INTRODUCTION

The birth of the Christian community

1. Prologue

The setting is in Jerusalem, at the last supper in the cenacle. In the evening, after the sunset, Jesus sits down at the table with his disciples. They have done so on several occasions, but this is a special moment, in which expectation and anxiety meet. Jesus explains: “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer; for I tell you, I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God” (Lk 22:15-16). The last supper; after that the Passion will come, then the banquet in the Kingdom of God. I do not know to what extent the disciples may have understood these prophetic

words, but it is not difficult to imagine the atmosphere of desire and fear, of suspense and mystery that must have filled the cenacle.

2. The rule of service

During  supper, Jesus gets up from the table; He wraps a towel around his waist, pours water into a basin and begins to wash the feet of his disciples one after  another. Let me put myself in the place of the disciples: “But what is He doing? Has He gone mad? Doing that to us? Why? What does He mean? Everybody’s perplexity is expressed in Peter’s explicit refusal to accept Jesus’ gesture: “Lord, are you going to wash my feet? … You will never wash my feet!” (Jn 13:6-8). Jesus response is sharp: “unless I wash your feet, you will have no share with me”: if you do not want me to serve you, then forget about my friendship. Why speak this way? Why is he undertaking the task of a slave, knowing well that He is the Master and the Lord? It is He himself who will explain: “You call me Master and Lord – and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you” (Jn 13:13-15). Jesus, therefore, knows He is making a strange gesture and reveals its meaning: it is an example, a model of conduct that has to regulate the relationships among the disciples.

The disciples constitute a small group of friends chosen by Jesus, the initial nucleus of a larger community; if they really want to be faithful to what they are, they have to learn to wash one another’s feet. “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those in authority over them are called benefactors. But it should not be so with you; rather the greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like the one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one at the table? But I am among you as the one who serves” (Lk 22:25-27). In the “world” power reigns; the one who has authority is served, and the one who has no power has to serve. Among the disciples, the rule of service applies: the one with authority stoops down to wash the feet of the others, and the one who has no power is served by the one with authority so that the former’s dignity and value are manifest. 

3. Giving up one’s life

Naturally, the “Washing of feet” is a symbolic gesture. It will have to be done, when it is needed. Monks who welcome passing pilgrims stoop and wash their feet as the Lord did.

But it would be a narrow interpretation if we limited ourselves to this. Jesus, having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to the end; gave up his life for them, nothing less. It is this same type of service that the disciples have to render to one another: “We know love by this; that he laid down his life for us – and we ought to lay down our lives for one another” (1Jn 3:16). This is what John wrote in his first letter, with stringent logic. Jesus has given up his life for us; our life, therefore, comes from him, it has a form similar to his; we cannot simply live for ourselves, we have to live for Him, and for all those he loves.

Faith thus introduces us into a new way of looking at our lives and giving them up: we consider them as something we have received freely from God; we therefore desire to give them up with joy for others.

4. Jesus’ will

Shortly afterwards Judas leaves the cenacle and Jesus  begins his last discourse, the farewell discourse, his will. He begins announcing to them his imminent withdrawal: “Little children, for a little while I am with you... where I go, you can not come” (Jn 13:33). We can imagine the bewilderment of the disciples; they have left everything to follow Jesus; they have abandoned their work, their families, all human security; they have put their whole lives at stake  for Him, upon his word. And now they are told that Jesus is leaving them, that they will remain alone: and now, what can they do? Where will they go? Were they wrong in having so much trust? Jesus continues: “I give you a new commandment: that you love one another. As I have loved you, that you also love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples: if you love one another” (Jn 13:34-35). We can paraphrase it this way: do not be afraid of the separation; it is necessary that I go before you, but I am not abandoning you for that. In fact, I’m going to prepare the way along which you too will go. Meanwhile, I give you a new commandment: that you love one another. As long as I have been among you, I have been the centre of your attention and your interest, the motivation of your choices. Now I’m leaving, but my presence can and must remain among you. If you live by the commandment of love, I will remain with you and everyone will know that you are my disciples. In short, the visible presence of Jesus will be replaced by the experience of brotherly love, better still, in the fraternal love among the disciples Jesus will continue to do what he has always done : love them, give his life for them.

5. The form of love

This is a new commandment, which corresponds to the new revelation of the Father that Jesus has transmitted to his disciples: since God loves them as a father would love his children, they can and must learn to love each other like brothers; the real love of Jesus that they experience, will become for them the source of brotherly love. Sure, all this could seem a grave loss to the disciples: they lose the immediate presence of Jesus and they are left with an imperative, they lose the confidence that the warm and full friendship of Jesus brings and receive a commandment to be observed in turn. But, let us try to understand it better. Jesus said: love one another as I have loved you. The love of Jesus must remain in the minds and hearts of the disciples as a model, a ideal that they will try to imitate, loving each other in all sincerity. Their love will take the form of the love of Jesus, it will resemble his: they will not be left in isolation, a current of love will surround them and give them consolation and joy. There’s more: Jesus does not only say: love one another as I have loved, but love one another since I have loved you. The love of Jesus is not only a model to be repeated, rather a gift to receive and transmit; the love of Jesus itself will be at work in fraternal love.

In short, this is the dynamism: the love of Jesus gets to the Disciples and conveys to them the infinite, invisible and mysterious love of the Father. The disciples receive this love in faith, believe in Love and, thus, allow the love of God to enter their consciences and to gives rise to good thoughts and sentiments within them - as happens to anyone who experiences being loved: the received love makes them better and eager to be good.

Such goodness, arising in  the disciples from the love of God, is lived by the disciples in their relationship to one another. That is why Jesus could add: “By this all will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (Jn 13:35). If fraternal love was a mere human sentiment, these words would not make sense, but if the love that Jesus is talking about is, within their hearts, the fruit of the love of Jesus itself (the Father’s love through Jesus), then it makes sense: when people  see the brotherly love of the disciples, they will see something that comes from Jesus, that Jesus has put in their hearts and that they convey to one another. It is a love ‘signed’ and sealed with the seal of Jesus.

6. New Creatures

Serving our brothers in imitation of the service that is received from Jesus; brotherly love, a hallmark of the bond of friendship with Jesus. We thus have two clues to understand what the Christian community is and how it is born. The Christian community is made up of ordinary people, who have nothing special about them; they do not belong to a particular race , nor do they share a particular culture; they are not particularly intelligent nor educated nor rich or powerful. If a feature can be mentioned about it, it is the one pointed out by  Paul to the Corinthians: “There are not many among you who are learned from the human point of view, nor mighty, nor of noble origin” (1Cor 1:26). Yet, these people were reached by Jesus, by his love and this event produced a rift in their lifestyle. If before they tried to reach the top and become important people, now they want to be servants to one another; if before they only sought to jealously guard their wellbeing, now their life is a continuous training in brotherly love that craves to mature to the point of  becoming a global life-style. The love of Jesus has changed them, they are in a mysterious but very real sense ‘new creatures’ (cf. 2Cor 5:17). Such transformation can be described in many different ways: “You were once darkness, now you are light in the Lord. Walk always as children of light” (Eph 5:8) or “You have been washed, you have been sanctified, you have been justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God” (1Cor 6:11) or once again, “The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the voice, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit”.

