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XX GENERAL CHAPTER

OPENING OF THE 20TH GENERAL CHAPTER

Reflections of Br. Benito S.G.

Rome, 4 September 2001

My dear Brothers, welcome to the 20th General Chapter. Today, September 4th , we rejoice at being here together—the 117 Chapter delegates as well as the other Brothers who will be helping us in our work during these weeks.

Your presence reminds me of our Brotherhood and that we belong to an international family, representing the Marist communities of 76 countries (on August 6 one Brother landed in Cuba and the second arrived yesterday) and coming from 41 different countries.

Officially, we do our work in four languages, but looking at the make-up of this hall, the mother tongues you speak probably exceed twenty.

1. I would like to welcome each of you by name, but time constraints prohibit it. I extend a cordial greeting, in my name and in yours, to Brother Charles Howard. I am happy that you are in good shape and filled with the open and enthusiastic spirit which has always been your hallmark.

I extend my welcome and I thank all those who are our collaborators at the Chapter. They form a large group, and for the most part will not be here in the Chapter hall. Welcome, Father Dennis Green, S.M.: You are already familiar to and appreciated by many of us and we truly thank you for being with us again. 

I am deeply grateful for the spiritual accompaniment of Brothers and laity who from a distance have helped lay the groundwork for the Chapter. Their prayers—on which I truly rely—are so valuable, since if God writes history with a human pen, it is important that the head and the heart of each one of us be open to the Spirit so as to discern the Spirit’s messages and do our best to transform them into human speech and into action!

I welcome in advance a group of lay people who will be with us in a few days. After receiving the individual responses of each capitulant, the Preparatory Commission took the initiative of inviting them.

Since some time back there has been a group of Brothers who have been working at organizing this Chapter; they are the members of the Preparatory Commission and they have done an excellent job. Other Brothers, those on the Provisional Committee, began their work last week. Many thanks to one and all. Finally, to the Brothers and helpers who have taken care of setting up the infrastructure and materials needed for the smooth operation of the Chapter: my sincere gratitude.

An Historic Event

2. Our 20th General Chapter is taking place at a very significant time in that all four Marist Congregations are in Chapter here in Rome at the same time. We had known for some time that the Society of Mary (Marist Fathers) would be meeting at the same time as we are. But by pure chance it turns out that all four congregations planned their chapters on the same dates. No one planned this. The different calendars just happened to coincide.

We will take advantage of this historic moment to have common gatherings, including the audience with the Pope. This will provide an opportunity to begin or to strengthen friendships with our fellow Marists. Surely there will be among all of us the strong bond of prayer that will allow us to share the faith-based responses each of our congregations will attempt to make to the Lord in our respective general chapters.

I. WHY AND FOR WHAT ARE WE HERE?

3. At our Second General Chapter in 1852 Brother François encouraged the Brothers who were about to vote in these words: “We beg you to consult God before making your choice, and we desire that you choose only the most pious, the most virtuous, those most devoted to the true interests of the Congregation, those most filled with the spirit of our venerable Founder”. Once the vote count was complete, he wrote a letter to the Brothers in which he showed his contentment with the election: “I simply want to congratulate you for the zeal and devotion you have shown in this situation… the wishes which you have expressed to us for the success of this meeting and the goodness of your choice demonstrate to me more and more the excellent spirit which animates you”.

Do you think I could write to the Institute in the same words? Of course, I am kidding.

I assume that in the election process for the Chapter delegates, the motives and expectations of the voting Brothers were varied, but I believe that the human and religious qualities of those here present allow me to foresee a General Chapter that will welcome the Lord’s callings with joy and responsiveness. I am convinced that we Brothers capitulants are here because we love our religious family and we believe the charism inherited from Marcellin is a gift of the Holy Spirit to the Church, and will continue to be an ever-present grace for the world. (Cf. C. 164)

And so the question: Why are we here? would have to be answered out of faith in a choice made by God by way of our Brothers. “We have not come here of our own accord; rather, we have been called by the will of God manifested by the votes of our Brothers.” (Brother François, Opening Address to the 2nd General Chapter, 1852). I haven’t the slightest doubt: It is the Lord who brings us together! And it is He who offers us the life-giving breath of His Spirit so that we might have life to the full!

