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The subject of “‘the kingdom of God"' is again making its presence felt in ecclesial life
and theological reflection. This is due to several factors among which we would
point out these three facts :

- The first is the present cultural sensitivity towards the future. We are
particularly concerned about the future and we anxiously seek the novel, the
radically new. Believers and non-believers coincide in this search. More-
over, ithas often been the Marxist movements and thinkers (e.g. E. Bloch)
who have stimulated Christian thought. We believers feel the need to state
what our faith is in the future of mankind. There is, therefore, a polarization
towards the future. Thus the eschatological dimension of Jesus’ Message
takes on new vigour. The actual Church is made relative and interest in
the past is lost. One gets the impression that the ecclesial institution will
be heard insofar as it can say a word about the future, and have the cour-
age besides, to foresee that future in its own life.

- Secondly, in the conscience of Christians at present, the Church has ceased
to be the centre of their concern. Vatican Il is a witness to this. There is
a polarization towards the mystery of God. What interests us more than the
ecclesial organization is the action of the Father in history, through Christ
and the Holy Spirit. The Church knows she must keep her eyes on our Lord
Jesus in the mystery which transcends her, and not on her own achievments
or problems. The ecclesial conscience of Vatican Il is characterised by its
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having overcome ecclesiocentricity to centre on God himself and on the
world. The Church is increasingly understood as a Church of Christ for
the world.

- And thirdly, the opening up of the Church to the world around it, to the
secular world, and to the world of the great religions, has helped her to bet-
ter understand the salvific action of God present everywhere, The disco-
very of the great values of other religions and the efforts of men of goodwill
to create a more just and human world have created a great admiration for
everything "outside”. Simultansously, this makes it obligatory to re-think
the theology of the mission and what is meant by missions. There is ever
increasing awareness of the variety of ways in which God directs the world
towards fulfiliment,

If this is so, if the most important thing is the action of God who calls history to-
wards final fulfillment in Him, who gathers the peoples in his Kingdom; if that
action of God is present in a thousand ways in this world, the question immediately
arises: What then is the meaning and function of the Church? Does the Church real-
ly have a singular and unrepeatable vocation in the announcement and manifestation
of the Kingdom of God? Does the Church have a mission to fulfill in relation to the
other religions and in general with mankind at present?

These questions concern us today. The question "'how do those who are not in the
Church save themselves?’’, which until yesterday was traditional, is no longer the
centre of our attention; the perspective has simply changed.

In this work we shall try to answer these questions, in the following order. The
first chapter contains a detailed study of the message of Jesus on the Kingdom and
the meaning of his person in relation to that same Kingdom of God which he an-
nounces. This starting point seems to us necessary both to understand what the
Kingdom consists of and to then see its relationship with the Church. This is pre-
cisely the content of the second chapter where we show the continuity between the
mission of Christ and the Church’s mission as witness of the Kingdom and carrier of
salvation in this intermediate time, and we highlight the irreplaceable function of
the Church as sacrament of the Kingdom in the world.

From there in the third chapter we study in what way the Kingdom and its values are
present in other religions and what is therefore their salvific meaning. All of which
serves to clarify the manner of conceiving and orienting the mission and missions.
At the same time, the universal and cosmic perspectives of the Kingdom of God and
the present endeavour of mankind to build a new society makes us ask ourselves what
relation thereis between the growth of mankind in history and in the Kingdom. This
is the content of the fourth chapter.

To conclude, we returnin the fifth chapter to the theme of the Church as servant of the
Kingdom. We stress the demands this implies as well as giving a few pastoral
guide-lines which may help Christian communities today to be truly a sacrament of
the Kingdom of God.



I. THE KINGDOM OF GOD IN THE GOSPEL

The presence of the “Kingdom of God** as main theme throughout Jesus’ Message
is too obvious for it ever to have been ignored or doubted. However, through a
process which begins already in the N.T., this concept took second place, giving
way to a concern for the Church, which fills the greater part of theological reflection
over the centuries.

Both exegesis and theology today restore with renewed interest the original
reality of the Kingdom as the central theme of all of Jesus’preaching and the content
of his eu-aggelion from which the very Church is born, and to whose service she
feels each day more committed. (See LG B, 9.)

in trying to give a correct image of this reality in order to see then its true relation
to the Church, it is indispensable to re-read the Gospel in the light of the Kingdom - a
task which contemporary biblical-theological thought is carrying out with great
determination.

Here we shall try, very schematically, to give an overall vision of what the Kingdom
of God signified in the preaching and very life of Jesus, as told in the Gospel As
He in no place defined this Kingdom, we must “distill’ a notion or description
which will allow us to guide ourselves in our reflection, starting from the facts
supplied in the biblical text as it reaches us.

The ""sources” to hand may be summarized thus :

- Life and attitudes of Jesus, as expression of his idea of the Kingdom of
God he announces ;

- The express teachings transmitted to us through his parables, talks, and
more or less casual instructions he gives to his disciples and the people ;

- His very person, insofar as itis known to us, either in his own self under-
standing or the understanding his contemporaries and the primitive Christian
community have of him, whose awareness is shown to us in all the N.T.
writings including, naturally, the Gospels themselves.

With the help of these elements an image may be sketched of the Kingdom of God,
announced by Jesus, whose basic traits may be summarized as follows :

- The Kingdom of God, in St. Matthew "‘Kingdom of the Heaven'' to avoid
the ineffable name of God, appears as the saving power of God
announced in the O.T. and present in the more or less deformed hopes of
Jesus’ contemporaries ;

- This saving love of God - which is the salvation of man - is offered to all,
without exception. Not only are all the elitist concepts of “‘sacred few™,
in the style of the penitential movements, like Qumram, ocvercome, but the
limits of Israel as a chosen people are outweighed by far ;

- The welcome given to this salvation means and involves a metanoia, a
conversion and orthopraxy. But such a conversion does not create a

“right’’ to salvation ;

- In effect, salvation is ""free’’ the work of the powsr and mercy of God who
is coming, his own pure initiative winning over all opposition from his
enemies who fight it "with violence'" ;



- This saving power ~f God is presented as “imminent’’, close, already
in action, and not only as something which is to come in a subsequentera,
as an eschatology of the future ; although this “being present”’ does not
exclude a future dimension having its full and perfect fulfillment at the
end of time ;

- Finally, Jesus not only appears as the ‘‘eschatological’ prophet who
announces the arrival of the Kingdom, but himself offers this salvation
in the name of God, carries it out, and so Jesus “is already salvation®’,

In order to develop these points, after a brief look at the messianic expectations of
Jesus’ contemporaries, rooted in the old tradition of Israel, we will reflect upon
Jesus’ preaching, his life and the significance of his person. For their singular
importance we shall deal separately with these three points ;

. The personal religious experience of Christ regarding the Father - *“Abba”
as the intimate and most profound root of all his preaching and of his life :

The act and meaning of his death in its relation to his preaching of the
Kingdom ;

. The meaning of the Resurrection and exaltation into Heaven, with the
out pouring of the Holy Spirit, as they appear in the *’paschal experience"’
and the reflection of the Christian protocommunity, always with regard
Lo tﬂg soteriological and Christological meaning of salvation announced

y Him.

As an introduction to the presentation of the message of Jesus, we recall briefly how
the subject of the Kingdom of God was present in the faith of lIsrael and in its
messianic expectations.

1. The Kingdom of God in the messianic hope of Israel
until the time of Christ

1. The words ‘"Kingdom', "'lordship’, “Kingdom of God” - BASILEIA TOU
THEQU - and its equivalent in 5t. Matthew “Kingdom of Heaven'’, are
not attractive terms to our modern mentality. They sound like authoritarianism,
dominance.

Not so in biblical thinking. They are terms used to designate the communica-
tion of God to his creatures, his goodness, his mercy, in a word, salvation.
Remember, for example, the Canticle of Mary in which “God my Saviour” is
mentioned. . . who “has done great things to me’ ; “whose name is holy”
-where holy means "‘great”’, powerful, inaccessible, ‘'remembering his mercy”. . .
etc, (LK. 1 : 46-55). For the Bible, the God who reigns is the God who goes
out to meet man, to communicate his mercy and grace to him, and with these,
liberation from all evil, in any of its forms : suffering, sin, death. It isthe same
divine power in its salvific action in our history ; but at the same time also
in its eschatological and final sense, which puts an end to a world dominated
by malignant powers, inaugurating a new world in which God comes into
possession of his rights : it is what we ask when we say in the Lord's Prayer :
“Thy Kingdom come” (Mt. 6:10). That the Kingdom of God is coming
means that God seeks man to make his Kingdom of salvation operative and
actual. Thus God's cause becomes man’s cause. :
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Evolution of the idea of the Kingdom in the O.T.

The idea of the Kingdom of God has its roots in the deepest reaches of the Old
Testament. The more or less diffuse ideas which Jesus encountered in his time
were the fruit of a long and complicated process over the centuries in which
intervene the most varied social, political, religious and cultural factors surround-
ing the people of Israel. Perhaps this process could be summed up - greatly
simplifying it - in the following basic stages :

a)

b)

c)

The origins - The first allusions to Jahweh as King are ancient. Wefind
them in the '‘canticle of the sea’” of the Exodus, 15:11 - 13, 18, though
some feel we are dealing here with a subsequent addition made for
liturgical purposes. God appears as King ““for’ Israel, as leader and guide
of his people, whereas relationships with him still continue to be presented
much more in the schema of an alliance than of a kingdom.