7. The portrait of the early Christian community

For this reason Luke, describing the life of the first community in Jerusalem, composes some “compendia” giving a charming portrait of an ‘alternative’ community: "They devoted themselves to the teaching of the Apostles and communion, to the breaking of bread and prayers ... breaking bread at home, taking food with gladness and singleness of heart, praising God and having favour with all the people ... Many of those who believed were of one heart and one soul and no one considered as his property that which belonged to him, but everything was held in common. With great power the apostles gave testimony to the resurrection of the Lord ... "(Acts 2:42.46-47; 4:32). This is of course an idealised description; it is difficult to imagine that everyone was a perfect saint in Jerusalem. But Luke wants to communicate something decisive: in the community that is gathered around the apostles, one could see a new style of life, a new way of life and of living relationships among people, an original way which has its source in Jesus and continues to have him as its rule. This is the truest image of the Church, that masterpiece which all Christian communities, sometimes small and poor, scattered in time and space, obstinately try to admire, imitate and implement. This is the Christian community; to understand it, all these images must be kept in mind and be revised in the heart: Jesus washing his disciples' feet; Jesus speaking to the disciples as to friends, and freely giving himself up to death on the cross for them; the fraternal relationships among the apostles in Jerusalem, common prayer and the breaking of bread, the sharing of common sentiments and property.

CHAPTER ONE

The gift of love

God loves through men

8. A universal love

An inevitable question arises: "This bond of fraternal love makes believers one in heart and mind. What about the others? Are those who do not belong to the community excluded from this love? What shape does the relationship between the Christian community and the world in which they live take? Are Christians a ‘sect’, that is, a group with very strong inner ties, but radically separated from the outer world,  in opposition to others?" We can not deny that a similar outcome is possible, yet we immediately add that it would not be sane, it would not reflect the dynamism of new life in Christ. The love that comes from God and that, through Christ, reaches the believers is not a discriminating love, does not  love one and reject another: "God so loved the world - we read in the Gospel of John - that He gave His only Son that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life "(Jn 3:16). God's love is not only directed to the Church or the group of believers, but to the whole world, without any exclusion; and this love of God is real and present (not only reserved for a distant future) and active (not just an abstract ideal). Every man, whether he knows it or not, is reached by this love, he is regenerated, forgiven, cleansed, justified: the foreign Samaritan who stops to help a wounded stranger, despite being a separatist and far away from the communion of Israel, is driven by love; the wife and husband who take care of each other and offer each other the security of their loyalty are moved by this love, the friend who shares wishes and plans with a friend and puts the good of the friend before his own self-realisation is moved by the same love ... The whole world, all humanity is  crossed by an infinite stream of love that comes from God and sustains the world. If there was not this power of love, parents would no longer love their children, politicians would not take care of the common good, volunteers would not spend time and energy and money to help strangers, teachers would not be interested in the good of the disciples and doctors would not sacrifice themselves to treat the sick. There is an unlimited supply of love, made available to man by God, so that it fills and animates everyday life. 

9. A conscious response

But then, what use is the Christian community? What makes it different? If the love of God is given to all, if it can transform all, if everybody, transformed by this love, can make their life a work of love, what then is the specific sense of the Christian vocation? It is simply this: all people are loved by God, but only believers know this and, therefore, it is only they that consciously respond to his love; in particular, Christians are believers who have known Jesus, they have seen how He lived  and died, they have understood that his whole life was spent under the sign of love and that his death was the fulfilment of this same love, they have recognized in Him the love of God made human, visible and tangible. They have been 'wounded' by this love and can no longer envisage living without responding to this love with love, to forgiveness with forgiveness, to consolation with peace. For them, the love of Jesus does not belong to the past. Jesus is risen, and lives in God to intercede for humanity; an inexhaustible spring of spiritual energy gushes forever from Him , permeates the world and generates in the world   lives  that have the same shape as his. The Eucharist, the sacraments, the word of the Gospel that is proclaimed, love and fraternal service, the social ties that form the fabric of the Church - all of these come from the risen Lord and produce visible effects of love, of service, of unity. There could be an intimate bond of love between two people, but until this love is told and 
accepted in words, this bond could not be said to be mature. When God explicitly declares his love, when man understands this declaration, accepts it and responds to it, then the relationship between man and God is realised. All men are loved by God and are called to love God and to love one another with the love that comes from God; there is no difference in this respect between Buddhists and Christians, between Muslims and Hindus, between atheists and the indifferent. 

But atheists live on God’s love without realising it, therefore they cannot thank Him; believers know that God loves them and thus live their love for man as an amazed and joyful response to God's love for them; Christians have seen the love of God in the life of Jesus: they therefore respond to God's original love by living in Jesus, according to his  life style, wishing to make of their own lives a gift that is similar to that of Jesus; they trust they can rely on the help of Jesus and the healing and creative power of his Spirit in this feat. 

10. An incarnate love

Knowing to be loved by God (something Christians and, with them, all believers know) is a great gift that fills the human conscience with gratitude and joy; yet, at the same time, it represents a responsibility. As a matter of fact, The believer must take upon himself the sufferings, the limitations and injustices that are present in the world and strive with all his strength to act so that men, every single man,  can live; only doing this can he claim to be  truly a ‘believer’, that is, to have actually (and not just verbally) accepted within himself the creative and generous love of God. God’s  love is never inactive; whoever receives it within himself necessarily becomes active, he learns to share the sentiments of God and joyfully puts himself at his service so that, also through him, God can accomplish his designs. The Christian lives this responsibility as a response to the concrete,  visible and personal love of Jesus, and lives it within a  network of relationships that make r his actual relationship with Jesus concrete (the Church, the Gospel, the sacraments,  the ministries, the doctrine of faith, the social ties within the Church, charities, canon law, ecclesiastical patrimony ...). It may seem paradoxical and naïve to link the love of God, which is infinitely pure and holy, with such an ambiguous reality as a human community or religious authority or even ecclesiastical patrimony. We are not ignoring selfishness , pride and power intrigue, which have often played a role in history around these realities; it is shameful to have to admit that ambition, avarice, nepotism, lust have repeatedly polluted the concrete way to live and manage the concrete life of the Church. However, the incarnation remains the proper 'genius' of Christianity, the concrete way in which the Christian believes and lives the love of God.

 It is a love that can be lived in mystical experiences enrapturing man above himself up to the third heaven; the Church has an extraordinarily rich and solid mystical tradition, from Paul himself to Francis, to Teresa of the Child Jesus, to John of the Cross, to Bridget of Sweden ...; it is a love that willingly takes on heroic forms of charity like in Vincent de Paul or Joseph Benedict Cottolengo; but it is also a love that can and wants to be lived in the toils and burdens of everyday life: in the fidelity of husband and wife, the daily sacrifice for  children, the fulfilment of civic and social duties. In short, it is a love that is always finding new and original forms of expression, which takes everything that is human - except sin - and is capable of putting the seal of Jesus on everything.

11. A treasure in earthenware 

For this reason the Christian and the Church are vulnerable in the world. If Christian life were pure inner mystical experience, it would be incontestable: no one could deny or criticise it. But as the Christian and the Church are made of flesh, all sorts of judgement and criticism are made possible. The flesh, by its nature, is ungainly and is susceptible to ridicule because it is never up to  the spirit it tries to express. Thinking of God's love and watching our actual existence, our childish jealousies, our all too human pettiness, is likely to elicit a pitiful smile. The Christian can look like a fool who thinks a lot of himself or a clown who plays a farce or (at best) a teenager who is not yet fully aware of his weakness; the Church may seem to be an hypocritical institution that claims to be divine but ends up not even being human. There is no way out of this tight spot; the only right way is that of humility, the one that Paul indicated when he said we bear a precious treasure in jars of clay. The clay pots are worth very little and can easily be despised, but no form of contempt can affect the content if it is precious. And the Church, despite its fragility, bears the mystery of Christ.