Matters would be ever clearer if each one of us asks ourselves the question Why am I here? In a very general way I share with you some of the reasons I myself consider most significant:

4. We are here:

· To face the present, but above all the future of the Congregation, with realism, courage and hope. Fr. Colin, addressing the members of the 2nd General Chapter in June of 1852, said: “Every building depends on its foundation. Ground yourselves well, my children. Do not look at the present moment; think of the future. Regard your society as spreading out everywhere. Do not look only at yourselves; think of the whole group and not only the individual; set up solid principles; I repeat: …lay the foundations in such a way that your congregation might last across the centuries until the end of the world”. Nowadays we would not use the same terms as Colin—we would not think of saying we will last until the end of the world—but it is still true that we are to lay a solid foundation for our future while trusting totally in God. Our Constitutions state it in modern terms: “Fidelity to our mission requires us to be constantly alert to the signs of the times, to the calls of the Church, and to the needs of youth. Such alertness makes it easier for us to adapt structures and to take courageous, even unprecedented decisions” (C.168)

· To promote the LIFE and vigor of Brothers-consecrated persons-apostles of youth. To promote the vitality and vigor of a Marist mission that must be able to accept new defeats and to respond to new challenges. All this demands of us an openness, a listening ear and a careful reading of the signs of the times, as well as the courage to act in creative fidelity to our charism.

· To live a Pentecost experience and allow ourselves to be converted and transformed by the Holy Spirit. And on going back to our respective provinces, to carry the fire of the Spirit with us. To the new provinces that start coming into existence beginning in June of 2002! We cannot limit ourselves to only being Chapter delegates for a few weeks in Rome. I strongly believe that the grace of being present at a General Chapter must have a lasting impact in the life of each one of those who have been given this grace.

· To consider and to implement the ways of leading and governing that will be best for the Institute at this time in our history and to select the people who seem to us the best suited, according to the heart of God, to lead the Institute and help us carry out affectively and effectively the decisions and directives of this 20th General Chapter.

We come together, with both our richness and our poverty

5. Knowing you as I do, I can state that we are a group rich in human and Marist values.

· Rich in the personal quality of each one of us.

· Rich in hope: our own and that of so many Brothers and laity who await the Spirit’s message, who are praying for us and who by their lives or writings make their appeals to us.

· Rich through the fidelity even to martyrdom of eleven Brothers and the generous presence of others who continue their Marist mission in places of danger and suffering.

· Rich for being conscious of our limitations yet trusting even more in Jesus, the Lord of History, and in His Spirit.

· Rich because despite our numerical poverty we choose new missionary projects.

· Rich in the blossoming of the life of the Institute in some countries of Africa and Latin America.

· Rich because though the process of restructuring has upset many of us, in a healthy way, it has reinforced our communion and has opened up new perspectives.

· Rich because the enthusiasm of the canonization continues to spread and is setting new fires in the Spirit.

· Rich because we experience the encouragement of laymen and laywomen who want to share our Marist mission and spirituality.

· We also bring with us the richness of the historical moment, that of some of the local churches and the living hope and the dreams of the consecrated life.

6. We also gather here with our limitations, with our poverty.

· The poverty of our inconsistencies, of the distance between our words and our actions.

· The poverty of not evaluating correctly today’s culture: postmodern, globalized,…

· The poverty of human resources due to a lack of money and the aging of personnel in a good number of provinces.

· The poverty of burn-out of our leadership, given the lack of Brothers of an age and physical condition to exercise it.

· The poverty of a community life which shuts out the real world, which frequently is a victim of individualism. A community life which, especially in western cultures, is neither strong nor meaningful.

· The poverty of the difference between what God is asking of us and the feeble decisions that we make to put it into action.

· The poverty of weariness and a certain disillusionment because the results of our “putting out the nets” are scarce….and we do not feel that we are capable of passing on the joy of the vocation that we live and love.

· The poverty that results from being for the most part rich in material goods but not always letting ourselves be directed by Gospel values regarding their use and regarding living with moderation.

· The poverty of continuing to cultivate our own “great means of success” and letting ourselves be influenced by the consumer and self-help culture.

· The poverty that is seen in groups of Brothers, sometimes misled, other times suffering the wounds of secularization….A good number of them show little vitality or apostolic enthusiasm. Though I cannot quantify this phenomenon, I sense the symptoms of a serious crisis of faith.

It might be useful for each one of us to try to come up with answers to the following questions:


What riches do I have?


What limitations do I have?

What is my attitude in face of diversity and the unknown?