It is with the institution of monarchy, inthe time of Samuel, that thinking
on the categories of the reign on the part of God, begins though always
stressing the superiority and transcendence of the Kingdom of God over
all the kingdoms of the earth, always superiorand different to a political
reign. The prophets take it upon.themselves to keep the idea of God very
lofty, which prevents all divinization of earthly kings, and we begin.to
hear about the “‘heavenly throne” of God. This royalty is based on
creation and on the great benefits God has granted . his people
(Cf. Is. 6:3-5). This, added to the steadfast monotheism of Israel, leads
to the representation of God in his universal and cosmic realm; an idea
which is developed above all in the Psalms with a clear cultural intention.
(Ps.10:11-12; 47:93, 96-99, etc.) In these are celebrated God the creator
and God the doer of prodigies for his people who invoke him, looking to
the future,

The image of the eschatological Kingdom - This idea, not exempt from
ambiguity and darkness, takes shape above all during the great catastrophes
which assail Israel. The prophets on the one hand announce the judg-
ment and revenge of Jahweh on the enemies of his People, and on the
other hand the reign of God over the just: these are the two sides of
the same coin, developed more or less according to circumstances (Cf.
Jer. 25:15ff; Ezek. 8:18-23, etc.) This is how the idea of the universa-
lity of the Kingdom is developed, which will be so important to Jesus
(Cf. Mt. 6:11ff). In this perspective the “'feast of God" in the apocalypse
of Isalah is interesting (1s. 25:6-8)

Late Judaism - In the last two centuries before Christ and at the begin-
ning of the Christian era, the ancient ““national eschatology’ - a special
intervention of God in favour of his People - continues to inform the
thought and hopes of many sectors of the people. The best source to
get to know this state of things is the very Gospel in which it appears as
a contrast to Jesus’ teaching, as we shall soon see. A whole apocryphal
inter- testamentary literature amply develops these ideas which have two
basic facets :

- the strictly eschatological one, of a Prophet - Messiah who shall
come on behalf of God to restore the Kingdom of lIsrael. . .
(Cf. Acts 1:8); -



- the other, more properly apocalyptic : a swift intervention by God,
frequently described in catastrophic images, which will upsetall
existing order, re-establishing a new ‘*age’” in which all hopes
and promises will finally be fulfilled in favour of those who will
have persevered till the end.

The mission of the Baptist

The Gospel of Jesus - apart from childhood accounts by Matthew and Luke,

whose ‘theologoumena’’ character of the primitive community springs to mind -

gpens, and not purely by coincidence, with the preaching of the Baptist in the
esert.

His preaching of the baptism of penance, inserted in the framework of the prea-
chers of ““metanoia * of the time, is taken seriously by Jesus. He listens to it
while mingling with the crowds and wants to be baptised by him (Mt. 3:13 &
par). On more than one occasion during his public life Jesus will testify to the
importance of the one who is ‘‘more than a prophet” (Mt. 11:9), although
declaring that ““he that is the lesser in the Kingdom of heaven is greater than John
the Baptist’ (Mt. 11:11)

This is no doubt a first hermeneutical clue to explain the person and message
of Jesus. Because declaring his undeniable connection with John's message,
the contrast also appears with great clarity. John preaches ‘‘the judgment of
God™ which is near. He describes it with images taken from ancient prophetic
literature such as ‘the axe is laid to the root of the trees’” (Lk. 3:9; Is. 10:33-34;
Dan. 4:11, 15:20; the “*fire"" (Lk.3:9; Is. 5:24, 10:17-19, 47:14; Jer. 21:14,
22 : 27); the “winnowing’’ to clean the grain (Is. 30:24; 41:15-16; Jer. 15:7,
51: 33 .. .); all of these images applied by the old prophets to the **Judgment of
God"”. According to Mt. 3:2, Jesus also said ‘‘the Kingdom of Heaven is
at hand”. But apart from the fact that this is a critically unsure text, the ex-
pression must be understood in coherence with the image of John given by all
the Gospel, as announcement of the day of Jahweh (Am. 5:18) as punishment
preceding the messianic Kingdom.

2. The Kingdom as saving power of God who is coming

The message of Jesus as “eu-aggelion” or Good News -

In relation to, and by contrast with the Baptist's message, Jesus brings above
all a joyful message, ““good news for allthe people” (Lk.1:10). The Kingdom
of God is at hand (Cf. Mk. 1:1). Time is up. Later Jesus himself will allude
to John's message as a “funereal chant'” whereas| his is a ‘“happy song”’
(Mt. 11:16-19; Lk. 7:31-35) before which the people were invited to rejoice.

This invitation to happiness atthe good news he announces, not only stems
from his message, but irradiates from his own person. The relationship of Jesus
with the men who come near him is a liberating one, a source of peace and joy.
The disciples “’cannot fast' while the Master is with them (Mk.2: 18-22 ff).
More than a rupture with Jewish practices, on principle, we are dealing with a
presentation of them in the light of a non-oppressive God. . “'The Sabbath was
made for man, not man for the Sabbath” (Mk. 2:28). In Jesus all who come to
him discover a gift of God. . .



The content of this salvation extends to all that is bad, oppressive, alienating
and impoverishing to man. But it is not only man for man’s sake which concerns
Jesus: but that man’s cause has been taken up by God.. His life is a constant
“celebration’” of this marvellous fact. That saving will of God becomes the
critical element of everything that may be bad for man. "Jesus thus becomes a
model of orthopraxy for the Kingdom. For this he lived and for this he died:
man’s cause is God’s cause, and God'’s cause is man's cause: absolute veracity
of God who seeks man; immovable certainty of man in God’'s salvation.

It is not possible to make a complete list of all the aspects of evil which can
befall man and from which God wishes to liberate man by his saving power.
Jesus is not indifferent to any of the difficulties man may face. He does not
live by abstractions nor general terms. He always sees man in a very concrete
situation. This is why he can be so surprisingly and imresistibly human towards
his neighbour.

a) Letus begin with forgiveness of sins. Recalling that Jesus moves in a
world particularly prone to seeing a consequence of sin in any type of
evil (Cf. Jn. 9: 2), he rectifies this mistaken view; but dedicates all his
life to seek out sinners | came not to call the just, but sinners” (Cf. Mk.
2: 15-17 ff). This defence of the Son of Man's faculty to forgive sins
- an eschatological work of God - is one of the strongest made by Jesus
in front of his enemies. (Cf. Mk. 2;: 10 ff) His dealings with sinners
and publicans (Magdalen, Zacheus, Levi...) eating with them - something
forbidden by the Jews - offering them his pardon and friendship; the
forgiveness of sins conferred on his disciples after Easter, make this
chapter one of the most characteristic of the praxis of Jesus for the
Kingdom of God already present,

And if we pass from the life and praxis of Jesus to his teachings, this
point is strongly confirmed. The parables of the prodigal son, of
the lost sheep and the drachma, of the debtors, etc. are not only eloquent
in themselves in this respect, but also for the specific situation in which
they are nearly always delivered: to explain his own conduct with sinners
(Cf. Lk. 7: 41-43).

b) The casting out of devils - By contrast to the most certain tradition of
classical Judaism, the late Judaism with which Jesus is faced, undergoes
a real inflation of “‘demonology’’. Any illness, such as that of the blind,
dumb, deaf, epileptic... is attributed to the devil. The devil appears as
the very incarnation of evil in all its forms. Man groans under the over-
bearing strength of this malicious reality, before which he feels impotent.
The frequent references in the Gospel to curing the possessed are not
aimed at showing Jesus' “‘power”. He on the one hand was accepted
because of the evidence of the facts, and on the other hand it was not
something exclusive to him, because it was also recognised in other
exorcists (Mt. 12:27; Lk. 11:29). What the accounts wish to stress is the
relationship of the facts of Jesus’ ministry to the beneficial arrival of the
Kingdom of God. If he who acts in God’s name casts out devils, he makes
it evident that it is asign that God is already acting out the awaited
salvation, the Kingdom. For Jesus’ contemporaries, the extraordinary act
did not encounter any difficulty regarding its existence; the problem was
one of interpretation. And the interpretation is that of an eschatology
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c)

d)

already present and acting. Because the Kingdom of God is not abstract
or metaphysical, to be found in man as something belonging to him, but
rather something which comes to man’s help, which makes itself present
by its beneficial activity. It is in this sense that we should interpret the
sovereignty of God announced by Christ: not asan attribute of divinity, but
as service to man. This is of tremendous importance later on in order to
understand the orthopraxy of the Kingdom.

This is the meaning of “‘orthopraxy’”. It is not simply a new way of
revealing the power of God, which belongs to him as his own attribute,
but rather a translation into beneficent activity which challenges man to
do likewise to his brothers (Mt. 5: 45-48). This is also the meaning of
the fact that the mission of the disciples to preach the Kingdom always
underlies the power of ““casting out devils™ as a sign of the active presence
of God's power in favour of man (Mt 10:1ff Mk. 16:17; cf. also
1Cor. 4:19ff).

