Prophet

builder and restorer of fraternal life  

“The life of communion is the first message of consecrated life,                                                                    since it is an efficacious sign and persuasive force which leads to belief in Christ.                                     Thus, communion itself is mission.”

Today the theme of our prayer and contemplation is the prophecy of fraternal life, which is the second characteristic feature of the profile of the new Salesian. "The fraternal life is itself prophetic in a society which, sometimes without realizing it, has a profound yearning for a brotherhood which knows no borders.”
 “Experts in communion, religious are, therefore, called to be an ecclesial community in the Church and in the world, witnesses and architects of the plan for unity which is the crowning point of human history in God's design.  Religious are communally a prophetic sign of intimate union with God, who is loved above all things,”

We want to see life and accept it as God intended it, indeed, as God himself lives life intimately and offers it to us as a gift. Fraternal life is "a human community in which the Trinity dwells" and "consecrated life can certainly be credited with having effectively helped to keep alive in the Church the obligation of fraternity as a form of witness to the Trinity." 
  Rather than a duty to be fulfilled, fraternity is a grace to be lived and to be thankful for.  By examining the various elements well, we want to evangelize our fraternal life. This means conforming our life in common to the demands of Jesus instead of judging it according to our own desires and plans, and our own needs.

1 .  Hearing the Word, origin of fraternal life

Jesus asked his disciples to abandon family and home, to give up work and property, and to live with no ties whatsoever. Going through life without the social support that family ensures was indeed an unusual and radical demand.  But those who followed him would not be orphaned. Jesus planned a new family life for them.  "Being with him" was to be a new and even better kind of home. This new community was to be born from listening to the Father and following the precise instructions of the Son.
The first meeting of Jesus with his family after the start of his public ministry could not have been more striking.  It is related in a manner that emphasizes a clear break between Jesus and his family members (Mk 3, 20-21). His relatives and his opponents (Mk 3,22- 30; cf. Mt 12.22 – 32; Lk 11,14-23 ) joined forces in rejecting Jesus and his mission from the outset.  His family members were concerned about Jesus himself. The others, the literati of Jerusalem opposed him with a cold theological argument.  They only ones left with Jesus were his disciples with whom he shared his teaching and his feelings. They were now his family.    
He called some to be with him (Mk 3,14) and he offered them the chance to be part of his family (Mk 3,21) . Jesus’ companions become his brothers. There is one well-defined condition – they must be willing to listen to him. And given that fraternal life comes from listening together to Jesus, it will happen whenever we are committed to listening to Jesus speaking about God and his kingdom. Those who live as Jesus wants them to live cannot live as they please. (cf. Jn 15,14-16 ).


2. Two tasks to restore fraternal life

Living in community obliges Christ’s disciples to live in a permanent debt of love for their brethren (cf. Rom 13,8). They will always owe them a debt of attention and closeness, and where they have done wrong, correction and forgiveness.  

It is part of Christian life that people offend one another.  It is a recurring fact, so normal that those who live in community have become accustomed to it. Our most frequent reactions are to refuse fraternity to those who offend us (ignoring the offender) or to pretend that we have not been hurt (ignoring the offence). Jesus wants another way of acting.  Before being pardoned without limit, (Mt 18,21-22)  the offender must be corrected appropriately (Mt 18,15-18). Before accepting the offending brother as he is, the follower of Jesus must do everything possible to make him better.