What prejudices or fears do I have?
II. MY HOPES FOR THE 20TH GENERAL CHAPTER

7. A time of conversion: It is this attitude that makes salvation possible. It will be difficult for us to examine the future and discern the movements of the Spirit without an attitude of conversion. The fruits of a Chapter cannot be evaluated by the beautiful language of the documents but by their ability to bring about a change in the minds and hearts of the capitulants themselves and by the dynamism they might offer the Institute through similar experiences of conversion and change in the provinces. I think the penitential aspect is important, but prior to this a collective examination of conscience is needed in order to recognize our mistakes and change our way of looking and things and at life.

Conversion demands an attitude of self-emptying, of standing before God without any desire but to let oneself be guided by His Spirit in the search to respond in love to His will. Br. François, using the phraseology of the time, asked the capitulants of 1852: “Let us renounce in advance every human perspective, every feeling which does not have God and Religion as its aim, and let us use with a zeal and a boundless devotion all our talents and faculties to do well the work we have been given…”

8. Centered in Jesus with Mary’s attitudes: The reasons for our meeting have nothing to do with those of a commercial enterprise. We are not a multi-national that meets to analyze its financial status and plan publicity campaigns. It is a meeting of faith because our presence here, as religious, as sons of Champagnat, only finds its full meaning—individual as well as community—in our faith in the call of God. And if as Marist Brothers “Jesus is all for us, as he was for Mary” (C. 7)—the motive of our being and our acting—it cannot be less so now that we gather in his name.

He and his Gospel must be the basic reference point of whatever we propose and decide at this Chapter. his Kingdom and our participation in building it, his sentiments and his choices, the sense of his life and his death, must always be present in our reflections, our conversations, our discernment. I find it significant that the motto directing our Chapter coincides with the meaning Jesus gives to his mission: “I have come that they may have LIFE, life to the full”. A Chapter that seeks VITALITY must not turn in on itself and concern itself just with the internal needs of the Congregation. Rather, it must put itself at the service of this Life the Lord wants for everyone, especially for those whose dignity is denied or who are obliged to live on the margins of society. Looking out to the world is for us indispensable.

And we should live this way with our eyes set on Mary. Since we are called to be followers of Jesus, she—the first disciple—shows us how to do so. “Our ways of being and acting draw their inspiration and guidance from the attitudes that made her the perfect disciple of Christ” as is so beautifully stated in our Constitutions (C 4). As we are his heirs and participate in the spirit and charism of St. Marcellin, it can be no other way. Mary should always be in our hearts and minds and we must identify with her, welcoming and taking to heart the calls that God will be making in this time of grace which the Chapter is.

9. To live a community experience: fraternal, festive and temperate: As we have been greeting one another these days, I have seen the joy we experience on seeing one another again or on meeting Brothers from other countries for the first time. From the outset I have sensed a family spirit and this makes me very happy. Let us live our Marist brotherhood in an international community, even though there may be differences and challenges: of language, of mentality, of vision, of experiences and differing situations…even to the point of misjudgments, misunderstandings or tensions. But this great community has the power of love, of the communion we have in the charism of Marcellin and the power of recent experiences lived under the motto “a heart without bounds”. During these weeks that we will spend together it is possible to create a climate of joy and celebration, a climate of mutual confidence, of healthy communication, a family spirit. For this to happen, we need to develop our ability to listen and to express with the freedom of the Spirit the words that God inspires us to speak. Perhaps we will need a degree of patience and of forgiveness in face of unforeseen tensions or impulses or maneuverings that may not be very Gospel-based.

I can’t resist the desire to share with you the experience of a Sister friend of mine regarding how and when to share: “On the occasions that I have met with youth (in intergenerational and interfaith meetings) it is clear to me that I do not have the right to participate without first asking myself: are your heart and mind in the right place? I go to the Beatitudes: clean of heart? the value of truth with justice? welcoming a possible confrontation from the other generation? And the encounter with the Word of the Lord purifies me of such simple but important things such as: the fear of upsetting, the risk of an easy but complicitous silence, the fear of being misunderstood and of losing face…Renewed by prayer, I feel excited about going to the appointment. I enter with simplicity, freedom and interior peace. I speak afterwards of feeling that the only thing in my heart is the desire that peace and justice embrace. Without this condition, I do not have the right to take the floor. After speaking, I listen calmly…and, in the sonorous solitude, I sleep in peace.”
This climate of brotherhood and freedom of spirit can be created among us. To do it we have to be disposed to step outside our own language or cultural boundaries in order to get to know the wonderful Brothers of other cultures. The heart has its own language and it is international.

