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Editorial

«l have made all things new. And he added: Write this, that these
words are trustworthy and true» (Apoc. 21:5).

A Mossi (Africa) proverb says: «Your word is like water. Once
it has gone forth from your mouth, it cannot return there again.
It is the same with water: it can destroy or make fruitful».

Regular readers of this Bulletin will know that the first part of the
text from the Apocalypse was the motto of the last Plenary
Assembly of the Catholic Biblical Federation which took place
in Bogotd (Colombia) in 1990. Much was said in the Final
Declaration of that meeting about the «new» and «novelty».
What did it wish to say and what did it say?

Some years later the members of the Federation recall «the
words» that were said and that, at that time, they wanted them to
be «worthy of trust and confidence». Fortunately, and happily, it
is proved that they have made not a few fields fertile. However,
some others, of great importance, they have left somewhat arid,
a little neglected.

This reflection comes at a providential moment for the Federation,
since it is actively preparing its next Plenary Assembly, which
will take place in Hong Kong in 1996. It is important because it
helps to evaluate what has been said and lived during these last
few years, that is to say, to take responsibility for the«words»that
issued from its mouth. And also because it points out and
indicates ways for the future.

This is the spirit that encourages us to reproduce in its entirety the
article of professor Teresa Okure, that appeared in the review
Concilium, in the February number, 1995, entitled: «The Bible as
a cultural Legacy». In this way, we join together sections that we
usually devote to the theme of the present and to reflection.

In the centre pages we offer part of the fruits of this active
preparation by members of the CBF which we mentioned above.
The team of the Casa de la Biblia of Madrid (Spain) has prepared
a working document, which can serve in other places, in view of
Hong Kong 96: «He is not God of the dead, but of the living»
(Mark 12:27).

The section Life of the Federation is always interesting because
of the activities of the various members. In this number you can
read of the experience of the Congregation of the Claretians, who
decided to place the Word of God at the centre of all their effort
of renewal. Likewise, you will encounter other activities on the
various continents. All this bears witness to the truth of the
words.

Pilar de Miguel
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The Final Statement of the Fourth Plenary Assembly
of the Catholic Biblical Federation

Teresa Okure, Academic Dean of the Catholic Institute of West Africa
(CIWA), Nigeria, and professor of exegesis. After her term of office as
Executive Secretary of EATWOT she is today a member of the Board of
Consultors of CONCILIUM, as well as a member of the Executive
Committee of the International Society of Mission Studies and of the
EATWOT Commission for Theological Studies.

The Catholic Biblical Federation held its
fourth plenary, six-yearly, assembly in
Bogota, Colombia, in 1990. The theme
of the assembly was ‘The Bible and the
New Evangelization’. The key biblical
text adopted for the assembly was ‘Be-
hold, I make all things new’ (Isa. 43.19;
Rev. 21.5). The Final Statement of the
assembly mapped out the course which
the Catholic Biblical Federation was to
follow after the assembly in order to
carry out the aims of its twenty-one years
of existence, namely, ‘to serve the bishops
in their pastoral responsibilities concer-
ning the wider use and knowledge of the
Bible’, in particular, to ‘implement the
very important goals set forth in chapter
VIof the Second Vatican Council’s Con-
stitution on Divine Revelation’. As the
Final Statement notes, ‘the Plenary
Assembly coincided with the twenty-
fifth anniversary of the promulgation of
Dei Verbum, the Vatican II Constitution
onDivine Revelation’,adocument which
inspired the formation of the Catholic
Biblical Federation.

This article offers an extensive review
and critical evaluation of the Final State-
ment. Italso highlights other implications
of the key biblical text which the Catholic
Biblical Federation chose for the theme
of its assembly. It comes within the gene-
ral framework of the concern to highlight
the mutual influence between cultures
and the Bible with special focus on how
the Bible should advance pastoral mini-
stries in multi-cultural and cross-cultural
contexts.

Content of the Final Statement

The final Statement, a21-page document,
has five parts, with an introduction and a
conclusion. The introduction gives the
date, venue, theme and number of parti-

(SCM Press Ltd./London)

cipants at the assembly. An impressive
number of 140 participants, including
delegates and observers from 70 countries
and 5 continents, took part in it (1.1).
This gives an average of 2 and 28 partici-
pants from each of the participating
countries and continents, respectively.

Part One: The Call for a new Evan-
gelization.

The impetus for the theme of the Assem-
bly, ‘The Bible and the New Evangeli-
zation’, is located in the call of Pope John
Paul II for a ‘new evangelization in the
whole world as we move into the third
millennium’ (2.1). The Bible plays a key
role in this task. The Assembly noted ‘the
great changes and newness’ which are
currently taking place in the world and in
the church (2.2, a-g). All these changes in
areas such as science and technology,
mediaand computer revolution, ecology,
the re-emergence of ancient and ‘Third
World’ cultures, women’s issues, the
phenomenon of fundamentalism and the
politics of new Eastern Europe, are said
to cause ‘the emergence of a totally new
world order whichis beyond our expecta-
tions’ (2.2).