The miracles of Jesus in the Gospel are all performed along these
lines: to cure an illness, remove death, return the resurrected son to a
widowed and desolate mother, free man from harm in all its forms.
Jesus does not perform miracles to "present his credentials’’ but to help
man, and if in curing the paralytic (Mt. 9: 6 & par) he performs a miracle
to prove his power of ‘‘forgiving sins", it is always in order to liberate
man from harm, making him see by an evident and indisputable experience
that he has come te bring salvation also at deeper levels, although they
cannot be seen. This is why he insists so repeatedly that news of his
miracles be not spread (e.g. Mk. 5: 43).. In the multiplication of bread
he refuses to accept the consequences which the people drew from the
(Jn. 6:15) prodigy and retired to the hill to pray alone to God... Itis not
“to show the power of God" which is available to him, but to assure that
itis a “'saving, efficient power atthe service of man”’, whichreaches every-
thing that is evil, poverty and suffering, in the men he meets on his way.

His solicitous and liberating presence among the people

According to the account in Acts 10:38, Peter summarizes thus the activity
of Jesus before the centurion, Cornelius: “(He)... went about doing good
and healing all that were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him."
And when the Baptist, from prison in Makeronte sends his disciples to
ask if he is the one who is to come, he answers: "Go and relate to
John what you have heard and seen: the blind see, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the poor have the Good News of God
announced to them’ (Mt. 11; 4-5ff). It is the prophet who brings
the joyful news that “God will reign” (ls. 52:7, cf. 61:1). And this
message is spread through words and deeds. Wherever he goes he
leaves an unforgettable memory of his bountiful power. People from all
over crowd around him. (Cf. Mk 1:21-33; 3:7-8; 6;563-56.) Jesus
warns against perfofmers of fake wonders (Mk. 13:21-23). His own
traits are goodness and mercy. He does not seek further identification
than that of identifying with the people who suffer, to liberate them
from their alienation and restore them to themselves, so that they may
again be free for others and for God. His closeness is felt by people as
salvation. This is, substanfially, the eu-aggelion of Jesus to the world.



e) An interesting point in this aspect is that of Jesus’ meetings to eat
with his own. Sometimes he would let himself be asked, other times
he would invite them. Well-known is the meaning of the banquet, as
announcement of the Kingdom in the prophetic accounts, The Gospel
does not fail to recall also this trait in the life of Jesus of Nazareth.
As a scandal to his enemies, he is often seen seated at the table with
sinners and publicans (LK.15:2). But neither does he disdain the table of
the pharisees (LK.7:386-50, etc.). It is on the occasion of these ban-
quets that Jesus frequently delivers, in the form of familiarconversation,
some of his most beautiful parables. Precisely those which best explain
:rlhe ?eaning ‘of his saving mission: e.g. that of the creditors (LK.7:

1-47).

At other times Jesus himself does the inviting. To this group belong the
accounts of the multiplication of loaves (outdoors as corresponds to his
itinerant character); the last supper, the post-paschal meeting at the Sea
of Galilee (Jn. 21) and the meal with the disciples of Emmaus where,
though he is the guest, he takes on the role of host in blessing and
breaking the bread, a gesture by which he is recognised by his disciples
(LK. 24). (Cf. E. Schilleebeckx,o.c,, p.208 ff.)

3. The Kingdom of God announced to all. Absolute
universality of salvation

Movements of ““penance”, in the style of Qumram, of the Baptist, were
frequent in the late Judaism at the time of Jesus, Besides these, there existed
particularly dynamic groups, conscious of the hopes of Israel, who tried by all
means to keep and foster their adherence.

A characteristic note among all these was generally a “sectarianism’’, a more
or less puritanical type of elitism based on the old model of “sacred few"
as can be found, for instance, in Daniel. For them humanity was divided,
with different names, into two groups: ‘‘the children of light” — the group
itself, pious and observing—and “‘the children of darkness”—all the rest.
This also reached the people of Israel, according to whether or not it followed
the norms of the initiated. . . of the *‘pure’’. Of the groups whom Jesus fre-
quently met stand out the Pharisees and the Essenes. Alongside the norm
of loving God there is no mistaking the explicit order to “’hate all the children
of darkness, each in accordance with his own malice”, so says a prescription
of the Qumram. This same sect decrees that ‘the paralytic, lame, blind and
dumb. . . may not form part of the community of the “pure”: they are excluded
from the eschatological community of salvation.

Bearing this in mind, we understand better the interest of the Evangelists in
presenting Jesus as particularly involved in helping and curing precisely this
category of persons. And the answer they place on Jesus’ lips takes on a
special force, when replying to the disciples of John, who ask him about his
own identity (Mt.11:4-5). This same picture may be guessed from Jesus' ex-
pression (Mt 9:36, Mk.6:34) when he qualifies the people who approach him
as “‘sheep who have no shepherd" He has come to bring to every onethe Good
News of Salvation, preferably to the “‘sick” (Mk. 2:17). . . all of whomare! In
this respect the parable of the banquet (LK.14:14) is especially eloquent in
that it is precisely all the injured and rejected who come to take the places of
those first invited who "'were not worthy™ . ..
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We have possibly to find here the reason for two important gestures in Jesus’
behaviour in the Gospel:

a) His discretion when faced with the option of a community of his
own. .. Texts referring to a ""gahal”, an “ecclesia’’, apart from taking
a very secondary role in the Gospel, belong much later. These were
names which at that time evoked an image of private, select groups,
totally distantfrom the mind of Jesus. And when, no doubt, he wished
to surround himself with a group of disciples who would be with him
'to send them out to preach’” (MK.3.14), he also includes a publican
(Mt 9:9) and he does not make them a closed group, a community, in
the sense then in vogue.

b) His effort to show that the Baptist belongs to another age - despite all
the admiration and respect he feels for him, and the fact of having
been baptised by him. (Cf.LK.16:16 ff) And that the lesser in the
Kingdem of Heaven is greater than John the Baptist. He is come to call
the twelve Tribes of Israel, without distinction (Mt.10:5-6; 15:24). This
indicates a universality which makes all boundaries disappear.

The fact that his very personal mission is limited ‘‘to the lost sheep of the House of
Israel’” does not in any way detract from his universalist vision, when it comes to
sending out his apostles (Mt. 28:19-20). A great number of his miracles are effected
in favour of the Gentiles and non-Jews (Mk. 9:14-29 ff).

His initial rebuff of the petition of the Canaanite (Mt. 15:21-28) seems to be oriented
to undoing an impression which many of his listeners might have had about his
mission. And he thinks nothing of asserting that “many shall come from East and
West to sit beside Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the Kingdom of God, whilst the sons
of the Kingdom shall be cast out” (Mt. 8:12).

If any preference is to be noted in his “’praxis’* in favour of the Kingdem, it is for the
outcasts of all kinds : the poor, sick, rejected, publicans, prostitutes . . . With great
discretion for a person’s past, from the moment a change of conduct is shown and
they open themselves to the offer of salvation given them (Zacheus; the adultress ;
Levi; the Samaritan woman).

4., Conversion - metanoia - as praxis~ of the Kingdom of God

1. The fact that salvation, as power of God who comes, is as much the cause of
man as the cause of God, who makes it his own, necessarily implies conversion, a
“metanoia”. This conversion entails, above all, the attitude of total openness
to the saving act. Man is to let himself be won over by the joyful message of
God's sovereignty operating mercifully as of now. This requirement of a deep
and radical conversion is already per se a characteristic of the Kingdom in
action. It is man's reply of YES to salvation.

®
We must say with theologians and Scripture scholars that Christ did not reveal an orthodox
teaching (an orthodoxy). but rather an orthodox practice (an orthopraxy), that is, 8 genuine
way of life : "I am the,Way, the Truth, and the Life'".
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a)

b)

c)

Such a demand, as orthopraxy of -the Kingdom, is found amply developed
in the parables. In them sappears in all clarity the God of Jesus: An
infinitely magnanimous, merciful God, full of forbearance; but also
demanding in his sanctity, to which he wishes to callmen. (Cf. Mt. 5:48;
11:29) In this sense, the parables of the talents (Mt. 25:14-30), of
the pharisee and the publican (Lk. 18:9-14), the iniquitous judge
(Lk. 8:1-8), the unjust debtor (Mt, 18:23), the sterile fig tree (Lk. 13:6-9),
the wheat and the cockle (Mt. 13:24) etc, are especially relevant.

But we also have, in the same vein, a whole series of teachings of Jesus,
about the demands of the Kingdom, always based on the absolute
sovereignty of God who comes. In thisrespect, the Sermononthe Mount
is particularly eloquent. (Mt. 5-7; Lk.6:17-49) Commented on fre-
quently and thoroughly well known, it need notbe explained here at length.
Let us underline some aspects in the light of the doctrine on the
Kingdom :

- Besides the Beatitudes, which we shall mention later, the sermon
underlines from the very beginning the radical difference between the
demands of the Kingdom and the ancient Law: love of one’s brother
(5:21-26) ; purity of heart and the sanctity of marriage (27-32) ; truth and
simplicity in speech; love of one’s enemies (38-48); to finish with the
conclusive watchword: “’be, therefore, perfect as your heavenly Father
is perfect’’ (48), where the ultimate reason for inner sanctity is simply
the likeness to God who comes. ;

- Then he underlines interiority as a characteristic of conversion to the
Kingdom. As opposed to the external, formalistic legalism of the
pharisees: prayer, alms, fasting - three things where temptation to
exhibitionism may be particularly insidious (6:4-17)

- Disdain of riches and confidence in Providence (6:19-34).

- The need for entering into the Kingdom with a sincere attitude, not
merely words, but putting into practice - against all gnosticism - the
demands of the corresponding praxis (7:13-27).

