his messengers to proclaim the word - takes its lead from Lk 4,18f and 4,43, two texts of particular importance in Evangelii Nuntiandi and in the Lineamenta. 

· The second part on Sacred Scripture, the Inspired Word of God is based on the observation of the Lineamenta on Word of God as “symphony”, attempting to see Sacred Scripture as the mirror and central reference point in the analogous meanings of the Word
.

· In the third part “being sent by the Word” attention is drawn to the mission of the entire Church, a mission by the Word and for the Word, specifically of the laity and of persons of the consecrated life, both in their unique and their mutual roles in being “sent by the Word”. 

· It is quite obvious that the structure of my presentation follows more or less the traditional steps of SEE, JUDGE / REFLECT and ACT. The first part is biblical-exegetical, the second one theological-systematic, and the third pastoral-practical. 

I. The Incarnate Word
“The Beloved Son – sent to proclaim to joyful message of the Kingdom” (Lk 3,22 and 4,43)
In looking for a biblical text as a starter for our understanding of the phrase “sent by the Word” I found that both Evangelii Nuntiandi of Paul VI and the Lineamenta on next year’s Synod quote from Lk 4, the programmatic character of which –especially of the pericope of Jesus in Nazareth– is admitted by all commentators.
Evangelii Nuntiandi quotes the words Jesus spoke when the people of Capernaum wanted to keep him from leaving their town: 

“To the other towns also I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God, because for this purpose I have been sent” (4,43).

In this verse Jesus summarizes in his own way the reading in the synagogue of Nazareth from the prophet Isaiah (Is 61,1f; 58,6). This text:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring glad tidings to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, and to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord “(4,18f),

this text has been chosen to introduce the Lineamenta’s third chapter “The Word of God in the Mission of the Church”.

In both texts (4,18f.43) and their context of Lk 3 and 4 the third evangelist seems to have given us in his narrative way the main elements of our theme “Sent by the Word”.

Sent

In both texts mission is explicitly mentioned. Jesus is sent by the Spirit of the Lord (4,18f); his being sent stands under the divine “must” (4,43). The purpose of his being sent is the proclamation of good news / joyful message), is the ministry of the word. Jesus is sent FOR the word. 

The object and purpose of proclaiming / announcing the good news is liberation (twice), healing from blindness and release of debts (4,18f.). In summarizing the Isaian text of the synagogue reading (4,43) Jesus himself uses the image of the kingdom of GodIn Luke’s gospel, this summary expression of Jesus’ preaching and mission occurs here for the first time as the climax of the previous episodes and thus carries much emphasis. 

The context of these texts makes also evident: Jesus’ preaching and mission is universal; it knows no boundaries, it has to be carried out and on beyond the local borders. In the Nazareth pericope (4,16-30) the turning point from applause to rejection lies in the question: “Is he not Joseph’s son?” (4,22). From the fact that Nazareth is Jesus’ home town (4,23 - literally: father’s town) where he grew up (4,16) - the people seem to draw the conclusion that they have the first right to his service which is clear from their reproaching him for his activities in Capernaum. Jesus justifies himself by referring to the activities of the prophets Elijah and Elisha: they did not limit themselves to ministering within the confines of Israel (4,24-27). The people in Capernaum, in contrast to those in Nazareth who wanted to throw him off the cliff (4,29), wanted to keep prevent him from leaving their town. To them, Jesus emphatically stated his universal mission in the words: “To the other towns also ….I have been sent” (4,43).

In the closing verses of these two adjacent pericopes of Jesus in Nazareth (4,16-30) and in Capernaum (4,31-44) Luke uses the word (poreuomai)to “go”, which may seem to be a rather common word, but it is one of the preferred words in Luke’s Gospel and Acts. In Nazareth, against the intention of the people, Jesus “went” on his way. Likewise from Capernaum where the people wanted to keep him back, Jesus goes on his way. This twofold “going” in the last verses of these two pericopes is qualified in 4,43 as “being sent”, as being in accordance with the divine “must”. 

Where does this going and being sent start according to Luke’s presentation? Not, as in Nazareth from where Jesus goes to the Jordan to be baptized (in Mark’s account 1,9). For Luke, Jesus’ going and being sent starts not in a place, but with an event: with his prayer after baptism, with the opening of the heavens, the descent of the Spirit and the voice from above: “You are my beloved Son.” It is after this that Jesus starts his journey, his being sent: into the desert (4,1), to Galilee (4,14), to Nazareth (4,16) and down to Capernaum - into the synagogue, into the house of Simon, and finally to a lonely place. In Luke’s presentation this movement from place to place, far from being an haphazard journey is, as we have seen, qualified as a “being sent” (4,43), as a missionary journey which brings him to proclaim the kingdom of God everywhere. 