If we forgive our brother’s sin without first trying to correct him, it means that we attach little importance to the offence.  If the offence is not acknowledged, that does not mean it has not occurred. Correcting a brother is a way of showing we care for him. He is loved and valued more than he deserves. If we find fraternal correction difficult, or fail to admonish our brother because we find it hard to do so, it is a sign that we do not care for the offender, no matter how much hurt the offence may have caused. Only fraternal correction gives due importance to the offence and due respect to the one who has caused it.  
In a community where the evil committed is forgiven repeatedly, evil does not have the last word. The evil is conquered not because it ceases forever, but because it never remains unanswered. The fact that Jesus expects fraternal forgiveness without limits from his followers does not mean that the evil in the community is condoned or overlooked in silence. Jesus asks for unlimited forgiveness (Mt 18,21-22 ) only after he imposes a procedure to obtain the correction of sin (Mt18,15-20). Forgiveness does not mean underestimating evil. In fact, forgiveness is a way of affirming the reality of evil but depriving it of its power.  An offence that is not recognized cannot be forgiven. Those who forgive do not allow themselves to be outdone by the wrong that is done, and do not fail to acknowledge that they are hurt.  Forgiveness does good to the one who has been offended even more than to the offender. 
"When this brotherly love reigns in a community,
and all the members love one another and everyone seeks the good of the other,

as if it were his own, then that house becomes a paradise.

The Lord is greatly pleased to see the brothers in his house  dwelling in unum,
that is, in a single desire to serve God and help one another in charity."


Building community, listening to Jesus
(Mk 3,20-21.31-35 )




Consecrated Life "is born from hearing the word of God                                                                               and embracing the Gospel as its rule of life."






Where and how does family life come about among Christians? The Gospel tradition has very little to say about the family of Jesus according to the flesh. Mk 3,31-35 is undoubtedly the most explicit text. The relatives of Jesus are seen in opposition to new family of his disciples. (cf. Mt 12,46-50; Lk 8,19-21; Jn 2,1.12;  7,3 - 5).

Mark has just started his story and already he emphasizes the tension around Jesus. On the one hand, he speaks about the inability to understand him on the part of his family members, the people closest to him, and on the other hand, the rush to condemn him on the part of some teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem - two very disparate groups.  All he has left is the small group of disciples who continue to listen to him.  It is significant this happened when he was ‘at home’ (Mark 3,20). What is at issue is that Jesus belongs to God (Mk 3,24-27) and that the people who belong to Jesus are those who share his life and his project (Mk 3,34-35 ).



1 . Understanding the text

From the solitude of the mountain (Mk 3,13) Jesus went back to Capernaum . He had just chosen the Twelve and returned to the home he had chosen (Mk 3,20). It is assumed that the disciples accompanied him, even though the narrator mentions only the presence of the crowd (cf. Mk 3,32). There were so many around him that he could not even eat ... Presumably it was not just the number of people but their accumulated needs that left Jesus without time to eat (Mk 3,20 b). Jesus had to look after the people and he did not bother about himself.  The people’s need of him prevented him from satisfying his own needs. ‘They could not even have a meal.’(Mk 3,20).  It will not be the last time (cf. Mk 6,31).
Obviously this frenetic activity upset his relatives, just as his resounding success upset his enemies. The first objection came from his own people (Mk 3,21). His opponents, who had come from afar, joined in with theological arguments, which were not very respectful of him but effective with the people (Mk 3,22). The controversy with the scribes (Mk 3,22 -34) was far more serious than any reported so far by Mark. It is inserted in the account of the meeting between Jesus and his family members.  At first, they declare their amazement (Mk 3, 20-21) but in the end it is Jesus who clearly establishes the separation (Mk 3,31-35).

The episode takes place in three acts. The first (Mk 3:20-21) is used to locate the action and to set the scene for the rejection of Jesus. The second is more elaborate (Mk 3,22-30).  Jesus defends himself from the accusation of collusion with Beelzebub (Mk 3,22.30) with a discourse in the form of a parable (Mk 3,23-27) that closes with a solemn statement (Mk 3,28-29). Those who do not accept it will not be forgiven. The third part (Mk 3,31-35 ) deals with the authentic family of Jesus.   The attack by the scribes, in its present location, separates the two scenes which tell of the incredulity of the family of Jesus and their being disowned in public. Instead of reducing the conflict with the family, the story exacerbates it.  Their failure to understand him sets the tone of the whole scene.

________________________________________________________________________________
20  Then he went home; and the crowd came together again, so that they could not even eat.

