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[HE SHCJ constitutions state that our mission is to extend in our world, in our
ime and in our different contexts, “the reality of the incarnation”.! It further
lefines this mission as “helping others to know and believe that God lives and
icts in them, and in our world, and to rejoice in his presence”.? This mission to
rthers presupposes that we ourselves know and believe that God lives and acts
n us - as individuals, as communities, and as a Society - and that we too rejoice
n the divine presence:

What we have seen and heard we are telling you, so that you too

may be in union with us as we are in union with the Father and

with his Son Jesus Christ. We are writing this to you to make our

own joy complete. (I John 1:3-4)

In the light of this truth, this issue of Seurce invites us to reflect on and
share with one another the different ways in which we have understood and
1ave been able to carry out this mission both within our SHCJ community and
n the wider human community. This article is a theological reflection on our
mnission. It is my prayer that the sharing of our reflections will fill us with even
sreater divine energy and zeal. The reflection touches on two main points: my
inderstanding of the reality of incarnation, which we are called to extend, and
yossible ways of doing this.

Understanding the Reality of the Incarnation

‘Incarnation’, we recall, derives from the Latin carnis which the Vulgate
:mploys to translate the Hebrew baser or Greek sarx, meaning ‘flesh’. In bibli-
:al thought ‘flesh’ denotes a ‘human being’-as opposed to God.* John’s gospel
Jeclares that “the Word became flesh and pitched his tent among us” (1:14).
[ncarnation has to do essentially with becoming human. In the person of Jesus
n time, God’s Word, who existed before the beginning of time, was God, and
wvas wholly oriented towards God (Jn 1:1-2), became a human being like any of
1s, and lived among us.

Those who were with him, and who had the eyes of faith to see beyond the
srdinariness of his humanity, were able to perceive in him, across this very
srdinariness, the glory of God’s unique and uniquely beloved Son “full of grace
and truth” (Jn 1:14). Because of their abiding personal contact with the Word
who is life, gives life and sustains life, John and his believing companions were
able to proclaim him to others. They proclaimed what they had personally seen
of him, watched with their own eyes and touched with their own hands. They
did this in order to attract others to join their union with God. Through this
proclamation the believers extended the reality of the incarnation in their own
context, and sought to complete their joy (I Jn 1:1-4).
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Extending the reality of the incarnation has to do with activity which
involves our body and its senses: hearing, seeing, watching, touching; and our-
hearts: rejoicing. The reality is the Word who is life. If, therefore, incarnation is
to take place in our own time and contexts, and be viewed not simply as a past
historical event, but as a living process,* we will need to seek ways of giving this
Word a physical flesh like ours. Then, through us, people today will also be
empowered to see, watch, touch, and become attracted to it, and so join our
union or ‘fellowship’ with God. How do we do this? The answer is embodied in
the Constitutions and the documents from our general chapters. Here I simply
highlight five ways in which I think it can be done.

Ways of Extending the Reality of the Incarnation
1. Recognising and Affirming the Importance of the Body

In God’s plan, the event of incarnation began in the body of a woman, Mary
of Nazareth, the mother of Jesus. Mary’s body was the one from which Jesus,
through the action of the Holy Spirit, took one hundred per cent his own
human ‘flesh’, which he pitched as a tent among us. Another woman, Eliza-
beth, was the first to recognize and praise this divine deed through the action
of the same Holy Spirit, and she declared that Mary was “filled with grace”
(Luke 1:39-45). The Son who was born of her was also declared to be “full of
grace and truth” (Jn 1:14). Hence extending the reality of the incarnation
requires, first and foremost, that we offer our bodies to Jesus today in our own
way but as concretely as Mary offered him hers, so that he can become con-
cretely ‘flesh’, human in our own time, in and through us.