…by the Word

Jesus’ missionary journey starts with the descent of the Spirit upon him and with the heavenly voice proclaiming him “my beloved Son”. Luke emphasizes this “starting point” by linking all the pericopes between the heavenly voice (3,22) and Jesus’ own statement about his mission (4,43) not only by the verbs of movement, as we have seen, but also by the repeated mentioning of “Spirit” and “sonship”. 

The Spirit descended upon Jesus during his prayer after baptism; he empowered him to carry out his mission. Jesus was “full of the Spirit” and was “led by the Spirit into the desert” (4,1); “in the power of the Spirit he went to Galilee” (4,14); he presented himself in Nazareth as “anointed and sent by the Spirit “(4,18f); and in the power of the Spirit (cf. 4,14) he casts out the “spirit of an unclean demon” in Capernaum (4,33) of which he would later say: “If I through the finger of God drive out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Lk 11,20). 

These same pericopes are also linked by the key word or theme of “sonship”. The “beloved Son” of God, at the beginning of his ministry and mission (3,22) is held to be the son of Joseph (3,23) whose lineage goes back to Adam, a “son of God” (3,23). In the pericope of the temptation Jesus is challenged by the tempter as Son of God (“if you are the son of God” 4,3.9). Then, during his visit to Nazareth he is referred to as “the son of Joseph” (4,22). Both the tempter and the people of Nazareth want Jesus to betray his universal mission by using his power for selfish purposes and for the exclusive benefit of his town mates. In the Capernaum pericope likewise the theme of sonship comes to the fore. The possessed man in the synagogue him “Jesus of Nazareth” and “the holy one of God” –for Luke a synonym for the “Son of the God.” (cf. 1,35). And immediately before Jesus’ insistence on his being sent to proclaim universally the good news of the kingdom of God, the demons shout: “You are the Son of God” (4,41). Thus, the reader is referred back to heavenly voice: “You are my beloved Son.” (3,22). 

The word, with which Jesus began his “missionary journey”, was “You are my beloved Son” of the heavenly voice. Could we not say that Jesus started his mission not only after that word, but also because of it? Furthermore, does the word “You are my beloved Son” contain only the motive for Jesus’ mission or also the content of this proclamation? Is not his experience of God as Father the basis of his proclamation of the kingdom of God?

Luke’s transfiguration narrative climaxes in words very similar to those of the baptism account: “He is my chosen Son, listen to him” (9,35). The beloved Son is chosen for a mission! In the hymn of jubilation, in the third gospel soon after the transfiguration account, Jesus speaks of his intimate, reciprocal and exclusive knowledge of and relationship with the Father: “Nobody knows who the Son is, except the Father and who the Father is, except the Son and anyone to whom the Son wishes to reveal him” (10,22). Hence, it is the Son and only the Son who knows and reveals the Father who had called him his beloved (3,22) and his chosen (9,35) Son.

According to Luke’s narrative theology, the Word by which and for which Jesus has been sent contains a twofold focal point: the kingdom of God and the Father. The beloved Son in whom the Father is pleased and who has been sent to announce the good news of the kingdom of God tells his followers: “Do not be afraid…for your Father is pleased to give you the kingdom”. And the prayer which Jesus teaches his disciples (11,1-4) can be summed up in two words: Father, your kingdom come! In answering their request for instruction on prayer he did not just give them a prayer formula. He taught them by revealing the Father to them, drawing them into the Father-Son relationship and thus enabling them to address God in the self-same way: “Father” (Abba). Thus, also for them, praying means to attune their desire to the Father’s plan and to the purpose of the Son’s mission: that God’s kingdom come. 

The Word sent

Jesus has been sent for the Word, to proclaim the good news, the joyful message of the kingdom, of salvation. In the Nazareth pericope Luke characterizes Jesus’ words as “gracious words” (4,22); in the Capernaum account Jesus’ words are called “words of authority” (4,33.36). Luke qualifies Jesus’ “gracious words” further by adding the phrase “that came from him mouth” which in Deut 8,3 and Mt 4,4 refers to the word of God. In the Capernaum account the evangelist illustrates the power and authority of Jesus’ words through his liberating the possessed man from the evil spirit. “What is there about this word? For with authority and power he commands the unclean spirits, and they come out” (4,36). Indeed, already in these two pericopes, Luke presents “Jesus of Nazareth” as “a prophet, mighty in word and deed, before God and all the people” (24,19).

