SECOND PART OF THE THEME “Called and being sent”
By Giovanna Czander

BEING SENT

Yesterday Mike and Darlene spoke about "being called". My task today is to speak about "being sent". We separated the two because of the richness of the topic but I'm sure we realize that they are two sides of the same reality. Here is an outline of what I'm going to say. 
1) What does it mean to be sent?
2) Where are we sent today?
3) How are we sent?
4) Things to think about 







1) Being "sent" - What does it mean?

Before we talk more specifically about what being sent means to us, I wanted to point out that being sent is the vocation of all Christians. The term apostle comes from the Greek apostello, which means send, so an apostle is someone who is being sent. [In Church language, other terms used are "missionary outreach", evangelization and others.] Being sent is such intrinsic part of who we are that it actually fulfills who we are. In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis says, "When the Church summons Christians to take up the task of evangelization, she is simply pointing to the source of authentic personal fulfilment" (EG 10).[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  To cite only the most recent Catholic Church documents on this: Evangelii Nuntiandi, by Paul Vi; Redemptoris Missio, John Paul II, and Evangelii Gaudium pope Francis.
] 
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I have two images to help us understand what it means to be sent. 
1) The first image is a spaceship. The spaceship is sent in the sense that it is launched toward a specific target and for a specific purpose. While the launching itself is spectacular, the purpose is its destination and what it will do once it reaches that destination. 
2) The second image is an arrow. Like a spaceship, an arrow is sent toward a target. An arrow is released toward that target. It builds up energy and then it is released. 

None of these images works well. None incapsulates perfectly what it means to be sent in the way we are trying to understand. In the Ideal, as part of our calling, we are sent toward Jesus Forsaken. In a way, we are sent but also attracted toward our goal. So I have a third image: that of a magnet. A magnet attracts objects made of iron. If they are released, sent, they go toward the magnet.  This is the most important aspect of our being "sent." Our being sent has a target, needs some energy to be released, and it moves because it is attracted.

We move because we are attracted to Jesus Forsaken; He is our direction and purpose.
However, Jesus Forsaken is a moving target and also changes appearance. I like Chiara's image of Jesus Forsaken playing hide and seek with us and also changing attire. It is as if JF appeared and disappeared in different places and moments and said to each one of us and to us collectively, "Do you love me now?" "What about now?" "What if I look like this? Do you still love me?" And in order to embrace and love him, we need to recognize him. Where is he now? What does he look like today? We need to be alert to discern where he is and to be nimble, which means ready to change our trajectory and way to do things. As pope Francis says, "Whenever we take a step toward Jesus, we come to realize that he is already there, waiting for us with open arms" (EG, 3).
So being sent is an attitude, a way of being, before it is something we "do."

2) Where are we sent today? 
Where is Jesus Forsaken attracting us today? As individuals, of course, we find him in others and in ourselves as well. But collectively, where do we find Jesus Forsaken today? Pope Francis seems very attuned to the faces of JF in the poor, the migrants, the victims of violence and wars, the marginalized, the environment. These are broad-stroke categories. In our own society, where is JF? I have a few suggestions and I'm sure you will have more!

a) Polarization. I would say JF is calling us to embrace him in the many ways we experience polarization today. The Work of Mary is not exempt from polarization. This is doubly disturbing. Our charism is unity, isn't it? Unity is not unanimity, is not uniformity of thought, it is a Person. So how do we deal with those who hold different opinions within our families, our nuclei, the Focolare Movement, our parishes, our communities? How do we recognize and are we sent toward Jesus Forsaken in polarization?   