Conforming to Christ

12. The mystery of Christ

The name ‘Christ ‘ has a twofold meaning: Christ is, of course, the historical Jesus of Nazareth, the one who lived in Palestine in the first decades of our era, the one who worked as a carpenter, preached in Galilee, healed the sick, was condemned to death and crucified under Pontius Pilate, rose again on the third day by God’s power. In fact: it is the individual person Jesus in his journey through and beyond history.

Yet, one can also speak of Christ as ‘mystery’, in the sense that Jesus of Nazareth realises and fulfils within himself God’s plan on creation. When God created the world, he did so having Jesus in mind; God saw in Jesus the perfection of his work because in Jesus the cosmos, life and humanity assume the form of the Son of God, they become his ‘body’, that is the concrete, material, visible manifestation of the Son of God. From our world Jesus, the Son of God took on a body that made Him present in history and to men. In Jesus our world has found a perfect form which has made it the full revelation of God. Jesus is within the world; yet He does not merely live there as a guest, but rather as a spiritual energy which renews the world itself by bringing his own ‘form’ into it, that is, the form of the Son of God, the form of trustful obedience and total love.

13. Beginning and fulfilment

In a sense Christ (that is, the Son of God made flesh) is prior to creation itself because God created the world having Him in mind, choosing Him as the goal of creation; God wants the whole world, in its infinite variety, to assume the form expressed by Jesus in his life. At the same time, Jesus is beyond the world, beyond the present because the world strives towards Him, towards a full manifestation of the love for God through fraternal love. Finally, Jesus is – forever – within the world as an inexhaustible source of spiritual energy which is at work calling, forgiving, sustaining, guiding, welcoming, until the whole world takes on  his form and can be presented to God as belonging to Him: “Creation itself is eagerly awaiting the revelation of the children of God … … till now the entire creation has been groaning in labour pain until now…” (Rm 8: 19, 22) “… So that God may be all in all” (1 Cor 15: 28).

14. The task of the Church

In this divine plan on the world and history (‘the mystery’ as St. Paul calls it) the Church occupies a specific place: it is between Jesus and the world, making the healing influence of Jesus in the world possible and transforming the world after Jesus. The Church is made of world; its members are citizen of the world, they work, eat, love, suffer in the world, they speak the languages of the world. And yet they live as redeemed people, rescued by Christ: Christ has taken possession of their existence and shapes them by the power of his love, of his Spirit. Since they believe in God’s love, they are pulled away from the egoism of the world; since they live in the world, they transform the world according to the logic of God’s love. In short, the task of the Church is to offer the world to Christ as his body, and to give Christ to the world as its head; in other words, to animate and transform the world according to the Spirit of Christ.

15. Shaping a fragment of the world

This is the task for all the baptized, be they single or married, rich or poor, young or old, healthy or sick … every man is a body and everyone gives a particular form to his body through his thoughts and desires, through the decisions he makes and the actions he undertakes, the relationships he establishes and those he breaks off. Each time the world takes on the form resulting from  people’s freedom; it takes the form of peace or war, of goodness or wickedness, of wisdom or stupidity, depending on  the different behaviour of people.

Solomon gave the world  a legacy of wisdom , then, towards the end of his life, he changed his ways and produced foolishness; Alexander the Great shaped an entire cycle of human civilization, but he also filled the world with blood by anger, violence and murder. Each person shapes a fragment of the world and gives it a human form – intelligent or stupid, responsible or irresponsible, good or bad. Jesus, too, shaped a fragment of the world and gave it the form of the love for God and the love for men. He explained it in this way: “It is necessary for the world to know that I love the Father and that I do what the Father has commanded” (Jn 14: 31). That is why John says: “Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end” (Jn 13: 1), knowing that, “there is no greater love than to give one’s life for his friends” (Jn 15:13).  Now it is our turn, the turn of the believers, of the Christian community: clinging to Jesus, freely and willingly accepting Jesus’ love (God’s love through Jesus), we carry within us God’s love itself and through this love we evaluate things, make decisions, deal with people. To the extent that we allow God’s love to become active and fruitful within us, our actions give a new form to the world (to small fragments of world), the liberating form of love. This is what the Church is for: to transmit God’s love to the world, not by any magical quality, but by its close connection with Christ and, through Christ, with God.

16. The testimony of the saints

We are convinced that God really works within the course of the history of the world, and that this divine activity manifests itself in a particularly clear way in the saints, that is, the people who have lived their faith consistently, transforming their daily actions according to the logic of the Gospel. There is an invisible but very real bond, a mysterious reciprocity of feelings between Francis who kisses a leper and God the Creator: Francis feels the sentiments of God, and God welcomes the leper through Francis’ arms; There is a mysterious sharing of thoughts between Augustine definitively breaking with his past and God: Augustine gathers all his desires in God, and God introduces his wisdom into the world through Augustine; and so on. The ordinary means of the incarnation of God is not impressive facts, rather those facts that impress God’s love on history. 

Jesus’ death on the cross is the greatest event of this category of facts. Never has God been so close to the world, never has his action been as penetrating as the death of Jesus – which is not a miracle, but a tragic event mingled with weakness and sin. Nevertheless there is in that event a perfect agreement of decision between Jesus who dies praying with the words of the Psalm (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”) and God who seems silent and helpless: Jesus brings to perfection his obedience to the Father, surrendering his own life to Him; the Father manifests in Jesus his infinite and unreserved love for humanity. The Church exists to this end: to make possible, even today, the prolongation of the obedience and love of Jesus, to make possible, even today, the revelation of the love of the Father.

CHAPTER TWO

We are the Body of Christ

17. A body for love

The essential condition for the Church to be able to accomplish this mission is, of course, its full adhesion to Christ: “I am the vine, you are the branches … you can do nothing without me” (Jn 15: 5). That is to say: you can do nothing of what is your mission as Church that must reveal the love of God to the world by living and practising this love. Who can reveal God other than God himself? Yet,  God needs a body to reveal himself, because only in a body  do the wisdom and goodness of God become visible, audible and tangible. Well then, it is  the Church that provides this body to God in history, just as Christ had offered it in the incarnation. But this is with a difference; Christ is the Son of God, and his human body is a docile instrument of his identity; the Church is the place of the revelation of God and of his love, but only if and insofar as it adheres to Christ and lets itself be shaped by his Spirit through the Word and the sacraments. We have spoken about all this in our Pastoral letters in the past two years. But there is an element that I am interested  in recalling, which is the necessary presence of an ordained ministry. The priestly year we have celebrated, has made us aware of the extraordinary gift that this ministry represents for the whole Church. On the other hand, the paucity of vocations to the priesthood demands a particular attention from the Christian community. 

