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Editorial

Let Justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an
ever-flowing stream (Amos 5:24).

The year of grace of the Lord is good news especially for the
poor. In this year freedom is granted to every Israelite made
over into slavery because of insolvency due to paying his
debts, as well as the restoration of land and houses sold out
of necessity. Itis what Jesus sought above all: to liberate the
lives of all who were threatened.

The Catholic Biblical Federation has chosen as theme and
motto for its next Plenary Assembly (Hong Kong, 1996),
The Word as Source of Life. Inspired by this we wish to
respond to and associate with what many other groups have
already asked and are asking, namely, the cancelation of
foreign debt in the jubilee year of 2000.

In the first pages of this number we offer some texts which
can help you to study in depth the theme that we are
proposing. Itis a selection of paragraphs from the Apostolic
Letter of John Paul II, The Approaching Third Millennium,
as well as from the reflection of the Pontifical Commission
for ,Justice and Peace“, At the Service of the Human
Community: an ethical consideration of the question of the
international debt, and also what is relative to this theme
according to the Final Declaration of Bogotd, the document
that picks up the lines of orientation of the Catholic Biblical
Federation since 1990.

The Word as Source of Life is the document that occupies
the central pages. Prepared by Geoffrey King, moderator of
the Executive Committee of the CBF, it endeavours to be an
helpful instrument for the preparation of the next assembly.

The section For Reflection has a more practical aspect.
Professors Guijarro and Lambertrecall forus those principles
and elements that are basic for reading the Bible, and which
it is well not forget.

Experiences, information, references to books or material
are to be found in the pages dealing with the Life of the
Federation. This space is witnessing especially to the
liturgical season we are celebrating during these. Happy
Eastertide.

Pilar de Miguel
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THE JUBILEE OF THE YEAR 2000

Tertio Millennio Adveniente
Preparation for the jubilee of the year 2000

Inthe numbers 11, 12 and 13 of the apostolic letter of his holiness Pope John
Paul II. you can find an interessting biblical reflection on this subject.

The custom of Jubilees

Against this background, we can
understand the custom of Jubilees, which
beganin the Old Testament and continues
in the history of the Church. Jesus of
Nazareth, going back one day to the
synagogue of his home town, stood up to
read (cf Lk 4:16-30). Taking the book of
the Prophet Isaiah, he read this passage:
,»The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me,
because the Lord has anointed me to
bring good tidings to the afflicted; he has
sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to
proclaim liberty to the captives, and the
opening of the prison to those who are
bound; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s
favour* (61:1-2).

The Prophet was speaking of the Messiah.
»Today*, Jesus added, ,,this scripture has
been fulfilled in your hearing* (Lk 4:21),
thus indicating that he himself was the
Messiah foretold by the Prophet, and that
the long-expected ,,time* was beginning
in him. The day of salvation had come as
the one ,,anointed* by the Holy Spirit, the
one ,,sent by the Father®. It is he who
bings liberty to those deprived of it, who
frees the oppressed and gives back sight
to the blind (cf Mt 11:4-5); Lk 7;22). In
this way he ushersin,,a yearof the Lord’s
favour*, which he proclaims not only
with his words butabove all by his actions.
TheJubilee, ,,ayearofthe Lord’s favour®,
characterizes all the activity of Jesus; ist
is not merely the recurrence of an
anniversary in time.

Jesusand the fulfilment of the tradition
of Jubilees

The words and deeds of Jesus thus
represent the fulfilment of the whole
tradition of Jubileesinthe Old Testament.

We know that the Jubilee was a time
dedicated in a special way to God. It fell
every seventh year, according to the Law
of Moses: this was the ,,sabbatical year*,
during which the earth was left fallow
and slaves were set free. The duty to free
slaves was regulated by detailed
prescriptions contained in the Books of
Exodus (23:10-11), Leviticus (25:1-28)
and Deuteronomy (15:1-6). In other
words, these prescriptions are found in
practically the whole of biblical
legislation, which is thus marked by this
very specific characteristic. In the
sabbatical year, in addition to the freeing
of slaves the Law also provided for the
cancellation of all debts in accordance
with precise regulations. And all this was
to be done in honour of God. What was
true for the sabbatical year was also true
for the jubilee year, which fell every fifty
years. In the jubilee year, however, the
customs of the sabbatical year were
broadened and celebrated with even
greater solemnity. As we read in
Leviticus: ,,You shall hallow the fiftieth
year, and proclaim liberty throughout the
land to all its inhabitants; it shall be a
jubilee for you, when each of you shall
return to his property and each of you
shall return to his family* (25:10). One of
the most significant consequences of the
jubilee year was the general
»emancipation* of all the dwellers on
the land in need of being freed. On this
occaion every Israelite regained
possession of his ancestral land, if he
happened to have sold it or lost it by
falling into slavery. He could never be
completely deprived of the land, because
itbelonged to God; norcould the Israelites
remain foreverin a state of slavery, since
God had ,,redeemed‘* them for himself as
his exclusive possession by freeing them
from slavery in Egypt.