The church, whose primary task is evangeli-
zation, finds ‘herself in the midst of this
newness, challenged to a new evangeliza-
tion in response to the newness around
her’. This call for a new evangelization is
traced back to the Second Vatican Council,
which, in the vision of John XXIII, is
described as ‘the new Pentecost ... in the
Church of ourdays’, and toEvangelii Nun-
tiandi (1975) of Paul VI, which first spoke
of the ‘new era of evangelization’ (2.3).

While there is this emphasis on new
evangelization, the Final Statement rightly
admits that this ‘newness’ is inherent in
evangelization itself, because ‘it is the

saving work of the Lord Jesus himself” in
whom ‘God has made all things new’.
Because Christian evangelization ‘is
always [and by nature] new’, the newness
for us today, as for past and future
generations, consists in discovering ‘anew
the newness of the Gospel message’ (2.4)
as it applies to our own contexts.

Next, the Final Statement addresses the
Latin American context in which the
assembly took place The 500th anni-
versary of Christian evangelization in
this continent gives a composite picture
of the good and the bad in evangelization.
‘The good lies in the faith and self-
sacrifice of genuine missionaries who
gave authentic witness to the love of
Christin their proclamation of the gospel.
The bad lies in the way in which some
Christians compromised their testimony
by ‘political and economic interests’,
‘through their unjust exploitations of the
riches of this land as well as through their
lack of respect for the human rights of the
people who lived there for centuries’
(3.1; 3.2).

Section 4 discusses the relation between
the new evangelization (4.1) and the
biblical apostolate (4.2) and highlights
therole of the Catholic Biblical Federation
in the new evangelization (4.3). The new
evangelization is a task which belongs to
‘the whole Church; from the head to the
members, at both the universal and local
levels’. The task also touches upon every
aspect of the church’s life: ‘kerygmatic
proclamation, catechesis, liturgical cele-
bration, service to the world, theological
reflection, pastoral practice and institu-
tional structures’.

As an important aspect of the new evan-
gelization, biblical apostolate seeks to
ensure that «“All the preaching of the
Church, like the Christianreligion itself»’
is ‘«nourished and directed by the Holy
Scriptures» (DV 21)’ (4.2). The basic
concern of the Catholic Biblical Fede-
ration, then, is ‘to make sure that the
Bibletakesits rightful place in this project
of the universal Church atdifferent levels
and in different regions, to identify how
the Bible can best be used to promote it,
and what Federation can do to act to pro-
mote and support such endeavours’. The
journey of the Catholic Biblical Federa-
tioninits plenary assemblies from Vienna
(1972) though Malta (1978) and Banga-
lore (1984) to Bogota (1990) is seen as ‘a
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gradual build-up under tile inspiration of
the Holy Spirit, of an organized biblical-
pastoral response to the challenges of the
new evangelization® (4.3).

Part Two: What Is Understood by the
New Evangelization.

The understanding of the new evangeli-
zationisnow rooted ina trinitarian frame-
work: ‘God is present in life, in nature
and in history (Pss. 8.1-10; 19.2-7), since
everything was created in Christ and for
Christ(Col. 1.15-18). The Spirit of Christ
is at work in all humanity, leading it
towards Christ through different paths
and gifts (cf. John 14.2).” This awareness
demands that ‘we listen to the living
Word that God speaks in order to be able
to proclaim it (DV 1)’ (5.1).

This affirmation is followed by the recog-
nition that like the disciples on the road to
Emmaus (Luke 24.13-35), we ‘sometimes
stilldo not perceive the presence of Christ,
who walks with us (Luke 24,16)’, and
that unlike Paul, ‘we are not always able
to recognize within them [the history of
peoples] the presence of Christ’. This
recognition calls for an evangelization
that will be ‘new’ in its ardour, its me-
thods, and its expressions (5.2; 5.3).

This ‘newness’ in methods and expres-
sions of evangelization requires that the
evangelizers first allow themselves to be
evangelized, that is, ‘feel the challenge
and the crises of the newness’, ‘go through
the darkness and the experience of not
knowing’,and ‘experience the temptation
of following other paths’. Through this
‘radical obedience’ they come ‘in a new
and gratuitous way’, to experience ‘the
friendly face of God who makes life arise
from death’ and ‘that Jesus is the Lord’
(5.4). This new experience of God gives
theevangelizers ‘new eyes’ tounderstand
God’s action in the past, and with this
insight they are able to ‘discern the signs
of the Reign of God which is coming
aboutinthe life and history of our peoples’
(5.5). The evangelized evangelizers then
become open to the Spirit of God who
enables them to understand the Word
which God addresses to them, and who
equips them to be witnesses to the ends of
the earth, and to evangelize as the first
disciples did in the Acts of Apostles:
such as Peter (Acts 2.14-36; 3.11-26),
Philip (8.26-49), Paul (17. 22-31; Eph.
1.9-19; 1 Cor. 15.28), and the community

at Antioch (Acts 11.19-26). It will include
denouncing ‘like Paul before Peter what
is wrong in the Church itself (Gal. 2.14)’.
The whole undertaking aims at enabling
all to ‘have life, and have it to the full’
(John 10.10), in a system where God is
all in all (1 Cor. 15.25) (5.6).