Several times in the context of chapter 3 and 4 the author makes explicit use of the Scriptures, the inspired and written word of God. After the genealogy - a summary of the Scriptures – in the temptation account Jesus rejects the suggestions of the tempter by words from the last book of the Torah (Lk 4,3 / Deut 8,3; Lk 4,7 / Deut 6,13; Lk 4,9 / Deut 6,16). In the synagogue of Nazareth the scroll of the prophet Isaiah is given to Jesus for reading a text (Lk 4,18f / Is 61,1-2 & 58,6) which he announces to be fulfilled in himself (4,21). Then he refers to the prophets Elijah and Elisha (Lk 4,24-27 / 1 Kgs 17,1-7 & 2 Kgs 5,1-14) against the narrow-minded criticism of his town mates. Thus Jesus and the evangelist use the authority of the words of Scripture to clarify and justify Jesus’ mission. 

In yet another way Luke illustrates Jesus’ “Word-mission”. He frames the two accounts of Jesus’ ministry in Nazareth and in Capernaum by pointing out how the word about Jesus spread: “The news of him spread throughout the whole region” (4,14) just before the Nazareth episode, and “The news of him spread everywhere in the surrounding region” (4,37), at the conclusion of the Capernaum narrative. Like a refrain, these assertions are then repeated several times in the Luke’s gospel: “The report about him spread all the more” (5,15); “This report about him spread through the whole of Judea and in all the surrounding region” (7,16). And in the Acts of the Apostles we find a similar series of refrains: “The Word of God continued to spread” (6,7; 9,31; 11,21; 19,20).

The continuity and universality of the spread of the Word was provided for by Jesus as soon as the growing opposition in the so-called controversy narratives (5,17-6,11) ended for the first time with the indication that his mission and ministry would come to a violent end (6,11). Having chosen the twelve after a night spent in prayer (6,12f), Jesus stands with them at the foot of he mountain surrounded by many people from as far as the coastal area as well as Tyre and Sidon (6,17) – a picture suggesting the future universal Church. After the twelve and some women have journeyed with him from one town and village to another as he was “preaching and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom” (8,1) - continuing thus what he has been sent to do according to the mission received from his Father (4,43), - he sends out the twelve, giving them a share in his very mission, equipped with “power and authority over all the demons and to cure diseases” to “proclaim the kingdom of God” (9,1-2). At an even later stage, he sends out the 70 / 72 to every place where he himself wanted to come. Their message is again: the kingdom: “The kingdom of God has come upon you” (10,9.11). 

What Luke describes in the Gospel and the Acts many years after the event, we find likewise in Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians. In the first letter, he praises the community: “You became a model for all believers in Macedonia and Achaia. For from you the word of the Lord has resounded forth not only in Macedonia and (in) Achaia, but in every place your faith in God has gone forth…” (1 Thess 1,8f). In the second letter the theme of the spread of the word recurs in Paul’s pleading: “Finally, brothers, pray for us, that the word of the Lord may speed forward and be glorified”. (2 Thess 3,1). This wish and prayer of the apostle of the gentiles became the wish and prayer of the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council (DV 26). 
We sum up this first part of our reflections: We encountered the Word and mission in a variety of meanings. Jesus was sent off on his mission by the word from heaven: “You are my beloved Son”. His words were words of grace and of authority. The content of his words, according to our reading, were “Father” and kingdom of God. In finding his identity and presenting his mission he made use of the words of Scripture. He gave the twelve and the seventy-two a sharing in his mission of proclaiming the Word. 
II. The Inspired Word

The symphony of the Word – the hymn of Jesus Christ

In the Lineamenta for next year’s Synod, various senses which the Church gives to the Word of God in the process of Revelation are likewise mentioned. The Word, the text says…“can be compared to a symphony played with many instruments, since God communicates his Word in many and various ways (cf. Heb 1:1)…It is right to speak of an analogous sense of the Word.” The document then stresses the need “to instruct the faithful in a proper conception of the Word of God by avoiding erroneous or over-simplistic approaches and any ambiguity.” 