Offering our bodies to Jesus entails, first, recognizing that, paradoxically, our
bodies already belong to him. Through baptism, we are members of his body (I
Cor 6:15;12:27), temples of his Spirit (I Cor 3:16) and branches of his vine (Jn
15:1-8). As a result we treat our bodies and those of others with the respect
which belong to Jesus (cf Acts 9:5). This is important since, on the one hand,
we emerge from a past tradition of spirituality which thrived on “contempt for
the body”, a body which had to be tamed and subjugated to the advantage of the
soul;® and on the other hand, we live in an age which believes in pampering the
body and is allergic to any type of inconvenience and suffering. A fuller under-
standing of the mystery of incarnation requires that we look today on this type
of spirituality and this attitude to the body as ‘anti-incarnational’. They can
never lead to that fullness of “grace and truth” which is an integral part of the
reality of the incarnation:

You who wanted no sacrifice or oblation prepared a body for me.
You took no pleasure in holocausts or sacrifices, for sin; then I
said... ‘God, here I am! I am coming to do your will. (Heb 10:6-7)

What then do we do with the body that God has given to us? How did Jesus
use his body in the gospels? How does he want to use our bodies today?

These questions invite us individually and communally to study the gospels,
and through prayer, meditation and celebration, to see, watch and observe how
Jesus used his body as good news “in order to help others grow strong in faith
and lead fully human lives”.® Since his is the reality that we are to extend, not
our own, we need to be in touch with him and really get to know him through
the gospels. Through the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we apply in our own dif-
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srent contexts the principle learnt from him of “reverence for the dignity of
very human being”.” Then his presence in our life brings joy to others as it did
» Elizabeth and her unborn child when Mary visited them. It empowers others
5 extend the reality of the incarnation in their own lives and contexts.

In addition to affirming the goodness of our bodies, extending the reality of
he incarnation requires equally that we affirm the goodness of creation. Tradi-
ional prayers have led us to view our world as a ‘valley of tears’, or a ‘barren
and’ through which we journey as pilgrims to our heavenly home. But divine
evelation declares that God who created the world found it to be “very good”
Gen 1:31). If then our corporate sin has reduced the world to a valley of tears,
se who believe in the reality of the incarnation “accept our share of responsi-
ility” for this sin,® and live in such a way as to proclaim that the world is
ndeed good because God made it good and because Jesus entered into it and
edeemed it. The modern concern with ecology and environmental issues
hows that our world has suddenly woken up to the fact that creation is not to
ie used and abused by human beings for their selfish satisfaction, but is rather
o be tended and cared for as God originally intended (Gen 2:15). Traditionally
reople spoke of ‘mother earth’; today we need to engage seriously in ‘mother-
ng the earth’ as part of our effort to extend the reality of the incarnation. For
he earth too is destined to share in the redemption brought about by the
ncarnate Son of God (Rom 8:19-22).

). Seeing the Body and Creation as Eucharist

Next to affirming the goodness of the body and of creation, we need to see
his body and creation as ‘Eucharist’. Eucharist has to do with giving thanks,
yreaking ourselves as bread, giving and serving it to others to nourish their life.
“he Constitutions remind us that the Eucharist is the source, center and sum-
nit of our life in Christ, in community and in the apostolate.’ At the celebra-
ion of the first Eucharist, Jesus asked his disciples to do continually what he
1ad done ‘in memory’ of him. To my understanding this did not simply mean
elebrating the Eucharist daily at mass as a ritual. This we can do without too
nuch cost to ourselves. But in the context of his passion, death and resurrec-
ion, Jesus was asking that we, in turn, make our bodies and the realities which
1ourish us and sustain our life (our breads and our wines) a Eucharist for one
inother the way he did. That he wanted us to do this in memory of him is con-
irmed by the commandment which he gave as the one new commandment of
‘the new Covenant” in his blood: that we love one another even as he has loved
15 (Jn 13:34; 15:12). It is through this ultimate or extreme love that we are
<nown as his followers (Jn 13:25). .