I share with you a difficulty and a conviction I have about what I’ve just said: I don’t know how we can reconcile the various festive celebrations with a simple, temperate lifestyle. I believe that living together as brothers and moderation of themselves are already a good capitular message for the Institute.

10. Sensitive (open!) to pluralistic and intercultural sharing: The Union of Superiors General recently (December 2000) reflected on this topic. I make reference to it directly or by quoting certain subsidiary texts that served as grounds for reflection:

“A General Chapter is a unique and privileged moment to relate catholicity with the local intercultural inclusiveness of our institutes. Juridical norms sometimes hinder the experience of catholicity at a Chapter. The norms of representation remain restricted to the more consolidated zones. Shouldn’t we exhibit that evangelical ‘parrhesia’ that makes us transcend the norms, when the Spirit carries us ‘beyond’?” (n. 64)

I have the impression that the undercurrents of human motivation and power-seeking that circulated in General Chapters in past years when we were novices in learning to dialog and discern have become progressively fewer. This progress gives us more freedom to be sensitive to the small and to the minority because perhaps it is there that lie the Spirit’s surprises. One of the signs of our times is globalization and the “alliances” that peoples wish to set up among themselves. This poses both an opportunity and a challenge for religious life (the congregations), because while it stimulates us to implement means of inculturation and local enfleshment of our charism, it also will be necessary to reinforce unity and communion regarding the charism.

“We should recognize our present model of consecrated life is not very open to pluralism and, therefore, we have not developed the mechanisms that can support it” (n. 62)

In face of this I ask myself and I ask you, what relevance do we have to offer to the projects and values of Marist life arising out of the African-Malgache, the Asiatic, the American, the European or the Pacific contexts? And at the same time, are there not present among us cultural influences or modes of inculturation that betray Gospel values and essential aspects of our charism?

Out of this pluralistic gathering doubts and questions occur to me regarding the dynamic that this Chapter might have, regarding how to implement and bring to term the calls and challenges that our assembly will answer and take on.

11. Promoting ways of refounding in creative fidelity to St. Marcellin
In this section I will repeat statements that I have already communicated to the Institute on the occasion of the 1997 General Conference of Provincials. I return to those thoughts with the belief that there is hardly anything new that I could add to what I expressed on that occasion.

When I speak of REFOUNDING the Institute, I am not implying that the Marist Brothers need to renew ourselves, to become better, to adapt in some way. Neither do I limit myself to saying that “the Brother” must convert, pray better, be more poor, more apostolic…I speak of REFOUNDING in its literal meaning, and this touches the conversion of the Institute as a whole, as regards each administrative unit, as regards each community and as regards the each of the works we direct. It is a matter of a conversion that arises from fidelity and love and that affects one’s very being, one’s actions, and our institutions and endeavors.

“To refound is to effectively re-direct the Institute along the lines of the insights and the intentions that Father Champagnat had at the beginning of the Congregation. It is not a matter of attempting to reproduce exactly what the first Brothers did. But is does imply recovering the elements that gave originality to the charism in order to put them into effect in the present moment of history and in the various cultural contexts where the Institute is today.
To enter upon a process of refounding demands: To make our own the heart of the Founder and to feel the calls God is making at the present time. To use his eyes to look with love on today’s world and its needs which demand of us a response similar to what he would have done in 1817. To engage ourselves in reproducing in new words the same values that Marcellin Champagnat wished for his little Brothers. To take on projects that are more faithful to the Founder’s insights. To divest ourselves of whatever might distance us from that fidelity, even though what we are presently doing is good and commendable for society. Right now in your part of the world, who are the Jean-Baptiste Montagnes?

Again I use for reinforcement what served as a basic principle at the 58th Assembly of the Union of Superiors General (U.S.G.). From the text I’ve taken a few lines:

“An institute of consecrated life is a charismatic reality, open to possible refoundings through the work of the Spirit. The recovery of the charismatic event is one of the most fascinating tasks that can be undertaken today in consecrated life…We should not think that refounding is only a subject for our generation. In other times, the Spirit acted in a similar manner during times of adaptation, revitalization, rebirth and reform” (n. 53). “We are in an endless process of founding and refounding through the action of the Spirit. This gives rise to conflicts, tensions, criticism of how we have lived until now. The fear of losing our identity and our fellowship may give rise to inopportune interventions…” (n. 54)

The 19th General Chapter had this insight. At this one in 2001 we are called to the work of discerning that insight, to reaffirm it, to promote means of refounding, to set up more precise guidelines…Perhaps this discernment may lead to our laying aside what had seemed a healthy insight and proposing alternate possibilities to the Institute.