The jubilee year and the social doctrine
of the Church

The prescriptions for the jubilee year
largely remained ideals - more a hope
than an actual fact. They thus became a
prophetia futuri insofar as they foretold
the freedom which would be won by the
coming Messiah. Even so, on the basis of
the juridical norms contained in these
prescription a kind of social doctrine
began to emerge, which would then more
clearly develop beginning with the New
Testament: The jubilee year was meant
torestore equality among all the children
of Israel, offering new possibilities to
families which had lost their property
and even their personal freedom. On the
otherhand, thejubilee year was areminder
to the rich that a time would come when
their Israelite slaves would once again
become their equals and would be able to
reclaim their rights. At the times
prescribed by Law, a jubilee year had to
be proclaimed, to assist those in need.
This was required by just government.
Justice, according to the Law of Israel,
consisted above all in the protection of
the weak, and a king was supposed to be
outstanding in this regard, as the Psalmist
says: ,,He delivers the needy when he
calls, the poor and him who has no helper.
He has pity on the weak and the needy,
and saves the lives of the needy* (Ps
72:12-13). The foundations of this
tradition were strictly theological, linked
first of all with the theology of Creation
and with that of Divine Providence. It
was acommon conviction, in fact, that ro
God alone, as Creator, belonged the
,dominium altum* - lordship over all
Creation and over the earth in particular
(cf Lev 25:23). If in his Providence God
had given the earth to humanity, that
meant that he had given it to everyone.
Therfore the riches of Creation were to
be considered as a common good of the
whole of humanity. Those who possessed
these goods as personal property were
really only stewards, ministers charged
with working in the name of God, who
remains the sole owner in the full sense,
since it is God’s will that created goods
should serve everyone in a just way. The
Jjubilee year was meant to restore this
social justice. The social doctrine of the
Church, which has always been a part of
Churchteaching and which has developed
greatly in the last century, particularly
after the Encyclical Rerum Novarum, is
rooted in the tradition of the jubilee year.
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At the Service of the human Community:

An ethical Approach to the international Debt Question

Reflections of the Pontifical Commission ,,Justitia et Pax*

to the Debt Question

Introduction

Political officials and economists, social
and religious leaders, as well as public
opinion throughout the world, recognize
the fact that the debt levels of the
developing countries constitute a serious,
urgent and complex problem due to their
social, economic and political reper-
cussions. The development of the deptor
countries and, attimes, their very indepen-
dence are endangered. The living condi-
tions in the poorest countries have become
worse, and the international financial
system is going through a series of
unsettling shocks.

Creditors and debtors have tried to come
up with immediate - and at times even
more long term - solutions on a case by
case basis. Albeitinsufficientand limited,
these efforts need to be pursued in a spirit
of dialogue and mutual comprehension,
in order to see more clearly the rights and
responsibilities of each party.

At the same time that current economic
conditions have affected the situation of
developing countries to the point that
someof them, especially in Latin America
and Africa, are on the breaking point
because of their inability to meet their
debt servicing obligations, the inter-
national financial and monetary structures
are also being challenged. How did this
happen? What changes in behaviour
patterns and in institutions will make it
possible to establish equitable relations
between creditors und debtors and keep
the crisis from continuing and becoming
even more dangerous?

The Church shares these concerns, which
areinternational, regional and national in
nature, and wishes toreiterate and specify
the principles of justice and solidarity
which will help in seeking solutions. The
Church speaks first and foremost to the
principal agents in the financial and

monetary wolrds. In so doing, she hopes
to enlighten the moral conscience of the
decision-makers whose choices cannot
disregard ethical principles, but she does
so without proposing action programmes
which would be outside her field of
competence.