(1) The following meanings of the “Word” are briefly presented in the document:
 

a – “…The Word of God is the Eternal Word of God, the Second Person of the Most Blessed Trinity, the Son of the Father, the basis for intra and extra communication of the Trinity. (Jn 1,1-3; cf. Col 1:16).
b – “…The created world” as word of God. “In the beginning, God created the cosmos by his Word and sealed creation with his wisdom. The work of interpreting the created order was given to humankind, created in the image and likeness of God (cf. Gn 1:267-27; Rm 1:19-20). Indeed, humanity receives through the Word the invitation to enter into dialogue with God and creation. God thus made all creation and humanity in primis to render “perennial witness to him.”

c - The Word-made-flesh (Jn 1:14): “The Word of God par excellence, the ultimate and definitive Word, is Jesus Christ.” “He is the Gospel of God to humankind.”

d – “In view of the Word who is the Son-Incarnate, the Father spoke in ancient times to the fathers through the prophets (cf. Heb 1:1). Through the power of the Holy Spirit, the apostles continue to proclaim Jesus and his Gospel. Thus, in service to the one Word of God, the words of man are taken as the words of God, resounding in the proclamation of the prophets and the apostles.”

e – “Sacred Scripture, under divine inspiration, unites Jesus-the-Word to the words of the prophets and apostles….In containing the Word of God written under divine inspiration, the Bible can truly be said to be the Word of God.24 Every page looks to the Word, Jesus, because he said, “It is precisely the Scriptures that bear witness to me” (Jn 5:39). Through the charism of divine inspiration, the Books of Sacred Scripture have a direct, concrete power of appeal not possessed by other texts or holy writings. 

(2) It is not difficult to perceive that practically –or almost– all these different meanings of Word of God are contained in the two chapters of Luke which we just reflected upon; of course not in the developed and systematic theological presentation which we find in the Lineamenta. In Luke’s two chapters, Jesus teaches (4,15.31proclaims (4,18f.44announces the good news (4,18.43of the kingdom and to the poor. The word is written (4,4,8,0,17) and is read (4,16). The word is heard (4,23.28and reacted to with amazement (4,22.32 and rage (4,28In both Lk 4 and the Lineamenta the word of God in the variety of its analogous meanings is presented not as something static but rather dynamic. The Word is not a Word unless it is spoken, listened to, responded to. 
The Lineamenta, in referring to the Word of God as symphony, speak of 

· communication (the Eternal Word, the Son of the Father…the basis for intra and extra communication of the Trinity) 

· dialogue (the Word as an invitation to enter into dialogue)

· proclamation (the Word of God resounds in the “proclamation of the prophets and the apostles”) 

· appeal (the Scriptures as the Word of God contain a “concrete power of appeal not possessed by other texts or holy writings.”

(3) In addition to listing the various meanings of the Word and its dynamic nature, the Lineamenta also hint at the interrelatedness of the different meanings of the Word of God. “Emphasis needs to be placed on the Word of God’s intrinsic connection to the mystery of the Trinitarian God and his Revelation; its manifestation in the world of creation; its germinal presence in the life and history of humanity; its supreme expression in Jesus Christ; its infallible confirmation in Sacred Scripture and its transmission in the living Tradition of the Church.”

St. Arnold Janssen, the founder of the Divine Word Missionaries (Missionari Verbiti) saw this interrelatedness in a similar way when, explaining the name of the Societas Verbi Divini, he explained Word of God in a trinitarian sense: 

The Word of the Father: the Logos 

The Word of the Son: the life and preaching of the Incarnate Word as it continues in the preaching of the Church 

The Word of the Spirit: the inspired Scriptures

From a pastoral point of view, even though Christianity is not a religion of “the book”, Sacred Scripture may be said to hold a central place in the variety of meanings of Word of God. Perhaps it can be considered to be a mirror or reference point for all the other meanings of the Word of God. 

(4) Let us look then at the different meanings of the Word in their relation to Sacred Scripture. We read in the Lineamenta:
 “Dei Verbum attributes to Scriptures what is universally confirmed about the Word of God: “God...speaks to men and women as to a friend...so that he might invite and take them into fellowship with himself.”
 

Scripture and the Trinity

According to the Lineamenta,
 the mystery of the Trinity is communication ad intra and ad extra: ad intra it is communion, ad extra it is mission
In the Basic Bible Seminar of John Paul I Biblical Center in the Philippines the Trinitarian aspect of the Word of God in Sacred Scripture is explained is simple terms.