12. A New Pentecost for the Institute:

I ardently desire that this General Chapter offer the Institute the “novelty” that is a hallmark of every paschal event, and the LIFE that we need. For the past several months we have been saying “Choose life”. But this life that we want and search for is a gift of God, a loving offer that the Lord does not impose on us, but which awaits our welcome and our response. “I have set before you life and death…Choose life, then, that you and your descendants may live.” (Deut. 30:19)

“It is the Spirit that gives life” (Jn. 6:63). Life is a fruit of the Spirit in us and shows itself in “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23). A Chapter has no guarantee beforehand that it will be a work of the Spirit. It is necessary to allow the Spirit to act. Therefore we must ask the Spirit to “free us from all that hampers our welcoming Him whole-heartedly” (C. 166) because it is the Spirit who can make us discover the various presences of God in history and will help us to discern and interpret correctly the signs of the times.

We will be devoting much time to reflection, to sharing and to writing a few pages which will serve as memory-jogger and reference for the coming years. I invite you to live this experience of grace in the communion of hearts that Fr. Champagnat desired, while persevering “in prayer with the same spirit, with Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers.” (Cf. Acts 1:14).

The Institute needs the fire of the Spirit to find Brothers who are alive, who will carry this fire with themselves and are ready to spread it in every country, because there are those who are “spiritually cold” and, above all, there are many Jean-Baptiste Montagnes who are dying of the cold, excluded from society, lacking hope, unable to make sense of their lives.

III. SOME OF MY CONCERNS ABOUT THE INSTITUTE

13. I have already shared these concerns with you in one way or another on various occasions: meetings of groups of Brothers and laity, letters to the Provincials, messages written to groups, etc. I am not repeating them here because I think the Chapter should make them central topics for reflection, but simply to pass on to you what I have been able to sense during my years of service to the Institute. I see them as signs of something “special”. How they show themselves may not be the same in all parts of the Institute.

Some of them exhibit symptoms much like a virus that circulates in a more or less visible fashion and can be detected by the impact it has on essential aspects of our life, such as consecration, mission, vitality or community life.

I mention other concerns because they are a source of uneasiness and anxiety for groups of Brothers (such as “the graying” of the Institute and the decreasing numbers of Brothers), or because they can or do make non-viable certain processes or forward steps (those having to do with material resources and their evangelical use). There is one aspect which I do not consider a problem but an opportunity and that, already begun in the Institute, is in its final stages (restructuring).

a) SPIRITUALITY: A matter of unification of life or a crisis of faith?

14. The work of animation and reflection that has been promoted by the apostolic spirituality network has been most interesting. It should not be surprising that this service has taken on various forms and has not been lived out with the same intensity or the same interest in every administrative unit. From what I see and hear from the Brothers, there are indications that refer to a weak faith or very little faith in the Lord. I perceive a growing secularism and, consequently, a faith that is not up to sustaining the life and mission to which we have been called. And this weak faith gives rise to a watered-down spirituality, with a certain weakness or clearly inappropriate adaptations. I don’t know what your impressions are. If we have weak faith, what do we do about it on the personal and community levels? What can help us to grow in faith? How many of your communities can be considered schools of faith? I am not talking about the level of community prayer, but about the whole life of the Brother and of the community—in relation to God, to other people and to life (the world).

I define this in the following way: We are a group of “religious” and our choice of this way of life only makes sense if we believe in a VOCATION, in a call from God IN JESUS: “He chose us in the person of Christ…he blessed us in the person of Christ…he consecrated us in the person of Christ” (Cf. Eph. 1). To speak of spirituality then is to relate ourselves to that God of Jesus, to relate ourselves to that very Jesus Christ. I am speaking therefore of a CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY. That is, letting oneself be guided by the Spirit of God in following Jesus. It is not a matter therefore of just any type of spirituality.

Therefore, a Marist lives his spirituality in an intimate relationship with the Lord. It is making of Jesus the ALL of our lives as it is stated in the Constitutions (7).

If our ENTIRE life is centered in Jesus and grows in faith, hope and love, and enthusiasm for the Kingdom, then we can talk of having a strong spirituality.