This ‘new experience of God in Jesus
Christ’ also gives birth to a new courage
which leads the evangelizer to speak out
boldly and choose to obey God rather
than human beings (Acts 4.19-20). ‘The
new ardour becomes ‘a force and a light
that will help us be the leaven of a new
humanity (Matt. 13.33)’, ‘the guarantee
of a new heaven and a new earth (Isa.
65,17)’. It forces the evangelizer to
‘announce the Good News of the Reign
of God in the same way as Jesus did on
the way to Emmaus’ (5 7).

Section 5.8-16 explores as a paradigm
the pedagogy which Jesus uses in proclai-
ming the message to the disciples on the
road to Emmaus (Luke 24.13-35). Central
to this pedagogy is that Jesus listens to
the disciples in what they believe to be a
hopeless situation (5.8); he accompanies
them as a friend and dialogues with them
(5.9). This listening, dialoguing attitude
is seen as the first step in the new
evangelization, one which also led Jesus
to spend thirty years in the humble home
in Nazareth ‘in order to learn what to
announce during the three years of public
life’ (5.10).

The second step in the new pedagogy is
to help the disciples, in a process of gui-
ded discovery, to read events with new
eyes. By going through what they already
know, namely their scriptures, Jesus helps
them to reinterpret these known scriptures
‘in the light of his Resurrection’ and thus
‘clarifies the situation in which the dis-
ciples found themselves’ (5.11). The
wisdom of the pedagogy lies in that ‘the
new’ which Jesus proclaims ‘is not totally
new’, but is ‘an ancient newness that is
found in the history and in the hope of the
people’. By reading the scriptures thus,
Jesus ‘breaks the erroneous vision of the
dominantideology and helps the disciples
to discover the presence of God’ (5.12).
Moreover, by placing ‘the event, the cross,
within the broader perspective of God’s
design’, he helps them to ‘discover that
they are not lost’ and that ‘the history of
the world continues in the hands of God’
(5.13).

In sum, Jesus interprets the scriptures by
starting with ‘the concrete problem of the
disciples, and discovers in the situation
new criteria for listening to the texts’. He
uses the scriptures to give ‘light to the
situation’ and open ‘a horizon of hope’.
In the process he helps the disciples to
‘perceive the mistakes and calls for
conversion’ (5.14) .

It is noted that ‘the scriptures by them-
selves do not necessary give new sight’.
They ‘barely make our hearts burn inside
(Luke 24.32)’. “The ‘new eyes’ is given
in the third step of new evangelization,
namely, in ‘the concrete gesture of sharing
(Luke 24.31)’ that makes one perceive
the presence of the risen Christ (Luke
24.31). This gesture of sharing gives
birth toacommunity in which ‘Christians
have all in common (Acts 2.44-45; 4.32-
35)’. ‘The eucharist constitutes ‘the
highest expression of this communion’
and ‘reveals the sacramental dimension
of the Word of God’ (5.15). By disco-
vering the presence of the risen Christ
within community, the disciples them-
selves ‘are risen and are reborn’; they
discover in cross and death the ‘sign of
life and hope’ and the ‘root of freedom
and courage’ (5.16). In short, the new pe-
dagogy of which the episode of Emmaus
forms a paradigm leads to the experience
of true ‘conversion whichis transforming
reality, creating new ways of humanliving
together’ (5.17).

Part Three: How the New Evangeli-
zation Becomes Good News.

This section of the Final Statement under-
lines that for the new evangelization to
become good news it needs to become
aware of the ‘different and specific life
contexts’ of peoples as the loci where
they are to experience salvation. The
specific contexts listed and commented
upon include the context of cultural
pluralism (6.1), the context of socio-
political and economic situation (6.2),
the contexts of ecological imbalances
(6.3), of multireligious situations (6.4),
of people emerging from totalitarian
systems (6.5), of the new awakening of
marginalized peoples on the basis of
ethnic, linguistic, economic, social, sexist
or political reasons (6.6), of ecumenism
(6.7),and of Christian communities (6.8).

Each of these contexts calls for its own
distinctive approach to evangelization
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That of cultural pluralism, for instance,
calls for the approach of inculturation,
while that of ecological imbalances calls
for a ‘balanced view’ where current
‘human greed’ will give way to ‘human
need’ in the use of earth’s resources, and
where all will join forces with the young
and women in caring for creation instead
of exploiting it. It also requires a critical
re-reading of Gen 1-1 1 alongside other
biblical texts (Job 38-39; Ps. 104; Prov.
8.22-31) which give adecentralized view
of human beings in God’s plan. The
context of multi-religious situations
where people reclaim their right to prac-
tise theirreligion often in afundamentalist
way calls for a move by Christians from
apologetics to dialogue, while save-
guarding their own right to proclaim the
gospel and to criticize tendencies in reli-
gions to violate human rights and human
values. It also leads to efforts to build the
world together, even if it is impossible to
have a community of faith.