The Church speaks to all people,
especially those most in need, who are
the first to suffer the repercussions of
these disorders and do so with feelings of
fatalism, defeat, latent injustice and
sometimes revolt. The Church wishes to
rekindle within them hope and confidence
in the possibility of resolving the debt
crisis with the participation of all parties
and in full respect for each party.

The best way to tackle these serious
issues would seem to be in a global
perspective which would be at the same
time an ethical approach. For this reason,
it would seem necessary to highlight the
ethical principles applicable to these
complex situations before considering
the particular choices that those concerned
may be led to make, either in emergency
situations or in the medium or long term.

The present text has made use of many
studies on theinternational debt thathave
already appeared. Ethical in nature, this
global perspechtive allows all the
responsible parties, be they persons or
institutions, on both a national and
international level, to carry out a
reflection, adapted to the situations that
are within their competence.

To all those who will heed its words, the
Church expresses, from the very outset,
itsfirm conviction that cooperation which
goes beyond collective egoism and vested
interests can provide for an efficient
management of the debt crisis and, more
generally, can mark progress along the
path of international economic justice.

Ethical principles

1. Create new forms of solidarity

The debt of the developing countries
must be placed in a broader context of
economic, political and technological
relations which point to the increased
interdependence between countries, as
well as to the need for international
collaboration in pursuing the objectives
of the common good. In order to be just,
this interdependence should give rise to
new and broader expressions of solidarity
which respect the equal dignity of all
peoples, rather than lead to domination
by the strongest, to national egoism, to
inequalities and injustices. The monetary
and financial issue therefore commands
attention today in an urgent and new
way.

2. Accept coresponsibility

Solidarity implies an awareness and
acceptance of coresponsibility for the
causes and the solutions relative to
international debt. The causes are both
internal and external. While they are
specific to each country and to each
political and economic system, these
causes also stem from evolutions in the
international environment which depend
to a great extent on the actions and
decisions of the developed countries.
Acknowledgement of the sharing of
responsibility for the causes will make
possible a dialogue which will seek joint
means of solution. Coresponsibility
concerns the future of countries and of
entire populations, but also the
possibilities of international peace based
on justice.

3. Establish relations of trust

Coresponsibility will help to create or
restore relations based on trust between
nations (creditors and deptors) and
between the various agents (political
authorities, commercial banks, inter-
national organisations) for cooperation
in the search for solutions. Mutual trust is
an indispensable value which must be
constantly renewed. It nourishes beliefin
another person’s good faith, even when
difficulties prevent that person from
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respecting his commitments, and makes
it possible to continue treating him as a
partner. This trust must be based on
concrete attitudes which ground it.

4. Know how to share efforts and
sacrifices

In order to emerge from the international
debt crisis, the various partners must
agree on an equitable sharing of the
adjustment efforts and the necessay
sacrifices, takinginto account the priority
to be given to the needs of the most
deprived peoples. It is the responsibility
of the countries that are better off to
assume a larger share.

5. Foster the participation of all

Financial and monetary officials have
the prime responsibility for finding solu-
tions to the debt crisis, but they share this
responsibility with political and economic
leaders. All social categories are called
to acquire a better grasp of the complexity

of the situation and actively to cooperate
in the choice and implementation of the
necessary policies. In these new ethical
domains, the Church is called upon to
specify the requirements of social justice
and solidarity withrespectto the situations
of individual countries, seen within an
international context.

6. Identity emergency and long term
measures

The urgent nature of the situation in some
countries calls for immediate solutions
in the context of an ethics of survival.
The main effort will have to be brought to
bear on economic and social rehabilita-
tion: recovery of growthrates, productive
investments, resource creation, equitable
sharing ... In order to avoid a return to
crisis situations with overly abrupt
changesin the international environment,
a reform of the financial and monetary
institutions also needs to be studied and
fostered.

Final Statement of the 4th Plenary Assembly
of the Catholic Biblical Federation (Bogota 1990)

The Catholic Biblical Federation asks to urge governments to
announce a biblical shabbat before the year 2000, so that the
foreign debts of the poorest nations of the world will be cancelled
instead of becoming an eternal debt.

Socio-economical and political
challenges

Bible centers should take into account, in
a very special way, the presence of the
poor in their context and should realize
that God’s Word today comes to us
especially through them. For this, Bible
groups for the marginalized people should
be organized, and those engaged in
animating these groups should become
first and foremost, listeners of the Word
that emerges from the midst of the poor.
They should learn to read the Bible in a
spirit of openness to these people.