To the degree that we live this spirituality of belonging, in love with Christ (the “for me to live is Christ” of Paul), there will not be seen among us certain symptoms that we do frequently find. I will list some of them in a general way, although their presence and relevance will vary from place to place:

· resistance to change (conversion) out of fear, for convenience, etc.;

· attachment to what we have, to securities of different types: social, material, prestige, recognition;

· diminished apostolic enthusiasm, more and more obvious absence from direct contact with youth on the part of the Brothers;

· weak commitment to our vocation: ease in breaking the “vowed commitment”, low rates of perseverance; the “emptiness”, at times irreversible, during the “crisis of the forties”.

· a weak personal prayer and the formalism and poverty of community prayer;

· the human and spiritual isolation which the atmosphere of some communities fosters.

· an insufficient inculturation of our charism and a distancing ourselves from the religious practices of simple people;

· the little significance we give to our lives as men of God; this is more evident in relation to the effect we have on those around us (we are admired more for what we do, for the effectiveness of our work than for the stimulus to be better Christians that our lives awaken…)

I am aware I have not touched on the apostolic dimension of our spirituality nor its Marial dimension. I wanted to go to the most fundamental: loving and belonging to Jesus, But I haven’t the slightest doubt that in both of these we need to set our roots deeper and grow more.

b) IDENTITY: who are we?, what do we want?, where is the Lord taking us?

15. In the ‘70s, we faced an identity crisis that affected our reason for being a “lay institute” or “religious brothers” and consequently, I believe, our status in the Church. The 1985 Chapter settled for the moment the question of clericalizing us since at that time we were coming to a clearer understanding that our vocation as “religious brothers” was as meaningful and valuable for the Church as any other Christian vocation.

My impression is that the present crisis has different nuances and manifests itself in ways that affect our mission, our reason for being and our consecration through the three evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience, and consequently, also the permanence of our commitment.

Regarding our identity, we do not share a common vision. I sense a scattering (confusion) about our identity and this leads some Brothers to questions like these: Are the Brothers really needed for the continuation of the charism? Wouldn’t it be better to define ourselves as a movement within the Church rather than as a congregation?…In these different visions, each one stresses an important aspect of our identity but frequently to the detriment of other important aspects which are equally part of who we are.

For some the important thing is that we are religious, with a specific mission to the world and in the Church;
For others, we are basically educators: “this is why Fr. Champagnat founded us” they say, To be educators usually means identifying ourselves as teachers, instructors, professors, etc. They point out the name given us by the Church in 1863: F.M.S. – Fratres Maristae a Scholis. The essential aspect of our charism, they say, is to be in an academic environment. It becomes so important for them that, if this is not the case, they think we are no longer Marists;
· Others say we are, above all, apostles of youth, the context in which we work with them not being so important: “We are close to young people in their actual life-situations” (C. 83)
· Still others emphasize our being brothers, consecrated for the mission of evangelization: “Faithful to Fr. Champagnat, [we work] to evangelise people, especially by educating the young, particularly those most neglected” (C. 80). We are brothers, to whom “the love which the Holy Spirit pours into our hearts gives as a share in the charism of Marcellin Champagnat and directs all our energies to this one aim: TO FOLLOW CHRIST AS MARY DID” (C. 3)
16. The reality is that WE ARE ALL THIS, just as we are Christians, members of the Church, etc. But we must be it and live it in a unifying way.

To these different visions of what is essential to our charism can be added the problem of not knowing exactly what it means to be a religious in today’s world: what is our stance as we face the world as religious?

For some Brothers this confusion can become a serious obstacle to growing in fidelity to our vocation and to committing ourselves to vocation ministry. It can limit our apostolic daring and our joyful living out of our own vocation.

There are some aspects of this identity crisis which have their origin in a change of functions or of roles. In the past, certain set functions were considered proper for and exclusive to Brothers: establishing and directing schools, being catechists and pastoral leaders, being vocation recruiters and directors…Today these roles are filled by lay people or shared with the Brothers. This “territorial” displacement is seen as a crisis by some: Who am I? Of what use am I? What is there to distinguish me from the layperson who is now doing this job? It becomes obvious that the crisis arises out of a prior confusion of roles.

For myself, I believe that religious life must redefine itself and its essential charism in a new cultural context. I do not see this as something negative. It could be a crisis that could bring us Marists to a deeper understanding of our roots and to commit ourselves more enthusiastically to our vocation, leaving some things behind and taking on others that may enable us to understand more intensely our reason for being.

c) INCULTURATION: We have not succeeded in adequately taking our stand before today’s world. We are little by little losing contact with youth.