Aware that not all the current ways of
reading the Bible are equally apt, the
Final Statement spells out new ways of
reading the Bible to meet the needs of the
different contexts. Significantly, the Final
Statement recommends beginning with
the actual living situation as the place
where God speaks the word through the
Bible, the church and the human situation.
Inthis way one learns to see God concrete-
ly, rather than philosophically, present in
human lives (7.2). Prayerful reading
opens us to God’s self-communication in
love which is the main purpose of his
speaking to us (7.2). The reading should
also seek to discover the true content of
the Bible and should eschew all ideolo-
gical or political readings which are a
betrayal of the message (7.3). To avoid
the danger of fundamentalism, the Bible
istoheread in the context of the believing
community and within its own socio-his-
torical contexts. Note is to be taken of the
progressive nature of biblical revelation
which culminates in Christ, and the exis-
tence of the many literary forms is to be
recognized (7.4). This new reading thus
gives rise to a new biblical apostolate
(7.5).

Part Four: Practical Recommenda-
tions.

The Final Statement ends with practical
recommendations aimed at promoting
the required and desired biblical aposto-
late in order ‘to ensure that the Bible is

not only possessed and read but also
believed and lived’ (8). These recommen-
dations are directed to ‘the whole Church’
(8.1, 1-2), to the Catholic Biblical Foun-
dation (8.2, 1-3), and to its members (8.3,
1-6), each with its own sub-sections.
Some of the most innovative aspects as
well as the greatest weaknesses of the
Final Statement appear in this section.
The recommendations are very extensive,
clearly set out, but somewhat ambitious.
For practical reasons, I shall discuss some
of them in the next part of this article,
while is the evaluation of the document.

Critical evaluation of the Final
Statement

When the Final Statement appeared four
years ago, it was in many ways an inno-
vative document of the church. Here I can
only highlight some of its high and weak
points. On the positive side, its contents
convey very well the conviction of the
Federation that the Bible should be made
to address every aspect of human life:
religious, political, ecumenical, interfaith,
ecological, economic, social and so forth.
This arises from the firm belief in the
inherent power of the Bible as the Word of
God to address, challenge and transform
these human situations. The Bible is seen
as ‘the book for the world’, which cannot
be understood ‘without the human reality
inneed of salvation, norcan we understand
the human reality without the Bible’ (6.2).
This is because the same God who speaks
in the Bible and decisively through Christ
(Heb. 1.1-2), through whom God created
all things and to whom the scriptures bear
witness (John 5.39), is also present and
active in the lives of peoples and their
cultures. Because of this truth, it needs to
be added that we cannot fully understand
the mystery of Jesus himself, the Word
made flesh, without the human reality in
need of salvation. Not only the Bible, then,
but also the whole of theology and
christology need to be grounded in the
humanreality for theirauthentic and proper
comprehension.

Another laudable aspect of the Final
Statement is the call for a new approach
or orientation in the interpretation of
scripture. This interpretation is to be put
at the service of the pastoral ministry of
the church, that is, at the service of
concrete lives of peoples in their different
social and cultural locations and existen-
tial situations. This is why ‘inculturation

of the gospel message’ is seen as the
‘necessary condition for any meaningful
ministry of the Word’, because among
other things, it helps to ‘unfold the riches
of the gospel’ (6.1).The use of the story
of Jesus’ encounter with the disciples on
the road to Emmaus offers a good example
of the kind of re-reading which the
document advocates.

A corollary of this is the assertion that the
actual situation in which peoples live
should furnish the criteria for the interpre-
tation of scripture. This means, too, that
each of the different contexts of peoples
of the world listed in Section 6 should
furnish its own criteria for interpreting
the Bible. This is in keeping with the
method which Jesus himself used in
proclaiming the reign of God. His many
parables, forinstance, testify to his ability
to adapt his teaching to his different
audiences, using theircommon traditions
and particular human situations. This
insight of the document means that as the
Bible enriches people’s life-situations
by shedding light on them, challenging
them and bringing transforming hope,
even so the Bible itself is enriched by
these multi-cultural contexts in which it
is interpreted. This, as I have noted else-
where, is one of the rich blessings which
inculturation brings to the proclamation
of the gospel and to the entire life of the
church. Similar blessings come from
listening to the gospel which the poor and
‘oppressed peoples preach to us’ (6.6).

