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MAN LISTENS MORE TO WITNESSES THAN TO TEACHERS

Opening Rollo to the IV InterAmerican Meeting of National Leaders
of the Cursillos in Christianity Movement
Caracas, Venezuela, 1976 Eduardo Bonnín


“Today’s man listens more enthusiastically to witnesses than to teachers”. Obviously, this phrase from the Pope, has become the motto of this Encounter, which fits perfectly in an encounter between restless people, committed and involved in the Cursillo Movement.

Precisely because we have seen the essential ideas pursued by the Cursillo Movement proven, and contrasted with life, we have undoubtedly come to experiencing, rather than knowing, that nothing in Cursillo can be theoretical, but eminently practical.

In Cursillo, people grasp what we really are, what we want to be, or what we regret not being; not what we know, what we preach, or what we proclaim. It is the living proof of the strength of the Lord’s affirmation: “Even more blessed are those who, knowing the Word of God, put it into practice.”

It would be desirable that in this Encounter, we would bear witness to this once more with the same atmosphere that we lived at our three- day Cursillo weekend, and therefore, not give rise to the paradox of someone interpreting these words of mine, and the others that will  be pronounced here, as pure theories explained by experts or by teachers. Because, as the Pope indicates, whatever we say here will have worth or not, depending on the intensity of the words conveying our witness.

The value of our words will never come from a simple argument based on authority, nor for how well or badly we deliver them and especially not for what I can say to you. I thank you very sincerely for your consideration in inviting me to participate in this Encounter and, speaking as a guest, I am aware that whoever has the authority of some sort to diagnose what will happen here will in no way be me, but all of you.

I can assure you that I have no direct line to the Holy Spirit, and that I never get accustomed to the wonders of the Lord, so you cannot count on me as an expert. If my words are to have any meaning, it will be precisely due to the value of a witness, and this only insofar as at this moment, I am able to realize the work of Christ in me. And I say at this moment because I cannot be considered a better witness just because I have been present since the beginning. I believe that Paul VI’s statement, which summons us, responds to a double motive: - On the one hand, it is evident that living things have worth, are valued and esteemed more highly than theoretical and speculative things, and this is particularly evident in our world and in our century, where the worship of rationality is almost an idolatry. Christianity is not an ideology, but a word spoken by the One who loves us, and Whose Truth is His very life.

Theories can serve us as an entertainment or a topic for discussion, but only realities are capable of generating other realities; in the end, theories only have worth if they are able to reveal to us the meaning of reality. Otherwise, they boil down to mere illusion.

But, on the other hand, the Pope’s phrase reveals another aspect: it would seem that currently among Christians we suffer a significant drought of people, who, in the most human sense of the word, deserve to be called master, because they are able to illuminate with truth, clarity and an appeal, the unavoidable conjunction that exists between man today and the Gospel. The Gospel tells us that “there is only one master.”

To explain this today we would perhaps say that there is only one authority, that of the Lord, Who, from time to time takes pleasure in raising men in the world who participate in this authority and succeed in creating a style of Christian living, or who formulate a system of thought that at any given time shows the coherence about which we spoke previously, between man and the Gospel.

However, I think that the drought of teachers is not for us to solve, and that the role that the Lord has reserved for us is to be nothing less than His witnesses, that is, men rooted in reality who want to live their life being faithful to the Gospel and to themselves.

It is curious that, in spite of the drought of teachers of which I spoke and although our Guide, Lord and best Master of all, we Christians, or rather those who strive to be Christian, frequently allow ourselves to be swept along by the prevailing current instead of using all our efforts to live His word.

It is difficult to find a living, active, conscious, and consistent Christian who has not been attacked by the fashionable ‘virus’ of believing himself forced to be in the forefront of everything, at all costs.

Today it seems, everyone thinks that he knows better.

Some people think as though they believe that Christianity is meant to force everyone to be leaders in the political and economic field. Others are satisfied with having some supporters to help them carry out their plans, their projects or their ideas.