A prophetic use of the Bible demands
that it be read in the context of the socio-
political situation. This means that
commentaries on the Bible should be

(Recommendation: 8.3.5.4)

prepared which throw light on, and
challenge, unjust social structures,
violation of human rights, situations of
oppression and exploitation.

It also requires that we join with and
encourage all groups and movements
that are in favour of justice, peace and
solidarity with the oppressed.

We also ask all those who are working in
the biblical-pastoral ministry and the
whole Church, in collaboration with other
Churches and religious groups, to urge
governments to announce a biblical
shabbat, or Jubilee year, before the year
2000, so that the foreign debts of the
poorest nations of the world will be
cancelled instead of becoming an eternal
debt.

- FOR REFLEXION

Suggestions
for reading the Bible

In general one must avoid reading the
Bible as a collection of arguments to
prove what we want to say. This was the
way the Bible was read in theology and in
catechetics for a long time (for example,
miracles as proof of the divinity of Jesus)
bringing as a consequence a distorted
vision of many of the pages of the Bible.
What we have in the pages of the bible is,
rather, the privileged testimony of our
ancestors in the faith, the centre of which
isthelife, deathand resurrection of Jesus.
We find in them more a proclamation
than a dogma or a refutation. In reading
the Bible we must take into account its
»kerigmatic* character which makes its
message ,,good news*‘ for people. In
what follows I offer some concrete
suggestions

1. Orientate your reading

It seems to me very important to cultivate
some attitudes that should accompany
the reading of the Bible since through
them we can say many things about the
significance it has for us:

* Reading the text should be preceded by
ashort period of silence or a prayer to ask
the Lord to open our mind and heart to
receive the word obediently.

* The text should be read slowly and
without hurry. It is not a novel, nor a
periodical, but a very important text for
us. Itis necessary for us to give it time, to
read itagain and again to be sure to grasp
its message.

2. Read the Text in its Context

When one reads the text one should insist
that the first step always is to ask oneself
what the text was saying to its first
addressees. Normally the tendency is to
apply itimmediately to our own situation.
This kind of reading projects our own
preoccupations on the text, whichusually
results in a moralising reading, the fruit
of ourtraditional education. The question
that ought to guide our reading is: What
faith experience has been gathered up in

(Cont. on pg. 13)
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HONG KONG 1996

God’s Word as the Source of Life:
Towards Hong Kong 1996

The next Plenary Assembly of the Catholic Biblical Federation will take
place in Hong Kong in 1996. It is an assembly of delegates from full and
associate members of the above Federation. About 150 persons from
some 70 countries will discuss the orientations that are considered
appropriate for the future. This event takes place every 6 years. The last
assembly took place in Bogotd (Colombia) in 1990. Geoffrey King,
moderator of the executive committee of the Catholic Biblical Federation,
offers a reflection which could be understood as a basic document on
evaluation-orientationwithaview to the preparation of the next assembly.

Bogota: Text and Context

At Bogota in 1990 the Catholic Biblical
Federation continued the journey that
had taken it from Vienna to Malta and
Bangalore. One of the most memorable
parts of the Final Statement of the Bogota
Plenary Assembly was its reflection on
the Emmaus story (Lk 24:13-35). The
encounteron theroad to Emmausinvolves
the encounter of text and context. For the
two disciples the text was of course the
Hebrew Scriptures, the ,Jlaw and the
prophets“. The context was their expe-
rience of Jesus, and especially the devasta-
ting experience of his arrest and exe-
cution. In their meeting with Jesus, text
and context began to illuminate one
another. It happened as Jesus and the
disciples walked with one another and
listened to one another. The disciples
began to see new meaning in the familiar
texts, and those texts showed them the
deeper meaning of Jesus’ life, that the
Christ had to suffer and so enter into his
glory. This was no mere intellectual
understanding: their hearts were burning
within them. But still their eyes were not
fully opened; that came in the act of
sharing, the breaking of the bread. (5.7 -
5.15)

The result of this encounter, at once a
personal encounter and an encounter
between text and context, was new life.
A recognition of course that Jesus is
alive. And ,,they themselves are risen
and are reborn. The cross, asign of death,
becomes a sign of life and hope.* And so,
instead of fear, courage; instead of fleeing,
returnto Jerusalem; instead of dispersion,

community; instead of fatalism, a critical
conscience; instead of unbelief and
despair, faith and hope. (5.16)

Let us note the elements here:

e encounter between text and context

e occurring in partnership and through
patient listening

e giving new meaning to both text and
context

e touching the heart

e perfected through sharing and
community

* leading to new life.

