Witnesses to the Radical Approach of the Gospel    With Jesus as our Model

 “The profound renewal of consecrated life starts from the centrality of the Word of God,

and more specifically from the Gospel, the supreme rule of life for all of you.
The Gospel lived daily is the element that gives charm and beauty to consecrated lifeand presents your way of life to the world as a viable alternative.
Present day society needs this and the Church expects it of you: that you become a living Gospel”.
 

The theme of GC27, "Witnesses to the radical approach of the Gospel" is intended to help us to deepen our charismatic identity, making us aware of our call to live in fidelity to the apostolic project of Don Bosco ... The radical nature of his life is in fact the secret of Don Bosco’s interior life.  It sustained his tireless hard work for the salvation of youth and led to the flourishing of the congregation.


1. Gospel Radicalism: the concept 

The use of the term radical, and nouns derived from it, radicalism and radicalness (radicalità), is relatively recent in the exegesis of the New Testament.  Coming from the Latin word radix, meaning root, the term was first used in scientific vocabulary (medicine, philology ...) and then in political language (e.g. The Radical Party) before entering biblical language during the twentieth century.
 Both in the socio-political field and in biblical theology, the word radical refers to behaviour or attitudes based on extreme choices, or making unusual demands, far beyond what is considered normal or reasonable.
In both Old Testament and New Testament, there are well-known examples of radicalism, in word or deed, even though this term is not used. One notable example is the radical nature of Jesus of the Gospels. Especially in the synoptic tradition, his preaching and his personal behaviour abound with demands of an unaccustomed radicalism that requires extreme behaviour (Mt 5,27-30), even extravagant (Mt 5, 23–26; 18,1-5), impossible to accept (Mk 9.43-47; Mt19,10-12.25-26), or regarded as impracticable (Mt 5.46-48).
Concrete examples of evangelical radicalism are found in the words and deeds of Jesus, often formulated with an incredible, sometimes even shocking, intransigence (e.g. Mt 5,29-30, Mk 10,23-25), which propose or demand, in certain circumstances, decisions (Mt 5,44.46-47; 10,34-37) and practices so extraordinary (Mt 8,19-22), that they become impossible to accept (Mt 5,48;  Lk 6:36). The absolute priority of Jesus and his cause, which must be preferred to every other good (Mt 6,33), whether riches (Mark 10,17-33; Mt 6,19-34; Lk 14,33), family (Mt 8,21-22; 10,34-35) and even one's own life (Mk 9,34-37; 13,9.11-13; 24,9); the exceptional love to be shown to one’s brother and the total prohibition on doing harm to anyone, including our enemies (Mt 5,21-48). 

The extreme harshness of the demands Jesus makes on those who follow him (Mk 1,16-20; 2,13-14; 6,7-13; 9,35; 10,3-4; Mt 8,19-20), proves that he "did not come to bring peace, but a sword" (Mt 10,34-36) and that the door to the kingdom of heaven is narrow (Lk 13,23-24) so that only the violent can take it by storm (cf. Mt 11,12). Some of his demands are so exceptional that Jesus himself acknowledges that many are invited, but few are chosen (Mt 22,14).  It would be better for people to calculate their forces before declaring themselves willing to accept them (Lk 14,28-32).
We need to add - and this makes them even more incomprehensible - that Jesus addressed these demands not just to a few, but to all the disciples.  Radicalism is not a voluntary option in following Jesus that only a few courageous disciples might be capable of.  It is the standard way of life for anyone who wants to follow him. The decision to follow him may be optional, but if that decision is made, it must always be radical (Mt 16,24-26; Mk 9,34-38; Lk 9,23-26). 
2. Gospel Radicalism: a description of consecrated life 

The concept of gospel radicalism must be placed and understood in the context of all the absolute and almost always paradoxical demands in the NT that govern the life of the believer.
  Nowadays it is seen, and favoured, as an appropriate description of consecrated life. 
 It is recognized that every Christian must be willing to witness this radicalism if the concrete situation requires it.
 Religious life seeks to make a norm of the exceptional and chooses to live the Christian life with the radical demands institutionalized in a rule of life.
 "It is a fact that all the great religious families were born in a climate of gospel radicalism ...  seeking only one thing, to embrace the gospel of Jesus to its utmost consequences." 

