Jesus and Salesian Discipleship

Francis J. Moloney, SDB

I have been given the mandate to speak to you today** on the
theme: “How the Word of God shapes our community and our
mission today.” I was not sure how to handle this very large
question in a couple of talks and a discussion session. Biblical
themes abound. But in the end, I thought that the best way to
reflect on the way the word of God shapes our community and
mission today was to reflect upon “the Word of God.” I want to
talk to you about Jesus. One cannot say everything, and I wish to
state simply that I recognize the wider context within which we
live our response to what God has done for us in and through
Jesus.

Jesus is “the Word of God,” but we are summoned to a
radical obedience to the broader message of the biblical word of
God, as it calls us to respond in faith. Similarly, the Bible is not
the whole answer. We are summoned to live out our lives within
the great Catholic tradition, recipients of two thousand years of
rich lived experience and magisterial interpretation of our
Christian way of responding to God. Finally, we are summoned
to respond to the summons of the biblical Word according to the
way of Don Bosco. But [ still want to go back to Jesus, aware
that what we are to share today is at one and the same time the
bedrock of who we are and what we do, and yet only part of the
shaping of the Salesian community and mission.

%6 Talk given to San Francisco Province Leadership members at
San Damiano Retreat House, Danville, Calif., October 13, 2004.
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When Paul cries out: “I have been crucified with Christ;
it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me, and the life
I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who
loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20), what does he
mean? Is he speaking of an experience that transports him from
his lived, flesh and blood existence as a follower of Jesus
Christ? Definitely not! To be crucified with Christ, or as he says
elsewhere, to “put on” Christ (see, for example, Gal 3:27; Rom
13:14; Col 3:10) is the way he strives to live his every day life.
Who is it that one “puts on™? This is not the place to examine
the entire question. I am taking it for granted that Jesus of
Nazareth claimed to be establishing a new way in which God
related to humankind, and vice-versa, a new “space” that he
called “the reigning presence of God.*” I am further taking it for
granted that he preached and lived this presence of God, and that
this was based in a unique sense of mutuality with the God of
Israel that enabled him to relate to that God as a son to a
father.”” However debated Jesus’ preaching of God’s reigning
presence, driven by his filial mutuality with the God of Israel, I
wish to reflect upon two further issues that I suggest you may
find both challenging and helpful: Jesus as the Son of Man, and

*7 Mostly known to us in our English Bible translations as “the
kingdom of God.” My expression, “the reigning presence of God,”
attempts to capture some of the more dynamic meaning of this concept
in the teaching of Jesus. For more on this, see F. J. Moloney, Mark:
Storyteller, Interpreter, Evangelist (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2004),
126-130.

** This is a very serious and much disputed question. It looks to an
understanding of Jesus by means of the expression “abba,” pioneered
by Joachim Jeremias. See especially, J. Jeremias, The Prayers of Jesus
(Studies in Biblical Theology 5; London: SCM, 1967), 11-65. See the
summary of the subsequent debate in Meier, 4 Marginal Jew, 2:359-
69 n. 20. For a recent, more broadly based, return to this question, see
M. M. Thompson, The Promise of the Father. Jesus and God in the
New Testament (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 20-86.
See also Moloney, Mark: Storyteller, 136-38.
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the significance of the figure of the historical Jesus for the shape
of our community and mission.

Jesus: the Son of Man

The expression comes from Jesus, or from the very earliest
Aramaic preaching of the Christian Church. It is a Semitic
expression that has been translated directly into Greek, leaving
clear traces of Semitic origins.””® An important philological and
even theological consequence of this Semitic background is that
the expression, although translated into English, via the Greek, as
“son of man,” was not originally gender specific. It refers to the
human condition as such.*® The expression “the Son of Man” is
found upon the lips of Jesus, and never on the lips of anyone
else, except in John 12:34, but there the crowd is merely
repeating something Jesus has just said. No one else in the
Gospels ever calls him- or herself “the Son of Man,” and no one
ever points to Jesus as “the Son of Man.” It is only used by Jesus,
and he only uses it to speak of himself. In places where one
would expect him to say “I,” he uses the expression “the Son of
Man.” He does not say, “I have no place to lay my head,” but
“the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (see Luke 9:58;
Matt 8:20). He does not say: “I must go up to Jerusalem,” but
“the Son of Man must go up to Jerusalem” (see Mark 8:31). He

% The most obvious indication of the Semitic background to the
expression is that the Greek has two definite articles: “the son of the
man.” This is legitimate in Hebrew or Aramaic, as the second article
indicates the possessive: “the Son of Man,” but that is lost in the direct
translation into Greek.

% The best indication of this is found in the numerous encounters
between God and his prophet Ezekiel. Stressing the human condition
of the prophet, over against the divinity of YHWH, Ezekiel is called
“son of man” 93 times. This form of address “expresses...the
weakness of the creature to whom the mighty Lord shows such
condescension” (W. Eichrodt, Ezekiel: A Commentary [trans. C. Quin;
London: SCM Press, 1970], 61).
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does not say, “I must be lifted up,” but “the Son of Man must be
lifted up” (John 3:14).*" At least for Mark, Matthew and John,
Jesus was “the Son of Man.” Equally interesting is the pervasive
presence of the expression. It is used in the Gospels, in words of
Jesus, 81 times.*®

These three factors, the Semitic origins of the expression,
that Jesus is the only person who uses it, and its widespread
occurrence across the stories of the life of Jesus, have led to an
intense focus on the background and meaning of the expression
“the Son of Man.” There are two reasons for this interest. In the
first place, this looks like the key to an understanding of Jesus’
self-consciousness. The Gospels continually present Jesus as
speaking of himself as “the Son of Man,” but he never explains
what this might mean to his audience. It was taken for granted
that they knew what he meant. Thus, the first and fundamental
reason for interest in Jesus as the Son of Man is to be found in
the long-held conviction that once we come to understand this
expression, used so often by Jesus to speak of himself, then we
would be closer to understanding Jesus.

Some would say that the expression meant nothing more
than “I”” on the lips of Jesus. The expression “the Son of Man” is
really only a Semitic circumlocution for “I,” and thus the
expression contains no hidden meaning. Others would claim that
it does have a Christological meaning, but that it was developed

*! The fact that the Gospel of John, written perhaps at the end of
the first Christian century for a largely Greek-speaking world, still
uses the strange Semitic idiom “the Son of Man” thirteen times is
further indication of the powerful memory of the use of this
expression within the early Christian story-telling tradition.

*? The numbers may not be exact, as there are several places where
the Greek textual tradition is not certain (e.g. John 9:35). One must
also be aware that this figure does not single out the many uses of “the
Son of Man” that one finds in Matthew and Luke that come from their
source, Mark, or those times it appears in Matthew and Luke where
they have most likely received it from their source, Q. It is a simple
count of every appearance of the expression across all four Gospels.




























