How did Bogotd see the context? It
spoke in fact of eight contexts (6.1-6.8):

(1) cultural pluralism — the Church’s
identity based in Christ must be constantly
rediscovered in her relationship with the
peoples and cultures

(2) the socio-political and economic
situation — widening gap between north
and south, rich and poor; patriarchal and
sexistsystems; violation of humanrights;
racial discrimination

(3) ecological imbalances — the use of
creation guided by human greed rather
than human need

(4) multi-religious situations — despite
the problems caused by aggressive funda-
mentalisms, ,,our openness to these reli-
gions should enable us to discover our
own common basis as believers in the
same God, journeying towards the same
destiny.*

(5) people emerging from totalitarian
systems — in both Eastern Europe and
Latin America

(6) new awakening of marginalized
groups— groups marginalized for ethnic,
linguistic, economic, social, sexist or
political reasons

(7) ecumenism — towards building up
communities that are based on Christian
love and communion

(8) Christian communities — the Bible
must become more and more the book of
the Christian community; the laity in a
special way must have a greater access to
1t.

While placing such emphasis on context,
Bogota left for further exploration the
relationship between the original context
of the biblical text and the new context in
which we must read it.

At the same time, Bogota spoke of a new
way of reading the Bible which should
giveanew thrustto our biblical apostolate
(7:5):

(1) from the book to the Word — the
Word is bigger than the book; the Word
is found in both text and context, and in
the meeting between the two; we hope to
make the Word alive in the hearts of all
our brothers and sisters

(2) frominstitutional structure to creative
presence

(3) from clergy to laity — all are partners
in discovering and communicating the
Word, as we walk together and listen to
each other

(4) from private reading to transforming
presence— our contexts so often summon
us to work for liberation and transfor-
mation, to make all things new, to bring
life where there is death

(5) from Church to Reign of God —
again a recognition that God’s Word
transcends human boundaries, that we
are called to work in partnership for the
fulfilment of God’s loving design for the
world.
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This call for a ,,new way of reading* has
borne fruitin many parts of the Federation
grappling with the question, ,,What is a
faithful reading of the Bible?“. This is
again to raise the question of the
relationship between contexts — how
can we be faithful both to the text which
was formed in its own context and to the
challenges of our own context(s)?

The Context Today

Virtually all that Bogotd said of the
context remains true today, nearly five
years later. But another frightening
phenomenon has also emerged — that of
fragmentation, sometimes bloody
fragmentation. In 1990 we had greathopes
for unification, as the Cold War eracame
to an end. But with the collapse of
oppressive and colonizing regimes, the
hoped-for new world order became a
fragmented disorder. Old enmities resur-
faced. In several continents, divisions
based on a complex mix of race, religion
and culture became the source of violent
conflict. The phrase ,,ethnic cleansing*
made a frightening entry into our
vocabulary. Sometimes this strife
stemmed from legitimate desire for
identity and community. Too often it was
the result of exploitation of divisions by
power-hungry groups and individuals. In
other places differences hardened into
division, as attitudes of hospitality to the
stranger seemed in danger of being
swamped by a wave of xenophobia. We
dream of a world in which differences are
welcomed and boundaries are rejected,
but so often the reality is one of rejected
differences and newly erected boundaries.

Inthe resulting conflicts many lives have
been lost. But even where there is not
such overt violence, poverty shortens life
and deprives it of its dignity; the environ-
ment is plundered; cultures are destroyed
by economic and cultural colonialism;
the killing of the unborn in vast numbers
is all too readily accepted.

This shadow side of our world is all too
real. But there is also light, very real
signs of hope. Often they are concerned

with partnership and community. We
may consider a few examples:

(1) In the midst of deadly conflict
individuals take heroic stands for life. A
young boy who has lost father, brother
and sister refuses to hate, because he
believes that hatred is death, that love is
life. A woman whose twenty-year-old
son has been killed offers two Masses,
one for her son, one for his killer.

(2) We have witnessed remarkable
political change in South Africa, bringing
with it firm hope of reconciliation.
Significant, if as yet tentative, steps have
been taken towards resolving long-
standing conflicts in the north of Ireland
and in Sri Lanka.