The priesthood, the sign of the presence of Christ

18. The ordained ministry

All the baptized can and must proclaim the Word of God; the Gospel they listen to in faith must make them witnesses by their word and way of life. The whole life of the baptized ought to have a ‘sacramental’ value, that is, it must be an instrumental sign of the living action of the Lord Jesus in history. To this end, there is in the Church an ordained ministry that proclaims the Word of God with authority and celebrates the sacraments in an effective way. If preaching were just the teaching of a doctrine, then the presence of someone with a sound knowledge of the subject and capable of expounding it clearly would be enough. If the sacrament were only a rite recalling the memory of Jesus, it would be sufficient for somebody to arouse this memory vividly through evocative gestures. But the Church thinks differently: when the Word of God is proclaimed, it is Christ himself who speaks to his Church; when the sacraments are celebrated, it is Christ himself who works out salvation for his Church. Christ is risen, He is alive; He walks amidst the Churches, He speaks and acts effectively. He who preaches with authority or celebrates efficaciously cannot just be someone with intellectual aptitude for preaching or celebrating; it has to be someone “sent” by Jesus and acting in obedience to a commandment of his. Only on this condition can his gestures make the action of Christ present. He who acts must act as a sacrament of Jesus, as an effective sign of his presence and of his action. It is the imposition of hands at ordination that makes this possible. 

19. The unity of the presbytery 

Two observations spring from this. The first is that all priests, together, form one great sacrament – that is, one great sign of the presence of the Risen Lord in the Church. There are in Brescia more than eight hundred priests; but Christ is one: the eight hundred priests form one great sign through which the Lord makes himself present in the Church that is in Brescia. Hence the necessary communion among the presbytery: the ministry of any priest is only authentic if it is really united with the ministry of the other priests and, therefore, with the ministry of the bishop, who is the centre of the unity of the diocesan presbytery. The sacramental communion will be the more credible and efficacious if it is accompanied by real fraternity. From here comes the usefulness of shared life, common prayer, collaboration in the life of the diocese, meetings among priests; in short, of all that expresses and strengthens the common bond of priesthood.  

20.  A holy presbytery

The second observation points in the same direction: a priest is a sacrament of Christ because his body, words and gestures realise the memory of Christ (“As the Father sent me, so I am sending you … Go, make disciples of all nations …; baptize in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit… Do this in memory of me …”). This essential fidelity is enough for a sacrament to be valid. But a priest makes the sacrament (the ministry) fruitful to the extent that his way of being – body, intelligence, sentiments, words, relations, character … - reveals the life style of Jesus, conveys his welcoming attitude, his meekness, his purity of heart: “Come to me, all you who labour and are overburdened … I will give you rest …learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart” (Mt 11: 28-29). In short: sanctity (the resemblance to Christ) is an essential prerequisite of the ministry. It is painful to give up our own plans to face the needs of others; it is tiring to share in the joys of others when we have to lick our own wounds; or to share in the sufferings of others when we are tired ourselves. Yet, empathy, the ability to sense with others, is part of the mission of the priest; only thus can he also admonish or give corrections, if it is clear that admonitions and corrections originate in love, in compassion (suffering with), and not in resentment or a  desire to prevail. Paul’s criterion is always valid: “We are not dictators over your faith (over your life), but we are fellow workers with you for your happiness” (2 Cor 1, 24). There is no need to prove that going along this path in  life means undertaking a path of ascetism, which is demanding, but,  just for this reason, fruitful. 

21. The hard work of communion 

The law of communion makes the life of the presbytery both joyful and problematic. As a matter of fact, the logic of communion creates not a few problems. When all live the dynamism of communion and shoulder the burdens of the ministry, even trying to bear those belonging to others (which may seen paradoxical but it is exactly what Paul invites us to do in Gal 6:2), the life of the presbytery becomes extraordinarily joyous and liberating. But there is always the temptation to waver , that is to try to avoid shouldering the burdens, simply enjoying the advantages of one’s condition; now, this cannot happen in  the presbytery without the weight falling on others. In short, the presbytery works well if everyone  lives the law of communion in the best possible way; it becomes heavy and dull, if each one is only after his own advantage, and does not take upon himself his share of the toil (or humiliation, or self-denial). The importance of obedience is also at play here;  shirking obedience is not only a lack of personal virtue - which can be redressed by confession and penance. It is also an unjust burden placed on others, which cannot be removed without self-sacrifice. What is more, when we elude the requirements of communal service, we experience a mysterious sadness within us, the cause of which we cannot identify; yet it stems from our awareness that we are not where we should be. Fulfilling the task we have been assigned  is sometimes hard, sometimes even distressing, but it is a source of security; taking shelter in the nest that we have built ourselves may seem rewarding, but it also causes deep anxiety, for which there is no cure and that we can only try to hide from our own selves. 

22. The humility of the priest

When preaching or celebrating, the priest acts in persona Christi; Christ himself speaks and acts through him. It is from here that the necessity arises to treat priests with respect and honour, as it is  through their ministry that  Christ is continuously at work in his Church. For their part, priests must be sincerely humble, aware that they are holding a treasure which does not belong to them, but that they are just administrators; boasting of the treasure they administer, as if it belonged to them, would be a sign of foolishness. The treasure is Christ, and nobody in their right mind can identify themselves with the Risen Christ; we are only sacrament of Christ; and sacraments are made of poor things so that they do not overshadow the beauty of the gift. The arrogance in some learned or wealthy people who show off their learning or wealth to claim their superiority over others   is intolerable. Yet, the arrogance of a priest boasting of something that belongs to someone else is even more intolerable. 

Gifts and vocations united in love

23. Only one body, many members  

The law of relations within the Church is that expounded by Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians, when he speaks of the Christian community as ‘Body of Christ’ (1 Cor 12). It is a law both of unity and plurality: “For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so is it with Christ” (1Cor 12:12). So, one body, but with many members; many members, but united to form one body. It would be dangerous to humiliate some members, regarding them as unnecessary; one would risk being left with a defective body. It would be equally foolish to exalt the beauty and the power of individual members, forgetting the dynamism of complementarity that enables them to work. Paradoxically, both risks are present: the risk that some priests identify the Christian community within the boundaries of their ministry, and the risk that some lay people are unaware of their responsibility. In the Christian community nobody ought to say: “I am not needed” and nobody can say to the others: “I do not need you”. All those called to faith by Jesus become, by this call, irreplaceable members of his body; if they withdraw from the life of the community, they impoverish it. There are no problems on a theoretical level; we are always saying such things– and with conviction. Yet, in actual life, our behaviours must become more consistent.  

24. The consecrated 

Religious (and, in  more general terms, consecrated persons, including those in Secular Institutes) are obviously appreciated for what they do; but the value of their presence in the Christian community comes before their activity. They are in the Church the sign of the total consecration to Christ and to the Gospel and, in this way, they are the antidote to the ever present risk of the worldliness. As the Church lives in the world, it is always compelled  to tackle the temptation of assuming a worldly way of thinking and living; the life style of the religious, who practice chastity, [evangelical] poverty and obedience, contrasts with  the worldly life-style,  centred on power, sex and money. If the consecrated diminish in the Church (or if their correct life-style fails), the rate of worldliness in the Church is bound to increase. The same happens if the rest of the Christian community considers consecrated persons from a distance, as a vocation for others rather than a particularly intense realisation of a vocational dimension which is present in all. Therefore, everybody should see themselves reflected in the life experience of the consecrated, even if not everybody is called to consecrated life: the primacy of God, the need of an extended and prolonged prayer, the usefulness of a rule of life, the communitarian dimension of Christian life …all this and even more, is kept alive in the Christian community by the presence of religious men and women : may the Lord increase their vocations!

