With God and the Kingdom

 the only Cause to which Jesus devoted himself

(Mt 4.12-17 )

“Consecration therefore makes us become people who are unconditionally handed over to God            and in more practical terms makes us “the living memorial of Jesus’ way of living and acting” ...            This, in fact, is the first contribution that we as religious can and must make.”

Jesus overcame the temptation, remaining faithful to the identity that God had chosen for him (Mt 4,3 -11). He was introduced by God as His beloved Son (Mt 3,17). Now he presents himself as God’s spokesman. Because he knows God’s plans and proclaims them, Jesus can begin to work as an evangelist of the kingdom of God, since he is already God’s Son and his representative.

The first thing that Jesus has to do is to give the good news that God and his will are going to come. God’s cause, the gospel of the kingdom, is Christ’s identity card. He identifies with what his Father wants, which is to reign over his people (Mt 4,17). He emerges from anonymity to proclaim the kingdom, and he appears among people in search of listeners to his gospel. He cannot preach a God who seeks closeness while staying at a distance from his listeners.  He draws close to his listeners, because God wants to be present among them.  The gospel to which he was committed obliges him to take a place among his listeners.

1 . Understanding the text

Matthew recounts the beginning of Jesus' public ministry very soberly. Evidently, it was not the narrator’s intention to write a biography of Jesus, but to identify him with a cause, just as he had already been identified with God.

After the genealogy (Mt 1,1-7), the birth in Bethlehem (Mt 1,18 – 2,12 ) and childhood in Egypt (Mt 2,13-22), Matthew records his return to Galilee and describes him as a Nazarene (Mt 2,23). Like Luke (3,1-20), Matthew gives a more prominent role to John the Baptist (Mt 3,1-12), the man to whom Jesus will go to be baptized in the Jordan (Mt 3,13; Lk 3,21). It is only when the Baptist is thrown into prison that Jesus returns to Galilee and begins his ministry by announcing the gospel of God, his sole pre-occupation. It is significant that he does not say who the first people were to hear his proclamation. His first words seem to have no definite listeners. What is important to the evangelist is not the audience but the message.

Matthew notes only that Jesus returned to Galilee where he came from. (Mt 4,12). Galilee is always the place where evangelization begins and, therefore, the evangelizer must go there.  The evangelizer must go to the place where the gospel is waiting for him. It does not matter where he comes from, what matters is where he needs to go, because it is there he was given his appointment (cf. Mt 28,16-20). He does not remain in the desert like John (Mt 3,1). He leaves Nazareth, his adopted home, to settle in Capernaum, a village that enjoys better communications (Mt 4,13). This change of residence is not simply a tactical decision or a matter of convenience, but the fulfilment of the divine plan. The prophecy is fulfilled: a great light shines in a region of shadows, for a people living in darkness (cf. Is 9,1). Wherever an evangelizer appears, the light overcomes the darkness.
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Now when he heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew into Galilee;
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and leaving Nazareth he went and dwelt in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali,
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that what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled:
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"The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, toward the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles 
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the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned."
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From that time Jesus began to preach, saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand."

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_________________________________________________________
God wants to be close to the people. His herald cannot remain detached from them. Without any delay, he will seek out his listeners wherever they are wont to be, at their work or in sickness, (Mt 4,23-24; 9,35), on the hillside (Mt 5,1; 8.1) or on the lakeshore (Mt 4,18), at home (Mt 8,14), in the country (Mt 12,1), or in the synagogue on the Sabbath (Mt 12,9-10). He cannot speak of the presence of God, precisely because it is not so obvious, without saying that he is coming.  He is going to proclaim the will of God from a position of understanding (Mt 9,2) and mercy towards the listener (Mt 8,2-3; 14,14). God is committed to coming. There is no time to lose and no reason to justify delay. God is in a hurry to reign. There is no time for delay or diversion when God’s coming is imminent.

The kingdom of God, the reason for discipleship

The synoptic tradition is unanimous in placing the beginning of discipleship (Mk 1,16-20; Mt 4,18-22; Lk 5,1-11) immediately after Jesus begins preaching the gospel (Mk 1,14-15; Mt 4,17).  The kingdom of God is the heart of what Jesus has to say before he invites people to follow him.
It is no mere coincidence that Jesus begins his ministry by preaching the kingdom and inviting people to follow him. Throughout his public life, Jesus is pre-occupied with nothing other than proclaiming that the kingdom of God is near (Mk 1,21-22; Lk 4,31-32) and his works show that it has already begun. (Mk 1,32-34; Mt 4,23-25). And always, with just a few exceptions (Mk 6.14 to 29; Mt 14,1-12; Lk 9.6 to 10), he was surrounded by people who followed him closely and for whom the God of Jesus became the Lord of their life (Mk 3,31-35; Mt 12,46 – 50; Lk 8,19-21).