The Rector Major has said that for us Salesians, "the personal and communal witness of gospel radicalism is not just one aspect alongside all the others, but rather a fundamental dimension of our lives." "The radical approach of the Gospel cannot be limited to the practice of the evangelical counsels. It involves one’s whole being, touching its vital elements: the following of Christ and the search for God, fraternal life in community and the mission."
 In concrete terms, "to face up to current and future challenges to Salesian consecrated life and to the mission throughout the Congregation, the need arises to trace out the profile of the new Salesian,"
  who is called to be: a mystic, recognizing the absolute primacy of God; a prophet living in and for evangelical fraternity; a servant  dedicating himself to the accompaniment and care of those most in need.
In this retreat we will focus on Jesus Christ, "the Saviour announced in the gospel, our living rule" (C 196), the "supreme and fundamental rule"
 of consecrated life. Contemplating him we will understand better these three features of the "profile of the new Salesian" and we will discover them in his person, with his demands. Jesus is the "faithful and true" witness (Apoc 3,14), because he lives with radicalism what he demands in his teaching of those who share his life. The radicalism of the Gospel of Jesus, understood as a set of demands that are extreme in their rigour and exceptional in their application, and are directed solely to those who have the courage to live a way of life that goes beyond what is considered normal. 
Without overlooking this understanding of the term, which is the most obvious one, our reflection will also include another element, perhaps less obvious but more fundamental still - that of the motivation that leads to making such decisions. An option is radical not only because it is extreme but also because the person making the decision knows the root or underlying reason that led him to do so and to accept it with all the ensuing consequences.  Behaviour is radical if, in addition to expressing a daring and unusual generosity, it comes from the person’s heart. 
     It is there that our riskier decisions are born because it is there that "we glimpse the depths of an eternal and infinite love that touches the roots of being."
 Only when we feel loved by Jesus do we have the courage to be radical in following him.  We cannot be radical if we have not met Christ as the supreme good of our lives (Gal 2,15.16-20). In the end, only those who have met a greater good, have the courage to dispose of all other goods in order to possess it (Mt 13,44-46 ).

A radical disciple is one who allows himself or herself to be seduced by Christ and, as a consequence, can give up everything (cf. Mt 19,21-22), "becoming one with him, taking on his mind and his way of life".
  A radical apostle is one who, like Paul,   has "accepted the loss of everything and looks on everything as so much rubbish, in order to gain Christ." (Philipp. 3,8).  In fact, only a conversion to Christ, that is,  a total identification with the person and mission of Jesus, can guarantee "the most radical way of living the Gospel on this earth".
 And this, in turn, leads to newness in evangelization:  only those who, like Jesus, have God alone and his kingdom as their cause, can represent ('re-present ') him in a reliable manner.

"Your first Rector is dead.

But our true Superior, Christ Jesus, will never die.
He will always be our teacher, our guide and our model.
Remember that in due time he will be our judge
and will reward us for our fidelity in his service." 

� Benedict XVI, Talk to the participants at the General Assembly of the Union of  Superior Generals (USG) and the International Union of female Superior Generals (UISG) (Roma, 20 November 2010). Cfr. http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/speeches/2010/november/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20101126_superiori-generali_it.html.


� P. Chavez, “Witnesses to the radical approach of the Gospel” “Called to live in fidelity to the apostolic project of Don Bosco, “Work and Temperance” AGC 413 (2012) 5


� ‘It seems that R. Bultmann (1884-1976), the renowned Lutheran exegete of the last century, was the first to use the term radical in bibilical studies (in 1921). He used it to describe an element of the teaching of Jesus of Nazaretth that he considered central, namely the obedience the believer owes to God. (R. Bultmann, Jesus, J. C. B. Mohr, Tübingen 1926, 80). A monograph, written 30 years later by one of his disciples, H. Braun, Spätjüdisch-häretischer und frühchristlicher Radikalismus, 2 vols., J. C. B. Mohr, Tübingen 1969), confirmed the use of the term radicalism as a fundamental characteristic of the message of Jesus, after a thorouh comparison of the position in relation to the law maintained by contemporary Judaism and the position of Jesus and the early Chritians. 