There are not many who have enough and feel happy knowing how to sing their own specific tune at the right time. Almost everybody, in varying degrees, believes himself forced to give an entire concert.

It is just logical that the magnitude of the disarray in the present world encourages vocations for “problem solvers”, but it is not so logical that we Christians specifically, think that the solution can come from any new theory.

These theories are usually made up by trying to put the most fashionable topics together - with a few snippets of the Gospel - into the cocktail shaker that contains the brilliant ideas. The Gospel, served piecemeal and seasoned to the taste of each moment, has often been the thing that has made us forget the extraordinary power of its strength. We are witnessing many things, but we do not always take into account that the only thing that can give value to all the others is to be a living witness of the most important of them all.

By neglecting such a principal point, it looks as if we were trying to find out if the Gospel is right, instead of illuminating the reason for everything else with the Gospel.

This has been an old temptation to Christians who, it has seemed, rather than enjoying ourselves in the successes and realities of others, have regretted not having had those successes ourselves.

In times when the prestige of science prevailed, it seemed that we were interested only in getting Christians to become scientists, or scientists to become Christians.

When art has been especially highly esteemed, I would say that our goal has been to influence Christians to become artists and artists   to become Christians. And now, along the same lines, Christians are meant to become politicians or politicians to become Christians.

Modern day ‘Pharisees’ sometimes seem to be trying to lower the demands of the Gospel, without realizing that, by seeing the radical demands it makes, they formulate a series of lesser demands that in fact make nothing easier and complicate it more.

Some also follow the mania of using the Gospel as if it were a recipe book. In earlier times, they used to frighten us by pointing out what we could not do, today we are overwhelmed by being told what we must do. It would be far better for everyone to insist on, or to emphasize, as we say today, what we ought to be. That is, nothing more than accepting ourselves as we are and putting ourselves on the path towards becoming the best we can be.

We will manage to be witnesses to the extent that we do not set out to have this role of feeling like masters, and we will keep on realizing that something of the truth, for which the world hungers and needs, can pass to them through us.

Sometimes it happens that someone believes that he is witnessing because he does something in the name of the Lord, with the sole purpose of impressing others. Many times, we have said that when things are lived, they always create a good impression, provided that we don’t live them just to create a good one. We never succeed in giving witness when we do something or “act” for something or someone, instead of doing it “due to” a total conviction. At the very most, we will be giving an example (and there is nothing more boring than an exemplary man) we will be doing advertising, or we will be making a fool of ourselves.

Only the one who loves others, is witnessing, and that person will testify to the Lord insofar as he keeps loving.

It is easy to think that one is witnessing following what may be common sense, but not the Gospel. One chooses once and for all and commits oneself to love others, hating the fewest number of people possible.

Christian commitment and witness are not static, and we keep choosing without excluding, because we have already chosen Christ and we know that He loves everyone.

We cannot “uncommit” ourselves at the possibility of a new situation or idea, since it would be a lack of faith in the creativity of God and of men. We men influence others by living our convictions at all times, and also by taking the risk that this gives rise to by the fact of living them.

Therefore, the person who really witnesses, is one who is witnessing and loving others and who manages to do so in a way that is both fully evangelical and fully personal.

What shapes the person is what he is inside, the vital and structured make-up of each one’s self, that really drives each person to make the pilgrimage to his most original and personal fulfillment and that which really gives energy and vitality to his life; it is what dwells or can be, inside each man.

It is always about the man consciously coming to an awareness of his motivations and striving to direct his intention, his decision, and his will, in a straight line with that perception.

If this man is a Christian, what he lives is that same awareness of his motivations, which is gradually generating and increasing his faith, hope and charity.

This is what reactivates, energizes, expands, inflates, and elasticizes the nucleus of man, that part which prompts him to follow his inner most promptings which comply more accurately with his being, his true self, propelling him towards the realization of his fullest and total personhood.