The first institution that arises from the preaching of the kingdom is discipleship. It has its origin in the personal cause and mission of Jesus. His awareness that he was the apostle of God brought him closer to people. They will come to him if they are far away. He will live among them if they are his chosen ones. Therefore, a disciple is not just someone who wants or plans to become one, but someone who is wanted by Jesus and receives an invitation from him. However, the choice of the preacher and his call are a logical consequence of his own vocation.  The disciple, like the master and through him, is at the service of the kingdom of God. The reason for the existence of discipleship is that God is going to come to establish his kingdom, just as it is the reason for the personal existence of Jesus (Mt 9,9-13). Those who are called share not only their life with the One who calls, but also the reason for their discipleship.

The kingdom of God, the cause to which Jesus dedicated himself

Despite their differences, all religious groups at the time of Jesus shared the belief in a final manifestation of the kingdom of God. One day the Lord would come as ruler of the world and of history. The long-awaited salvation is identified with the enthronement of God as king. The faithful yearned for his coming. They could do nothing to speed it up or to delay it.

They were convinced that they were living in a catastrophic situation because they had not obeyed God’s will, and they hoped, accordingly, for a better future.  For this reason they longed all the more for his coming and were resolved to obey the divine law.

The expectation of the kingdom of God, therefore, coincides with the assurance that God is going to intervene, bringing justice to those who have tried to live according to his will. Those who know that the judgment is coming, prepare for it by turning away from their sins. This does not only mean regretting past failings but, above all, a resolve to do God’s will with greater zeal. This radical obedience to God is a consequence of the imminent expectation of his kingdom.

It is in this context that the Baptist appears, a charismatic figure stressing the imminence of the divine judgment and calling for conversion as the way to prepare for God and proposing baptism as a sign of conversion. Jesus of Nazareth has heard his preaching and at first he was associated with it. But eventually he will break from his master, and with good reason. Unlike the Baptist who continues persistently to assert that the imminence of the kingdom of God endangers personal salvation if people do not produce the fruits of righteousness, Jesus announces the presence of the kingdom of God in his person and by his actions. The Baptist is more anxious to convince his hearers of the danger of the judgment. For him, the urgency of conversion is directly related to the arrival of the Judge. Jesus is not silent about the imminence and danger of the Lord's day but he puts more emphasis on the possibility of salvation that his ministry offers. For John the Baptist the dominant theme is the announcement of judgment when God will judge according to the works of penance done. Jesus, on the other hand, emphasizes the universality of salvation which, out of the sheer initiative of God, is offered to those who accept it. Sometimes it seems that even now in the Church there are more followers of John the Baptist than of Jesus.

This explains why it is important that his preaching of the kingdom of God be accompanied by effective signs of his presence. Salvation must be concrete; it must reach people where they are and where they feel the need of it.  If it comes to the sick and possessed, the outcast and marginalized, to sinners and those who are far from God, then no one can doubt its presence, its universality and the fact that it is freely given.   The kingdom of God will be achieved not by obedience to the law but by love for one’s neighbour in need. Jesus’ way of acting was considered scandalous because it was unexpected but he explained it by giving his understanding of God's kingdom. No privilege, inherited through promises or obtained by works of obedience, is of value before God who grants justice only to those who know they are in need of it. All the rest, the Sabbath, the law, offerings, prayer, tradition, family, possessions, country, etc. all count for little.

A future that has already begun

The kingdom of God is not only a promise for the future. It is already possible today, because it must be fulfilled as foretold. Jesus does not lose the sense of reality. Even if the kingdom is yet to come, it has already begun.  The first fruits of the kingdom of God are so small that they can pass unnoticed. Or they can be ignored on purpose!  The fruits may be small but the demands of the kingdom are far from small.  The parables of hidden but effective growth (Mt 13,4-9.18-23.31-32 ) reflect this conviction of Jesus.  Today it is imperceptible, and still struggling to be born, but it has a secure future. Only what has not been sown cannot flourish later. God is already working, invisibly, and the future is already his. This is why the preaching of the kingdom of God - present but hidden, already active even though invisible - requires faith and arouses hope. Jesus teaches his disciples to ask for the coming of a kingdom that has already begun (Mt 6,10).

