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XX GENERAL CHAPTER

LETTER FROM THE CAPITULANTS

Rome, 25 September 2001.

Dear Brothers and friends in the Marist Family,

Three weeks have gone by since the General Chapter got under way. In this letter we will not repeat the details made available to you in the daily Chapter Bulletins prepared by Bro. Lluis Serra (on the website www.champagnat.org). Rather we wish to let you know something about the spirit that prevails here at various stages of the program. This letter is an expression of our desire to remain in touch with each one of you living the reality of Marist mission wherever you may be. We also wish to repeat how important your prayers are for us at this time of discernment. We know that you are praying for us daily, and in turn we offer you the support of our prayers.

What precisely is a General Chapter? Here is Brother Benito’s description: « It is a time for giving a renewed impulse to the life and vigor of Brothers, consecrated to be apostles of youth. It is a reliving of the Pentecost experience, and of allowing ourselves to be converted and transformed by the Holy Spirit. It is a time for reflecting on and creating structures of animation and government more suited to the Institute at this stage in its history. » It gives us the opportunity for sincerely looking at the realities of a new world and of our communities with courage. It means finding what paths to take in order to be faithful to the charism of Champagnat. It is also a time for personal and community conversion, something that has been strongly felt and shared from the beginning of the Chapter. 

Two phases of the Chapter have come and gone: getting started, leading to the election of the Central Commission; and the first stage of discernment which grouped SEE and JUDGE together.

 The challenges facing us in the early days were not small. We moved very slowly on account of the large numbers and great diversity of the group (117 Brothers from 41 countries representing all 76 countries where Marists are to be found, 4 official languages but at least 20 different maternal languages, different cultures, different continents). Another cause of the slow progress, to put it simply, was our lack of experience.

We would like to give you an idea of the discernment process adopted by the General Assembly, and of the SEE-JUDGE process recently completed.

Discernment is a means in which we try to discover the will of God by looking at concrete realities. A clear question was put both to us all, Marist Brothers and 17 laypersons: What are the calls of God that will give rise to greater vitality for the Institute in the next eight years?
Firstly, this meant that we had to SEE specific realities: facts, data, personal experiences…

JUDGE: This meant looking at reality not in a neutral way, but with the eyes of faith, and then to search for the will of God based on our observations.

ACT: This looking at reality with the eyes of faith does not stop at analysis. It leads us to ask: « Lord, what do you want of us? » What decisions must we take in response to your calls?



The SEE-JUDGE stage of our work was based on six principal sources: 
1. The Message of the 19th General Chapter. 2. The results of the pre-Chapter surveys. 3. The report of the General Council. 4. The inaugural address of Br. Benito, Superior General. 5. From the Union of Superiors General, a document entitled: Towards a pluricentric and intercultural communion. 6. The address given to the Chapter by Br. Alvaro Rodriquez, Superior General of the De La Salle Brothers – The image of the Brother today. Much additional enrichment came from the sharing of our own experiences, whether as Brothers or laypersons.

Our usual procedure was the following: a time for prayer; personal time for reading or seeing the reality; group work in which we were asked to share what we had judged to be pressing calls to ensure that greater vitality of the Institute; and finally a time for sharing in the General Assembly.

This substantial stage ended in us adopting five most urgent calls to ensure the vitality of the Institute in the next eight years:

1. To center our lives and communities in Jesus Christ, with passion and enthusiasm, and to implement processes of human growth and conversion which would promote this.

2. To go forward together, Brothers and laity, in a more decisive way, in drawing close to the children and youth most in need, and in search of new forms of evangelization and solidarity.

3. To revitalize our communities so that they might be places of brotherhood, simplicity and evangelical fruitfulness in service to our mission.

4. To deepen our own identity as Brothers and laity, by sharing our life, our spirituality, our mission and our formation.

5. To create new life – giving structures for the animation and government throughout the Institute.

During the entire process of discernment, there was a strongly shared sense that the Assembly wished to place itself under the guidance of the Holy Spirit in order to best foster the process. It also seemed to us that there were moments of doubts and fear: What would that lead us to? Why are we taking such a long time to make a decision that we probably knew already? Do we have enough time to treat issues of government and restructuring? These fears, however, did not prevent the Capitulants from going through the process thoroughly and seriously, a sign of interior freedom and availability. 

In the next three weeks, we will go through the ACT stage. Five working commissions have been set up to do this. To answer to the pressing needs, what decisions ought we to take? We will come back to these when and where appropriate.

In conclusion, we would like to give our impression of the presence of 17 laypersons. They were a breath of fresh air for the Chapter. With them, we have come to realize that we are not the sole heirs (depositories) of the charism of Champagnat, and that their presence is complementary and enriching. They say that they need us, and in turn we responded that we had a need of them! Many of the laypersons made use of the pronouns we and our when referring to the Brothers’ schools or the challenges facing us all.

Dear readers, we wish to remind you that simply by living the experience of a Chapter, we are proud to be Marist Brothers. What we see, hear, and experience here is a source of hope and joy to us. Finally, the really important message that we will pass on to you is not any « document » for study, but rather a spiritual and community experience to share with others!

We cite here a few extracts from the fine message that Pope John Paul II gave to the Marist family on 17 September:

Today you are charged with the task of revealing, in a specific way, the presence of Mary in the life of the Church and of people … You will discover new ways of evangelizing for our times by turning faithfully and boldly to Mary, letting yourselves be guided by her: “Do whatever he tells you” … We need to contemplate the image of Christ to explore the mystery of Christ more deeply, for he is the fountain where we can truly draw the love that he wants to give us.

Let us remain united at this Fountain, in Mary’s way as Champagnat did.

The Communication Commission of the General Chapter:

Brothers Réal Cloutier, Demetrio Espinosa, Ataide José and John McDonn
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