17. This weakness of the Institute seems to me to be occurring as much on the personal level as on the community and institutional levels.

It has correctly been said that we live in a world of constant change. One even hears the term “epochal change”, as if we were beginning to write a new and different chapter of history. I believe this insight is correct.

We live in a world that is becoming more and more secularized; a world in which references to God and to Jesus are ignored or avoided or are at least fewer than in past years. A world that is more aware of its diversity and in which the rights of minorities, of those who are “different” are being reclaimed, though not always successfully… A world that is being “globalized” but which reacts with attachment to the “local”, to one’s own cultural or religious traditions, to ethnic roots…a world strongly influenced (and at times controlled and manipulated) by the media, by technology, by commercial propaganda, by the power of capitalism…a world having a socioeconomic order with manifestly deep injustices and inequalities, where the domination and control of the powerful progressively excludes persons, social groups and nations. In this situation, effective solidarity is still weak.

In face of this new world it is difficult to distinguish the wheat from the chaff. And we run the risk of either joyfully welcoming everything which arises or systematically condemning whatever disturbs us.

It is at times difficult to understand what it means to be a believer and a Christian in a world where respect for ancient religious traditions is gaining strength, thank God. How to value and love the Christian vocation? How not to lose my own identity? What does it mean to evangelize, to proclaim Jesus Christ, in this world and to this world?

18. What brings me to identify this reality as a concern or problem? Because we have been sent to this world, and not to comprehend what is happening or not to take a meaningful stance before it diminishes the fidelity and enthusiasm of our gospel response.

I see it as a problem because I often perceive ambiguities in our response: Do we let ourselves be assimilated without taking a critical stance or are we capable of facing it with gospel criteria and attitudes? Are we allowing ourselves to be secularized, more or less unconsciously, or do we have the courage to keep the prophetic aspect of religious life alive?

It is the challenge of how to live out what the gospel of John says: “Be in the world but not of the world”. Feeling sorry for ourselves serves no purpose; we must act. Obviously, discernment is the only means of coming to an adequate stance in face of this reality. But returning to the initial statement of the problem: How can we discern if we are not living a deep spirituality?

d) Even with the conviction that the Marist charism is valid and relevant, fewer resources and the aging of the Brothers pose problems.
19. You all realize that we are fewer…we are older…there is a lack of vocations…there is no new blood…Over the past eight years the Institute has lost about 750 Brothers and I expect this decrease to continue for some time.

A simple statement, with no value judgment intended. But it is a serious problem today for the Institute. Fewer resources poses difficulties with respect to finding people to lead, to accompany, to “challenge”, to govern…at every level: Institute, province, community. It is also a problem from the point of view that without attention to preparing the laity for taking on the “Marist mission” as a true calling, we run the risk of the “de-Marist-ization” of our institutions. To all this we can add the fact that in many places we run the risk of dedicating ourselves to organization and office functions, etc….and so distance ourselves from direct contact with young people.

e) Our stance regarding MATERIAL RESOURCES:

20. I think I was quite straightforward in the circular I wrote you which I wanted to call "Regarding our Resources”. It has surprised me to have received so much feedback from outside the Institute. This confirms for me that we are not alone with the difficulty of using what we have in accord with the Gospel. I don’t think there is much I can add to what I have already said, but neither do I want to miss the opportunity to remind you of something.

It is clear that we need organization and a certain discipline to make clarity, transparence and foresight easier. But it must be an organization that keeps in mind Gospel values.

Given the responsibilities that various provinces are taking on, the financial burden grows and they choose to organize themselves like the big enterprises. I have my doubts about how in this context we can still have room to live a simple lifestyle and to experience a provident God. And the passage from our Constitutions echoes in my heart: “Experience teaches us that the vitality of a religious family is closely linked to the way in which it practises gospel poverty…we take care to safeguard simplicity in our personal and community life-style and in our apostolic work.” (C. 167)

I have the impression that in general the Brothers are losing the sense of the value of money and we are becoming accustomed to making decisions without much discernment. The economic aspects don’t bother us as long as we are able to satisfy our needs or desires. At times we act motivated by the fact that the province has the money to spend. And we always leave the responsibility on the shoulders of those in charge of administering the goods of the province.