The Beatitudes - The diversity of interpretations proposed and being
proposed about this central and original point in Jesus’ preaching
on the Kingdom of Heaven is well known. We cannot here go into too
much detail. Let us recall the following points :

- The Beatitudes are not, in the first place, a moral code of a prevalently
ethical and moralizing content; we are dealing with a truly “eschato-
logical revolution” (E. Schilleebeckx, o.c., p. 172). The poor - the one
original beatitude, according to the apinion of many - and with them
all the rest who are rejected, cast out, persecuted .. . receive the
good news that the Kingdom of God comes for them. And that
already, now, they are the preferred and the favourites.

- In interpreting them we must avoid two opposing, equally inexact,
extremes : an interpretation of a pure eschatology of the other world -
which would be no “good news'’ but instead a real alienation of
resigned conformity ; and a predominantly ethical interpretation that
the law can liberate man. The Beatitudes are in the basic line of all
doctrine on the Kingdom of God which is already coming, which will
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change the situation of outcasts, of oppression of the weak and unjustly
persecuted. And this not in an apocalyptic perspective of violent upset
of the situation, but neither as mere hope for the other world. The
characteristics of the Kingdom are a deep conversion of heart in the
appraisal of things and of the fate of men in a world distant from the
God of salvation.

d) And as a summary and fulfillment of all the other demands of the King-
dom, the great order of love of one’s brother which fills all the Message
of the New Testament. See the great themes of the offering at the altar
(Mt. 5:23-24); the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:25-37); the Final Judgement
{Mt. 5:31-46); the New Commandment (Jn. 14 and 17) etc.

N.B. The subject is so well known and so central that we need not expatiate
on it.

2. Important, too, is the role attributed to faith as condition for receiving
salvation. The expression “'your faith has saved you' is often found in
accounts of miracles performed by Jesus (Mk. 5:34; Lk. 8:48; Mt. 9:22). The
faith which Jesus wants is the confidence in Him who is sent by the Father,

The miraculous act is for Jesus’ contemporaries indisputable. Itis a question
of the “interpretation’’ of these acts, which some even attributed to Satan.
The faith that God is behind these acts, as an offer of grace, of love, of
salvation, is what Jesus wants of his contemporaries. Were it otherwise,
such acts of power would have no eschatological, salvific significance
(Cf. Mk. 6:5-6). Remember the case of the ten lepers cured by Jesus
(Lk. 17:11-19) of whom only one returns to give thanks to God; and he is the
only one to whom is said *‘your faith has saved you".

A second aspect of faith in relation to the praxis of the Kingdom is that
referring to the disciples, to persons who wish to or have followed Jesus. Of
these a greater confidence and security is asked, without any need for miracles
and extraordinary acts. For this they are reprimanded for their “little faith™
(Mt. 6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 16:8). It is a question of those whose faith, at present
week and wvulnerable, must be strengthened sgainst doubt and vacillation.
This will only come after Easter. But, although different in context, the mean-
ing still continues to be the certainty that Jesus announces a new nearness
of God and helps men to experience this. For this, more than for faith in Jesus
himseif, he asks them to have faith "“in God' (Mk. 11:22). Apart from the text
of Mt. 18:6 - surely touched up in a paschal sense -faith “in Jesus’’ is not
spoken of in these cases. When dealing with the subject of Easter we shall
see the new meaning of faith in the Risen one.

5. Gratuitousness of the salvation of the Kingdom

This ““praxis” demanded as an opening to the salvific power of God, promised
by the Kingdom, does not in any way darken its absol/ute gratuitousness. Precisely
because it means absolute submission to God, a return cannot be demanded
(Lk. 17:10).
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This is one of the ideas most repeatedly illustrated by the parables. We can cite,
amongst others:

- The parable of the servant who waits (Lk. 17:7-10) ‘‘useless servants...”

- The parable of the prodigal son: both for what refers to the free
pardon - the metanoia supposed - of the younger son, and for the con-
demnable attitude of the older son who “‘asks™ for recompense for his
“services’ to the father . . . (Lk. 156:11-32)

- The parable of the workers called to the vineyard who receive the same
wage despite the different service of each (Mt, 20:1-16).

- The parable of the merciless servant; the pardon of the enormous sum
is entirely free and should be sufficient motive for him to do likewise
(Mt. 18:15-34).

- It is the theme of the *'Our Father'': forgive us. .. as we forgive (Mt. 6:12,
14-15). Together with gratuitousness, the demand for praxis with one’s
brother is required by the Kingdom.

- The parable of those invited to the wedding (Mt. 22:1-14).

This trait of the Kingdom, and the parables which illustrate it, can sometimes shock
our judicial and legalistic mentality. But it is precisely this that Jesus wanis to
impress on us. The relationship of man with God is not a relationship through a
"hypostatised’’ law, raised to the category of absolute value, and therefore degrad-
ing. It is a relationship of love. This hit at the heart of the pharisaical conception,
and, in general, of the contemporary penitential movements, more or less all centred
on the same idea of legalistic retribution through observing the Law, taken more in
its formal, judicial sense than &as a personalizing reality.

This aspect of the Kingdom, as absolutely free grace which ““comes’’ by the pure
initiative of God, is fundamental in order to understand the whole “‘mystery” of the
Kingdom. The parables of the mustard grain (Mt. 13:31-32) and of the seed which
grows by itself (Mk. 4:26-29) have no other meaning. It is not a question of
presenting the Law of an organic growth of the Kingdom, but rather of understand-
ing the utterly free action of God which from so humble a beginning is capable of
of carrying out so large a work . . .

Here it is necessary to place the real co-operation of man for the Kingdom. In the

““Qur Father’” we are taught to ask that it “‘come’”. The apostles preach it. But
only God really builds it. It is the doctrine that St, Paul will develop with famous
“*neither he who plants nor he who waters . . .""" (1 Cor. 3:6-9),

6. Eschatological meaning of the Kingdom of God

1. One of the most important and perhaps most discussed subjects
surrounding the ““mystery” of the saving power to come, is that of the time
in which the Kingdom of God is to be realized.

Late Judaism, of the time of Jesus, was dominated by this concern, which was
generally resolved by reverting to an ““apocalyptic’’ conception. A sudden and
radical intervention by God, anxiously awaited, which would come to upset the
situation, changing the luck of Israel, or at least of the faithful “few", and



humiliating its enemies. Some with a passive hope, others ‘'trying to give the
God of Israel an armed help’ (E. Schilleebeckx,0.c., p. 177) like the Zealots
and other revolutionary groups . . . The gaze was on a different and better future,
spectacularly brought about by God.

Whatever Jesus’ ideas may have been over the immediate future of the world
and the arrival of the Judgment of God, his whole message about the Kingdom
of God is animated by the hope of the realization a/ready in this world of the cause
of God., But this absolute future cannot be isolated at the expense of its commit-
ment in the present. The Kingdom of God should not be a “‘consoling promise,
satisfaction of the pious curiosity of men about the future, a projection of unsatis-
fied desires. .. as thought Feurbach, Marx or Freud. ..” (H. Kung,). Although
it is true that the present may not be made absolute, at the expense of the future,
the future remits man to the present. And the orthopraxy of the Kingdom means
that it is to be carried out here already, though projected towards a future which
is to come.

In this sense, and speaking of the Sermon on the Mount, one has been able to
talk of an eschatological revolution (E. Schilleebeckx,0.c.,p. 172) on the part
of Jesus. When Jesus sides with the poor, the hungry, the humiliated, the
afflicted of all kinds, or when he dedicates himself solicitously to the sick, the
possessed, sinners, those in despair. . . he is announcing the arrival of a
Kingdom in which guilt, pain, suffering, death will be ended. In Jesus, the
Kingdom on earth, of justice, of freedom, of love, of reconciliation, of peace,
is being brought about.

Popular hopes, fed on more or less ancient tradition, centred on a ""happy
news'’* which the Eschatological Prophet would bring. The Beatitudes mean:
“"Now'’ this hope in God who saves is being fulfilled. With Jesus arrives the
Kingdom of God. Jesus brings, ““on behalf of God'’, the announcement of the
radical NO of God to the history of human suffering. The very meaning of
history seen eschatologically is peace, joy, happiness. .. salvation. All ex-
pressed in the conceptual model of its time.

The affirmations of “‘present’’ and ““future’’ disseminated throughout the whole
Gospel have equally to be taken seriously, A pure “eschatology of future’ like
that of A. Schweitzer is unacceptable; but neither is a ‘‘realized’” eschatology
(C. H. Dodd). While concentrating on the power of God slready revealed by
Jesus,the Gospel makes of the fulfillment of the future - sti// to be realized —an
unquestionable assertion. Let us recall rapidly the following points:

- All those places in the Gospel where the Kingdom is presented as some-
thing which is to come: Our Father (Mt. 6. 12; Lk. 11: 2)  The affirmation
that ““The Kingdom of God does not come with ostentation’’ (Lk. 17:20);
all the references to the Kingdom of God which will come *‘with power and
majesty’* (Mk. 9:1; Mt, 16:28; Lk. 9:27. . .)

- The expressions referring to ""to enter” or ""to be cast out” of the Kingdom
and synonyms: Mt. 5:20; 7:21; 18:3; 19:3ff; 21:31; 22:12; 23:13; 25:10;
21:23 (Final Judgment); Mk. 9:47; Jn. 3:3-5.