The Final Statement is also in stating that
not all current methods of interpretation
of the bible are equally apt. This positions
finds strong support in the recent publi-
cation of the Pontifical Biblical Commis-
sion, The Interpretation of Scripture in
the Church. This new document gives a
panoramic description and critical assess-
ment of current methods of interpreting
the bible. It has, for instance, the same
strong reservation as does the Final
Statement, about the fundamentalist
interpretation of scripture which both
documents describe as ‘dangerous’. Both
the Final Statement and The Interpretation
agree on the importance of allowing the
Bible to address the concrete situations
in which people live. The influence of
“Third World’ theologies is clearly mani-
fest in this stance of both documents.

Another important feature of the Final
Statement worth noting is the emphasis on
(Cont. on pg. 15)
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Preparation for the Plenary Assembly
Bible Week
«He is not God of the dead, but of the living» (Mk 12:27)

Questionnaire

The following questionnaire is intended to create a channel of communication so
that the above-mentioned experiences reach the representatives of each country.
At the end of the Bible Week the participants and/or groups may be asked to fill
it in, indicating how they want to address it.

Dear friends: In July 1996 the Plenary Assembly of the Catholic Biblical Federation
will be held in Hong Kong on the theme «The Word of God as source of life». We
want this meeting to be a period for communicating experiences. In one particular
way all the members of the Federation have been invited to bring with them
concrete experiences of how the Word of God is a source of life for our communities
and groups throughout the world. So we ask you to fill in the following questionnaire
and send it to the address indicated below.

1. The reply is

- personal
- from a group of ... persons

What sort of persons make up the group?
2. Is the Word of God a source of life for you?
3. What signs of life has the Word of God generated?

- at the personal level
- at the community level (ecclesial )
- at the social level (district, city, etc.)

4. Can you recount any concrete experience in which the Word of God has been
clearly a source of life for you or for the group?

Presentation
The Theme

This material is offered as a contribution to the preparation of the Plenary Assembly, the theme of which
will be «The Word of God as the source of life». We propose two complementary activities:

a) contemplating the situation in which we living seen from God’s view of life, whence Scripture speaks
to us;

b) reflecting upon and communicating to others how the Word of God has been a source of life for us. The
Bible Week which we are proposing pursues the first objective, whilst the questionnaire is intended to
achieve the second.

During the Preparation of these Bible weeks we have looked for texts which God appears as the God of
life which he favours and encourages. There were many texts proposed during the preparatory meetings,
but we had to choose one for each of the fours sessions. The rest are offered in a list with very brief
indications as to whether, in some cases, it would be preferable to read other passages. We have borne in
mind very diverse situations, but it is evident that the proposal we have made will have to be modified and
adapted to the sensibilities proper to each place, with songs, symbolic gestures, etc.

The Itinerary of the Reading

The itinerary that we are proposing follows basically the three steps of lectio divina (reading, meditation,
prayer), preceded by a brieflook at our experience which prepares us for listening. The steps are as follows:

a) Starting from life: each reading session is introduced with a motivation (a moment of silence, a hymn,
etc.) and with a question which makes reference to a life experience related to the text to be meditated. This
first step deals explicitly with the life experience of the participants, which afterwards will be illuminated
by the Word.

b) Reading the Text: We offer some guidelines for making a thorough reading, taking into account, the
literary sources and the message of the text we are reading. What we are looking for in this reading is the
experience of God that our ancestors in the faith left reflected in the texts. The explanations offered are
illustrative and should be developed by those who are carrying out the explanation, above all, when these
materials are being used in a Bible Week.

¢) Revolving on Life: In this third step a dialogue is established between our experience of life and the
experience of God which we have discovered in the text. We allow the experience of God we have
discovered in the text to interpellate and illuminate our own life experience.

d) Praying and Celebrating: As the dialogue advances the reading and the meditation are transformed
into prayer and celebration. This is amoment of meeting with God who has spoken to us through his Word
and with the brothers and sisters who have helped us to discover his voice in it and in our lives.

How to make use of these materials

The materials we are offering contain four guides and one celebration. They were intended, initially, for
the celebration of a Bible Week, but they can be used also for bible groups.
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- If used in abible week time should be set aside for small groups among those who participate in the whole
assembly:

« Orientation: the whole assembly.
« Starting from life: personal responses in small groups.
« Proclamation and explanation of the Word: the whole assembly.

« Focusing back on life: personal responses in small groups, and perhaps some time to offer contributions
from the groups to the assembly.

« Prayer: the whole assembly, with spontaneous contributions.
It is necessary to prepare some persons beforehand to lead the groups, readers, singers and also those who
will give a brief explanation of the text to the whole assembly.

- If the material is used in a bible group the whole process is carried out in the small group. In that case
the animator has to prepare it.

- It is also possible to combine the two modes: the first day all come together to present the theme and the
method; and afterwards there are three sessions for groups, which can be either in the same week or in
successive weeks after the manner of a «Bible Month». The celebration is carried out all together.