· It was St. Gregory the Great who called Sacred Scripture a love-letter from God our Father. He is also the author of the well-known saying: Disce cor Dei in verbis Dei –“Come learn (about) the heart of God from the words of God
.”

· St. Jerome, in his concise and well known word “Ignorance of Scripture is ignorance of Christ” makes the point that the Bible has Christ as its Center.

· And according to the common teaching of the Church, going back to Scripture itself, the Bible has been written under the inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit.

Thus, reading Scripture is a spiritual activity which brings us in contact with the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Participants in our Basic Bible Seminars are deeply touched by this view of the Bible and its reading. 
In John 14 we read three times that keeping the Word of Jesus is a sign of loving him. Each time there is a promise attached to keeping the Word out of love: the gift of the Spirit (14,15), the self-revelation of the Son (4,21), and the indwelling of the Father and the Son (14,23). 

The first paragraph of Dei Verbum starts with quoting the opening words of the First Letter of John (1 Jn 1,1-4) about the word received and communicated: those who have shared and those who have received have something in common: the Word of life. Thus they are joined together in koinonia, not on a merely human and social level; rather their koinoniareflects the communion of Father and Son in the Spirit; it reflects the Trinity. 

Scripture and God’s Word in creation and history

God reveals himself in deed and word
 and through everything he created and maintains in life he gives witness of himself.
 “God said: ‘Let there be…and there was” (Gen 1,3).” This clear teaching of Sacred Scripture led St. Augustin and theologians like Hughes of St. Victor
 to the conviction that God has given us two books to read: the book of creation, of history, of life and the book of Sacred Scripture. We were in need of a second book since, due to original sin, our eyes were blurred; we were no longer able to properly read the word of God in creation and history.
 An almost proverbial word of Karl Barth goes in the same direction. In order to read the Bible properly, he said, we have to hold the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.

The Word of God in creation and history needs the Word of Scripture. Vatican II not only wanted to regain for the Scriptures its central place in the life of the Church. It emphasized likewise the need to interpret the signs of the times in the light of the Word which we find in a privileged way in Sacred Scripture.
 

The Incarnate Word and the Inspired Word of Sacred Scripture. 

Christianity is not a religion of the Book, although one can hear or read this at times.
 Rather, it is the religion of the Word Incarnate which has been witnessed to, ante factum by the prophets, post factum by the apostles. “In view of the Word who is the Son-Incarnate, the Father spoke in ancient times to the fathers through the prophets (cf. Heb 1:1). Through the power of the Holy Spirit, the apostles continue to proclaim Jesus and his Gospel. Thus, in service to the one Word of God, the words of man are taken as the words of God, resounding in the proclamation of the prophets and the apostles.”

Dei Verbum puts it in these words: “The Sacred Scriptures, in the words of the prophets and the apostles make us perceive the voice of the Holy Spirit”. 
 Sacred Scripture, then, “under divine inspiration, unites Jesus-the-Word to the words of the prophets and apostles….Every page looks to the Word, Jesus. 

In its chapter on inspiration and interpretation of Scripture, Dei Verbum
 draws our attention to the fact that both the Incarnate Word and Sacred Scripture as “God’s Word in human words” manifest the same divine condensation, a thought that was dear to Pope John Paul II and which he developed in the presentation of the document of the Pontifical Biblical Commission on The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993)
. 

Both Jesus, the Word-Incarnate and Sacred Scripture as “God’s Word in human words” call for inculturation, the first step of which is the translation of the Bible from one language into another, from one culture into another, and –at times– also from one medium into another.
 

(5) The analogous meaning of the Word of God and its comparison with a symphony leads, consequently, to the variety of ways of making the Word resound. One could think of the variety of instruments in an orchestra which all in their own way contribute to the performance of the symphony, of the “interpretation” of the symphony by the musician, in the sense that a real artist does not just play a piece of music, but rather “interprets” it. Only through the variety of instruments and artists does a symphony really become a symphony and does not remain something simply potential and written on paper. 

This comparison between the Word of God as symphony and its making it heard and enjoyed applies also –and perhaps even more– to the reading and interpretation of the written and inspired Word of Sacred Scripture which we have seen above as a mirror or reference point for the multifaceted meaning of the Word. The 1993 document of the Pontifical Biblical Commission presents a rich diversity of methods and approaches to God’s Word in Sacred Scripture. The Bible itself can be compared to an assortment of melodies old and new, or with a polyphonic choir. Not only is there a great variety of melodies and voices; but also each reader, according to his cultural and educational background, makes the melodies resound in his or her own way. In the development in hermeneutics during the last decades since Vatican II, we have moved from our concern with the inspired writer to that of the inspired text and have now arrived at a concern with the inspired reader.
 