Mt. 7:21f; 8:12; Lk. 13:28; Mt. 13:42; 13:50; 22:13; 25:30; 24:51; 25:11...
- The images used to designate the future Kingdom of God: the main one is
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one that already in Judaism contained an eschatological meaning, that of
the feast prepared by God: Mt. 8:11 ff; 22: 1-13; 26:1-2; Lk. 12:37; 14:10-11;
18:14: 14:15. Cf. in the parables the idea of harvesting, Mk.4:1-9ff.. .,
fishing, Mt. 13:47; the grain of mustard seed, Mk. 4:30-32; the images of
the treasure and the pearl, Mt. 13:44, 45if.

- To sumup, hereare R. Schnackenburg’s words (Regne et Royaume de Dieu,
pp. 137-138): “The Kingdom of glory which has not yet arrived but which
iscoming, is undoubtedly for Jesus like the star which guides his preaching;
it is not merely an appendix to his actual announcement of salvation, to
open some supplementary horizons, but rather, on the contrary, it is the
central point of perspective from which the declarations referring to the
presence of the Kingdom of God must find their real meaning and all their
light"’. Perhaps we mightadd that the fulfillment of what has already arrived
is guarantee that what is announced now will arrive: fulfillment and pro-
phecy unite in this dialectic so characteristic of all biblical prophetism.

In the words of H. Kung: “The cause of Jesus is God's cause, and therefore can
never be a lost cause.”” In the same way as we must distinguish the event ori
ginating in creation from the pagan myths of th2 beginning. so must we, from
the myths of the end of the world, distinguish the final event of consummation.
With the myths referring to the end of the world, tha N.T. has behaved like the
0.T. with the myths of the origins: historicizing them, linking them to history.
History, it is true, has overcome short term hopes, strictly linked to a certain
historic moment, but not the hope for the future assuch. The presentis the time
for decision in the light of the absolute future of God. The polarity of “already"’
and ‘‘not yet”” constitutes the tension of human life and of the history of the
world (o.c.,p.244).

7. Jesus “Carrier’ of salvation, or Christological

meaning of the Kingdom of God

The preceding subject, Eschatology, introduces us directly to the central point of
the theology of the Kingdom, which has been more or less hinted at inall the
previous points: it is what we could call the Christological sense of the King-
dom, such as it appears in the Gospel. Jesus is not only the “'Prophet of the
Kingdom’’, announcing and proclaiming it; He himself is already in some way
that Kingdom, present and acting in history. And this not only after Easter, as
we shal!l see, but during his mortal life, the historic Jesus is presented by the
Evangelists, although not without the influence of the paschal faith.

- Throughout Jesus’ life, apropos of his miracles, his activity, his very
“teaching with authority’’, the following question was indispensable and
was heard very often : *“Who is this?"" He himself would say he provoked it
on purpose as he did in Caesarea Philippi (Mt. 16:15), although this is
an account certainly influenced by the fact of the Pasch. (Cf. Mk. 4 : 40ff.)

Jesus does not tell parables like an ordinary narrator. And even when he
uses popular, already existing parables, these become part of his own life,
characterized by the announcement of the power of God who comes.
One cannot forget the concrete circumstances in which he so often tells
his parables: when confronted by murmurings, or criticism, or simply a
feeling of astonishment from his listeners or witnesses to his activity with
the sick or sinners. (Cf. Lk. 7:31-356; 15:1-2; Mt. 11:16-19; 20:1-15)
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- In their simple, superficial and profane content, these parables already have
a theological meaning, but in the context of Jesus’ activity, of the praxis
of which they form an integral part, they are also a sign of the self-under-
standing of Jesus; they pose a critical thealogical question: “*Who is this?"’
“Do we, yes or no, accept from Jesus his offering of clemency, love, mercy
grace. . . and in the acceptance of this grace we let ourselves be challenged
by his absolute demand for ‘change’, for mstanoia, in our behaviour in
life.”” (E. Schilleebeckx, o.c., p.171).

2. In some way it would have to be said that Jesus himself is a living parable of
God. A parable to which we, directly questioned, after a lapse of so many
centuries, feel ourselves obligad to answer.

- So could he affirm, in a confrontation with the very Law of God, not to
deny it, but rather to give it its irue liberating meaning that “the Son of
man is Lord of the Sabbath also” (Mk. 2:28). So apropos of healing on
the Sabbath (Mk. 3:1 -15) or purification rituals, or fasting, etc.

- This Jesus does in his absolute identity with the cause of God as cause
of man and thus restores to man the sovereign liberty to ““do good'”.(Cf. Mk.
3:4). St.John, who, like no other Evangelist, fecls the influence of paschal
faith, stresses the fact in a still more *provocative’” way. Of the three
healings he narrates in his Gospel, two take place on a Sabbath
(Jn.5:1-14;9:1-39). Already in the one of the paralytic, in a totally
surprising manner, not only does he cure him, but he orders him to take up
his bed (5:8). . .

This soteriological character of the very person of Jesus, who after Easter
will explain himself ecclesiclogically, is implicit in all Jesus® activity, at
least in the form of that question which constantly came from the lips of
his contemporaries : **“Who is this?"’

3. Take the act of forgiving sins (Mk. 2:10). Jesus who, as we have seen, never
performs miracles simply to present his credentials, but rather to remedy the
necessities of man oppressed by harm, here makes use of an opportunity offered
him by the presence of that paralytic let down from the roof of his house -
prodigy of faith which moves the Master - before performlng the miracle, to
launch a kind of defiance to his enemies who were spying on him intently:
““But that you mav know that the Son of man hath power on earth to forgive
sins...” (Cf. Mt. 9:6-8; Lk. 5:20-26). Never in Judaism was the power
of forgiving sins attributad to anyone but God. In the tradition of the messianic
hope, the eschatological Messiah has the power of interceding for the sinner
before God, not that of forgiving sins.

In speaking of the risen Christ we shall spend more time on the Christelogical
aspect of his activity in favour of the Kingdom.
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8. Jesus' unique experience of God, the source of
his message of the Kingdom

It has already been said repeatedly, and it will never be said encough, that
the message of liberation and salvation brought by Jesus, for which he lives
and for which he dies, is a message centred on the absolute power of
God. He makes man’s cause passionately his own. But always as God's
cause. All intent to identify Jesus with a “’humanitarian’’ group in favour of man
for man, without this deep and burning reference to his loving intimacy with
God, not only substantially deforms his life and his message, but clashes
openly with the evidence which stems from all sources available to us for
reaching Him.

It is well to make it quite clear that the God of Jesus isthe God of lsrael, of
the Patriarchs and of the great Prophets of Judaic antiquity, among whom
were found the best men of their time, in the apocalyptic movements and
in the pharisaic and Essenian piety.

But it must not be forgotten that the late Judaism of Jesus’ time had some-
what distorted that image. *The temporal distance between the great prophets
and Jesus cannot be saved with impunity”’. (Schilleebeckx, 0. ¢c. p. 263)

That deep level of his personal religious experience is the privileged place for
us to find the root and force of all his life at the service of the Kingdom of God,
of saving and merciful omnipotence, incorruptible security in the salvation to
come which he could not find in the reality of the world around him, which
was marked by pain, injustice, illness, death. He got it from his most pro-
found experience of intimacy with God, unique and unrepeatable.

In trying to fathom Jesus’ religious conscience, we find, apart from the natural
difficulty of penetrating a person’s intimate mystery, the other difficulty arising
from the almost impenetrable reserve with which Jesus spoke of himself. We
have to get closer to that conscience through his actions, which will always
continue to be an inadequate sign of a person, which at the same time reveals
and almost hides in equal measure.

[t is a fact accepted by exegesis, in general, that one of the least risky ways of
discovering this intimate nucleus of Jesus’ religious conscience, is to examine
his way of referring to the Father, both when talking of him and above all,
when he talks with him.

This manner of referring to the Father has its privileged expression in
his unique and constant use of the term ABBA in Aramaic, this has been claimed
scientifically to correspond to *‘the Father, “'Father” or ““my Father* of the
Greek texts, apart from the usage without translation in Mk, 14:36. It has been
shown that it is one of the most historically correct and authentic words of
Jesus. He refers specifically to the expression “my Father” 17 times in St.
Matthew ; 4 in St. Luke ; and 25 in St. John (E. Schilleebeckx, o.c.. p.271).

In the way in which Jesus, in contrast to the current use during his time of
referring. to God, uses the designation Abba, may be found the basis of the
characteristic experience of the Father, which the disciples had noted in Jesus
religious life and which for them expressed the central paint of his spirituality.
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Without wishing to exhaust the content of this biblical theme, so rich and full
of meaning, we shall simply note that he refers to the Father as carrier of autho-
rity "‘exousia’*. Doing the will of God - as ordered by the fourth commandment
of the Decalogue - was also the central point of Jewish spirituality. But for
them, whenever they referred to the Father - to avoid pronouncing the ineffable
name of God - a designation was invariably added, such as '*sovereign Lord of
the universe’’, ““who art in heaven’, etc. The use of the familiar formula
ABBA, with no transcendental addition, denotes a grade of intimacy with Ged
which is at the same time proof of a conscience clear about the distance
between his own experience of God and that of his disciples, for example.

- This use of such a term hinting at an intimate relationship with God, does
not escape his listeners. It is the reason why, for example, his fellow men
of Nazareth will be scandalized : ““How came this man by all these things?
What wisdom is this that is given to him and such mighty works as are
wrought by his hands? Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary, the
brother of James and Joseph, and Jude, and Simon? Are not also his
sisters here with us? And they ware scandalized in regard of him.”
(Mk. 6 : 2-3) (Cf. Mt. 13 : 54-56 ; Jn. 6:42 ; 7: 27).