21  And when his family heard it, they went out to seize him, for people were saying, "He is beside himself." 22 And the scribes who came down from Jerusalem said, "He is possessed by Beelzebul, and by the prince of demons he casts out the demons." 23 And he called them to him, and said to them in parables, "How can Satan cast out Satan? 24 If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. 25 And if a house is divided against itself, that house will not be able to stand. 26 And if Satan has risen up against himself and is divided, he cannot stand, but is coming to an end. 27 But no one can enter a strong man's house and plunder his goods, unless he first binds the strong man; then indeed he may plunder his house. 28 "Truly, I say to you, all sins will be forgiven the sons of men, and whatever blasphemies they utter; 29 but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin" 30 for they had said, "He has an unclean spirit." 31 And his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside they sent to him and called him. 32 And a crowd was sitting about him; and they said to him, "Your mother and your brothers are outside, asking for you." 33 And he replied, "Who are my mother and my brothers?" 34 And looking around on those who sat about him, he said, "Here are my mother and my brothers!"

________________________________________________________________________________

The bad opinion his relatives had of Jesus (Mk 3:20-21)   

Jesus was totally dedicated to helping others and was not taking care of himself. News of this reached the ears of his relatives. They could not understand what led Jesus to this way of life (Mk 3:21). The narrator is not interested in how they found out. In Mark 3,31 he suggests that they had come from his family home to look for him, now that they knew where he was living. Their plan was to take him home with them so their intentions were not very friendly. They wanted to bring him home and remove him by force 
 from what he was doing.

In point of fact, the judgment they had come to regarding Jesus was serious. They thought he was out of his mind. His relatives could not hide their belief that Jesus was under an evil power, since among the Jews alienation was seen as the result of demonic possession (cf. Jn 7,20;  8,45.52 ; 10,20-21) . Even if this were not the case, the statement shows the misunderstanding that Jesus met in his own family from the very beginning of his mission, (cf. Jn 7,5: "Not even his brothers, in fact, had faith in him.")

The story is too painful to have been invented by the Christian community
. It reflects the situation well before the resurrection when few, even family members, believed in the personal mission of Jesus. Certainly they did not share it. The Gospel tradition is unanimous in reporting the distance that developed between Jesus and his family during his public ministry. This distancing is quite probably true.  Jesus was so fully devoted to the things of the Kingdom that he gave his relatives the impression of being out of his mind - full of God, out of his mind!  Busy with the kingdom, he had no time to take care of himself. In his soul there was room only for God ... and this surprised the people who knew him best!
 Greater familiarity and more comprehensive knowledge are not always advantageous for the faith.
A serious accusation by his enemies (Mk 3.22 - 30)

While his relatives were getting ready to take him away (Mk 3,21.35 ), some scribes came from Jerusalem. Their intentions were worse than those of his relatives. They did not mince their words but immediately accused him of being possessed by a demon (Mark 3:22).


This created a new situation and the rejection became more serious. The scribes from Jerusalem were known enemies of Jesus (Mk 7,1). They now put forward a 'theological' explanation for the healing power of Jesus. They did not deny the evidence, the miracles he had worked. The charge they brought against him is the most serious in the whole of the gospel. It was all the more serious because it was unexpected in the immediate context. There had been no mention of an exorcism.
  It amounted therefore to a totally gratuitous challenge to Jesus’ authority, and for that reason it carried more force. 

They accused him of being possessed by Beelzebub, the prince of demons (Mk 3,22.30). For Mark and his readers, the charge implies total ignorance of the true identity of Jesus (Mk 1,11).  In any case, it repeats an attack that was known in the gospel tradition.
 The accusation is one of connivance with the devil, in other words, acting in his service and under his authority (Mark 3,22). They could not deny his miraculous activities so they accused him of demonic magic. Significantly, this is the first direct accusation against Jesus reported in the gospel. His new doctrine and his new powers make him suspect – they are not from God but from his worst enemy (cf. Mk 1:12-13).


As he had done before (Mk 2,19-22), Jesus responded to his critics with a double parable, the mode of expression that he reserves for those he does not expect to understand him ( Mk 4,11-12.34; 12:1).  Adding in this way to the misunderstanding, he leaves them without hope since he does not give them an opportunity to amend their views. Only those who are with him are given knowledge of the mysteries of the kingdom and are recognized by him as his family (Mk 3,34).