There are provinces with few resources who frequently do not have the ability to set up their own internal organization. I don’t know if the directives that serve to guide the Institute as a whole are adequate for them. And I ask myself what can be done to adapt their administration, not only from the organizational angle, but also to revise the criteria regarding the resources and their function with respect to the means at their disposal, especially when they live in a region of great social and economic need.

I confess that I have not decided on criteria which would be sufficient for me to act on with clarity and peace regarding the prudent administration of some administrative units, in the face of requests for money or in light of the policies and directives that the General Council is supposed to give to the Brother Econome General.

f) RESTRUCTURING: Creation of new provinces.

21. Most of the Institute has now completed the phase of restructuring with the latest decisions of the General Council. I want to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to the Brother Provincials and their councils for the help you have given us.

On one hand, restructuring is an administrative action that is directed to giving the Institute new structures of administration, animation and government (C. 125). Now we have entered a new stage: to create new provinces. If we don’t succeed in creating “new provinces” we will have lost a fine opportunity to give new impetus to vitality and perhaps to create new projects because “what is new requires novelty”: new wineskins for new wine (Cf. Mt. 9:17).

Those who must be involved in this second stage have a very interesting and challenging job ahead of them: to set up meetings to facilitate the Brothers’ getting to know one another, meetings which create confidence and that arouse hope and a spirit of communion; to help overcome fears and resistance and to motivate the greatest number possible to be involved in the creation of the new province and to set in motion new projects.

It would help to keep in mind certain Marist laity, especially if we have confided to them special responsibilities on the level of our mission. And we must do this even though some Brothers may not like it.

This stage of creating new provinces must be accompanied by study and discernment of the structures which will be sufficient to assure good spirit and good accompaniment. Structures which favor the active participation of the Brothers and committed Marist laity. This adaptation of structures will affect the continental and regional conferences which for some years now have been functioning and have been providing a fine service of reflection and animation. How do we continue what has been positive? How do we re-create these structures so that they continue to give life?

CONCLUSION

22. Despite the risk of repeating myself, I will end this reflection by recalling to your attention three things:

Gratitude: Thank you to all of you, Brothers and Marist laity. To the young people with whom we have walked in the various groups the provinces have. Thank you to the Brothers who in these eight years have cooperated in the services of the General Administration. Special thanks to you, Brother Provincials; to you, Brothers of the General Council community; to you, Seán, for your nearness and loyalty.

Our responsibility as capitulants: The Chapter exercises the supreme extraordinary authority in the Institute (C. 138) and as delegates we have a special responsibility regarding the future of the charism. The Preparatory Commission has been pleased with the number of responses received from the Brothers as well as from lay people. All this material has to be kept in mind as we discern during the Chapter. It is the duty of this assembly to act and confront the challenges with realism. The Brothers have sent us to the Chapter in order to promote LIFE, that we opt decisively for life!

It would be wrong for us to continue living as if nothing will change or going after the latest novelty without asking ourselves what it means and where it will lead us.

It is a time to dream and to take courage: “What must we do, brothers?…Peter answered: Be converted…receive the gift of the Holy Spirit…They listened carefully to the teaching of the Apostles, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. All the believers lived as one and shared everything in common…They praised God and enjoyed the esteem of the people…The Lord added each day to the numbers if those destined to be saved” (Acts 2:37-47).

Pentecost speaks to us of enthusiasm, joy, euphoria. It is a time of hope, and where there is hope there is clarity so that we do not abandon ourselves to impulses and emotion. Our Pentecost at this Chapter is a time to dream and share our dreams, it is a time to examine together the future of Marist life. “Every great movement in the history of the world is the result of enthusiasm. Nothing great has ever been accomplished without enthusiasm” (Ralph Waldo Emerson).

It is true that no one can be made enthusiastic by decree or out of obligation. Enthusiasm is a fruit of the Spirit that makes us feel the joy of the values we live and that strengthens us in face of our limitations and challenges. But interior joy also requires favorable conditions that among ourselves we must create in the heart of the Institute.

My dear Brother Capitulants, I wish you a pleasant stay in Rome and I ask Mary, our Good Mother, and St. Marcellin to help us listen and discern the calls of the Spirit for our Institute. May they help us to overcome fears, may they give us the impetuosity and imprudence of Peter and of the Apostles so we can return to our provinces proclaiming that we have seen the risen Lord, that it is all worthwhile to be a Marist Brother and for this reason WE CHOOSE LIFE!
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