Materials

Day 1
Five Women in favour of Life (Exod. 1:8-10.15-2:10)

Orientation. Hymn/song

1. Life experience: we look at our life.
« Do you know cases in which life may be threatened?

2. Proclamation of the Word (Exod. 1:8-10.15-2:10).

Then a new king ascended the throne of Egypt, one who knew nothing of Joseph. He said to his people,
“These Israelites have become too many and too strong for us. We must take precautions to see that they
donotincrease any further; or we shall find that, if war breaks out, they will join the enemy and fight against
us, and they will become masters of the country.’

Then the king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives, whose names were Shiphrah and Puah. ‘“When you
are attending the Hebrew women in childbirth,” he told them, ‘watch as the child is delivered and if it is
aboy, kill him; if it is a girl, let her live.” But they were God-fearing women. They did not do what hte king
of Egypt had told them to do, but let the boys live. So he summoned those Hebrew midwives and asked
them shy they had done this and let the boys live. They told Pharaoh that Hebrew women were nto like
Egyptian women. When they were in labour they gave birth before the midwife could get to them. So God
made the midwives prosper, and the people increased in numbers and in strength. God gave the midwives

homes and families of their own, because they feared him. Pharaoh then ordered all his people to throw
every new-born Hebrew boy into the Nile, but to let the girls live.

A descendant of Levi married a Levite woman who conceived and bore a son. When she saw what a fine child
he was, she hid him for three month, but she could conceal him no longer. So she got a rush basket for him,
made it watertight with clay and tar, laid him in it, and put it among the reeds by the bank of the Nile. The child’s
sister took her stand at a distance to see what would happen to him. Pharaoh’s daoughter came down to bathe
in the river, while her ladies-in-waiting walked along the bank. She noticed the basket among the reeds and
sent her slave-girl for it. She took it from her and when she opened it, she saw the child. It was crying, and
she was filled with pity forit. “Why,’ she said, ‘itis a little Hebrew boy.” Thereupon the sister said to Pharaoh’s
daughter, ‘Shall I go and fetch one of the Hebrew women as a wet-nurse to suckle the child for you?’ Pharaoh’s
daughter told her to go; so the girl went and called the baby’s mother. Then Pharaoh’s daughter said to her,
‘Here is the child, suckle him for me, and I will pay you for it myself.” So the woman took the child and suckled
him. When the child was old enough, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, who adopted him and called
him Moses, ‘because’, she said, ‘I drew him out of the water.’

2. Aids to understanding the text

Exodus is for the Old Testament what the resurrection of Christ is for the New: it is the great saving
intervention of God, the great liberation by God, who is living and near, of a people which finds itself
enslaved and deprived of a life of freedom.

In the account we have heard two forces confront each other. On the one side, Pharaoh, who represents
oppressive and inhuman power and, without doubt, uses any means whatever to maintain his dominion,
even though it may destroy the future (= all the children of Israel; see also Mt 2:13-23), On the other side,
the God of Israel. A God who comes to human beings and history so-called and announces his plan (Gen
12:3); a God who makes promises and carries them out because he is Lord of history. But the forces are
not equal; the power of Pharaoh and his plans to destroy life from the moment of its birth are set against
the apparent weakness of God and his people. It is the reality that we ourselves sometimes experience: evil
appears to be more powerful than good and threatens to devour it.

However, the Lord has committed himself to his people. He has his ways, sometimes surprising ones. Now
he leaves everything in the hands of five women, in order to manifest his strength in the midst of weakness:

* The midwives Siphrah (= beauty) and Puah (= young girl). Their refusal to obey Pharaoh has its origin
in the «fear of God» (Exod 1:21). Actually they show themselves to be capable of responding to him with
rational arguments. Their action is an illustration of Prov 14:27: «The fear of the Lord is a fountain of life,
so that one may avoid the snares of death».

« The mother of Moses, who, unable to hide him any longer, decides to abandon him to divine providence.
And God responds: she is repaid by suckling her own son!

» The sister of Moses, who keeps watch and knows when to say the opportune word: «Shall I go and get
you a nurse from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?» (Exod 2:7).
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* The daughter of Pharaoh, who, moved with compassion (Exod 2:6), decides to rescue a life from death,
and thus is changed, without knowing it, into a collaborator in the divine plan.

* In this way, in the midst of difficulties despite appearances, life goes on because God protects it. It is
happening today also: the God of life is carrying forward the future of the new humanity, our future. We
are moving between the impotency and insanity of humanity and the silent power of the Lord. Frequently
we see ourselves in the ranks of the weak, like the five women about whom we have been speaking, but
we know that God carries out his plans by making use of weakness.

3. Reflection. The Word of God enlightens our life.

* Do you know of any cases where someone may have refused to commit an outrage against life?

* Are we capable of discovering the action of God and his concern for life in situations in which death
seems to dominate?

4. Prayer

Day 2
The God of life has compassion for all peoples (Jonah 4:1-11)

Orientation. Hymn/song.

1. Life experience. We look at our life:
People say: «You pay for what you do».
* Do you know any concrete cases in which someone operates in this way?