One of the places in which polarization is felt more strongly, at least in the US, is the field of politics. Maybe that's why the majority of us has signed up to attend the workshop on political polarization. Politics, in this country, is entangled with many aspects of life, including religion and culture. And many issues end up being politicized or used for political gain - on both sides. One prime example is the topic of abortion, which is heavily politicized but there are many others.
Polarization seems to be ubiquitous. It reaches into the pews, among the bishops, in the workplace, and among us. It is difficult to engage in real dialogue with those who hold different positions! We experience resistance and what I call "dialogue fatigue": why should I talk to that person if I know I'm not going to change my mind and she is not going to change hers? What is the point? Then there are past experiences: I already tried talking with that person and nothing happened. And so on. I'm sure some of us are really creative in coming up with good excuses! I know I am...
But remember. We are engaging in dialogue not to change other people's minds or to create a peaceful environment but to embrace the Polarized Jesus - the God-man who experienced the most dramatic disconnect. Jesus seems to ask us: "Will you love me now?" "What if I look like a Democrat? Or a Republican? A conservative? A liberal? Do you love me still?" 

b) Being prophetic. A second place where we may be sent today is the Church itself. We are sent to be prophetic in the Church. [As a side note, when I say "Church" I don't mean just the Catholic Church. I mean the broader Church toward which all the Churches are journeying]. 
Being prophetic means, "seeing what's happening through God's eyes (through the lens of our charism) and act accordingly". This is a fruit of the Holy Spirit. Chiara and the first companions were prophetic. Their collective spirituality was prophetic. Their focus on living the gospel was prophetic. Finding in the gospel the solution to social problems was prophetic. Talking about love and unity was prophetic. The Church didn't yet have the language to speak of the charism.

So how are we called to continue being prophetic today? In Evangelii Gaudium, pope Francis invites everyone in the Church, including himself, to be "bold and creative," open to change and to move away from doing things "as we have always done" (32-33). 

Let me give you some examples of being prophetic. 
Reality: Less people apply to become focolarini and focolarine and also join the men and women volunteers. 
What to do: We can mourn bygone times, even wonder gloomily about the future of the Work of Mary. Or we can look at all the people touched by the Ideal, those who live the Ideal in their daily lives, who teach it to their children, who incarnate it at work and so on. The fact that they don't have a "label" or don't feel like they "fit" into one of the vocations of the Work of Mary doesn't mean that the Ideal is dying and the Work of Mary is becoming extinct. It means that maybe we need to think of both the Ideal and the Work of Mary in a different way. The charism is not for us, it is for the Church and the world. So, maybe God is telling us something here and we better pay attention and ask the Holy Spirit to help us see what the message is in all this. This is being prophetic. Or we can look around and find out that there are other entities and people who have goals and outlooks similar to ours. We can choose to work together with them and bring God into the world through joint endeavors and partnerships. This too is being prophetic. 
To me being prophetic is like a child who keeps pulling her mother's or father's jacket because she wants to show them something. Mom? Dad? Look! So my question to us is, are we "pulling the Church's jacket" to show her something we see?   

For example, I think we are prophetic when we bring our charism into the life of the Church.
The way we approach a situation, the way we consider options and solutions, the way we work with others and so on is different because of the charism we inhabit. For us it is almost second nature to try to establish relationships with others and to make decisions based on a certain degree of unity. In all these circumstances we recognize Jesus Forsaken in disunity and in difficult situations and we choose to love Him. 

We are also prophetic because we bring the conviction that we need to live what we preach, to incarnate what we give witness to. That has been ingrained in our very being. Don't speak unless you have lived it, right?


3) How we are sent?
Chiara always told us that our way of being sent, that is, of bearing witness is first to be and then to speak. One cannot be without the other, although over the years she may have emphasized more one or the other. It's interesting to note that in the Hebrew Bible, the same term, dabar means both word and action, speech and fact. In a telephone linkup dated January 2, 1986, Chiara said: "'You will be my witnesses to the ends of the world' (Acts 1:8). These are among Jesus' last words to his apostles after the resurrection. He probably had talked to them about the coming of the Holy Spirit and now he was making clear that the Holy Spirit was not going to come to perform a spectacular change but to transform them, the apostles, so that they could be his witnesses, by bringing the Risen Lord to the farthest ends of the earth." I love this thought. Because it emphasizes that we have to change first before before speaking. 