Man, faced with the consciousness of his being a man cannot but want to be more (of a man), seeking the means to become one, and trying to remove the obstacles that prevent it. We would say that these three clues form the triangle of radical authenticity, beyond which it is more than difficult to maintain an honest posture, and totally impossible to bear witness without them.

Not to wish to become more of a man.

Not putting in the means to become it (more of a man).

Not setting out to remove the obstacles that prevent it, is tantamount to abdicating the most important prerogative that a person can have, because as Machado says: “No matter how much a man is worth,  he will never have a higher value, than the value of being a man.” (Machado is a Spanish poet).
 
A man has this potential because it was given to him by God when He created him; when he becomes aware of it, he realizes that some men, with the help of science and financial backing, traversed the distance between man’s skin and the surface of the moon; we attempt something immensely more difficult: to journey from the person’s skin to the person’s interior, in order to better know the path that leads to ourselves and to others; to be more mindful of the wonder of our existence; to better learn to live in the company of others the adventure of gradually growing as persons.

This attitude involves accepting one’s past, giving thanks for the present and believing in the future. The act of accepting our past helps us to digest it.

To accept our past does not mean to put it in a box.
To accept our past is to put it into context, which is not to put something where it looks nice or does not get in the way.

Accepting our past helps us to make the most of it, which doesn’t mean to use it, nor make use of it, nor serve it, but to use it properly.

The man who can appreciate the present, is able to enjoy both the positivity of all that is good, and everything that happens to him; he assumes the challenge posed by the difficulties in which he finds himself, without making them the object of obsessive fixations, and facing them, he does not let himself be overwhelmed by an attitude of resignation that makes him ignore them, leaving them to be solved in the world to come. On the contrary, he faces them.

To be grateful for the present is also to feel immersed in the flow of possibilities that it offers us, without waiting passively for them to reach us and without letting their delay in coming embitter us.

The one who does not confine himself to just being present, appreciates everything in the present moment, striving to be actively involved in each circumstance, integrating them all into himself and renouncing the comfortable compromise of one who believes that all the things that happen to him are compatible, because he does not actually accept any of them.

We believe in the future because as long as man exists, God will continue to excitedly have faith in him. Because to believe in the future is tantamount to believing in man, in one’s own potential and in the capacity of others as persons.

Only the person can help others to understand themselves to be      a person, and since at first their potential is unlimited, he will only achieve his target if he manages to project onto them, faith, hope and charity in a personal way, since faith, hope and charity are the only things that grow indefinitely in man, without the extent of their growth unbalancing the harmony within himself and his surroundings.

All other virtues, if they grow excessively, become caricatures of themselves. An extremely righteous man becomes a real nightmare for those around him, and they are the victims of his demands and his lamentations. Excessive magnanimity is pure extravagance. Excessive truthfulness can be impertinence, and so on; faith, hope and charity, are the only things that fit the infinite, because only they are infinite. Through this way of witnessing to faith, hope and charity, the reality of man and the world are of total and complete interest, and they can be truly transformed.

Nothing human is alien to us. We cannot ignore the irreducible novelty that the present situation presents, both in our condition as men and as believers.

We must undoubtedly help the difficult gestation of the exercise of fundamental freedoms.
We know that total salvation, the free gift of the Lord that makes us His children, is received in history, therefore history and its course are vital for us, since only in it can we manage to become brothers. We are hurt by all situations of oppression, which occur when somewhere a person is not given a proper place and also when a place is occupied by those who do not think and act as a person.

We also see in the inequalities that remain, how poverty excludes and wealth isolates. How, while some people do not eat, others do not sleep.

In his prime obsessions, modern man reveals himself to us as a being who, when he is not oppressed, becomes an oppressor within the structure of power, who, in the face of knowledge, is either immersed in ignorance or buried in presumption. In the area of money, he lives in misery because he has no money, or he lives driven by impulses, because he has it in excess. And as to sex, often, he does not remain captivated because unhappily, he is already disillusioned. All these problems are problems in themselves, but they are substantially man’s problems.