2. Proclamation of the Word (Jonah 4:1-11).

Jonah was greatly displeased and angry, and he prayed to the Lord: ‘This, o Lord, is what I feared when
I'was inmy own country, and to forestall it I tried to escape to Tarshish; Iknew that thou art “a god gracious
and compassionate, long-suffering and ever constant, and always willing to repent of the disaster”. And
now, Lord, take my life: I should be better dead than alive.” ‘ Are you so angry?’ said the Lord. Jonah went
out and sat down on the east of the city. There he made himself a shelter and sat in its shade, waiting to
see what would happen in the city. Then the Lord God ordained that a climbing gourd should grow up over
his head to throw sit shade over him and relieve his distress, and Jonah was grateful for the gourd. But at
dawn the next day God ordained that a worm should attack the gourd, and it withered; and at sunrise God
ordained that a scorching wind should blow up from east. The sun beat down on Jonah’s head till he grew
faint. Then he prayed for death and said, ‘I should be better dead than alive.” At this God said to Jonah,
‘Are you so angry over the gourd?’ ‘Yes,” he answered, ‘mortally angry.” The Lord said, ‘You are sorry
for the gourd, though you did not have the trouble of growing it, a plant which came up in a night and
withered in a night. And should not I be sorry for the great city of Nineveh, with its hundred and twenty
thousand who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and cattle without number?’

Aids to understanding the text
(Before the reading)

Today we are going to read the end of the book of Jonah. The story which this book tells is well known. The
Lord orders Jonah to go to Nineveh to speak on his behalf to the inhabitants. Jonah tries to flee in the opposite

direction but God unleashes a tempest and the sailors in the boat throw Jonah into the sea. A great fish swallows
Jonah but he invokes the Lord from the belly of the fish and in the end God saves him. The Jonah goes to
Nineveh and goes through the whole city preaching that they must be converted. Everybody listens to his
preaching and are converted with great signs of repentance. God, seeing how they have been converted,
pardons them. The last chapter recounts Jonah’s reaction to God’s mercy. Listen to what he says.

(After the reading)

The book of Jonah is not an historical account but a parable that recounts an exemplary case in order to
make those who listen to it reflect. This parable seeks to express, on the one hand, the mercy of God for
all peoples and, on the other, the mean and shabby attitude of Jonah. Like the gospel parables of «the good
father and the two brothers» (Lk 15:11-32) or «the good master and the labourers in the vineyard» (Mt
26:1-16), the one about Jonah is directed at people who do not understand how God could love and pardon
all. This is what some Jews were thinking in the epoch after the exile: they believed that God was intolerant
and strictly just like them, and, furthermore, they believed that they only were good.

Jonah is annoyed that God has not carried out his announcement to punish the inhabitants of Nineveh. In all
his interventions he shows himself to be intolerant and capricious. He does not understand the sense of the
conversation and it even seems to him bad that God might be «merciful, compassionate, patient, forgiving».

The image that Jonah has of God is that of a God of death. That he did not wish to punish the Ninevites,
killing both men and animals, provokes so that he wants to quit this life: «<And now, O Lord, please take
my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live» (Jonah 4:3), and he repeats it further on: «It is
better for me to die than to live» (Jonah 4:8).

The Lord wants to make him reflect. He makes a castor-oil plant grow to shade him, and this brings about
what follows. The capricious Jonah gets ~angry again because of the castor-oil plant. Then the Lord. Then
the Lord makes use of this to explain to him that he is compassionate and merciful to all, because all peoples
are very important to him. He is the God of life who pardons and knows how to wait in hope.

Did Jonah understand the lesson? The book does not tell us, because, in reality, this lesson is not directed
at Jonah, but at all those who are intolerant, who divide the world into good and bad, between those who
must be punished and those who ought to be rewarded... and God is not like that.

3. Reflection. The Word of God enlightens our life:
» What is this God like in whom we believe: strictly just or merciful?
« What have we learned from the story of Jonah for our life?

4. Prayer

Day 3
Faith in Jesus gives life where there is death (Mark 5:21-43)

Orientation. Hymn/song.
1. Life experience. We look at our life.

= Have you lived close to experiences of infirmity or death?
= How have you reacted to these experiences?
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2. Proclamation of the word (Mark 5:21-43).

As soon as Jesus had returned by boat to the other shore, a great crowd once more gathered round him.
While he was by the lake-side, the president of one of the synagogues came up, Jairus by name, and, when
he saw him, threw himself down at his feet and pleaded with him. ‘My little daughter’, he said, ‘is at death’s
door. I beg you to come and lay your hands on her to cure her and save her life.” So Jesus went with him,
accompanied by a great crowd which pressed upon him.