Jesus opts for a God whom we can meet in our own history, in our own land. But precisely because he proclaims the absolute sovereignty of God, he does not rush to reform the society of his time. The rule of the Romans over his people does not matter to him as much as the fact that God is not their sole ruler. Jesus does not fail to call into question any of the areas of human life - the family, property, worship, interpersonal relationships, or politics, because in all areas of human life, God maintains a claim to exclusive service. The God of Jesus is present only to those who serve him.

A Rewarding and Unmerited Gift

Since the kingdom of God is the realization of a divine plan, it is not to be confused with, much less reduced to, the satisfaction of man's desire for happiness. A God who can be totally contained in the human heart, or who exists only as the answer to all human needs and desires, is not the God of Jesus.  And yet, Jesus believes that when God reigns, he will satisfy fully the needs of the human heart. For this reason, the people who are most unhappy now are the best prepared to recognize his coming. The kingdom of God is not a reward that we can earn. In the preaching of Jesus there is no place for 'merit’, even if obedience to God requires effort. Even though we look forward to God and we need him, his coming is still always totally free and surprising.
The kingdom of God cannot be imagined, or desired, simply starting from human needs.  It is not just a substitute for the world we live in. The evil around us may increase our desire for God’s coming, but when he comes, he does not limit himself to healing it. Because it is a divine plan, the Kingdom of God far surpasses any human achievement, even the achievements of Christians who, in obedience to God, seek to bring about his Kingdom in history.  The church is not yet the kingdom, even though through its ministry it should already show clear evidence of the presence of God in the world.  Just like Jesus, the Kingdom of God is the way chosen by God to be God for us. God is interested in our happiness and committed to making it possible. To have the Kingdom of God as our task, we must have God as the only Lord of our hearts.

If we listen seriously to Jesus, the first thing we hear is always the same story: God is near to those who allow him to be their Lord, because he draws near only to those who receive him as their sovereign. God reigns as sovereign only over those who obey him. He will come among those who accept him as the one who is to come, that is, as their best possible future ... God becomes the servant of his creatures (Luke 1:38 ). It is not that God is obliged to come because we have promised to welcome him. It is not the hope of being accepted that makes him draw near to us. He comes because he wants to come, and yet, if he is to come, he must be wanted and waited for. 

God wants to reign, this is good news

The announcement of God’s coming nourishes our expectation and desire.  At the same time it makes us aware of his absence. We don’t announce the coming of one who is already present. We don’t wait for someone who has already arrived. The message of Jesus is good news for those who are sad because they are living without God. The emptiness of God and the sense of sadness it brings is a sign of a lack of obedience and unwillingness to accept him as God. It is not that God has withdrawn from those who feel his absence.  Rather it is that he is not allowed to get this far. The God of Jesus never abandons his people. If he is absent it is because we have not made space for him. Fortunately for those who feel God’s absence, he comes only where he is not yet present. For this reason, the worst of people, even sinners and outcasts, can live with joy in the midst of their sorrow. It is not that their situation is good, but precisely for this reason, God is on his way to them. And this is surely positive!
The proclamation of Jesus brings joy to those who hear it. Being converted to the kingdom of God necessarily means living in joy while we wait for him. Joy is the way of life of those who have received the good news. Sadness is a clear sign that one has not received the good news.
Surrendering to God, this is the faith that saves  
Proclaiming that God is near, Jesus does not limit himself to bringing joy to his listeners. He asks for acceptance, for faith. The fact that God is about to come demands that we wait actively for his coming. Faith is "the foundation of what we hope for" (Heb. 11:1) but it is impossible without hope. It would have no basis or content. Faith is acceptance of the one who is to come and assent to what we hope for. It is not just reasonable assent but an adventure that we are willing to embark on and the insecurity that adventure implies. God comes before our faith. He precedes it and makes it possible. Faith is not something we create.  We believe in him.  Etymologically, credo comes from cor-dare, to give one’s heart. Faith is assent to the God we are waiting for, conversion to the one who is not yet present in our world, but who is coming to it. Believers, therefore, never despair because they know that, if God and his kingdom are not yet present, they are on the way. For those who trust in Jesus, God is always their immediate future. And if God is not there, those who wait for him know that they are loved by God who is coming. Hope is the fruit of a faith that is experienced as the certainty that we are the object of God’s love, even though we still feel his absence. 
For those who look forward to his coming, the nearness of God fills them with joyful expectation. They find little attraction in anything else. Nothing else entices them or appeals to them. For those who know that the time is fulfilled and that God’s coming is near, nothing can distract them from waiting for him.  Those who are waiting to serve God leave all that enslaves them and do not allow themselves any other preoccupation. The more they are sure of his coming, the greater their expectation will be. To start waiting for the Lord, it is not necessary that believers be good already. It is enough that they bemoan his absence and live in hope of his coming.  Good people have already lost God because they were so sure of being good. (Mt 9:11-13; Lk 15,1.25-32). Is there any value in thinking we have no need of God? Is this not rather what leads unconsciously to our losing him?  