Very often, we see that intelligent and well-intentioned solutions to all these problems may, perhaps, increase justice, but they do not increase the number of righteous people. They increase peace but the number of those who are peaceful does not grow. Freedom grows but man does not feel more liberated. Structures change, but people have remained forgotten, and then what is still very serious and even imminent, is the possibility that what has been achieved collapses and the achievements are reversed.

We only really believe in the future and bear witness to it, if we act simultaneously on structures and people, while being fully aware that the person retains absolute priority in value and need for care.

We cannot, therefore, content ourselves with easy-to propose but immensely difficult targets that mark utopian goals for the concrete man and later become the cause of his bitterness, the engine of his frustration, or the index of his resentment.

The solution to all human problems can only reach us on the shoulders of men and, precisely, of the men who, accepting their past and being thankful for their present, demonstrate with their lives that they believe in the future. Perhaps we often mistake the way and strive to be witnesses to the Lord’s passion, when our witness is that Christ has risen.

The witnesses to the Passion lead their Christianity down the street of bitterness and forget about the avenue of joy that is the natural attitude of a Christian.

When someone is in a painful circumstance due to illness, accident, annoyance or displeasure, there is always someone who will talk to him about the religious life, thus making it appear that it is intimately linked to the difficult things of life.

In this matter, we have a real arsenal of stereotyped phrases, not only to get out of a tight spot but to attribute it to God’s debt. To a person who broke his leg in an accident, some pious soul will try to convince him that he should thank God that he had not also broken the other leg; but when this same person is in different circumstances, in his everyday life or when he is experiencing joy, nobody reminds him that this gives God pleasure.

Even in the general domain, communication between men tends to relate to misfortunes and difficulties, without any evidence of normal channels of communication of enthusiasm, hope and excitement. It is high time that in addition to the World Health Organization, which is dedicated to fighting diseases, there is also a means for those who are healthy to appreciate and share the joy of being so. The path of joy, the witness of the Resurrection, is born of this belief in the future and at the same time makes it possible to achieve it. Joy is the touchstone that reveals to us that Christian life, and Christian action, develop from within the person.

When we live with that unmistakably joyful mood, we do not need further proof of our identity. Our witness flows with a naturalness from our way of life, and we savor what is good. Since the Group Reunion is precisely a channel for sharing our enthusiasm, it is the key to   our permanent and growing ability to witness. In the friend who is a Christian, this faith in man reaches its maximum dimension, because day by day, we are gradually believing more in him and in the Christ, we see lived through him.

The witness, which is always strictly personal, only reaches its fullness and its guarantee of effectiveness when it is plural and is bound by the bond of friendship. Because the witness that the group can offer, provided none of them is depersonalized, is much greater than the sum of the testimonies offered individually by each member of the group. Here the “whole” is worth more than the sum of its parts, but this “whole” has worth, because each one of its parts has worth.

This witness of a Christian who is gradually accepting his past, grateful for his present and believing in the future, is therefore, substantially a witness of joy and a witness of friendship. Joy is the most personal feature of the person, the characteristic which most characterizes him, the genuine expression of his most radical originality.

Since Joy is communicative, it facilitates, enables, and expresses communication. Joy expands itself and, upon being captured by someone, it prompts its captor to question himself about what is giving him joy.

Moreover, the tree of friendship cannot be planted either for its fruit or for its shade, but for the joy of knowing that there are more trees, for the pleasure of knowing that they exist, for the delight of their company, because their very presence creates closeness.

When the Christian person believes so much in what they have seen and heard, the man who passes him in the street, cannot but wonder why he is joyful. This disposition of curious interest that the witness arouses, is doubtless more likely to lead the man who is questioning, to find the Way, the Truth and the Life, to which the other man is giving witness with his life.

When a Christian person does not witness to his faith, the world accuses him; and when he succeeds in witnessing to it, the world interrogates him. This questioning is not limited to the interest of finding out how this joyful and eager-for-friendship Christian lives. The man of today instead of saying “look how they love each other”, is more prone to ask himself “why do they love?”.