� Cfr. B. Rigaux, “Le radicalisme du Règne”, in Aa. Vv., La pauvreté évangélique, Cerf, Paris 1971, 135-173.


� Since 1969 the formula has been used in the theology of consecrated life, and with evident success. Cf. J.M.TILLARD, “Le fondement évangélique de la vie religieuse”, NRT 91 (1969), 916-955; J. M. van Cangh, “Fondement évangélique de la vie religieuse”, NRT 91 (1973), 633-647.


� For all Christians, without exception, the radicalism of the Gospel represents a fundamental, undeniable demand flowing from the call of Christ to follow and imitate him by virtue of the intimate communion of life with him brought about by the Spirit (cf. Mt 8,18ff; 10,37ff; Mk 8,34-38: 10, 17-21; Lk 9,55ff)” (John Paul II, Pastores dabo vobis Postsynodal Apostolic Exhortation (25 March 1992, 27). Cf. Th. MATURA, Le radicalisme évangélique. Aux sources de la vie chretienne, Cerf, Paris 1980.


�  Consecrated life "is born from hearing the word of God and embracing the Gospel as its rule of life ... The Holy Spirit, in whom the Bible was written, is the same Spirit who illumines the Word of God to the founders and foundresses. Every charism and every rule springs from it and seeks to be an expression of it, thus opening up new pathways of Christian living marked by the radicalism of the Gospel. (Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini. Postsynodal Apostolic Exhortation (30 September 2010), 83). The italics are mine.


� Th. Matura, «Radicalismo», en A. Aparicio – J. Mª Canals (eds.) Diccionario Teológico de la Vida Consagrada, Publicaciones Claretianas, Madrid 19922, 1509.


� Chávez, «Witnesses», 8.22.


� Chávez, «Witnesses», 19.


� Cf. Vatican Council II, Perfectae Caritatis. Decreee on the renewal of religious life (28 October 1965), 2a.


� "The call to the way of the evangelical counsels springs from the interior encounter with the love of Christ, which is a redeeming love … in the structure of a vocation the encounter with this love becomes something specifically personal… This love embraces the whole person, soul and body, whether man or woman, in that person’s unique and unrepeatable “I”. As a consequence of this, you have realized that you are not your own, but belong to Christ.”  (John Paul II, Redemptionis donum. Apostolic Exhortation  [25 March 1984], 3). 


� John Paul II, Vita Consecrata, Postsynodal Apostolic Exhortation [March 25, 1996] 18. Cf. A. CENCINI, “Fragili e incerti per decidere”, Consecrazione e Servizio 62 (2013), 48.


� “This means finding again one’s first love, the inspiring spark which first gave rise to the following. The primacy of love is his. The following is only a response in love to the love of God.  If "we love" it is "because he first loved us "(1Jn 4, 10.19)." (CIVCSVA , Starting Afresh from Christ. Renewed Commitment to Consecrated Life in the Third Millennium. Instruction [May 10, 2002] 22).


�  “It is only by conversion that one become Christian, this is true for the whole life of the individual and for the life of the Church. (BenedICT XVI, “Warum ich noch in der Kirche bin”, en Id., Grundsatzreden aus fünf Jahrzehten, Regensburg 2005, 105-107).


� John Paul II, Vita Consecrata, 18.


� “In our days, when in vast areas of the world the faith is in danger of dying out like a flame which no longer has fuel, the overriding priority is above all is to make God present in this world and to show men and women the way to God. Not just any god, but the God who spoke on Sinai; to that God whose face we recognize in a love which presses “to the end” (cf. Jn 13,1) - in Jesus Christ, crucified and risen. The real problem at this moment of our history is that God is disappearing from the human horizon, and, with the dimming of the light which comes from God, humanity is losing its bearings, with increasingly evident destructive effects." (Benedict XVI, Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the remission of the excommunication of the four bishops consecrated by Archbishop Lefebvre, the Vatican, 20 March 2009.) Cfr. http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/letters/2009/documents/hf_ben-xvi_let_20090310_remissione-scomunica_it.html


� J. Bosco, Memorie dal 1841 al 1884-5-6 pel Sac. Gio. Bosco a’ suoi figliuoli salesiani: MBe XVII, 227.
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