Some years ago Becky Gaba embarked on a project in the Washington D C
wrea called SOME (So that Others May Eat). The project sought to encourage
e rich and not so very rich to share their bread with the hungry and clothe
‘he naked. Our 1986 general chapter focus on justice with compassion also
1eightened our awareness of the need to have a special concern for the poor,
vhatever our ministry, and to help them to lead fully human lives: spiritually,
ntellectually, politically, economically and otherwise.

These types of focus and outreach constitute an integral part of our mission
‘0 extend the reality of the incarnation. Jesus told his disciples who were com-
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plaining that they did not have enough to feed the people, that it was for them
to give the people something to eat (Matt 14:13-21). Furthermore, he promised
that a cup of water given to the least of his followers was given to him person-
ally and would not go without its reward (Matt 10:42). An issue of Source was
devoted to justice with compassion after the 1986 general chapter. The contin-
uous planning and evaluation of our efforts in this regard lasted till the 1992
chapter. These efforts testify to the seriousness with which we as a Society
committed ourselves to making the needs of the poor and oppressed a special
concern in our ministries."

But equally important, if not more so, is the need for us to be Eucharist to
one another through our enabling presence. Eucharist, we have seen, has to do
with activities which involve the body: “You wanted neither sacrifice nor holo-
caust..but a body you have given me.” “Greater love has no one than to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends.” “Have you time? I want to be with you.”™
Jesus spent whole days being with the crowds and meeting the needs of all
kinds of individuals who flocked to him. At times he even sacrificed his well
deserved rest and that of his disciples to meet the needs of the poor who were
like sheep without a shepherd (Matt 9:35-37; Mark 6.30-56). But he was equally
conscious of and faithful to the need to be alone with his disciples and teach
them about the kingdom of God and their mission. One of his main reasons for
choosing them was so that they might be his companions in the mission (Mark
3:1319). His visits and enabling presence to his women disciples, Martha and
Mary, made them memorable characters in the gospel. Indeed, the entire pur-
pose of his incarnate mission was to “gather into one all the scattered children
of God” (Jn 11:52). He accomplished this work of reconciliation in his own
body broken on the cross (cf Eph 2 22).

So we return to the question: how do we break the bread of our bodies and
lives so that others may eat, live and have life in all its fullness (Jn 10:10)? How
do we serve as life companions, journeying companions and enabling compan-
ions to one another? Often is it easier to be an enabling presence to people we
meet in our ministries than to those we live with in community or in the Soci-
ety. The challenge is whether we can be such companions to one another, day
in and day out. In some cases this might entail giving a helping hand to a pro-
ject that may not seem directly our concern. In other instances it might mean
cutting short our holidays and times at the beach in order to give a hand in the
infirmaries so that somebody else may have a break, and we may help our aging
sisters to carry the burden of illness and old age. It will be for each of us to
identify ways within our own contexts by which we can provide this type of
enabling presence to one another. It must surely cost us if we want to be in
deed and in truth Eucharist to one another.

To use a personal example, as one who is currently living at a distance of
about four hours drive away from my community, I feel a special responsibility
to ensure that my presence to the Society is real. That is why, for instance, I
never say no to any request for service made to me by the province or Society, if
I can possible help it within the ever-growing demands of my/our ministry here
at CIWA and beyond. Moreover I see myself as representing the Society and
making it present here at CIWA and in my national and international involve-
ments, even as the Society itself is meant to be God’s ambassador (cf II Cor
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5:20). That is why I always have SHCJ after my name, whatever the context -
‘hough at times editors and typists leave it out. Doing this helps me to consoli-
jate my belief that through the mystery of the incarnation Jesus united himself
with the whole of humanity; so we in him do the same,? and in a special way all
>f us in the Society form one corporate body.”