2 . Apply it to life
Jesus left the desert to return to Galilee (Mt 4,1.12) and there he began preaching. He told them all that God wanted. (Mt 4,17). But he had to struggle  to prove it (Mt 4:3-6 ). The Son of God, beloved and tested, can now become a credible evangelizer. To speak about the nearness of God, he must become aware that he is Son of God.  Only those who have chosen to stay close to God can proclaim that God is near. Only those who are intimate with God can be witnesses of God's closeness. Only children of God who have been shown to be such can talk about God the Father and know his plans. (cf. Jn 5,19-20; 8,19). 
Jesus began preaching after John was arrested (cf. Mt 4:12). He made his debut as a preacher taking the place left by God’s messenger. This is not a time to be silent, no matter how dangerous it may be to speak. The preacher cannot be silent about God’s plans or his rights, just because he might get into trouble by speaking up. God would not be a sovereign God if his prophets did not speak even if it meant endangering their lives. God is worth giving one’s life for. Only a God for whom everything can be sacrificed is worthy of our adoration.  If God is not worth more than everything we have or can desire, then he is not worthy to be our God. Only a God who demands everything is deserving of our belief and our obedience.

The first occupation of Jesus, Son of God, was the proclamation of the gospel of God. God was the theme of his life, his only cause. He came out of anonymity to proclaim God as good news, and identified himself in public with the cause of God.  What is more, he considered the cause of God so good, that to speak about it was good news. All that Jesus did and said during his public ministry had no other reason or explanation.  He made the cause of God his own, and nothing distracted him or diverted him from that cause. If he had not had God as good news to proclaim, Jesus would never have left his family and his daily chores. Jesus does not have anything good to say to us if we do not allow him to speak to us about the kingdom of God.  The one thing that makes Jesus relevant is the good news of God’s desire to reign. Do we show that we are his disciples for the same reason?  Are God and his kingdom my cause and my passion? To what do I devote all I do?  What do I want to live for? Is life worth living if it is not lived for God and his passion to save all people?

The gospel of God proclaimed by Jesus is unequivocal: "The time is fulfilled; the kingdom of God is near".  If God is to come to us, it means that he is not yet among us.  He can come only where he is absent. Behind the joyful proclamation of Jesus, there lies hidden a negative judgment on humanity. The world that receives the good news of the coming of God is a world that is living without him, and is aware of his absence. However, for him to come it is not necessary that his absence be noted, and even less that the need for him be felt. It is the good news that he is coming that makes us feel his absence. It is precisely for this reason that the news of his coming is good news. Whether we know it or not - and whether we want it or not! -   God is already on his way.  He is coming even if he is not expected, and he is coming without the certainty of being well received.
God is certainly going to come as absolute ruler. He is coming to reign.  He will come demanding obedience, in search of subjects. He will draw near to those who accept his will. God will come only where God reigns supreme, where his will is done without resistance or excuses.  He establishes his kingdom wherever his will is fulfilled, without exception or delay. The obedient make God come and make him present and close to us. Without subjects, God will not come, because he is coming only to rule. Those how do not let God rule their lives, do not allow God to come close to them. To have God close to us, we have to allow him to be Lord and Master of our lives. 
The coming of God, proclaimed beforehand, creates a crisis for us. The gospel requires faith and conversion. God does not come to his people unless they come to him. Knowing that he is coming puts the believer on the road back to God.  Conversion (going to meet the God who is coming) is not brought about so much by our desire to be better, nor even by the acknowledgement that everything is not right in our lives. It arises from the belief that God, the supreme Good, is near.  It is the imminence of his coming that urges people to desire a radical transformation.  We cannot wait for him as if nothing were going to happen, when it is God himself who is coming. If we do not change now, it means we are not waiting.  Conversion flourishes during the time of waiting. It is the fruit of hope. It is not only bad people who are in need of conversion.  Only people who are waiting for God will be converted, because they know he can come at any time. To be converted to the God of Jesus we must live in hope.