25. The ordained

In its turn, the presence of the ordained ministry preserves the awareness of the concrete bond with Christ – with the Risen Christ – who is also the historical Christ. If the sense of the ordained ministry fails, the Christian existence runs the risk of drifting towards idealism and subjectivism, and thus, towards a conception in which what matters is not the flesh of Christ, but only the ideas of Christianity; not fidelity to the concrete life of Christ but only a clear individual conscience. A recurrent temptation is also: why should I depend on the mediation of a ministerial structure (the Church) to communicate with God? Is my sincerity not enough? It would be enough if man were only spirit; it would be enough if the relationship with God did not have to take place through the man Jesus of Nazareth, his real presence, his word and his gestures. In short, were the consciousness of the ordained ministry to fail, Christianity would drift towards an individualistic, deeply personal and private conception of religion, which is reduced to an ideological vision of the world and of history. Referring to priests means accepting and appreciating the historical and concrete dimension of Christian experience, which is connected with Jesus and the testimony of the apostles.

26. The laity

The active presence of the laity keeps the awareness alive that the Church is not simply a community where strong relations of love and fraternity are experienced. The Church is mission; it has to announce Christ to the world and give the world the form of Christ. How could the Church adequately respond to this task if there were not the laity – immersed in the life of the world – acting correctly in accordance with the Gospel? It is especially the laity who come in contact with the essential structures of worldly life: power (in politics), money (in economic life), sexuality (in family life), culture, and so on. These are the realities (family, work, economics, power…) that have to be transformed by the logic of love that comes from God, the logic of the Gospel. If the Church gave up on the transformation of the world and withdrew into itself, content with the affirmation of a supposed moral superiority, only caring for the inner joys of fraternity, it would become fruitless and, little by little, it would disappear: fruitlessness is a choice of death.   

27. The law of complementarity 

We can summarise as follows: the consecrated (the religious), the presbytery and the laity need each other to understand and live the sense of their vocations. The consecrated that hold no relation with the ordained ministry and the laity run the risk of losing every connection with Christ or becoming disembodied spiritual people. The priests who disregard the religious and the laity run the risk of becoming professionals of the sacred or self-referential leaders.  The laity who do not refer  to the religious and the presbytery run the risk of becoming mundane, or of losing the real bond with Jesus. This general description is a simplification, of course: the concrete vocations are much more various and complex than any theory could account for and everyone should patiently discover their specific place. Yet the rationale does not change: nobody can live their vocation in a sensible way unless they accept and appreciate the presence of the different vocations the Spirit arouses around them. Conversely, where there are strong bonds of communion, every vocation reflects in itself something of the beauty of the other vocations; the Church becomes more beautiful and harmonious. 

A body built by the Spirit

28. Towards the head, Christ

The complementarity of vocations and of the Lord’s gifts is such that everybody can only understand themselves fully within a wider design comprising others and their different vocations. A twofold dimension of the Christian existence should be kept in mind: one concerned with the building of the Christian community itself, and one with the transformation and renewal of society, of the “world”. The first care belongs primarily, though not exclusively, to the ordained ministry; the second is peculiar to, though not exclusive of, the laity; they are not worlds apart: there is a global objective requiring global care. In the Letter to the Ephesians we read: “By acting according to the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ. From whom the whole body, joined and knitted together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love” (Eph 4:15-16). The Church, we have been reminded many times, is made of ‘worldly’ material, that is, of people living in this world and who in this world have relations, ties, responsibilities, and plans. At the same time, the Church is built up by the risen Christ; sitting at the right hand of the Father, He abundantly gives of his grace (his Spirit) to the believers. This grace is the energy that makes the Church grow, not according to worldly standards (success, power, riches) but so as to  conform to Jesus Christ, its head. In concrete terms, this happens when the Church, moved by Christ’s grace, with the power of the Holy Spirit, ‘acts by truth in love’. In so doing, the Church assumes the form of a fragment of human society, animated by the love of God which is conveyed through Christ; now already, living in this way, the Church produces the beginning of the transformation of the world  by introducing into history values, attitudes and behaviours which stem from the Gospel.. 

29. The Word, the Eucharist and the Church

For this process to take place correctly, the Church continuously needs to receive the guiding light, the energy for its growth and the motivating love from the risen Lord. That is why the Word of God is constantly proclaimed and the sacraments celebrated in the Church. It is Christ who time and again speaks to his Church as its Lord, as a bridegroom speaks to his bride, a master to his disciples. Through the Word of God, the Christian community progressively takes on a shape that is more and more similar to that of Jesus, and, therefore, more and more corresponding to the will of God. If the Word were no longer proclaimed, truly evangelical values would gradually be forgotten, the desire to live like Jesus would fade, and the Church would become a human society shaped by the will of its members, not by the will of the Lord. The Eucharist (and all the sacraments) is to be  placed beside the Word of God: it is the Eucharist that conveys the form of self-giving love to the Church, the form that Jesus inscribed into the bread and wine when He said: “This is my body given up for you… This is my blood for you…” .As long as the Eucharist is celebrated, there will be in the world a stream of love oriented towards  unreserved self-donation; there will be an inexhaustible spring to purify man’s sin and build fraternity. Therefore, the Word of God and the sacraments, through the activity of the ordained ministry, build up the Church enabling it to live  in accordance with the form of Jesus and the Gospel. 

30. Contributing to the good of the community

The building up of the community is not a task for the ordained ministry alone, but for all the baptized. That is why an endless series of lay ministries – either officially established or de facto ministries-has been flourishing beside the ordained ministries;  they originate in the real needs of the Christian community and represent at the same time the most suitable environment to nurture the ordained ministries. Such lay ministries, too, are structured around the effective action of the risen Lord, and therefore, around the Word of God, the sacraments and charity. The instituted ministries are: the lectors (service to the Word of God) and the acolytes (service at the Eucharistic table); beside them the catechists, leaders of Gospel groups, extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion; godparents at baptism and confirmation; volunteers in charitable activities… There are no limits to the creativity of the Spirit in arousing charismas and services; the only criterion is the good of the community. The ministries, in fact, are never for the exaltation of those who exercise them, but they are for the good of those for whom they are exercised; they are exercised in the measure and the mode required by the good of the Christian community itself. The essential condition for the lay ministries to be ecclesial is their communion with the ordained ministry. The ordained ministry, in fact, is the centre of communion in the concrete Christian communities and communion is the supreme law. Even the greatest miracles are barren, if they do not take place within the communion, while the humblest of the ministries are precious and fruitful, if they contribute to communion.  

31. Building a civilization of love

There is a second dimension in the mission of the Church: it is the contribution given by the Church – through its members –to the building of a more just and fraternal human society. The Second Vatican Council reminded us that the Church is “sacrament, that is, sign and instrument of an intimate union with God and of unity of the human race” (LG 1). All that the Church does to guide humanity to recognise and accept the love of God, all that it does to make humanity more united by overcoming divisions and disagreements, all this belongs to the proper mission of the Church. In this field the activity of the laity is particularly meaningful. They are the ones who work in the world of economy, they carry political responsibility, they contribute to shape and transform social structures; if in all these fields they act pursuing the common good, they contribute to the birth and construction of a “civilization of love”; the Church accomplishes its mission through them. It is worth repeating: lay people do not carry out the mission of the Church only through strictly ecclesial ministries (those intended for building up the Church itself), but also working  in society in a Christian way; The pastoral plans of a Christian community must take into account not only the responsibility of building up the community, but also consider what witnessing and contribution the members of the community are called to give in shaping society. one only needs to think of the valuable service a doctor, a teacher, or a professional can offer with their competently and honestly performed work, when they are moved by the love of Christ.