Indeed, when the witness is fully personal and radically evangelical, it does not lead to imitation because it is clear that what is witnessed is not a “how” but a “why”, and the expansion of that “why” is spread to others who will then make it true in their life in a way that is a personal, different and unrepeatable “how”.

In addition to this questioning, the witness causes a wave of admiration. Admiration that will produce an enriching interaction between two people which then pushes each one of them towards becoming their true selves.

The admirer does not become dazzled and paralyzed, neither does the person being admired become conceited, nor does he take advantage of the situation. Faced with the reaction that modern man usually has before a Christian witness, even though we are the ones who believe ourselves to be Christians, we very often assume an attitude of not being able to understand them, thus endangering their full development.

When a man reaches a specific time and circumstance of life and is free of prejudice, when he meets Christ and chooses to believe in Him, the very core of his being is transformed so that he becomes able and willing. It seems that a more or less intense conversion begins; something perceptible but inexplicable that starts from the most intimate part of himself and propels him to the true achievement of his goals. He gradually realizes that Christ came to save man, so that man, united by Grace to His Person, and to His doctrine through his criterion, in union with Him, would save the world. He gave man a share in His task.

If a person doesn’t allow himself to become blind to his condition of being a free person, he will gradually and increasingly get the message and try to deepen it with a determined and sustained will. He will not avoid it, because he starts from the principle that everything in him has to be motivated and directed by the disposition of his progressive conversion to the Person of Christ, in faith, in hope and charity; or at least in something that is in an honest and sincere effort to be so.

Unfortunately, it frequently happens, accentuating our interest in adding things and perhaps in all good faith, we hinder this process of conversion and with it his witness. Instead of us focusing on the joy and amazement of his encounter, we dedicate ourselves to remotely manipulating and directing his Christianity and his witness, demanding or advising him to invest it in the specific way that we want. We do this either because it is what we are interested in or because it is the one that is fashionable, or because we just assign it to him paternally because we think it is the one that most suits him.

The right and evangelical thing to do is to adopt the attitude of the Lord after the resurrection of Lazarus, when He said to those present: “Untie him and let him go.” [Jn 11:44]

We do not let him go, because we do not trust him, or because we think we need him to be more helpful to us than to his own environment. We do not let him walk either, because we plot out his itinerary, or we envelop him, prescribing a complicated treatment for his formation, capable of enthusing the most deluded, but one that would quickly disappoint those who are not.
It is true that like the man born blind in the Gospel, after his healing, it was said “trees will look like men to him and men, like trees”, but what would be less appropriate, now that he cannot distinguish between men and trees, would be to take advantage and to give him a lecture on botany and another on anatomy. (This is Eduardo’s play on words to emphasize the point that we must always respect a person’s freedom, never imposing.)

We are not satisfied with the joy of seeing that the blind can see, that the lame can walk, that the lepers are made clean, that the deaf can now hear, that the dead rise and that the Good News is announced to the poor. But we do not stop until we have added a few drops of (what we consider) good sense, which make us change the joy into something which barely resembles it.

Now the blind can see, and instead of enjoying the fact that they can see, we spend our time complicating their lives by telling them where and what to look at and what gesture they have to use when they look at certain things.

The lame can walk, and we prefer to tell them how to walk and where to go, instead of rejoicing to see that they are no longer limping. Sometimes, to aggravate things a little, we even force them to enroll in a racing competition in our favorite club, or we do not leave them alone until we get them to dance to the sound of our particular tambourine.

The lepers are now clean and, instead of rejoicing to see them healthy, it seems that we never quite finish forgiving them, for now that they are clean, they look better and have a better presence than many Christians of our time, among whom we may be one.

The deaf hear, and instead of rejoicing at the fine hearing they have now, we think that perhaps this is a complication for us, since we cannot go on saying certain things.