Among them was a woman who had suffered from haemorrhages for twelve years; and in spite of long
treatment by many doctors, on which she hat spent all she had, there had been no improvement; on the
contrary, she had grown worse. She had heard what people were saying about Jesus, so she came up from
behind in the crowd and touched his cloak; for she said to herself, ‘If I touch even his clothes, I shall be
cured.’ And there and then the source of her haemorrhages dried up and she knew in herself that she was
cured of her trouble. At the same time Jesus, aware that power had gone out of him, turned round in the
crowd and asked, ‘Who touched my clothes?’ His disciples said to him, “You see the crowd pressing upon
you and yet you ask, “Who touched me?””” Meanwhile he was looking round to see who had done it. And
the woman, trembling with fear when she grasped what had happened to her, came and fell at his feet and
told him the whole truth. He said to her, ‘My daughter, your faith has cured you. Go in peace, free for ever
from this trouble.’

While he was still speaking, a message came from the president’s house, “Your daughter is dead; why
trouble the Rabbi further?’ But Jesus, overhearing the message as it was delivered, said to the president
of the synagogue, ‘Do not be afraid; only have faith.” After this he allowed no one to accompany him except
Peter and James and James’s brother John. They came to the president’s house, where he found a great
commotion, with loud crying and wailing. So he went in and said to them, ‘Why this crying and
commotion? The child is not dead: she is asleep’; and they only laughed at him But after turning all the
others out, he took the child’s father and mother and his own companions and went in where the child was
lying. Then, taking hold of her hand, he said to her, ‘Talitha cum’, which means, ‘Get up, my child.’
Immediately the girl got up and walked about - she was twelve years old. At that they were beside
themselves with amazement. He gave them strict orders to let no one hear about it, and told them to give
her something to eat.

Aids to understanding the text

In this passage the gospel of Mark presents Jesus as the fount of life since, not only can he cure sickness,
but he can also revive the dead. In order to describe him, let us establish ourselves gently in the situation
of the persons who appear in the account before and after their encountering Jesus.

Before encountering Jesus: Jairus is a religious man and has a good social position, since he is a leader of
the synagogue; however, he is sad and there are many tears in his family. His house is full of people who
are weeping and lamenting. His ten-year old daughter, who should be enjoying vitality and vigour, is
dying. And so he decides to go and seek out Jesus. When both are going to Jairus’ house, another person
appears on the scene: a woman sick in the very depth of her being: «blood is life» (Deut. 12:23). The Law
(Lev. 15:25) says that this situation has made her impure and she cannot even be touched. Neither money
nor doctors have been able to cure her sickness. In the same scene there are many people, and some of his
disciples, who are sceing at every step signs of life in Jesus. Without Jesus there is lamentation,
marginalization and death.

The encounter with Jesus: Both Jairus and the sick woman approach Jesus with faith, because they know
that he has power to give life and to cure. Jairus draws near to Jesus and manifests his faith in Jesus in the
act of prostrating himself before him and asking him to go and cure his daughter. The woman, however,
only touches «his garments» secretly, but with the same certainty that she will be cured. Both approach
Jesus with faith. There are others who scoff, like those who were mourning the child.

After the encounter with Jesus: The encounter with Jesus changes everything. The impure woman (Lev.
15:19) touches him, and «immediately her haemorrhage stopped; and she felt in her body that she was
healed of her disease». When Jesus arrives at the house he takes the dead child by the hand (Num. 5:2),
and «immediately the girl got up». The woman and the child were healthy thanks to Jesus. The funeral
laments and the anxiety of the incurably sick disappeared. Jesus was for them the source of life and
salvation, and, therefore, of happiness and peace.

We know that Jesus, risen from the dead, is the source of life, and that he has full power over death. And
we know also that when we approach him with faith, death retreats and the path to life is opened up.

3. Reflection. The Word of God enlightens our life.
« In what situations has Jesus been the source of life for each one of us?
* How do we approach him?

4. Prayer

Day 4
Four horses that ride in history (Apoc. 6:1-8)

Orientation. Hymn/song.

1. Life experience. We look at our life.
« What forces today threaten life in our world?
* Do you think that they are stronger than the forces that favour life?

2. Proclamation of the word. (Apoc. 6:1-8).

Then I watched as the Lamb broke the first of the seven seals; and I heard one of the four living creatures
say in a voice like thunder, ‘Come!” And there before my eyes was a white horse, and its rider held a bow.
He was given a crown, and he rode forth, conquering and to conquer.

When the lamb broke the second deal, I heard the second creature say, ‘Come!” And out came another

horse, all red. To its rider was given power to take peace from the earth and make men slaughter one
another; and he was given a great sword.

When he broke the third seal, I heard the third creature say, ‘Come!’ And there, as I looked, was a black
horse; and its rider held in his hand a pair of scales. And I heard what sounded like a voice from the midst
of the living creatures, which said, ‘A whole day’s wage for a quart of flour, a whole day’s wage for three
quarts of barley-meal! But spare the olive and the vine.’

When he broke the forth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth creature say, ‘Come!” And there, as I looked,
was another horse, sickly pale; and its rider’s name was Death, and Hades came close behind. To him was