33. The role of the family

Particular attention must be paid  to the family, both as the receiver and the protagonist of pastoral care. The transmission of the faith, as a matter of fact, happens first of all through the family: the fundamental religious gestures are learnt within the family (the sign of the cross, praying, respect for the day of the Lord, kindness to the elderly and the sick…) and the family life style is naturally transmitted to young generations (how to manage money, how to live one’s bodily dimension, how to interact with people, how to reason on political issues, and so on). In this regard, the CICY (Christian Initiation for Children and Youths) has been an exemplary choice, because it has planned the course of initiation of the youths so that it hinges on responsible parental care. I think this is  a successful guideline to be followed also in the future. The important role we credit the family with also depends on the fact that it can give a crucial contribution in the building up of the Church itself. The family, in fact, is founded on an irrevocable commitment of love that allows people to grow trusting to be loved and welcome; in the family one lives an experience of gratuity in giving and in mutual service which has no equal in any other type of society; in the family one experiments how diversity (of the sexes, of generations, of descent) can give rise to a wider communion, instead of being a cause for contrast. In short, the communion uniting the members of the Church has its first evident realization in the communion of the married couple, parents and children. The service the Church has to render to society, too, is realised, above all, in the values of responsibility, fidelity and friendship that the family develops and introduces into the fabric of society. Of course, it has to be remembered that the law of communion requires the family not to recoil into the private enjoyment of its own wellbeing, but to open itself up to other families and to the wider parish community. What applies to any form of human society equally applies to the family: if it withdraws into itself and becomes exclusive, little by little, it loses brilliance; it hardens and becomes miserable, even ugly. 

CHAPTER THREE

Becoming one thing

33. The model of the Trinity

The basic law in the life of the Church in all its realisations is communion; and the ecclesial communion has its model and its original form in the Trinity. Jesus’ prayer at the Last Supper expresses it clearly: “That they may all be one, as you Father, are in me and I in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (Jn 17:21).

 God is one in three co-equal and distinct Persons: the Father is not the Son and the Son is not the Father, and yet there is no Father without the Son nor a Son without the Father. The existence of the Father consists in giving existence to the Son and the existence of the Son consists in existing from the Father and for the Father. In this way Father and Son are clearly distinct, but not at all separated; on the contrary, the distinction is what makes them exist for the other in an eternal bond of love and communion, which is the Holy Spirit. Exactly because we believe in the one and triune God, the ideal of our life is neither uniformity (as though there were only one normative form of existence to replicate), nor a scattered plurality (as though different forms of existence could develop one without or against the other). Our ideal is plurality united in love: only one body and many members, one human family in many cultures, languages, experiences, people. Moreover, being united in love does not wipe out the differences, nor does it make them irrelevant; on the contrary, love gives substance to everyone’s own form of life, making it sound and irreplaceable. If I love you, I want you to exist as ‘you’, not as a replica of what I am; I want your qualities to be respected, appreciated and enriched. Likewise, the fact of being many, each with their own characteristics, does not generate separation, estrangement or, even worse, conflict. It is the discovery of diversity that makes us understand that we need each other, and makes us realise that communion with others is not a loss, but rather an enrichment. This is the fundamental law of the Church.

Communion, the form of the Church

34. Diverse expressions of the one Church

Therefore, all the realisations of the Church need to take shape and grow according to this law. The Church is only one – holy, catholic, apostolic- but it takes shape in diverse expressions: the diocese, which can quite rightly be called ‘particular church’, ‘local church’, because it contains all the constitutive elements of the Church and is therefore able to reproduce itself; the parish; the family, the basic cell of the Church. These are the traditional dimensions we all know well. I would like to add two more, though, that I deem necessary in the present situation: the pastoral unit and the small territorial community. We get a schema that comprises, from the bottom up: family, small territorial community, parish, pastoral unit and, finally, diocese. 

35. The Christian family

The ecclesial bond of the family is formed by the sacrament of matrimony; it constitutes husband and wife into a sacramental sign of the presence of Christ and of the spousal love of Christ and the Church. In the family the bond of love and fidelity, which assumes and humanizes the sexual difference, becomes a real revelation of the love and the fidelity with which Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her, with which the Church welcomes the love of Christ and responds with her faithful dedication. We are at the root here: the family is the basic cell in building the Church.

36. The parish

The parish unites many families and gathers them around the same Eucharist. It is therefore the Sunday Eucharist that shapes the parish and makes it a precise expression of Church. I do not say – as someone does – that on Sundays only one Mass should be celebrated in each parish to express the unity of the community; such assertion would not take into consideration the actual situations of life and how people move about. However, we need celebrations that are not only an expression of private devotion, but show and generate the fabric of the parish. The Word of God which is proclaimed, the shared prayer and the sacramental communion have the power of uniting people, giving a Christian shape to their lives, and building up a community- insofar as the Word and the Eucharist are lived in faith.

37. The small territorial community

Between the family and the parish, I have mentioned the ‘small territorial community’. The expression is neither accurate nor nice; however I mean something specific. The parish generally gathers a great deal of people. It is only in some small parishes that a bond of familiarity can concretely grow and mature into fraternity and reciprocal help among the people. And yet fraternity is not an optional in Christian life and mutual help is a specific duty: “While we have the chance, we must do good to all, especially to our brothers in the faith” (Gal 6: 10). I think it is then useful, within the territory of a parish, to establish concrete relationships among groups of families who know each other and recognise themselves as  believers by living some moments together. These could be listening to the Word of scripture (a listening group), or praying the Rosary in the month of May, or preparation for the celebration of the sacraments, or someone’s celebration. The important thing is to manage to create bonds of acquaintance that give concrete form to the communion of faith and develop into forms of mutual help, especially in favour of lonely old people or families with sick people. It is a question of ensuring that nobody is left alone in the Christian community. Living this way, we will be expressing that communion that unites us, and, at the same time, we will be rendering an inestimable service to society, sensibly improving the quality of life of the people. 

38. The pastoral unit

Now then: family, small territorial community and parish. This is where I want to insert the pastoral unit as the hub uniting several parishes. This is an issue we have been dealing with for some time now, and that, God willing, we will bring to its close in the next diocesan synod. It is not a question of eliminating parishes (rather, the pastoral unit is exactly the way to avoid having to suppress parishes); neither is it a way to centralise pastoral activities (places and times of pastoral activities have to be decided together); rather, it is about better expressing the communion among parishes that are near each other by unifying the pastoral planning, that is, it is about discussing and deciding together what must be done and how it must be done. The reason is plain: on one hand the increasing mobility of people makes the connection to a territory less exclusive; on the other, the need of planning pastoral activities requires a wider territorial extent than a single parish. A small parish, by itself, does not have the means to ensure all forms of pastoral activity required by the current situation. The cooperation of more parishes becomes necessary if one desires a more rational and effective service. The advantages should be manifold: communion is made more visible not only among priests but also among the Christian Communities; a more varied and more specific pastoral ministry is made possible; a permanent, not only an occasional cooperation of the laity is made available.

