“It would not be right for us to neglect the Word of God” (Acts 6, 2)

THE WORD OF GOD IN THE LIFE 

AND IN THE MISSION OF THE CONSECRATED PERSON

Pascual Chávez Villanueva SDB

 President of the USG

Dear Brothers in the Lord,

I greet you affectionately and extend to you my most cordial welcome, in my own personal name and in the name of the Executive Council of the USG.
1. The Theme

Our biannual Assembly, the 70th in the history of the Union of Superiors General, has chosen the theme of the Word of God, in harmony with and as preparation for the Synod of Bishops of the year 2008, the theme of which is “The Word of God in the life and the mission of the Church”. Perhaps it is good to recall that it was precisely the USG, at the end of the Synod on the Eucharist, to propose this theme to the Holy Father, almost as a natural complement to that of the last Synod.

For us, on the other hand, as for all Christians, it is a question of a vital theme, in the sense that the Word is at the origin of our vocation. This Word is our light and our nourishment on the journey, and it is the reason for and the content of our mission. The new evangelization, to which the Church of the Third Millennium is committed, depends on the evangelizers; but this demands, as presupposition and foundation, that the evangelizers themselves be evangelized, because “only an evangelized Church can evangelize”.
 In order to be an authentic ‘evangelizer’ it is necessary to become a good believer; and to become a good believer it is necessary to train oneself in the attentive and prayerful listening of the Word of God. The ‘novelty’ of the Christian preaching is founded on the quality of life of the evangelizer, on his always new experience of the living God. If the proclaimed Gospel is the basis of our life – of all and in an exclusive way - our proclamation will be trustworthy. 

Only the minister of the Gospel – consecrated or lay – who keeps the Gospel in his heart, making it the object of contemplation and a motivation of prayer – will succeed in keeping it in his mouth like a treasure of which to speak about, and will hold it in his hands as an inescapable or unavoidable duty to hand it over. “If evangelization has to center itself, as it seems, on helping people to know God and to believe lovingly in Him, it should be a question, particularly, adapted to those who have wanted to place their own life in listening to the Word of God and in the service of His Will”

The New Evangelization, therefore, needs new believers, passionate men for God and for His Kingdom, without any other amusement or entertainment. “The call to the New Evangelization is, above all, a call to conversion”
, a conversion which necessarily goes back to cultivate the Word of God: “to read and to love Scripture” is something more than to make an edifying reading, it is “to submerge oneself interiorly in the presence of the Word” 
. We can affirm that “a Christian spirituality which is not based on the Word, will with great difficulty survive today in such a complex world as our own”
 

2.
The Way 
We have wanted to organize our Assembly as a “lectio divina”, not so much in order to learn how ‘lectio’ is done – something which in last instance we all know well - even though this practice is quite common in our Orders, Congregations or Institutes, with greater or lesser quality, but in order to open, once again, our consecrated life to the Word, which is not a book, but above all, a Person, the Word of God, His Logo, certainly with his Logic (that of the Cross, Cfr. 1 Co 1, 17-25) and with its Grammar, (that of the Gospel (cfr. Mt 5-7).

Today we are invited to sit down at the feet of Jesus, like Mary, without any other occupation than that of listening to the Master, who repeats to us, as to Martha: “Porro unum necessarium est” (Lk 10, 42).

In our life, particularly in that of the Institutes of active life, always more drawn to a tireless activity, the danger – not imaginary at all – is to neglect the more important thing, that which we cannot delegate to others. The well known affair of the Apostles in the primitive Church of Jerusalem, who feel challenged before the need to respond to social and pastoral problems which arise in the newly born community, is paradigmatic. The challenges are solved, but the priority of prayer and the ministry of the Word remain firm: “It would not be right for us to neglect the Word of God” (Ac 6, 2).

Concerning this, it is enlightening to recall the situation of the primitive apostolic community. Following the success of the first evangelization, the Church of Jerusalem (Ac 2, 14-41; 3,12-26; 5, 12-15) had to face the hostility of the social environment, including persecution (Ac 4, 1-22; 5, 17-33), and serious tensions within (Ac 6, 1-7), which put to the test the survival and the fraternal climate which had animated it from the beginning (Ac 2, 42-47; 4, 32-35). 
The conflict which opposed the Christian of Jewish origin to those coming from the Hellenistic group, was certainly, not only one of social nature (Ac 6, 1); the tension arose and was nourished by cultural differences and also from divergence in the conviction of faith which both groups sustained (cfr. Ac 7, 3-8, 1; 15, 1-3). Before the impending threat of a division, the apostles opted to create a new ministry – the first ecclesial institution – which would take care of the service of the common table, assuring a differed service within an already pluralistic community, thus avoiding every separation. In agreement with the community, the Apostles elected seven men, over whom they prayed and laid their hands, entrusting them the ‘service of the table’ (Ac 6, 3). Not having to give so much attention to daily assistance of the needy (Ac 6,1), they could ‘dedicate themselves to prayer and to the ministry of the Word’ (Ac 6, 4). Having taken care of the more urgent needs of the communities, the twelve Apostles returned to do ‘that which should not be neglected’, the proclamation or announcement of the Word of God” (Ac 6, 2).

That way of acting of the Apostles, besides reminding us of the beginnings, continues to be the norm of life. The one who has to dedicate himself to preaching will safeguard the unity of faith by returning to the fundamental tasks: personal prayer and the service of the Word. Therefore, the evangelizers, who see that the result of their evangelizing effort is in danger, should return to the essential. The Apostles cannot neglect their life of prayer nor preaching, only because they have to take care of the common life of their faithful. Any other commitment, no matter how urgent it seems to be, has to be given over and placed in other hands; recovering prayer and the Word of God, the Apostles place in the center of their mission and take care of the common life of those who are entrusted to them. 

The one who wants to speak about God in a convincing way – priest,
 religious,
 or lay
 - should have frequently spoken with Him: the contemplative dimension is an urgent need for the prophetic mission of the witness of God. Every day “there is need of a Christianity which distinguishes itself, especially, in the art of prayer”
, an art which should be learnt and exercised; to learn to pray should be “a qualifying point of every pastoral program”
 in the Church. “The Word of God is – as John Paul II affirmed – the first source of every Christian spirituality”
.

We have, in fact, been seized by the Word, if we are able to speak about God, not because we have heard it, but because we have found Him (Jn 1, 41.45). We have been convoked by that Word, which has gathered us together in community until we can be “cor unum et anima una”, in such a way as to strengthen the faith of our brothers and of the sisters and become, because of the joy, the enthusiasm and the sharing of goods, an alternative model for society (Ac 4, 32-35). We have been sent by that Word, having it as viaticum (Lk 10, 1-9), as a lamp for our steps, as the content of the joyful message to take to the world. 

We have entrusted the guidance of this experience, in our encounter to Father Innocenzo Gargano OSB, to Sister Dolores Aleixandre, RSCJ, and to Father Ludger Feldkämper (SVD) who will be our mistagogues in the encounter with the Word.

While I thank the speakers in advance, I wish that this Assembly will be one of joy for all. 
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