This reflection on extending the reality of the incarnation invites each of us
‘0 identify ways by which we can concretely and realistically share our lives,
‘ime, talents and gifts with one another so that we may all grow through our
mnembership in the Society to that maturity of Christ to which we are destined
sy God’s grace (Eph 4:13, 15-16). The ministry in which each of us is engaged,
in and through the Society, constitutes the primary means by which we can
soncretely extend the reality of the incarnation, be it administration, forma-
;ion, teaching, caring for the sick, the aged and mentally disabled or challeng-
ing the root causes of injustice in church and society: whatever dehumanizes
and marginalizes any of God’s children.

Jesus himself did the same in the gospels. He confronted injustice every-
where he met it; broke down religious and socio-cultural barriers and taboos,
sspecially about women (cf Luke 7:36-8:3; 10:38-42); he was innovative in his
theological and pastoral ministries (cf Matt 7:28-29). He integrated social out-
casts among his closest followers to show that every person was equally valued
by God (cf Luke 5:27-32); 19:1-10; Matt 9:9-13). He wishes to continue to do
the same today in and through us, the living, visible members of his body.
These are concrete ways by which people will be led to see, touch and feel the
reality of the Word who is life, gives life and sustains life.

All this is not new. But what is needed is for us to see this call to be in truth
living members of Christ and of one another as part of our mission to extend
the reality of the incarnation, and be Eucharist to one another. When we do, we
will derive greater divine energy and courageous zeal to stay poised and not
give up when trials come. Indeed we cannot take our bodies, give thanks and
break them for one another and for others without them pinching us somehow
and somewhere.

3. Being Ready to Carry the Cross

In addition to requiring that we affirm the goodness of the body and of cre-
ation and be Eucharist in our communities and places of work, extending the
reality of the incarnation necessarily and inevitably demands that we carry the
cross. This cross which Jesus says we are to carry along with him and after him
(Matt 16:24-28; Jn 12:24-26) is different from the ordinary hardships which we
encounter daily as we engage in our different ministries, though this is bad
enough. The cross of Jesus was more than difficulties of the apostolic calling,
such as insufficient time to rest, hunger, thirst, or lack of a place to lay his
head. ’

Jesus’ cross meant suffering ingratitude and misunderstanding. It meant
being misjudged, falsely accused, betrayed and finally put to death in a most
shameful way. Paul gives a vivid description of this as it applied to him in his
own context: he summarized it as “being consigned to death daily” (cf II Cor
4:711, esp v 11). Cornelia called it being trained in the school of “accepted suf-
fering”.” This type of cross is the inevitable consequence of trying to be light
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that shines in darkness, but is not overpowered by it (John 1:5; 3:21; 8:12; cf
Matt 11:14-16). Light cannot shine in darkness without being affected by the
darkness. A candle lit during the day hardly projects any light; but lit at night
in a dark room, it lights up the room, protesting the darkness.

If we are really serious about extending the reality of the incarnation in our
lives, we are sure to meet with this type of suffering and cross right where we
are. But one thing is certain, that when borne resolutely, even expected and
welcomed with “joy” (cf Acts 5:40-41) this cross becomes the birth stool of the
new life in Christ for us and for those who give us the cross to carry. In Christ
these birth pangs are soon forgotten for joy that we and others have found new
and real life in him (John 16:21). God raised Jesus from the dead, exalted him
and made his the only name by which we may be saved (cf Acts 4:10-12; Phil
2:6-11). We cannot hope to share in his resurrection and exaltation if we do not
share in his passion and death (cf Jn 12:2426). This brings us to the next point
of our reflection which is closely connected with carrying the cross.

4. Living the Vows as Integral Aspects of the Reality of the Incarnation

The vows of chastity, poverty and obedience offer us unique and almost
unlimited possibilities of extending the reality of the incarnation. They also
offer us unique opportunities for joining God in his surpassing love for all his
children, even the undeserving (chastity), in his infinite generosity towards all
his creatures (poverty) and in his determined will that all should be saved (obe-
dience).” The Constitutions invite us to take part in the “self-emptying of the
Son in the mission which he joyfully accepted from the Father”."” This selfemp-
tying is different from, though related to the cross as described above. For
Jesus it meant laying aside in some mysterious way his divinity so that he could
create room for or put on our humanity, and ultimately incorporate all of us.™
This is the point of the hymn in Phil 2:6-7; it is also the point made by Paul in
IT Cor 8:9: “Remember how generous the Lord Jesus was - he was rich, but he
became poor for your sake, to make you rich out of his poverty.” Jesus himself
declares that he now calls us, his followers, friends rather than slaves because
he has made known to us all that he has learnt from the Father (Jn 15:15).