The double image, that of the divided kingdom (Mk 3,22-26 ) and that of the divided household      ( Mk 3.27 -29), make the argument of his critics absurd. It states the obvious – division is the ruination of a kingdom and of a family. Jesus argues effectively from the point of view of his objectors. If things were as they said, it would mean that Satan's kingdom had come to an end. They were unable to question his miraculous power, so they questioned his authority to exercise it. Jesus replied that he was fighting against Satan, not in his name. The kingdom of Beelzebub was not divided, he was not working for it, and Satan was defeated. 

Taking up the word ‘house’, but with no other obvious connection, Mark adds a second parable (cf. Lk 11,21 - 22).  Anyone who plans to attack a strong man’s house needs to be careful. Unless he ties up the strong man, he will not succeed in his plan, but if he ties the strong man’s hands, then he can burgle the house. The possessed belong to Satan, but now someone has arrived who is stronger than Satan and able to subdue and redeem them (cf. Mk 1,21-34; 2,1-12). Human sickness is seen here as the need for God and not as a punishment. For this reason, when evil is overcome through the miracles worked by Jesus, it proclaims in a credible way the presence of the Kingdom of God. Where God is at hand, the human person is healed. The complete healing of the person is a sign left by God when he draws near.

Jesus continues his defence and now he begins a strong attack. He speaks solemnly, almost with the force of an oath.  He teaches the universality of forgiveness (cf. Mt 12.31- 32), but here he introduces an exception – blasphemy against the Spirit is an unforgivable sin, an offence that leads to eternal condemnation (Mk 3:28-29).

The context helps to clarify what is meant by blasphemy against the Spirit. To say that Jesus has an unclean spirit is to deny the Spirit. The attack is directed against Christ, the anointed one (Mk 1,10) but it is the Spirit of God who is offended since the action of the Spirit in Christ is denied. For this there is no forgiveness. With his activities as exorcist Jesus was revealed as the Son of God (Mk 1,11 ), in possession of his Spirit . Attacking Jesus and refusing to accept him as he is (Mk 2,5), and as he has been revealed (Mk 2 16), is blasphemy against the Holy Spirit who guides him (Mk 1,12).


Only those who obey God belong to the family of Jesus (Mk 3.31-35)

The family of Jesus reappears as soon as the controversy over possession (Spirit v Satan) ends. They come from outside and choose to remain outside the house where Jesus now resides. They send word to him that they are waiting outside (Mk 3,31 ). The way they behave is understandable (Mk 3:21) but it sets them apart, not involved in what Jesus is doing. They do not actually look for him – they ask for him.  They do not follow him ​– they want him to follow them. They do not enter his house – they want him to come back with them. They remain outside the home of Jesus ... and they will remain outside his heart.

The news of the arrival of his relatives, apparently a large number of them, finds Jesus surrounded by a multitude of disciples sitting around him (Mk 3,32). As he will do again later, the narrator mentions Mary but without naming her ("your mother"; cf Mk 6.3: "the son of Mary"). In this way he draws attention to the difference in the attitude of the family members to Jesus compared to that of the disciples. His family must ask to see him – his disciples are living with him. Those who have to ask for him do not already have him. Those who listen to him remain in his presence.

Aware of the presence of his family members and of their intentions, Jesus addresses the crowd, not his family (!). He asks a question that prepares for the position he will take later. It seems he did not even deign to look at his family. Although this is a well-known pedagogical method, the fact that he asks such a question in public implies an affront. It indicates that he does not recognise the people who have arrived (Mk 3,33) and he does not accept their claims about him. In the light of what has been said just previously (Mk 3:20-21), we can see here the explanation for the behaviour of Jesus as well as that of his family. They fail to understand what he is doing and they are mistaken in their judgment of him (Mk 3, 21). Whether or not this is the reason, the fact is that the lack of public recognition of his family implied serious neglect.