- This is one of the reasons which will lead Jesus to the Cross '‘because,
being man, he has made himself Son of God™ (Jn 10: 33). But now we
only wish to stress it as the source of the very nature of Jesus’ message
and praxis which, outside such experience, lose all their own, authentic
meaning.

- It is clear that one of the truest facts of the life and praxis of Jesus is the
announcement of the divine reign to come ; its content is clarified
above all through his parables announcing the conversion and praxis of the
Kingdom of God. But belonging to that same content is his very life : his
miracles, his relations with sinners and publicans, his offering of salvation
on behalf of God, his attitude to the Law, the Sabbath, the Temple. .. And
the centre of all this is always God interested in man. .. God alive is the
focal centre of all his life.

Thus we find on the one hand, the incorrigible history of human suffering, the
lack of salvation, of peace, of justice, the humiliating servitude which ensiaves. . .
and on the other hand, God’'s, ‘Abba’'s’, own particular experience, as
benevolent, solicitous, merciful, who will not let evil have the lastword. From
here stems Jesus' conviction and preaching of the liberating power of God
which must be carried out already in history, and can be carried out besides, as
Jesus himself has experienced. During his earthly life, by his word
and his life, Jesus invited us to faith in this God. To this faith he gave himself
up lovingly at the moment of dying on the cross. (Lk. 23 : 14},

9, The death of Jesus and the Kingdom of God

If one can say that the life of any man acquires its true and final meaning only
with his death, this is valid in a very special way for Jesus of Nazareth, whose
existence is marked from beginning to end by the presentiment and announce-
ment of an end laden with meaning, which constantly reappears on the horizon
of his daily life. (Cf.Lk.2:35;9:31). The death of Jesus may be considered
as, and in fact it is unanimously, the last prophetic act of his life. The one
which becomes the irreplaceable key in order to understand him. Jesus is, by
antonomasia, "‘The Crucified'”.
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It is of interest to us here to situate the death of Christ, where feasible, in the
framework of his praxis for the Kingdom of God. To see what relation it may
have, according to the interpretative outlines we have available, in order to
clarify the meaning of what, as we have seen, makes up the centre of his whole
message, and of his whole life : the imminent arrival of the saving power
of Gad for humanity. And all very schematically, although in no other point,
of those here dealt with, will the risk of simplification and synthesis make itself
felt quite so much.

Therefore, for a start, we must make a distinction of the utmost importance :
between what was the interpretation of those who reflected upon it from the
beginning, and what may be an auto-interpretation of his own, if we really
dispose of elements for this.

As to the first, we can count three different “*interpretation outlines, though
not always entirely separate, which can be discovered in the sources which
have reached us, and which transmit to us the feelings of the primitive
Christian community :

- that which may be called the '‘outline of contrast” of the eschatological
Martyr-Prophet ;

- the ‘salvific-historic”’ outline, according to the divine economy of
salvation ;

- the “’soteriological’’ outline of expiatory death.

a) The first “outline of contrast”, of the Martyr-Prophet centres on
the evidence of the conirast between the denial of the prophet by the
leaders of his own co-religionaries and the act of exaltation effected by
God in his favour.

. The most characteristic representative of this outline of interpretation
is St. Luke: Lk. 11:47-48, 49ff; 13:31-33; Acts 2:22-24; 5:30-31;
10:40: and above all 4:70.

. Such an interpretation is found in a much wider tradition, and is very
present in the writings of the N.T.: the tradition of the death of the
prophet sent by God and the rejection of his message: Israel who
kills her prophets. (Cf. Mt. 5:11-12; 23:29-36; Lk. 11:47-51;
13:31-33 etc.) And this Christian tradition, with its origins in
the pre-Christian Jewish tradition which continues in subsequent
rabbinical writings. (Cf. E. Schilleebeckx, o, c.,p. 282).

. The root of this interpretation is above all polemic: the death and
exaltation of Jesus are proof that he is the real eschatological
prophet, and not, as his enemies would have it, a false prophet who
blasphemed God. (Cf. Mt. 2761 - 64; Jn.7:12; MK. 14:64, etc.)
The antithesis of this accusation is that Jesus, the real Prophet, is
the Light of the world.

b) The second outline - called “*salvific-historic’ - consists basically of the
assertion that the death of Jesus “had to happen’’ because it was foretold
in the Scripture. The most typical places are: MK. 8:31; 9:12; 14:14;
LK. 24:7. lts principal representative in any case would seem to be the
tradition of Mark.
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. If we found the origin of the previous interpretation in a polemic
intention, the origin of this one might be called edifying. the desire
to solve the measure of the drama of the Cross and. make it
understandable to believers. This is exactly the meaning of the
account of Emmaus (LK. 24-26).

. In this perspective, the passion and death of Jesus appear as an
event put in motion by God himself. Men here do not appear as
those “‘for whom Christ died”. Their presence is more like those
““into whose hands the Master was delivered'’ (MK. 9:31; 14:41;
LK. 24:7).

. Firmly rooted in, above all the inter-testamentary, the Judaic
tradition, it is of note thatreferences to the Scriptures - where ““itwas
written” - are practically limited to quotations of Psalms: Ps. 22:2;
MK. 16:34; Mt, 27:46; Ps,22:8; MK. 156:29; Mt. 27:33... etc. No
stress is laid on the resurrection, not even in Is. 53 which talks of
death, interpreted at least as ** to suffer for others" ...

c) The third soteriological outline, of expiatory death refers to several
traditions where the death of Christ is seen as expiation for men: the
formulas “hyper’” “‘for’’, sometimes ““men’’, others “sins’’. Itis of note
that the ““pre-synoptic’’ or “‘pre-Pauline’ material in which this interpreta-
tion is situated, is extremely restrictive. Already fixed formulas which
show an ancient origin are: Gal. 1:4: Rom. 4:25; 5:8; 8:32; Eph. 5:2;
1Cor. 15:3-5. Authentically synoptic texts are only MK. 14:24 (the
Supper) and MK. 10:45.

. In a subsequent period this soteriological interpretation would
become the decisive force of Pauline Christology, in the letter to the
Hebrews, in the deutero-Pauline letters, in the Apocalypse and in
John's Gospel.

. In this interpretative outline, the text of Is. 53 plays a big role.
But there exists also a whole Jewish literature of the late period,
about death as vicarious expiation, in which some, without any
basis, have wished to see the origin of this Christian interpretation.

How Jesus lives his own death. This poses the problem of knowing whether
this soteriological interpretation should not be referred to some historic
gesture by Jesus himself when, at the end of his life, he had to face the
reality of approaching death, and of squaring it in his own conscience and
self-understanding, as prophet of the power of God.

We shall be seeing this briefly, indicating only the basic ideas and logical
line in which they could be arranged:

- Before the fatal moment of his condemnation to death, Jesus understood
the rupture which was occurring between him and those who rejected his
message of salvation. After having evidenced the clamourous success at
the beginning of Jesus’ preaching (MK. 1:33-34, 38; 2:13; 3:7-11: 20,
etc.), the Synoptics - namely Mark from Ch.. 7 onwards - let it be seen that
the positive reactions of people diminished visibly. (Cf. MK. 7:37;
8:1, 4; 9:14, 15; 10:1, 46; 11:8-10, 18).
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- In Mt 16:21 it is said that ““from that moment” Jesus began to speak
insistently of the cross. Leaving aside the problem of the origin of the
accounts - paschal influence or not - the fact is that they fill the last stages
of the life of Jesus.

- What interpretation is there by Jesus himself of this approaching death?
Although Jesus does not announce himself, but rather the Father and his
Kingdom of salvation, from his words and gestures may be deduced that he
understands his death as a gift of himself, the carrier of salvation for all men.
Above all in the account of the farewell Supper in the ““Lukan® tradition:
LK. 22:20; 1Cor, 11:256 and Markan tradition: Mk, 14:24; Mt. 26:26-28,
It is an announcement made with extreme delicacy, but very firmly, of his
approaching death and which opens, without a doubt, the perspective of
the renewed communion in the Kingdom of God. (LK, 22:15-18).

To sum up: Christ is constantly open to the future, of God forman. On the other
hand, all his life is a service of love for man. “If any man desires to be the
first, he shall be minister of all...” (Mk. 9:34; cf. Mt. 7:12; Lk. 6:27-28).,
His “’being for’* others, his unconditional obedience to the will of the Father,
give proof of his fidelity to his own Message, always open to the future for God.
Only God has the last word. He felt his own death as implicitin man’ssalvation
on behalf of God, as a historic consequence of his solicitous service to men
and of his irrevocable solidarity with them. The '‘for you'’ expresses very clearly
that his death is the seal of his whole life. He dies as he had lived: for man.
And this as an offering of the loving will of the Father for man’s salvation. There
is not the slightest ““rupture”between the interpretation of Christ’s death by the
Church and that which Jesus himself has left us—a death by love and fidelity to
what constituted the only passion of his life: the cause of God, as cause of man;
the cause of man as cause of God.