As Christ’s self-emptying was aimed at enriching us in every way and raising
us to the status of child in his own intimate relationship with his Father, so
should the vows by which we share in the self-emptying lead us to enrich oth-
ers concretely in our own life situations. Our vow of poverty opens our heart to
recognize and accept the goodness of creation. It further moves us concretely
to seek ways by which we can share with others the things which are intimately
ours - our knowledge, skills of all kinds - and not hide anything from one
another or share only partially what we know, so that we may continue to be
‘one up’ on one another. Our vow of obedience invites us to engagde in the sus-
tained search for and doing of God’s will in a world which is becoming more
and more self-dependent and behaving as though it did not need God. It was
not very different in Jesus’ day, yet he found his only raison d’etre, his life’s
food, in doing the will of God (Jn 4:34;17:4).

Our vow of chastity opens us to the riches of God’s love, of a God who is love
(I Jn 4:16), and whose Son knows how to love without reserve and without
recall (Jn 13:1; 15:13). It is a delight to know that our vow of chastity, like
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hose of poverty and obedience, is something very positive when viewed from
Sod’s perspective. Above all, this vow invites us to seek to heal the barriers of
ace, sex and class (Jew and Gentile, slave and free born, male and female)
vhich Jesus’ supreme love demolished on the cross (Gal 3:28; cf Col 3:11; I Cor
2:13). The barriers of race, sex and class are the three foundational barriers on
vhich all other human divisions and hatred are based. Put differently, our vow
f chastity constitutes the heart of our participation in Jesus’ ministry of love
ind reconciliation. Through it we embrace one another and all God’s children
vith God’s own love.

As a Society we are richly endowed with opportunities to break down these
yarriers. We have a plurality of races, classes (first world and third world) and
-ultures among us. In our different ministries we work with men and are given
imple opportunity to relate to them in a healthy way so as to heal our broken
wmanity; but not at the expense of women! The African province, for instance,
iready has two male associate members, a layman and a priest. If we are not
:onsciously promoting this wholeness in our actions, attitudes and relation-
ihips, something very fundamental is missing from our efforts to extend the
-eality of the incarnation.

The melting pot of the race, class and culture mix in the Society is located in
‘he African province. Here we do not only have Africans, Americans and Euro-
yeans; among the Africans we have a multiplicity of nations and ethnic groups:
Shanaians and Nigerians; Housas, Efiks, Yorubas, Ighos, Ibibios etc. The mis-
sion to extend the reality of the incarnation challenges us to make this rich
liversity an asset rather than a liability. If we do not gather with Christ, we
scatter; there is no neutrality here. Any moves we make that cause divisions
vithin or outside the Society are anti-incarnational. Our rich mixtures are
ngredients which God gives us to enable us to extend the reality of the incar-
1ation right where we are, among ourselves. They invite us to start extending
‘his reality from within, in the very womb of the province and Society, just as
lesus started his life in the womb of Mary. Only then, as Christ’s bearers, will
wve have the eyes to perceive that others have no wine, and be morally equipped
‘0 tell them to do whatever Jesus tells them or lead them to seek and find God
sresent and active in their lives and world and to rejoice in his presence.