The comparison of the Word with a symphony is not new. Already St. Ignatius of Antioch, in his letter to the Ephesians, made use of it.
 Comparing the community of Ephesus to a large choir, he encourages and admonishes them: “Take God’s melody into yourselves; thus, all of you together form a choir and in your harmony and sym-phonic (“sounding-together”) love the hymn of Jesus Christ resounds through you. This is the hymn which God, the Father hears, and thus he recognizes you as those who belong to Christ.” Make the hymn of Christ resound in the world! A rather unusual, but very beautiful statement, it seems to me, for our missionary task, our being sent by and for the Word! Today, at the commemoration of St. Cecilia, I trust that these reflections on the symphony of the Word and the on the hymn of Christ have not been out of context!

III. The Community of the Word for the world”

“It is impossible for us not to speak about what we have seen and heard.” (Acts 4,20). 

“The Word-Revealed continues to be proclaimed and heard throughout Church history. The Church has the responsibility to proclaim the Word in the world as a response to its aspirations. In this way, the Word continues to move ahead through spirited preaching and many other forms in service to the Gospel.”
 

(1) In this passage, the Lineamenta follow the train of thought of the opening paragraph of the Constitution on Divine Revelation: “Dei Verbum audiens et proclamans” which ends with the words: “that by hearing the message of salvation the whole world may believe, by believing it may hope, by hoping it may love.”
 John Paul II, in two successive paragraphs of Novo Millennio Ineunte
 takes up the themes of listening to the Word of God and proclaiming it – like the two sides of the same medal. He speaks about the new sense of mission of the entire Church: “This passion will not fail to stir in the Church a new sense of mission, which cannot be left to a group of "specialists", but must involve the responsibility of all the members of the People of God. Those who have come into genuine contact with Christ cannot keep him for themselves, they must proclaim him. A new apostolic outreach is needed, which will be lived as the everyday commitment of Christian communities and groups.”

The Council had already emphasized that “the whole Church is missionary and the work of evangelization is a basic duty of the people of God”
. Thus, all the faithful have their share in the responsibility for evangelization in general and specifically missionary work among the gentiles.

(2) The Council likewise stressed the relationship between the Church and the Word of God. The Church, by its very nature, is the Spouse of the Word, always intent upon an ever deeper understanding of the Sacred Scriptures.
 For this, the Council stressed that the Word of God in Sacred Scripture has to be accessible to all
 and that all the faithful are to come to a deeper knowledge of Christ through the Scriptures
.
In the aftermath of the Council, Church documents have not only repeated the right of “all the faithful” to the Word of God and their need to be constantly nourished by it. They have also expressed the Church’s joy that many of the Council’s hopes in this regard have become a reality. “There is reason to rejoice in seeing the Bible in the hands of people of lowly condition and of the poor; they can bring to its interpretation and to its actualization a light more penetrating, from the spiritual and existential point of view, than that which comes from a learning that relies upon its own resources alone (cf. Mt. 11:25)” 
 
This same document of the Pontifical Biblical Commission underlines that “the Scriptures, as given to the church, are the communal treasure of the entire body of believers” and draws the conclusion that “all the members of the church have a role in the interpretation of Scripture.” After dealing with the respective responsibilities in this regard by the bishops and priests, by other ministers of the Word and exegetes, the document spells out that “the Spirit is, assuredly, also given to individual Christians, so that their hearts can "burn within them" (Lk. 24:32) as they pray and prayerfully study the Scripture within the context of their own personal lives.” Special attention is drawn to the fact that the “entire biblical tradition and, in a particular way, the teaching of Jesus in the Gospels indicates as privileged hearers of the word of God those whom the world considers people of lowly status. Jesus acknowledged that things hidden from the wise and learned have been revealed to the simple (Mt. 11:25, Lk. 10:21)… Those who in their powerlessness and lack of human resources find themselves forced to put their trust in God alone and in his justice have a capacity for hearing and interpreting the word of God which should be taken into account by the whole church…”
 

These words about the role of the laity in the mission of the Church and in the interpretation of the word of God are indeed revolutionary if we recall the history of the Bible in the Catholic Church, especially since the Protestant reformation regarding the reading of the Bible by the laity. It may thus be more than a mere historical coincidence, that Dei Verbum and the Decree on the Laity: Apostolicam Actuositatem have been promulgated by the Council on one and the same day: November 18,1965.