(3) Within even some of the violent
conflicts that have just been mentioned
there lies a positive and life-giving desire,
the desire for identity, for genuine
community instead of the unity artificially
imposed by colonialism or authoritarian
and oppressive regimes.

Closely connected with this is another
sign of hope — the rediscovery of their
culture especially by minority or
colonialized groups. Again, surely, there
is here a desire to be treated as partners
with a distinctive heritage, a distinctive
contribution to make to the human
community.

(4) The cry for human rights is
increasingly heard. While the human
rights movement has sometimes been
criticized as a product of western indivi-
dualism, it is now being increasingly
seen as stemming from community. The
attempt of states to gain complete control
over communities is resisted by com-
munities’ asserting the rights of their
members. Such communities look to an
open society where people participate in
and are deeply involved with the nation’s
interest and goals. Some would base
humanrights on the model of the covenant
— human beings as coresponsible with
God for the whole of creation: it follows
that human beings are bound together by
animplicitcontractto care foreach other.

(5) The desire for democracy is an
expression of desire for participation, for
ordinary people’s being involved in the
decisions that shape their lives. The
United Nations Human Development
Report (1993) emphasizes participation
as the crucial element in development.

(6) Ecological movements can be seen as
affirming a partnership, a symbiosis,
between human beings and the rest of
creation.

(7) The women’s movement seeks
genuine mutuality of relationships
between women and men, instead of the
entrenched subordination of patriarchy.
Inother words, areal partnership between
women and men.

Thus we see in both the shadows and in
the light the hope and desire for genuine
community, for dialogue and partnership,
eachof whichis necessary fortruly human
life, for overcoming the death-dealing
forces in the world.

The Word of God as a Word of Life

How then does the Biblical tradition speak
of newness of life?

The metaphor of life is perhaps most
prominent in the Johannine writings, as
indicated in the double quotation that we
have chosen to accompany our theme for
Hong Kong. We need but recall a few
familiar texts. What came into being in
the Word was life, and the life was the
light of all people (Jn 1:4). Jesus gives
living water (Jn 4:10), which becomes a
spring of water gushing up to eternal life
(Jn4:14). The Son giveslife to whomever
he wishes (Jn 5:21). Jesus is the bread of
life (Jn 6:35). In the climactic sign, the
raising of Lazarus from the dead, Jesus is
depicted as the great life-giver (Jn 11:1-
46). The first letter of John sets out its
theme thus: ,,We declare to you what was
from the beginning, what we have heard,
what we have seen with our eyes, what
we have looked at and touched with our
hands, concerning the word of life . . . (1
Jn 1-2).
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In the fourth gospel this ,.eternal life* is
something already present. The Son
GIVESlife(5:21); whoeverbelieves HAS
eternal life (6:47); Jesus IS the
resurrection and the life (11:25). Yet this
eternal life also looks towards an
unlimited future: ,,This is indeed the will
of my Father, that all who see the Son and
believe in him may have eternal life; and
I will raise them up on the last day.*
(6:40)

This life is primarily a divine reality, a
share in the life of God, the living One
who is the source of all life (5:26, 1 Jn
1:2). It creates a communion with the
Father and the Son (1 Jn 1:3, 2:23-24).
Wetalk about,having“life, but the reality
is one of personal relation and
participation. Life in the Johannine
tradition is not primarily about
transformation of the world. But this life
with God can only prove itself in our
relations with other human beings. We
cannot love God, whom we have not
seen, without loving our brothers and
sisters whom we do see (1 Jn 4:20-21).
Life is both gift and task.

Of course, thereis the further, and literally
scandalous, element. If we try to hold on
to life, we lose it. Only by losing life can
we find it. The grain of wheat must fall
into the ground and die if it is to produce
aharvest(Jn 12:24-25). This saying looks
forward to the Cross, and had already
beenexpressedin the Lazarus story. Jesus
gives life at the cost of his own life.
Throughout the story there are references
to the danger which Jesus puts himself
into by going to Lazarus’ tomb; the
concluding verse (11:53) has the
authorities deciding to put Jesus to death.
But he goes impelled by his love for
Lazarus and his sisters. ,,Nothing could
underline so clearly the cost to Jesus that
communicating life incurs. Nothing could
bring out so forcefully the love thatimpels
the gift.“ (Brendan Byrne Lazarus: A
Contemporary Reading of John 11:1-46
(Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1991).