The dead rise, and instead of rejoicing with their return to life, with their presence and their company, our endeavor seems to be to annoy them, harassing them with demands: when they are still taking pleasure, not quite believing what has happened to them, we try not only to put them in the “business” of our “religion” and complicate them with our set-ups of the moment, but also, we usually burden the first ones who offer themselves, the most devoted and selfless, and make them responsible for all the liabilities of the “company”.

And the Good News is communicated to the poor, and when they know it, they believe it and live it, that is, they put it into practice and communicate it to each other with a joy as uncontainable as it is contagious, it hurts us to see that they are turning everything upside down the reverse of how it has always been. And, seeing that our compromises, our arrangements and our conventions are getting smashed to pieces, because the Good News is transforming them and makes them have a festive-like air to everything, we think that this is too much and we are scandalized that Christ continues working so many wonders in them.

Let us not want to be judges of men or history, but let us reflect with simplicity, as evangelically as possible, what men are able to do when the Good News of the Kingdom of God comes to them, and they see themselves involved and sent by Him to the most original of adventures. 

When we try to channel people into a “how”, for those people who are motivated, oriented, and amazed by a “why”, we are removing spontaneity from life and making the world less beautiful.

Let us keep in mind that the original freedom of choice that man has, is continually accompanied -throughout his life, in an inalienable way-, by the freedom of a fulfilling realization that even if it may be shared and communicated, it doesn’t cease to be the fruit of a personal decision. Let us also remember that this man will always have the right to be wrong; something that Pope John XXIII spoke about.

Christ always seems to have this very much in mind and at Zacchaeus’ house, He does not do what surely any of us would have done. He does not check the salary of his employees to see if he complies satisfactorily with the labor laws, nor does He advise him to create a cooperative, or a bank for the poor, nor does He ask him for a donation for the temple of Jerusalem, neither does He tell him to contribute his money to some specific thing in the synagogue. And He knows very well that Zacchaeus, once released, will do much more and he will do so with more enthusiasm, because he will use his personal creativity. This is why the Lord said: “Today, salvation has come to this house.”

In the light of the light that Christ gives him, the man who has been released by Christ adopts an attitude and a new vision that knows little about vindication and percentages.

By God’s Grace, our job is not to free man, because man is already liberated, redeemed and saved by Christ.

What we do have is the amazing opportunity to realize the liberation that man already has - generally without him having discovered it - and make it present, personal, and effective.

Because the Kingdom of God is within us, and the history of mankind, perhaps it could be summarized by saying that it is the history of the attempts men have made to locate it, look for it and find it elsewhere. This makes us eternal seekers, instead of conscious, and, therefore, joyful possessors.

Unlike the teachers who want to demonstrate it, the witness of the Resurrection of Christ limits one to showing the truth of his life, with spontaneous naturalness, rejoicing in the joy that it is possible to love all men and, to love those who are close to him as much as he loves himself.

He will make himself a Gentile with the Gentiles, a Jew with the Jews, he will weep with those who weep and laugh with those who laugh, not because he is a “disengaged opportunist”, but someone who gradually commits himself to all, since he is committed to Christ; someone who among the radical options that the world seems to demand of us, adopts a much more radical action, because he goes absolutely for everything and everyone and he knows that everything created is redeemable, and that the world and history need him in his position, standing out, giving his precise note, in perfect harmony with all the other notes - always jubilant because we feel them close - of those who, with their friendship, also live in Grace.

The fact of being simply Christian makes man into: yeast fermenting the dough by contagion; salt, which, by giving flavor to life, makes it easier; and light, that, when it is projected onto the specific circumstance, makes man’s march towards his fulfillment possible.

Thus, our endeavor can only be to simplify, facilitate and enable the essential dynamism of the potential of the whole man who is consciously Christian. And I am sure that there is no one better able to do so than those who, like you, are fortunate enough to belong to countries which are the present hope of humanity and who, perhaps because they belong to what we, from the other part of the world, call the New World, have special ability to give birth to a new world.

Eduardo Bonnín
Caracas, Venezuela, 1976
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