Of particular interest and importance seems to be the following passage in AA about the mission or apostolate of the laity: “Only by the light of faith and by meditation on the word of God can one always and everywhere recognize God in Whom "we live, and move, and have our being" (Acts 17:28), seek His will in every event, see Christ in everyone whether he be a relative or a stranger, and make correct judgments about the true meaning and value of temporal things both in themselves and in their relation to man's final goal.”
 This passage is to be read together with “Easy access to Sacred Scripture for all the Christian faithful”
 and the Church’s “duty of scrutinizing the signs of the times and interpreting them in the light of the Gospel”
.

A passage in Evangelii Nuntiandi concretizes the lay peoples’ double focus on and commitment to the Word of God and the “temporal things” even further: “The more Gospel-inspired lay people there are engaged in these realities, clearly involved in them, competent to promote them and conscious that they must exercise to the full their Christian powers which are often buried and suffocated, the more these realities will be at the service of the kingdom of God and therefore of salvation in Jesus Christ…”
 Laypeople are and can be become Gospel-inspired “only by the light of faith and by meditation on the word of God”
 in order to become thus sent by the Word and dedicated to the service of the kingdom of God. 

(3) At the beginning of this month I participated in the 8th Meeting of the United Chinese Catholic Biblical Association (UCCBA), held in Macau with 120 Chinese participants from 17 different countries, including twelve from mainland China. The majority of the participants were laypeople. During the three full days of the Meeting, instead of listening to learned speakers, most of the time was dedicated to sharing of experiences in the biblical-pastoral ministry in the different Chinese communities. Since as CBF General Secretary I had been involved in the beginnings of UCCBA and had participated in four of the eight Assemblies, I could sense the growth of the Association – not only numerically, but also and especially in the quality of their witness, commitment and sense of mission. Listening to some of the testimonies, I wished the speakers could be here with us today and share their understanding of being “sent by the Word.” The reporter of one of the groups concluded by saying very emphatically: “This is the time of the Word; this is the time of the laity!” 

(4) As members of religious orders and institutes of consecrated life: what is our role on behalf of the mission of the laypeople in today’s Church? Is it not to help them discover the Word and discover their own mission? 

In my almost 40 years of involvement in the biblical apostolate or biblical-pastoral ministry I have come to know many men and women of consecrated life who have been outstanding in this regard. Let me just mention a few of them. 

(a) Dutch-born Carmelite Carlos Mesters of Brazil is well-known to all or most of you. I know hardly anybody who has done more in helping laypeople in this regard than he has. He has been called the “Philip” of Latin America, an allusion to the story of the Philip who helped the eunuch to understand the Scriptures and to hear to good news of Jesus Christ (Acts 8,26-40). Carlos has likewise been referred to as the “Guigo” of our time – with reference to the medieval monk who systematized and thus promulgated lectio divina thus helping Christians –religious and lay– to acquire a contemplative mind and to live out the Word of God. Carlos did not leave his seminary teaching and go to the Basic Christian Communities to teach them the Bible but to help them discovering in their lives the Word and their own mission! 

(b) Recently, in connection with the above mentioned UCCBA meeting in Macau I visited in Hong Kong several groups and institutions of the biblical apostolate, among them also the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum and the Duns Scotus Biblical Center. All of these institutions – the Hong Kong Catholic Biblical Association, the Hong Kong Biblical Institute as well as the United Chinese Catholic Biblical Association - are the result of the inspiration, efforts and and mission of Fr. Gabriele Allegra OFM, whose 100th anniversary is being commemorated this year. Fr. Gabriele spent his whole life in the service of the Word of God, translating the Bible into Chinese, the first complete Catholic edition of which came out only in 1968. He was not only touched by the Word himself and inspired to translate the Bible into Chinese; he also paved the way for an ever growing number of lay people to encounter the Word and discover their own mission.