Conversion and joy are not incompatible - we make holiness consist in being cheerful (Don Bosco put it in the mouth of Dominic Savio!).  To be happy, is it not enough to have the kingdom of God as our cause? What other cause is worth giving our life for? Would God be worthy of our worship if he did not make his servants happy? How is it that we are not filled with happiness? Why is God alone not enough to make us happy?  
Believing the gospel means not just accepting that God is coming to us. It also means, especially, abandoning our own paths and taking the one that leads to God.  The fact that God wants to come to us will be of little use to us, if we do not allow him to reign over us. God is not coming just to pass the time! Either he is coming to rule over his subjects or there is no point in his coming. Being faithful to the gospel, then, entails surrender to the sovereign will of God, letting him do with us as he pleases.  Believing in him means becoming his servants, without conditions or excuses, as Mary did (Lk 1:35).

3 . Praying the Word
Lord, I am excited and at the same time embarrassed when I contemplate you so identified with God, so aware of his plans, so busy in carrying them out. He wanted to come and he sent you to us.  He wanted to rule over us and he made you the herald of his will. You abandoned everything, even your family and your home, to speak about God and his kingdom. You had God as your task and nothing could take you away from it. You took it upon yourself to learn about God’s plan so that we might come it know it too. You did not live for yourself so that we might live for God.  Help me to imitate you! In my life there are many things, many people and many ideas. that do not allow me to identify with the will of God.  There are many things that keep me locked in my own world, a world of mediocre anonymity. Why do you not release me from all the things I am attached to, even the people who are close to me, so that I can become for them a messenger of the real good news, that God is coming? When will I be truly convinced like you that I am at the service of God?

I am struck by your decision to leave your anonymity just when they threw the Baptist into prison. In your day it was dangerous to speak about God and his desire to rule over his people. You cared more about what God wanted of you than about what you had to suffer at the hands of men.  Why is it that knowing so much about my God does not make me become his prophet and spokesman, now that so many are silent or do not know Him? What is it that you had, that I do not have? Why do I not put my life at the service of God and God alone? When will I be able to live paying attention only to the will of God, and not caring what the powerful people of this world think or want?  I recognize that I have not made God the sole cause of my life, nor have I made his desire to reign the programme of my life. Why do not you tell me how you were able to do it? Help me to do it!

I find it hard to understand that God desires so much to come among us that he entrusted to you, his beloved son, the task of proclaiming his desire. Did you not have anything better to do? You know that I do am not always happy to hear that God is coming. I feel threatened.  His imminent arrival worries me. I fear the God who is my future! Make me understand that I have no choice but to prepare for his coming, for he will not change his mind. It disturbs me, Jesus - I cannot hide it from you – that God is so concerned about me, and so insistent.  I cannot free myself from him as easily as I would like. I would rather meet him when I feel in need of him. I would like to know where he lives, when he will come, and if I can meet him when I look for him. I would prefer if he did not disturb me if I am not disturbed by his absence or suffering on account of his distance from me.  How can I escape from a God who wants to come to me, wherever I am, wherever I go? 
I would like to make space for you in my life, to give you the place you are looking for and that I know belongs to you. But I am afraid of you, Lord. I'm afraid of what I will lose if I encounter you.  I know that your reign would free me from so many of the things I am attached to, and the affections I have struggled with for so long. I think I have reached the point where I cannot stand the inner tension. In order not to suffer because of my passions, I spend my time cultivating different tastes. It's not that I do not love you. The problem is that I'm afraid of what I will have to undergo, if I submit to your will. It's not that I do not desire you, but I long to live in peace. I know I will have to pay a high price but I prefer not to get so worked up about it that I become agitated and confused. I do not know if you understand me, and I feel that you do not agree. But that is how I am! I'm afraid to love you because I am even more afraid of what I will have to suffer for you. 
Give me, Lord, what you want to see in me when you come to me. I know well that, no matter how much I wait for you, I will never be able to wait for you as I should. No matter how much I need you, and how insatiable is the longing I feel for you, it will not be enough to make me welcome you as you deserve. Give me the faith that you ask of me, that I may be I converted to your will.  Do not delay your coming, because only you who call me to conversion, can make it a reality. 

"When I gave myself to this part of the sacred ministry [the direction of the Oratory]                    I intended to devote all my strength to the greater glory of God and the good of souls ...           May God help me to be able to continue until the last breath of my life."
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