In this way, through us, the wider African society which is riddled from
1orth to south and east to west with all kinds of divisions will learn that in
Christ it is possible to transcend all these divisions and live as brothers and sis-
-ers. But we cannot love in this way without being ready to pay the price for it.
Jesus’ supreme act of love and reconciliation took place in his body broken on
the cross. The oneness and unity of believers happens in this broken body. In
this body he assumed all categories of persons and claimed them as himself; all
form one person in him (Gal 3:25-28). Through the cross he reconciled human
beings to God, to one another and to creation. The mission to extend the reality
of the incarnation encourages us assiduously to study ways of claiming one
another and all God’s children as our own, the way Christ has claimed us, and
to do this as individuals, communities, provinces and as the Society. This gives
us a share in God’s life.

5. Striving for the Ultimate Goal: Communion
Finally, though not exhaustively, the call to extend the reality of the incarna-
tion urges us to keep ever in view the goal of the entire enterprise, which is joy
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in the communion fellowship among ourselves, with all God’s children, the
entire creation and in union with the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Our world
today speaks often of the ‘universal brotherhood and sisterhood’ of nations, but
pays only lip service to it. The growing tendency to form economic blocks and
break up once united nations, especially in Europe, is an example of this. Often
the formation of these blocks means the increasing isolation of the so-called
‘third world’ or developing nations especially in Africa. Fortunately our own
Society has struggled in this decade to live more concretely its vowed cor
unum across provinces and cultures and in its own internal structures. The
increasing interprovince missioning, of which Chad is the latest new born baby,
tﬁe global consciousness fund and the nascent Society education fund testify to
this.

As well as sharing our assets, we need to do more in terms of sharing our
spiritual resources as evenly as possible. By spiritual resources here I mean
anything which cannot be valued in terms of money, since joy, acceptance and
a sense of belonging are values which money cannot buy. In whatever way we
put it, any measure which helps us to internalize and live our oneness to the
full stands at the heart of our mission to extend the reality of the incarnation. If
we set our minds and attitudes to this, the Holy Spirit who alone can make us
really one, will show us the way. The communion mentioned in the last sec-
tion, and indeed all the points which have been raised in this article call for cel-
ebration. Celebration means worship, the orientation of one’s entire being
towards God, whether as an individual or as a corporate body, the Society. This
is the goal. Here too Jesus stands out as the worshipper of the Father par excel-
lence (Jn 4:34)."* In John’s gospel, for instance, his whole life, his being
Eucharist, and his passion, death and resurrection are set within the context of
Jewish liturgical feasts. His entire life was one prolonged act of worship and
praise of the God who sent him. This means that we take prayer and liturgy
most seriously as the ever-abiding and over-arching context within which we
carry out in diverse ways our one mission of making known the reality of the
incarnation.

In this respect we thank God for the insight of the general chapter delegates
who decided that the communication from the chapter should take the form of
a “worship service” which embodies “an unlimited number of prayer times to
be used individually and/or in groups”.®* The document further points out that
the single purpose of “the rite” is “to open us to the unimaginable ways in
which God reaches us and calls forth to extend the reality of the incarnation”
(emphasis mine). I interpret this inspiration of the chapter delegates as God
calling us as a Society at this particular point in time to join the incarnate
Jesus more consciously and deliberately in making our entire lives, individually
and as a Society, one continuous act of worship and praise.

So we end with a slightly modified version of the Society prayer from the
chapter:

We pray that this time of abiding prayer, alone, and in our gather-
ings, in our individual and communal ministries, will create the
space for our personal hopes and desires, our social, political and
SHCJ visions, our commitment to all that Jesus stands for and died
for, and our longing for God to be acknowledged and integrated
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into our being, among each other and in our world.

Then out of our diversity of thoughts, persons, cultures and lan-
guages, may we be enabled to commit ourselves in a common
vision to live in love; to be Christ’s presence in the world, journey-
ing with each other and with all people as women of compassion,
imagination, courage and faith.

May the Holy Spirit who brought about the reality of the incarna-
tion starting in the womb of Mary, continue to use our bodies and
lives today to make Christ visibly present in our communities,
provinces, Society, countries and world. Amen.
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