(c) Another religious, this time a woman, who has made a considerable contribution to the formation for the biblical ministry is Sr. Maria Ko Ha Fong, a Salesian Sister, certainly known to many of you. Born in Macau and grown up in Hong Kong, she studied in Torino, Rome, and Münster, Germany, where she earned a doctorate in theology, with specialization on Scripture and Patristics. While living in different cultures she came to know –by contrast– and appreciate ever more her own Chinese culture. And through her discovery of the Fathers of the Church and of the similarities between their approach to the Bible and the way the Chinese read their own classics, she became more and more interested in reading the Bible in the Chinese cultural context and from a Chinese perspective and in discovering the “Chinese face of Christ”. Appreciating her own culture –or perhaps discovering the seeds of the word
 in the Chinese culture–she paved the way in a unique fashion for many to encounter the Word and discover their own mission.
(d) Another Asian Sister who has been God’s instrument in bringing the inspired word of God to many people, not only in her own country, but world-wide, has been Henrietta Sebastian of the Benedictine Sisters of the Eucharistic King in the Philippines. After having been the directress of a catechetical institute in the northern part of the Philippines and of a social center in the South she discovered the hunger for the Word of God in the rural villages, the barrios, at grassroots level. She was instrumental in starting the John Paul I Biblical Center in Vigan City, the first regional biblical centers in the Philippines and in creating the Basic Bible Seminar, an introductory course on the Bible, helping Catholics of all files and ranks to discover the Bible as their book of life and basic prayer book as well as the foundation of their life in community. The BBS,
 an introduction to the small-group, life-related and prayerful approach to the Bible, has been translated into more than a dozen languages outside of the Philippines and proven to be a successful biblical-pastoral tool in many countries. Sr. Henrietta, a convert and dentist by profession became a person who heard the voice of God in the “cry of the poor” for his Word and who became a messenger and minister of his Word for its privileged hearers.

(e) The story of Sr. Tomasa Saberon, a Filipina Columban Sister reads like the continuation of Sr. Henrietta’s. After her first missionary experience in her home country, Sr. Tomasa was assigned to Hong Kong where she started the biblical-pastoral ministry among the 120,000 to 130,000 domestic workers from the Philippines by introducing the Basic Bible Seminar, a course given to the Filipina domestic helpers in Hong Kong on seven consecutive Sundays. So far this seminar has been given 70 times - to strengthen the participants’ faith and hope in their difficult situation and helping them to become in their environment truly missionaries. Sr. Tomasa’s present mission assignment is Myanmar where she has been working under extremely difficult conditions since 2001. Only one year after arriving in the country she offered the first Basic Bible Seminar in the local language and founded the St. Columban Biblical Pastoral Center! Because of these successful undertakings, in January 2007 the Burmese Bishops’ Conference appointed her to the National Office for Biblical Apostolate. Also Sr. Tomasa, making use of her gifts of inspiring others with love for the Word and of her organizational talents can be considered as having been sent by the Word and for the Word

(f) Sr. Maura Cho is a member of the Korean Congregation of the Sisters of our Lady of Perpetual Help. I see in her the pioneer –or at least one of the pioneers– of the biblical-pastoral movement in Korea. During a prolonged stay in a hospital, while reading the Bible, she chanced upon Gen 1,31: “God saw everything God had made, and behold, it was very good!” This verse touched her so much that all of a sudden she realized “The bible is not just about creation, about Adam and Eve, about Abraham; no, it is also about me!” Probably she had heard this before, but in her condition of sickness and isolation this insight struck her as something entirely new and relevant. With this “key” she kept on reading the Bible. Released from the hospital, she could not keep this discovery for herself; she could not be silent about what she had experienced, what she had heard and seen (cf. Acts 4,20). Soon the sisters of her community and then the entire Congregation got excited about this way of reading the Bible. They, in turn, shared this approach first with university students, then with mothers, with taxi drivers and others. Thus the Catholic Bible Life Movement was born. The Sisters formed animators for the biblical apostolate, called “Servants of the Word”. They produced simple commentaries and published a biblical review. But Sr. Maura went on, making use of the media. After a course “The Bible in 40 Weeks” on the radio she gave one on TV! And finally she and her Sisters and other Servants of the Word created an interactive Bible Learning Program on the internet!

Conclusion 

Actually, there is no conclusion to this talk: because this list of persons of consecrated life who have been sent by, for, because and with the Word could be very much prolonged and because in our working groups we will continue our reflections on the topic and the suggested Scripture texts. 

For this reason I would like to sum it up with the last lines of a prayer which in its original form goes back to St. Arnold Janssen: 

“You have sent your Word as savior of the world, let us all be one in Him. 

Send us the Spirit of your Son, that we may glorify your name. Amen!”
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