In the Synoptic gospels, the metaphor of
the Reign of God functions in a way
parallel to that of ,life” in the fourth
gospel. The central features of the Reign

of God are familiar but well worth
pondering again. ,,the blind see again, the
lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf
hear, the dead are raised to life, and the
good news is proclaimed to the poor.“
(Lk. 7:22) No one is excluded; everyone
is invited. Indeed, those excluded by
society are especially invited and enabled
to be included. The Reign is ,,described”
in parables which point to God’s being
able to be found in everyday reality —
we live in a sacramental universe. The
great symbol (in the fullest sense) of the
Reign of God is the shared meal, table
fellowship. Jesus takes up and expands
the traditional symbol of the banquet,
through the various meals that are
recorded as part of his ministry, leading
up to the Last Supper.

Paul’s understanding of life can be
grasped only in contrast to death. Death,
for Paul, means slavery to sin. Deathis a
kind of king whose power is derived
from hamartia (Romans 5:12-14, 17).
Life, then, means the liberation of the
total person from this power. ,,. . . so that,
just as sin exercised dominion in death,
so grace might also exercise dominion
through justification, leading to eternal
life through Jesus Christ our Lord.“ (5:21)
Hence, we ,walk in newness of life.“
6:4)

If in Romans Paul speaks of walking in
newness of life, in Galatians he speaks of
walking in the Spirit, the Spirit whose
fruits are love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, generosity, faithfulness,
gentleness and self-control. (5:16-23).
Life in the Spirit. means bearing one
another’s burdens. (6:2) This chapter,
and indeed the whole letter, ends with the
assertion that what matters is a ,;new
creation” (6:14), not circumcision or
uncircumcision. This harks back to the
proclamation of 3:28 that there can be
neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor
free, neither male or female —all are one
in Christ Jesus. Paul speaks of new
creationin Second Corinthians, there also
linking it with reconciliation: ,,So for
anyone who is in Christ there is a new
creation: the old order is gone and a new
being is there to see. It is all God’s work:
hereconciled us to himself through Christ

and he gave us the ministry of
reconciliation.* (2 Cor 5:17-18)

Inthe Lucan writings, death is seennot so
much in cosmic terms as a power which
has humankind in its grip as in terms of
the concrete foes of life, especially greed.
»For one’s life does not consist in
abundance of possessions.” (12:15)
Hence, we have Acts’ ideal picture of a
living community: all things held in
common (with goods given according to
need), spending much time together in
the temple, joining in the breaking of
bread (Acts 2:44-46).

We mustalso goto the Hebrew Scriptures
tolearn of the fullness of life. The Wisdom
tradition speaks of God as ,,the lover of
life* (Wis 11:26), the creator who loves
everything that exists (v.24). Hence, this
tradition is constantly able to see God
present in everyday life.

Fullness of life is encapsulated too in the
term shalom, which as we know is amore
all-embracing word than the English word
»peace”. Leviticus 26:3-13 gives a good
indication of the range of meaning —
rain in season, good harvests, security,
no one to make people afraid, peace, no
dangerous animals, protection from
enemies, God maintaining the covenant,
,-and I will walk among you, and be your
God, and you shall be my people.“ Or
again, we may go to one of the texts
which was prayed over in Bogot4, Isaiah
65:17-25, with its picture of the new
heavens and the new earth. Here we see
long life, the fruitfulness of the earth,
blessing, a God who listens and pays
heed, peace among ,.enemies* within the
animal world. This last, the wolf and the
lamb lying down together, echoes Isaiah
11:6-9, a vision of the earth full of the
knowledge of the Lord. It is, of course, a
vision of unity in diversity. And in the
images used, the prophetic writer suggests
that this unity must go beyond merely
human reality to embrace the whole of
creation.

Peace and justice so often are put together.
The effect of justice is peace (Is 32:17).
In the days of the promised king, justice
shall flourish, and peace till the moon
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fails (Ps 72:7). Justice and peace have
embraced (Ps 85:10)

The Law is an articulation of the meaning
and especially the social implications of
this , life*. Keeping the law is not a way
of earning God’s favour. Rather, it is a
way of life lived in response to the fact
that God has already shown favour, has
brought this people out of the slavery of
Egypt, has indeed made them a people
with their own land, their own identity.
Anthony Campbell has expressed it very
well:

In the Pentateuch, it can be argued that
law has as its aim the preservation and
furthering of life. The action of God in
calling Abraham and in leading Israel out
of the bondage of Egypt has given Israel
the gift of life in freedom and
independence. The further gift of the law
isportrayed as guidance for the full living
of that life.