10, The Kingdom of God takes on the face of the risen Christ

The paschal Christ. Up to now we have been occupied with the Kingdom of
God such as it appears in the message, in the life and in the death of Jesus of
Nazareth. Although the accounts we have had are certainly influenced by the
paschal faith of the disciples, we have endeavoured - following the path taken
today by exegetic and theological studies - to isolate, insofar as is possible, the
pre-paschal content underlying them. A really very delicate task, and not an
easy one!

Mow we shall dwell on the phenomenon of the Pasch itself, so intimately
connected, moreover, with the rest of evangelical tradition: the certainty exper-
jenced by the apostles, the small community of followers of Jesus, that “‘the Lord
lives”... that his death which so deeply impressed them and scandalized them-
something they make no effort to hide - (cf. above all Mk. 14: 27) was not the
last word of that drama; that the message of salvation of the Master not only
did not disappear in view of the “failure’’ of his execution by the Roman and
Jewish authorities, but rather it is now that it really acquires all its significance
and is being brought about, just as he had foretold.’

The ‘‘paschal experience” as experience of salvation. From neo-testament-
ary accounts of the appearances of the Risen Lord, and from their characteristic
structure, it clearly emerges that we are dealing with an historie-salvific event:
an act of grace; a divine initiative of salvation. It testifies to the passing of
Peter and the other disciples from desertion - strongly underlined by traits of
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defection or of “’treason” (Cf. Mk. 14:66-71) to conversion and reunion,
experienced as a grace of God, in the style of what, in another time and
context, the Gospel tells us, referring to Peter: ". .. neither flesh nor blood,
but my Father who is in heaven . . ."" (Mt 16:17).

Christianity, says Schilleebeckx on the subject: ‘‘was born of the message and
of the whole of Jesus” activity until his death ; and contemporarily of a renewed
offering of salvation on the part of God, after the death of Jesus, made by the
Risen Jesus, with the consequence that the return of the disciples to Him is a
return to the ““Risen-Crucified” (o.c., p 410f).

Throughout the N. T. the connection between Resurrection and forgiveness of
sins is clear. The “mystery of reconciliation' (2 Cor. 5:18) is mentioned in
relation to Baptism in all accounts of official apparitions (Lk.24:27; Mt. 28:19;
Jn. 20:23). The Gospel of John concludes the accounts of the day of the
Passover with the words of Jesus addressed to the disciples: ‘“Whose sins you
shall forgive, they are forgiven them’ (Jn.20:22-23). The forgiveness of
of sins - a typically messianic gift - is a “’paschal’’ grace. After their experience
of the Pasch, the disciples “preach the remissicn of sins™ (Lk. 24:47; Acts 3:26).
Paul assures the disciples of Corinth: *’If Christ be not risen again, you are yet
in your sins’* (1 Co. 15:17). Jesus was resurrected “‘for our justification", he
affirms in Rom. 4:25,

Thus, in the experience of the grace of pardon, of an entirely ““new’’ existence -
assumed at the risk of faith - is implicit the certainty, likewise of faith, that
Jesus is alive and is the future Judge of humanity and of history.

The “Credo’s” of the primitive Community. In the diversity of proto-christian
““credos’’ which have come down to us and which can be identified through
the sources available to us, different facets of Jesus are accentuated. But
through all the vicissitudes undergone by tradition, the ‘‘cause of Jesus' has
remained clear, formulated neo-testamentarily as the saving power of God, the
Kingdom of God.
The models of interpretation we find are as follows:
- The interpretative model of the ‘“’maranatha’’ or Christology of the
"‘parousia’’.
- Thato: the “Eschatological Prophet”, full of the Spirit of God™ (ls. 61:1;
Lk. 4:18).
- That of the eschatological-messianic ‘*Son of David®’ with the exclusion of
the politico-dynastic model (Mt. 21:9; Mk. 12:35-37).
- That of the ““Son of Man’" always on Jesus’ own lips, aside from indirect
accounts like that of Act 7:56 (Stephen).

Christology of the ""Maranatha’’, or of the "'Parousia’”. We shall only no-
tice this hermeneutic "model’ to explain the figure of Jesus in the Christian
proto-community because it is the one bearing most relation to the theme of the
Kingdom. In all probability it is the oldest “"credo’’ we know. It finds ex-
pression in the /og/a of the prophetic and apocalyptic tradition of the primitive
Church. It used such expressions to interpret Jesus as he who after his death
would come, as decisive figure of the definite future, which, moreover, was
considered at the beginning as being very near, The confession of faith of this
interpretation may be summed up thus: this Jesus of Nazareth is the Lord, who
at the end of time shall come to save and judge (aspect of judgment and grace
at the same time). This confession, at the beginning unique, went on to form
part of more elaborate "“credo’s™ up until today: ... ""From thence He shall come
to judge the living and the dead".
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Ccf. 1Cor. 16:22; Apoc. 22:20; Didache 10:16. Paul in 1Th.4:16-17 is
a witness of this credo: “*The Lord - Mara in Aramaic - at a given signal, at the
voice of the Archangel and the trumpet of God, shall come from Heaven . . ...
and we shall be taken up into the clouds to Heaven with the Lord.”” In this
formula are joined the honorary titles of the risen Christ: The Kyrios, the
Lord, the Son of Man.

We can summarize with Schilleebeckx, oc., p. 576: "The neo-testamentary
hermeneutics broke the apocalyptic concept of resurrection. Although history
goes on as usual, God has fulfilled his definitive salvific action in Jesus of Na-
zareth, the Crucified-Risen Lord. Jesus, who proclaimed the imminent sover-
eignty of God has not failed, despite the contradiction of rejection and of death.
With him, who during his life identified with God's cause. the imminent sover-
eignty of God, God himsslf has identified in turn, in resurrecting him from the
dead : Jesus Christ himself is this sovereignty of God. Thus Jesus, who did
not announce himself but rather the sovereignty of God, proclaimed himself as
it were ""without meaning to'’, so thatthe announcer has become the announced.

With this the eschatological eras have been inaugurated. In effect, they are
characterised by the experience of the eschatological gift: the Spirit of God
who (with the probable sole exception of Mark) is called "the Spirit of Jesus"’
(Acts 2:33 ; 10:44ft; 19:5-6; Rom. 8:9; Phil. 1:19; Gal. 4:6). And the Spirit
of Jesus is the same Spirit of God (1 Cor.2:12; 3:16; 6:11; 7:40; 12:3). The
eschatological period was to begin with the mission of the Spirit (J1.3:1ff; Ezek,
36-37) and would include the forgiveness of sins and the new law imprinted
on the hearts of the beliavers (Jer.31:31ff). And “where the Spitit of the Lord
be, there be liberty”’ (2 Cor. 3:17). This liberty had been manifested in Jesus'’
own earthly life; it was a human liberty founded on the link of giving in to the
absolute freedom of God. The "freedom of the children of God"” (Rom.8:21)
was in effect the characteristic of primitive Christianity, which separated itself
from the iaw. The basic credo of the early Christians was: Jesus of Nazareth
is Christ, that is, the one entirely full of the eschatological Spirit of God. He
is the definitive eschatalogical revelation of God, and through this, the para-
digm of eschatological humanity."

11. Until the Lord returns

The Salvation brought by Christ, assumed by Faith. All-apostolic prea-
ching after the Pasch, as described by St. Luke in the Acts of the Apostles,
tends towards this: that men should ""believe’” Christ in Jesus (Cf. Acts 8:27 the
conversion of the man of Ethiopia by the deacon Phillip). And that faith ap-
pears éxplicit by the incorporation to the group of those who already believed
in Jesus, of the "'Church’’: 2:41: 4:4; 6:7, etc. In all the texts in which in the
apostolic writings this faith is described, it is clear that to believe in the risen
Christ is to recognise his significance as universal salvation for all men. (Acts
4:12; also MK. 16:16).

The universality of Christ and the mediation of the Community of Faith.
In all the “‘mystery’’ of Easter, one cannot lose sight of the presence of a spe-
cific group of persons - which will very soon call itself “Church - whose mission
it is 10 be mediator between the Aistoric meaning of the risen Christ and his
universal meaning. The universality of Jesus Christ, the catholicity of his
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Church, and mission of witness, especially through the praxis of the Kingdom
of God, are other such forms of the one same reality of faith, fulfilled by us
under the guidance of the Spirit of Christ.

The unique universality of Christ made manifest to the world is specifically an
- historic task-of Christians: "‘that they may know thee, the only true God, and

Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent’” (Jn.17:3). And this, thanks to the praxis
of the Kingdom of God carried out in the Church, as eommunity of believers,
In spite of the unrepeatable originality of the apostles, who knew Jesus before
his death and saw him after his resurrection, (Cf. Acts 1:21 apropos of the elec-
tion of St. Mathias) between their way of being Christians - or “"coming to be"'-
and ours, there is no substantial difference. For all Christians, if their faith is
not simply a routine thing, the affirmation of faith that “"God has resurrected
Jesus from the dead" can be valid effectively as the description of an immediate
experience of the reality and not as a secondary description or an ideological
construction which may be separated from experiential reality. Therefore, in
the very description of Revelation at the basis of our life of faith, enters the me-
diation of those men who were immediate receivers of the message God gave
us ""through the life, death and glorious resurrection of his Son’’. D.V.4).