39. The diocese

Finally, the diocese: As I was saying, the diocese is in a strict sense ‘the local church’. The presence of all the grades of the ordained ministry (the bishop, priests and deacons) ensures that nothing is lacking in the diocese for its growth, nor to live the mystery of the body of Christ to the full . This does not mean that the diocese is self-sufficient; in fact, the diocese, too, can only live in accordance with the logic of communion; it can therefore work in an ecclesial way only by being in communion with the other dioceses, the other local churches. Particularly, the communion with the Church of Rome and the Pope, the bishop of Rome, guarantees that the individual diocese is not isolated in itself, but is vitally inserted in the communion of all the churches that constitute the ‘Catholic’, that is the universal Church. It is exactly for this reason that each particular church has to feel responsible for the missionary path of the universal Church; and the bishop is the guarantor of this link. 

40. Consecrated life, ecclesial associations and movements

The Christian community is not only structured according to width, from the family to the diocese, but it also includes diverse life styles corresponding to different gifts of the Spirit. Let us consider the numerous and various religious families (congregations): they arise at definite times, when particular expectations and needs emerge, and they respond exactly to these needs. They are born within hearts that are mindful of  the path of the Church, willing to live in total dedication to the Gospel, able to grasp the inner movements of the Spirit stemming from listening to the Word of God. They are the treasure of the Church. Monastic orders, mendicant orders, cloistered monasteries, congregations devoted to charity or to education, secular institutes… The multiplicity is amazing, a sign of the infinite creativity of the Spirit and a source of ever revived spiritual energies. All these religious experiences in their originality are but expressions of some element of the unique Spirit who guides the whole Church; thanks to their characteristic style they help recover necessary but lost aspects and open new sensibilities. The Christian community must welcome this richness as such, and appreciate it, making it available in all spheres of life; in the same way it is important that these particular families should not become estranged from the common journey, rather they should support it with their intense and conscious participation.

Alongside the manifold forms of consecrated life are lay aggregations: associations, groups, movements, institutions, diverse forms of life. We can think of the Catholic Action, Agesci (the Italian Association of Catholic Scouts and Guides), Acli (the Italian Christian Workers Society), Mcl (the Christian Workers Movement), Neocatechumenate, Communion and Liberation, the Focolare Movement, Groups of Spiritual Renewal, and many other forms of aggregations that characterise contemporary Church. These experiences, too, are born out of the perception of an important need to be responded, and offer the Church the richness of strong and fruitful experiences of faith. The logic of communion we have mentioned also applies here: to be truly ecclesial, each of these experiences has to preserve its identity, yet this can only be done by generously opening itself to other identities and to the mystery of the whole Church. It is exactly in self-donation, in taking on  the needs of all, in welcoming the gift of another as complementary to one’s own, that one contributes to the maturation of the whole Church and, through it, of the entire human family.

41. Towards concrete experiences of communion

One Church, then, organised in different levels that concur to form the Church – which is varied in the multiplicity of gifts but one in the bond of love and faith. 

From a theoretical point of view the question is clear enough; but these convictions must generate  real experiences, which make the communion we profess and believe in visible and perceivable in real life. 

Fraternity and cooperation among priests and all ministries, communal discernment, by which pastoral choices are pondered and made together, incessant prayer for one another, reciprocal hospitality, the creation of an ecclesial style of relation among people and among various communities; all this constitutes a task lying ahead of us, which we have to devote all our  strength to, overcoming jealousies and fears.  It is beautiful that each community has its own identity,- its history, its families, its structures…- yet this identity is not to be played ‘against’ the others, but it should rather help us in rendering better service to the others. We have everything to gain by making room for a presence that is different from us; our own identity becomes clearer, more solid and serene.

The least, strength of the communion

42. The place for the least

“Rather, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of the body that we think less honourable we cloth with greater honour, and our less respectable members are treated with greater respect; whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honour to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, then, all suffer together with it; if one member is honoured, all rejoice together with it” (1 Cor 1: 12: 22-26). The argument is very clear; but, at the same time, destabilising because it radically challenges many ways of thinking we assume instinctively, without even being aware. The idea of a pyramid of power, where the first are on top, is not only challenged but overturned, so that whoever has authority, whatever it may be, can  only understand and live it as a responsibility towards the others. Only thus, says Paul, the diverse qualities of individuals in the community do not become a cause for division but a cohesive force. The consequences for a Christian community are numberless. It means that the focus of the community is centred on children, who do not have any power yet, on the elderly, who have power no longer, the sick and the weak in general; this is not because these people are better than the others, but simply because they are weaker. It is a revolutionary way of considering the human family and the dynamism of social life. 

If Paul is right, then the goal of culture and of work is not to become richer or more powerful or to become more of a pleasure lover, but to help support the life of all in a better way. In order to achieve this goal, it is certainly necessary to produce some riches (if there is no wealth to share, poverty cannot be overcome), to manage power (if one is without any kind of strength the weak cannot be defended), and so on. However, the point of view changes radically and in a revolutionary way. It is not difficult to deduce from Paul’s words that if there are tensions and quarrels in our communities, this means that we have not placed the weak at the centre, but the strong; we are not taking care of the little ones, but of our personal interests that we consider great.

43. The little ones

Our parishes have always devoted special attention to children’s education. One only has to think of the catechetical activities that have always engaged a large number of people. The extraordinary network of “oratori” (parish recreation and education centres) in Brescia was born out of this concern; through these ”oratori”, the Christian community wants to offer the best of its human and Christian experience, so that children may successfully face the challenges of life and become wise, responsible and good adults. 

We cannot but continue in this direction with the greatest coherence, commitment and creativity. Our cities -it has often been noticed- are not child friendly; and the thousands messages occupying the communication spaces are not suitable for them; this is one more reason why Christian communities must equip themselves to guarantee children the respect and support they need. What is at stake here is the humanity of man and the very future of society; it is only from a sage educative effort that mature adults can emerge; and it is only from upright and good adults that humane  and just structures can be developed.

 We owe an infinite gratitude to all those who work with enthusiasm in our “oratori” and invest time and energy in this utterly delicate job.

44. The sick and the elderly

I would like to say a few particular words about the sick and the aged. Luckily, we can still have some priests, deacons, religious brothers and sisters in hospitals, nursing homes and homes for the elderly. I bless the Lord for them, and I wish to do my utmost to ensure the teams devoted to pastoral care in these sanitary institutions can give the greatest support to the sick and the elderly. Yet I am also convinced that the pastoral care of the sick needs to become more extensive and fully involve the parish communities. A hospital stay is a particular crisis in a person’s life; at such a time it is essential that the person should not feel alone, but know that the Christian community is near. For this reason, I wish every parish could have a deacon (and helpers) devoted to these tasks; to visit the sick as soon as they are sent to hospital, and continue to do that when they are back home; to administer the Holy Communion to them when requested; to enquire about the possible needs of the sick, trying to see to them directly or through the parish Caritas. The privacy of the person must be respected, of course, but when there is a well-established bond of fraternity with the Christian community, sick people doubtlessly welcome their visits; the families themselves who have to nurse the sick need proximity and support. This does not exempt priests from visiting the sick, which remains an important issue in pastoral care. Whoever has witnessed a priest visit a sick relative easily feels gratefulness and affection for him; on the contrary, a family that feels neglected finds it difficult to overcome an attitude of indifference. Certainly, a priest cannot assist all the sick in his parish; there is therefore the need for a network of ‘pastoral ministers for the sick’; they need to be people suitable for the task, who have the right approach to the sick: discreet, empathetic, respectful, not meddlesome or obtrusive. This is why I have always wished the number of the extraordinary ministers of the Holy Communion to increase. Not so much for the distribution of Holy Communion in church- where such a necessity seldom occurs; as to take communion to the sick or the elderly who cannot leave their houses. Especially on Sundays it is important that those who wish to can receive the Holy Communion, even if they are not able to go to church. Having communion brought to them, either by a recognised minister or someone specifically appointed ad actum,  makes them feel a living part of the community. The advantage is great for the sick, for the minister of the Eucharist and for the parish community. 