We can see this in the content of the laws.
Of the ten commandments, for example,
no other gods, no images, not taking the
name of God in vain, and observing the
sabbath are all ways of keeping alive, in
the reality of day-to-day living, the life-
givingrelationship with God. Honor your
father and your mother protects the
relationship between generations; it is
pointed specifically toward life — ,.that
your days may be long in the land“ (Exod
20:12). You shall not kill, commit
adultery, steal, bear false witness, or covet
are all protective of social living in
community, protecting life, family,
property, and the fabric of society.
(Anthony F. Campbell The Study
Companionto Old Testament Literature:
An Approach to the Writings of Pre-
Exilic and Exilic Israel (Wilmington:
Glazier, 1989)

Thisunderstanding is found in the famous
passage near the end of Deuteronomy
(Deut. 30:19-20):

Therefore choose life, that you and your
descendants may live, loving the Lord
your God, obeying his voice, and cleaving

to him; for that means life to you and
length of days, that you may dwell in the
land which the Lord swore to your
ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to
Jacob, to give them.

The Response of the Church

Enlivened and Inspired by God’ Word
the Church in different parts of the world
has spoken of life and has tried to respond
to the threats of death and the signs of
hope that surround us.

The meeting held under the aegis of the
European Bishops’ Conferences at
Freising in 1994 showed itself painfully
aware of division and violent conflict:

Inaworld growing ever more fragmented
the unifying power of God’s word is
needed, a power that can reach across
religious, social and other boundaries to
build the unity of God’s people. (1.2)

The bishops of Asia have for two decades
been grappling with these issues. In their
programmatic statement in Taipeiin 1974
they spoke of the threefold dialogue —
with cultures, with religions, with the
poor. (Taipei 9-24) Here we have an
immediate recognition of context.
Obvious in the Asian context is the great
wealth of cultures, the presence of the
world’s great religions, and yet massive
poverty in many places (and this remains
true despite the remarkable economic
growth of recent years —especially since
the economic benefits have been so
unevenly distributed). Implicit in this is
the recognition that the Word can be
illuminated, can have new facetsrevealed,
by encounter with this context. We can
learn from the cultures, the religions, the
poor. Otherwise, why speak of dialogue?

Perhaps a better word than dialogue is
»partnership®, since dialogue can too
easily suggest merely an exchange of
spoken or written words. Whereas the
bishops deliberately spoke of a,,dialogue
of life*. In the context of poverty this
dialogue means:

. a genuine experience and under-
standing of this poverty, deprivation and

oppression of so many of our peoples. It
demands working, not for them merely
(in a paternalistic sense), but with them,
to learn from them (for we have much to
learn from them!) their real needs and
aspirations, as they are enabled toidentify
and articulate these, and to strive for their
fulfilment, by transforming those
structures and situations which keep them
in that deprivation and powerlessness.
(Taipei 20)

Once again, we see the pattern of the
Emmaus story —walking with, listening,
despair turning to hope, new life. And of
course part of what we bring to this
dialogue is the Word of God, embodied
in part in the biblical text, embodied in
part, we hope, in our lives.

Very much in continuity with Taipei, the
bishops assembled in Bandung in 1990
described mission in these words:

... mission, being a continuation in the
Spirit of the mission of Christ, involves a
being with the people, as was Jesus: ,,The
Word became flesh and dwelt among us*
(Jn 1:14). Therefore, mission includes:
being with the people, responding to their
needs, with sensitiveness to the presence
of God in cultures and other religious
traditions, and witnessing to the values
of God’s Kingdom through presence,
solidarity, sharing and word. (Bandung
3.1.2)

Notice the inclusive formula— presence,
solidarity, sharing and word.

The insights of Bandung were further
developed by the Bishops’ Institute on
Interreligious Affairs, meeting in
Thailand in 1991. They spoke of God’s
,,dream for the world*:

[Jesus] spoke of the dream through the
image of God’s Reign and described it in
parables often of life and growth or of
reconciliation. We may describe the
dream as one of people and communities
fully alive. That fullness of life is
ultimately communion of life among
individuals,among communities and with
God. (BIRA 1V/12, 9)