In active waiting. Like every “vital’’ conviction which is not limited to a
purely intellectualist attitude, but rather penetrates the whole inexhaustible and
unforeseeable richness of life, faith must be expressed with ever increasing pre-
cision as the circumstances place the believer before new situations and new
challenges. Christians from the first moment had to formulate their own con-
fession of the person and work of the risen Christ, faced with the rebuke of their
co-religionaries, the Jews. The small community of believers spread littie by
little. New problems arising from very specific contexts very soon demanded
explanations, clarifications, solutions. All the New Testament, including the
Gospels, are written in the light of this vital, and in some cases even urgent,
problem area. The new Testament sets the pattern and norm for any subsequent
interpretation which life requires. But the duty to always search for adequate
expressions, to maintain the dialogue of faith with men of all times, is inesca-
pable. (Cf. G.5.11). Inany case, on being confronted by men in every era, it
is always the Church’s duty to express and transmit its own faith and thereby
being able to ‘'satisfy everyone that asketh you a reason of that hope which is
in you' ). (1 Pet 3:15; ¢f.LG 10). Thus infaith, hope and love she contributes,
under the guidance of the Spirit towards the arrival of the Kingdom of God:
The Spirit and the Spouse say: Come, Lord Jesus" (Apoc.22:20).

We shall now deal with this Church, born at the Pasch, and whose mission is
the joyful announcement of the Kingdom of God manifested in Christ.

lI. THE KINGDOM ANNOUNCED BY JESUS AND THE CHURCH

After Easter the same phenomenon - only more heightened - is observed as during
Jesus’ public life. Faced with him people define themselves, they take sides. Those
who believe that Jesus lives form a group whose reason for being is to witness to
the reality of the Kingdom of God in Christ. This group, which isthe Church, continues
today to confess that same faith and that same hope. It is interesting for us now to
see the position of the community of believers in the face of the Kingdom, and what
force keeps it going in its witness and mission.
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1. Those who welcome the Kingdom

This group is formed by those who realise that the liberating lordship of God has
manifested itself in Christ, and they open themselves unconditionally to its action.
They welcome the Kingdom offered them, on confessing that God re-established his
lLbe‘r;ting power already among men through faith in Jesus Christ resurrected from
the dead.

To admit and confess that Jesus has risen means to recognise that God has testified
on behalf of Jesus; he has guaranteed in a more definite and radical way than through
his miracles or style of life, that he is the one sent, to whom we should listen (cf.
Mt. 3:16ff; 17:5); in whom is salvation.

By resurrecting him from the dead, God makes the scandal of the cross his own, which
thereafter becomes a sign of hope. This recognition means a radical change of pers-
pective in the hope of the apostles and their contemporaries who calculated the
messianic expectation in other very different objectives (e.g., a king who assures
food; or the immediate political liberation from Roman oppression; or the restora-
tion of past splendour, etc.). For the apostles it is a matter of a real conversion, of
a readjustment of their criteria and hopes. This is what believing and confessing
that Jesus has resurrected implies. MNow it has been manifested that God saves us
from death, gives meaning to the world and to humanity in Jesus Christ. In him
lies hope and the future, in him death and failure are overcome.

Jesus is believed as the first-born, thefirst among the dead because what happened
to .‘.:351152 is guarantee and assurance that God saves men from death (Cf. 1Cor.
16:12-22).

It also means that in Him and from Him spreads God's capacity to communicate life,
to make us participants of his inerpersonal love, for he gives us his Spirit. The
Risen Lord's gesture of breathing over his disciples saying:*'Receive the Holy Spirit”
makes us think at once of the first page of the Bible, in which God breathes to com-
municate life to man—the real life which comes from God and is the fruit of the
resurrection. Therefore Easter and Pentecost are inseparable realities, two sides
of one same fact.

Through Christ and from Him unfolds before the world and more specifically, the
community of believers, the new creation, the new style of life which in Jesus has
reached definite goals.

In this group, as in a first concentric circle, the new being is unfolded, the style
which Jesus as man embodied during his life, and which since the resurrection is
radiated in the world through the believers :

- the special relationship and absolute confidence in the Father, made in filial
abandon - Abbal - which overcomes all servitude;

- the renewal of mind and heart;
- openness to definitive salvation;
- attitude of service to the mission;



- above all, the dynamics of charity, radical and efficient love which
exceeds all other gifts.

These believers are happy because they have welcomed the Kingdom and their ex-
perience is translated into contagious joy which arouses the interest and member-
ship of new persons. (Acts 2: 44-47),

2. United In Christ

What unites them, what makes up their reason for being is faith in the Lord Jesus.
This is the message announced by the Apostles (cf. speeches collected in the Acts
2:14-36; 3:11-26) and it is precisely those who welcome this Word who form part
of the community (Acts 2:41).

The believers, on being converted, must be baptised in the name of Jesus (Acts 2;38).
It is clear that in this way they did not join any group of persons, but rather that to
believe means to adhere to the Lord Jesus: “‘And the multitude of men and women
who believed in the Lord was increased more than ever.”” (Acts 5:14).

Next to the word of faith and baptism is the Lord's supper - all of it lived as memory
and memorial of the Lord’s death, of his resurrection and waiting for his return.
Paul, on recalling to the Corinthians the meaning of the Eucharist and its insti-
tution by the Lord, ends up by saying: “‘For as often as you shall eat this bread and
1dl‘llinzk6tjhi5 chalice, you shall show the death of the Lord. until he come’ (1Cor.

This union of the community in Christ must be understood in a dynamic, existential
sense. To be baptised in Christ means to join in his death and resurrection, to live
the paschal process existentially, to associate oneself once and for all with
Christ’s destiny, so that in this way it may be reproduced in us. Such is Paul's
theology on baptism (Phil. 3:10; Rom. 6:2-10).

It is a new birth. Therefore a new life in community is essential and within it in
each Christian. */If any then be in Christ a new creature, the old things are passed
away, behold all things are made new”’ (2 Cor. 5:17).

This dynamics is also expressed by saying : put on the spiritual man, i.e., the man
according to the Spirit, who is par excellence Christ resurrected. He is the new
Adam who inaugurates a new way of being which emerges progressively from within
us, inthe community of believers. We are dealing in all this with a process of Christo-
conformation which sums up all ethics, mysticism, and asceticism of the Christian
community ‘(Cf.1Cor. 44-49; Rom. 8:29; Eph. 4:13; 2 Cor. 3:18).

From this understanding of the Church as “‘being in Christ"” (cf. Rom. 8:1; 2Cor.
5:17), Paul develops his doctrine of the Body of Christ, both along the lines of mu-
tual participation and dependency among the members (Rom. 12:4ff; | Cor. 12:12ff),
and from the perspective of the total saving influence of Jesus Christ (Eph. 4:15ff,
Col. 2:19). In this way the Christian community gathered in one place deserves
every right to be called the Church of God, the Body of Christ, in the different
places where the Church of Christ makes its presence felt and fulfills itself
(cf. Col. 1:18-24; Eph. 1:22).
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In the Gospel of John it is equally clear that the Christian community has its basis
in the union of each believer with God, through Christ (Jn. 14:20; 17:20-26; 15:1-6;
allegory of life and the vine-shoots).

This union is the basis of our hope, as Paul says. Faithful is God by whom you have
been called unto the fellowship of his son Jesus Christ our Lord (1Cor, 1:9}.

3. It is the community of the end of time

The Christian community is neither the product of just any human will, nor the re-
sult of fear of persecution. It was the Lord who added to the community those who
would be saved (Acts 2:47). To every Israelite, People of God means having been
gathered by Him in the peoples of the Alliance. But Christians realize that the
promises have already been fulfilled in Jesus, that in his blood and in his cross
God had established the new alliance (Heb. 8:6-13). . . This is equal to saying that
they are the new people whom God creates through the new alliance. Therefore,
the Christian community takes on the title of People of God, of people of the end
of time.

From its very beginning, the new community knows itself to be the creation of God,
the new creation based on Jesus, the alliance of reconciliation. They are no less
than the “’saints’’ (Acts 9:13; Rom1:7; 1Pet. 2:5, 9; 1Cor. 1:2; 2 Tim. 1:9), the ""cho-
sen ones”” (Rom. 8:33; Col. 3:12; 2Tim. 2:10).

While gathered together by God, they know they are the new People of God. This
“‘novelty*’ is made specific in the overcoming of barriers: it is not limited to one
race, to one culture. All dividing walls have been knocked down; barriers of
hatred, discrimination. You are all Christ. (Gal. 3:27).

At the same time, purely earthly and political concepts of the Kingdom are overcome.
The true life is hidden in God with Christ in heaven. But it is new life, its presence
is now felt in those who accept the will of God over their lives and recognise Jesus
Christ as the deep meaning of their lives and of history.

Finally, they await the day of the Lord, being the People of the end of time, the
people among whom the definitive salvation of God will be fulfilled.

All Christ's preaching had consisted of announcing the Kingdom of God. This isthe
reason which makes conversion so urgent: Repent, the Kingdom of God is at hand
(Mk. 1:15). This same theme is the object of the Apostles’ preaching. And with
reason, for they recognise in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ the defini-
tive event of salvation. In this sense Peter's speech, gathered in Acts 3:19-21, is
clear: ““Now you must repent and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out.
and so that the Lord may send the time of comfort. Then he will send you the
Christ he has predestined, that is Jesus, whom heaven must keep till the universal
restoration comes which God proclaimed, speaking through his holy prophets.”

4, Continuing the mission of Jesus

The apostles and first disciples were aware that they were carrying on with Jesus'
work. Through the witness of their life and of their words they would announce that,
in Jesus Christ, God saves us from death, uncovers man’s vocation and the destiny
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