Jesus has good reasons for his way of acting. He recognizes as his family only those who at that time are sitting around him. The gaze of Jesus precedes his words (Mk 3,34), a typical trait of Mark (Mk 3,5.34; 5,32; 9,8; 10,23; 11,11).  He wants to know them in his heart even before he reaches them with his words.  He fixes his attention on his followers even before the crowd identify them.  In this way he makes his feelings public, even in front of his earthly family. The break between Jesus and his relatives is not glossed over in silence. It could not be made clearer. It is not just that he does not attend to them immediately, but he disowns them publicly.

The reason he gives makes the breach between them even clearer. It is not that he does not want to deal with them. The problem is that they are not listening to God.  It is not that he does not still love them, but they are not seeking God’s will. They are looking for him but they are not among those who seek the will of God. Jesus does not let himself be influenced by personal feelings nor by ties of consanguinity. God alone rules his words ... and his feelings! He loves those who do the will of God.  For those who want to belong to his family the decisive factor is obedience to God, not pious feelings. His decision to opt for the Kingdom has made him an orphan. Opting for God will give him a new family. This is how the evangelizer of the kingdom acts.

It is true that Jesus does not introduce his disciples as his real family.  Neither does he deny his own family just because they were not close to him. Rather, he teaches anyone who will listen the way to become a member of his family. Those who do the will of God are the object of his love. The servants of God are the brothers of Jesus. Mary (Lk1,38) and Joseph (Mt 1,24)  knew that very well! Later, when Jesus tells his followers to give up their family (cf. Mk 10.28-30), his demand, even though it might be painful, was something that he had already done and his followers knew that. It is clear to his disciples that before he asks such a sacrifice of them, that he has already made the same sacrifice, and he has done so in public.

With his last statement Jesus plays down the family conflict a bit (Mk 3:35), since he does not make a direct comparison between family and followers. The disciples have not appeared throughout the episode.  Jesus does not opt ​​for a group, but for all who take him seriously, all who sit before him and listen to him, and are in agreement with God.  But it is clear that he distanced himself from his family and his opponents – from his family members because they believe they have some kind of right to him, maybe because they love him, and from his opponents  because they think he is serving Satan and take it for granted that they know all about God.  In both cases, those who oppose the plan of God become his opponents. There is, therefore, only one way to win the love of Jesus and that is to do the will of God.  Having God’s will as one’s task in life is what earns the benevolence of Jesus. He regards as a family member anyone who is familiar with the will of God.

Those of us who hear Jesus' statement today have no reason to envy the first disciples, or to feel sorry for the natural family of Jesus.  For them, in fact, and for us today, it remains possible to be his mother, his brother or his sister.
 Doing the will of God would make us the family of the Master. Jesus does everything possible to make himself heard. Living close to him is the way to enter into the circle of his intimate friends. Jesus really loves those who truly love God.  What was denied to his historical family is available to disciples who obey, now and in the past. Listening to Jesus, the Word of God , is where fraternal life begins.



2 . Apply it to life

The unusual story of the rift between Jesus and his family reveals the growing detachment that occurred between them, at least during the period towards the end of his life. For Jesus, listening to God was the only concern that was worth giving the whole of one’s life for. Those who espouse the Word of God and its fulfilment as their cause in life become his friends and his family. We should ask ourselves what form does our intimacy with Christ take. What price are we willing to pay to be members of his family? Does our being loved by Jesus mean that we obey him, or that he should obey us? 


We are surprised, and maybe shocked, that the family of Jesus had so poor an opinion of him while he was preaching that God was near. They did not understand that those who have no other food than to do the will of God (Jn 4,34) cannot find time to eat (Mk 3,20). Jesus separated himself from his family and ended up estranged from them. Making God the sole cause of our lives means letting go of all other causes, no matter how noble they may be. Living for the Kingdom, like Jesus and with him, demands that we live in a family. Is there really anything more sacrosanct than the family? Is there anything important enough to justify questioning the family?