Moreover, the itinerary of faith education must include an education to real attention for the poor, the sick and the needy; catechism pupils must have attention for handicapped classmates; learning to give the first place to these people forms an integral part of the education to faith and to  ecclesial communion. Those who learn to be attentive to others become themselves more human, richer in sensitivity and, thus, build up the Christian community.

Synodality, the style of communion

45. Making the most of participation bodies

The Second Vatican Council recommend that  a series of participatory bodies be set up within the life of Christian community: the Presbytery Council, the Pastoral Council, the Council for economic affairs, the Episcopal Council. All these bodies should make ‘communal discernment’ possible, which means seeking together the will of God by analysing the life of the Christian community and identifying the necessary choices. After the first enthusiastic years, the toil involved in reaching shared decisions made a feeling of weariness widespread  Probably, the protest years did not help us find the right step: on the one hand there have been disorderly leaps forward, which tried to ‘democratize’ the Church resorting to assemblies. On the other hand those leaps were met with a jealous and unreceptive attitude for fear of losing vital elements in the Church’s identity. Now that the most turbulent time is over, it is important to return to these bodies and stress their importance. In fact, they represent vital instruments to promote that dimension of ecclesial life which is extremely precious and goes under the name of ‘Synodality’. The synod is simply the ‘coming together’ of believers to talk, discuss and decide the path the community is called to follow; and a synodal frame of mind and praxis is precisely what must flourish again in the Church.

46. The church and democratic method

First and foremost, it is important to understand that the Church is not and cannot become a democracy for a very simple reason: democracy presupposes that power comes “from the grassroots” and that decision-making depends on  the consensus of the majority of citizens. The Church, on the contrary, claims to be (and is indeed) a society founded by the Lord, receiving from the Risen Lord the energy for its own growth, wishing to be obedient to Him and thus wondering time and again about the will of the Lord. When decisions are to be taken in civil society, the question is: what good for society do citizens want? In the Church the question is: what good for the Church does the Lord want? What does his Spirit suggest? This is why the decision-making process in civil society consists of that set of rules which allows to sound out the will of the majority (public opinion, elections and poll). In the ecclesial society the procedure to be followed is, on the contrary, that which best
allows to discover the Lord’s will; this is what we mean by “communal discernment’. 

47. Communal discernment

It is a discernment which must involve all the baptised because the Holy Spirit is guaranteed to all the baptised; at the same time it is a discernment in which all participate according to their grace and, in this respect, the gift of the Spirit is not the same for all. The existence of the apostolic ministry in the Church (the one derived from the apostles and continuing  their service in the Church; in concrete terms, the ordained ministry) has  this ministry entrusted with the decision that gathers the different evaluations of the faithful and makes a definitive choice out of them. It is therefore necessary to distinguish clearly between the decision-forming stage and the moment of the decision itself. Reaching a wise decision makes it necessary to consider all the relevant data on the issue, then imagine all possible courses of action responding to the data, and, finally, choose a concrete course of action, leaving all the others. Well, this complex process can be best accomplished when all take part in it: in this way important data are less likely to be forgotten or censored; new and creative ways to respond to contemporary challenges are more easily  imagined;  the final decision is more likely to be wise and not foolish, prudent and not rash, shared and not imposed.

48. Giving advice and making decisions 

And yet, as I said, the decision is not taken by the majority plus one of the participants. Participatory Ecclesial Councils have a consultative character; they therefore have to go so far as to formulate the course of action they deem more suitable to respond to the problems; but the ultimate responsibility of the decision lies with the bishop (or with the parish priest). Of course, this process can become worthless if the bishop or the parish priest, relying on their right, decide by themselves; but this is not the intent of the law. Quite the contrary, if the bishop or the parish priest decide before the counsel is given, if they decide against the counsel they have received without any real and strong reasons, they are acting imprudently, and, in fact, violating the spirit of the law. And whoever wanted to justify this way of acting with the fact that the laity is not well-formed would only be shooting himself in the foot, because he would be admitting failure in his ministry. In fact, neither the laity nor we, the priests, are prepared: it is a matter of learning patiently a new style in relations and a new method of dialogue to formulate pastoral choices. We must be driven and sustained by the firm conviction that the risen Lord is always present in his Church and makes sure the gift of the Spirit is never lacking, rather He gives the Spirit without limits. A real willingness to be enlightened and guided is however necessary on our part.

49. Learning to debate

In concrete terms, it is a question of learning to listen to one another, then of learning to ‘debate’ problems, that is, to weigh the pros and cons of every possible decision. St. Thomas reminds us that, while debating, we must avoid some obstacles that prevent us from reaching  the truth. The first obstacle arises when one refuses to listen to what the other is saying – either because one is convinced he already knows everything, or because he despises the opinion of the other; the second obstacle arises when the words of the other are met with screams or insults, as if one were  fighting a duel rather than searching for the truth and the best; the third obstacle arises when, while debating, one is not looking for the truth, but for victory and glory. If we are honest we have to admit that all these obstacles actually occur in our discussions; they are so present that we do not realise they are there  and believe ours is the only true way of debating. We need to learn a true and proper inner and outward discipline, which will enable us to achieve useful results. If we do not make this personal effort, any law or rules will prove useless. On the contrary, if we have the strength and the perseverance to follow this direction, we can really look forward to the flowering of our community based on the  participation of everybody.

CONCLUSION

And here comes the momentous question: what are we to do? My answer is very simple. All the Pastoral Councils in the diocese have just been renewed. I ask these new councils to take this pastoral letter in their hands and make of it an ordinary working tool. The image  of the Christian community that we have drawn here also offers essential outlines for a pastoral project. Individual topics in the pastoral letter should be considered and made objects of communal reflection on the basis of some basic questions: what is the situation of our parish or pastoral unit with respect to this pastoral area? What is the Lord asking of us? What are the resources we can rely on? What are the most important decisions to make? What is the time frame for achievement? What checks are available (insofar as checks are possible)? The reflection must of course include the content of the two previous Pastoral Letters. We should manage, little by little, to set up an integrated pastoral activity (in which all the components of the ecclesial life participate responsibly). 

The Church in Italy has chosen the theme of education commitment as common pastoral guidelines for the next decade. We are aware of its  importance and urgency, because of the challenging transformations we are going through; we also perceive its difficulty; someone even theorises it is impossible to educate nowadays. The Christian community has a specific contribution to give to the educational work of society; it is exactly through its life style, in teaching and practising communion, that the contribution is given. The importance assigned  to the Gospel, the education to prayer, active participation in the Sunday Eucharist, the creation of bonds of fraternity among people and the education to sensitivity towards the weak: all these are traits through which Christian life manifests its identity; at the same time they are the most important and precious services that we can render to the whole society. It is, therefore, with joy that we prepare to live a new pastoral year, while we renew our trust in the Lord and the sense of responsibility towards the world in which we live.
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