Chiara also pointed out one of the risks connected to this method. Chiara said, "We always say that in order to love we need to make ourselves one with our neighbors in everything except sin. This is good. But I wouldn't want for this to become for us an excuse to avoid the risk of speaking up. We have to be careful not to confuse true and false prudence and remain in despicable silence"[footnoteRef:3]. I do that a lot. I found the perfect reasons for not speaking. I tell myself that I am not good enough at being, and therefore I should not speak. Or that if I were good enough at living, I wouldn't need to speak because it would be so evident from my actions. However, sometimes I do speak a little. In the fall of 2023, I was diagnosed with stage 4 metastatic breast cancer. Through the scans, visits, and treatment, I have felt supported by the unity and prayers of so many. When doctors marvel at how well I'm doing, I just say, "Many are praying for me". The other day someone told me, "The way you are dealing with this illness is truly life-giving".  [3:  Word of Life, June 1993.] 


4) Something to think about  
I would like to conclude by suggesting a few things to think about. 

a) Resistance
After what we have said, it would seem easy to get all excited about being sent toward our Beloved. Yet, many of us experience some sort of resistance, hesitation, second-guessing. 
In the Bible most individuals who are called by God for a particular task raise objections and questions. The most objections are raised by Moses - he wins the objections prize. When God calls him from the midst of the burning bush to tell him to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, Moses starts with his objections. "Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh etc.?" and God says to him "I will be with you" but that's not enough, not for Moses. "If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, "The God of your fathers has sent me" and they ask me 'What is his name?' What am I going to tell them?" God gives his name but Moses says, "They won't believe me." Then God gives Moses a sign (the staff that turns into a serpent, the hand that becomes leprous and then is healed) and Moses continues "I don't do public speaking... you need to send someone else."
There are many more examples in the Bible, including that of Mary at the annunciation. "How can this be? I have no relations with a man." So, if we experience resistance and have objections, we are in good company. Objections are good. Questions are good. But we can't stop there. Moses did lead the Israelites out of Egypt. Mary did say yes to the Incarnation. 

Fear of change
Those of us who have been around the Focolare for a while may be tempted to compare how we live the Ideal today and how we used to live it. The temptation to feel nostalgic and resistant to changing "the way it was done" is powerful and real. This happens in a couple sometimes, no? "When we first fell in love..." of course things were different! Does that mean they should always stay the same? So, yes, many things are changing even in the Focolare and in our way of understanding and living the Ideal. This is a good sign! First of all, we are in a different historical moment, after the passing of our founder and the first generation. Secondly, it means that we are attentive to where the Holy Spirit is guiding us. This does not mean we won't make mistakes! But we are honestly trying. What worked yesterday may not work as well today. What works today may not be good tomorrow. We can't go ahead without change. Let's pray that the Holy Spirit continues to guide us as we ask ourselves, prophetically, "What is the message here? Where are we being sent?"

Fatigue
In her talk on the theme of the year, Margaret Karram challenged us. "Let's ask ourselves, is the apostolic drive, the desire to proclaim the Gospel still alive in me? And are the values of communion, dialogue, fraternity, the desire to bear witness to the grace of the Risen Lord among us, still alive within me?" (93) I will leave these questions to our reflection and discussion. 

Stages of life
Finally, I wanted to address something that is very dear to my heart: the stages of life - chronological life. We are all called, we are all sent. But the way this looks depends also on where we are in our life. For example, when we are younger and have families or elderly to care for, a job (or two), being "sent" seems to be almost impossible. We may be tempted to think that our busy life is an obstacle to being sent. Each one has to discern God's will in unity. The first place where we are sent is our immediate family. If, as we established, being sent is a way of life, an attitude, a frame of mind and heart, the Holy Spirit will show us where and how we can embrace Jesus Forsaken as part of this larger body who lives in unity. As St. Paul said, we can't all be eyes or ears or feet. We are a body. 

On the other hand, if we are advanced in age, in pain, with little energy, limited in our movements and so on, we are still "sent" but that will look different still. I know people here and online who love JF with every breath they have. To give you an example among many, there is an elderly volunteer who is in constant pain and now very limited in her movements. She still finds a way with her arthritic hand to write cards to others and support them in what they are going through. 

We know that our charism is unity. We need to believe it even when our being sent does not fit some idea we have in our minds. We do our part and God will continue his work through us and even through our mistakes. We are sent; and now, let's go.
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