The people who rejected Jesus most forcefully were those who, in theory, should have been the best prepared to receive it, namely the teachers of Israel. Even though they did not know Jesus in the way his family knew him, they knew the law of God, and it was on it they based their questioning of his work. They were worse than those who did not believe in Jesus, for they went so far as to say he was possessed by the enemy of God.  The law of God is not always the way to meet him. Nowhere has it ever been said that knowing a lot about God is the way to become his disciples.  Is that perhaps our problem?  Do we continue to misunderstand God, as the scribes did, just because we do not understand his plans?  Are we in danger of saying that there is no God, because we fail to see him in things, in people, in events?

It should not be too difficult to be loved by Jesus as one of his disciples.  It would be enough to be converted and to do the will of God. Mary became the mother of God when she cared for him and spent her life doing what God wanted of her. Some people turn to Mary as an excuse for not facing up to their responsibility before God.  We could have a devotion to Mary that keeps us away from God.  Seeking the affection of the mother may give rise to a way of life that is not the way of children of God.

 If we do not follow the teaching of Jesus and listen to God, either when we are excited by his promises or disappointed at his slowness in fulfilling them, when we feel we are close to him or when we feel far away, whether he comes with his grace or with his demands, then we will never be children of God, brothers and sisters of Jesus and members of his family. Is the price we have to pay too high?  And will the rewards not also be great?  The Virgin of Nazareth became the servant of God (Lk 1:38). Why are we afraid that we cannot also become his servants if we listen to God and do what he says? It is not impossible to be a brother, sister or mother of Christ! Why not at least try? Who or what is stopping us? Certainly not Jesus, who assures us that he wants to have us as brothers and sisters if we obey God.


3. Praying the Word

Lord Jesus, thank you for reminding us that even your mother was a stranger to you, while you devoted yourself to bringing the kingdom of your Father to men. I would never have imagined it. You were so full of God that nothing else - not even what is most sacred - entered your mind. Nothing else could ever become the work of your hands. I feel encouraged. If even your own family were not always with you, do not be surprised that often I do not make it either.

I still do not understand exactly how you disowned publicly the people who loved you most, just because they did not love God your Father as you did. The fact that your family is found only where people are attentive to God and where his will is done makes it harder for me to win your affection. But I have to thank you, at least, because you have made me aware of it. If you treated your own family so unceremoniously, then why should you treat me any differently?  I am not one of your relatives and I have not yet become a member of your family by always doing your Father’s will. 

I cannot believe that you should treat me as your mother or your brother. Maybe I'm not willing to pay the price I have to pay for your friendship.  But let me dream it and do not let me doubt it.  Then I will have the courage to listen to God and resolve to spend my whole life doing your will…

as you want me to … as Mary did!   
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�   This way of presenting the account is called a ‘sandwich’ and is typical of Mark. It tends to create an element of tension in the narrative (cf. Mk 5,21-43; 11,12-26; 14,10-21). Here the effects of his frenetic activity affect also his family.





� Grab, take in their hands.  The evangelist uses the same verb later to characterize the behavior of his opponents (cf. Mk 6,17 ; 12,12; 14,1.44.46.49.51 ) .


� Matthew and Luke, in fact, do not report this incident and may possibly have censored it.


� This judgment on the family should  not be too surprising to Mark 's readers, because by now the readers know that Jesus did not observe the Sabbath (Mk 1,21-28.29-31;  2.23 - 28; 3:1-6), nor the traditional rituals of purification (Mk 1,41), nor the practice of fasting (Mk 2,18-22 ), and he also dared to forgive sins (Mark 2,5).


�   See, however, Mt 12.22-32;  Lk 11,14 - 23, where it is the main theme.


�  Jn 7.20; 8,48.52; 10,20; cf. Mt 9.32 -34; 12.22-24 , Lk 11.14-15, in connection with a healing. A similar accusation was well known in the rabbinic tradition.  cf. b.San 43a.


� It is quite likely that Jesus used the word ‘sister’ as a statement of the presence of women among the disciples (Mk 15.40-41 , Lk 8:1-3). 
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