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VII CONFERENCE GENERAL (2)

Sri Lanka, September 8-10,  2005
VII General Conference - 08 September 

The birthday of Mary 

The Conference celebrates the birth of Mary
Today the liturgy celebrated the birth of Mary, our Good Mother. The booklet printed for today’s prayer was entitled, “The Birthday of Mary.” From the beautiful beaches of India, we heard this morning a hymn of praise and gratitude for “[image: image1.wmf]Mary who has done everything for us.” Different races, languages and faces expressed their gratitude for our Good Mother. We realised once more, in a Marist way, the prophecy that announced: “All people will call me blessed.”

The brothers joyfully intoned the song “Happy birthday to you, Mary!” For several brothers, it was also their anniversary of taking the habit or of their first profession. Congratulations to them also. Brother Réal Fournier also added one more year to his age. His celebration gave us great joy because we could see him maturing in age and in grace before God and before the community. He is working at the Conference as a translator. In the card written to him by the brothers, there were phrases full of fraternal affection such as: “May the Lord continue to bless you and give you many more years!” and “May you be day after day a living presence of Jesus amongst us!”

Messages of support
Before starting the work of the day, Brother Luis García Sobrado read the messages of support sent to the Conference. There were messages from Sister Judith Moore smsm, Superior General of the Missionary Sisters of the Society of Mary and from Brother Álvaro Rodríguez fsc, Superior General of the Brothers of the Christian Schools and currently the President of the Union of Superior Generals.

Study of the 3rd and 4th Calls of the General Chapter
The brothers continued their reflection on the vitality of the Institute from the five calls. They reflected today especially on the 3rd and 4th calls that refer to the lay Marists, to mission and to solidarity. 

The responses to the questionnaire sent to the Provinces before the Conference show unanimity in the Institute for recognising the importance of laypeople for our vitality. Even though the principle of collaborating and sharing the charism and mission is accepted by all, we see great differences in the number of laypeople who participate effectively in our structures, either individually or in groups.

We note some peculiarities according to continents. The presence of lay Marists in our works and in society is more evident in America than in Africa, where the economic conditions do not facilitate this work.

The Marist Fraternities are more rare in Asia than in Europe. On the contrary, we witness a certain ageing in the members of our Fraternities in Europe. 

The 4th call speaks of mission and solidarity. There is no longer any doubt that our mission is intimately linked to solidarity which must be at the heart of our mission. This principle is accepted by all who answered the questionnaire, even though there were some nuances. Latin America is the continent that insists more on this link between mission and solidarity.

One of the realisations evaluated most by the participants has been the common programmes of formation for the brothers and laypeople, despite the costs that they incur. The interest manifested by laypeople in the documents of the Superior General is also significant. More so, there are encouraging signs: brothers are trying to live a dynamic of human growth and of conversion, of new models of community and of growth appearing in the Institute in the area of solidarity.

Generating life between brothers and laypeople
The afternoon started with a personal reflection on the following topics:

1. What gives vitality and is important for the brothers and laypeople?

2. What do you consider to be a creator of life and important for brothers and laypeople in your Administrative Unit?

The Superior General asked all the participants to live this day in an atmosphere of silence and personal reflection. In this spirit, we had lunch on silence before proceeding to the community prayer in honour of Mary.

This contemplative reflection helped the brothers to meditate before undertaking the afternoon activities. The fruits of this reflection were shared in regional groups until the afternoon tea break.

After the break, Brother Seán proposed a reflection on “The Provincial as a shepherd.” As he usually does, he started with a story. A man wanted to be a blacksmith and possessed all the instruments for his occupation. He only lacked the fire to make the metal malleable. The leader’s fire of passion comes from God, he told the Provincials. Brother Seán thus encouraged the Superiors to be open to the Spirit, because he lives in us and sees us as we are at this moment.

In his talk, Brother Seán insisted on three roles of the Superior: 1) to maintain hope, 2) to always say the truth, even if one cannot say all the truth, or all of it at once, 3) to inspire courage and hope.

Brother Seán’s proposition touched the heart of the participants who reacted with comments and very enriching personal anecdotes. The topic of the pastoral responsibility of the Provincials and District Superiors occupied all the time until the celebration of Mass. The words that were heard the most included: dialogue, accompaniment, mercy, forgiveness and presence.

Mary at the centre of the day and life
The day which had started with a hymn to our Good Mother finished with the celebration of the Eucharist in her honour. All the brothers repeated the consecration to Mary made so [image: image2.png]often by Saint Marcellin. The Superior General repeated the action of Saint Marcellin, entrusting his brothers of the Hermitage to Mary by writing their names on paper which he then placed in a metal heart and attached this to the statue of Mary. Brother Seán did this during the evening Mass. He placed the names of the brothers representing the Administrative Units. We were able to rest easily as we were confident of being in very good hands. 

There was time for personal adoration before the Blessed Sacrament at the close of the day, after having paid fraternal homage to Brother Réal.

VII General Conference - 09 September
Strategic Plan for a project of mission ad gentes 

Mission “ad gentes”
The focus of interest for this day was in the hands of the brothers from the first moments of the day when they received the booklet for morning prayer. Its title was “Missionary Evangelisation”.

The reflection was aimed at clarifying the Marist leaders’ vision of the nature of mission “ad gentes” whose importance is decisive for the Kingdom of God, the Church, for the world and for Marists.

The morning work session started with a motivating talk by Brother Seán which he started by saying that the mission “ad gentes” is the evangelisation of those people who have not heard of Jesus of Nazareth and his good news, something related to the vitality of the Institute. He recalled also the phrase of John Paul II in his document “Vita Consecrata”, that the congregations ‘have a beautiful history not only to be remembered, but also on which to build”. The Institute will build on this beautiful history if it has the courage to do so.

Following this, Brother Seán gave a brief summary of the history of the Institute, from the Second Vatican Council until the present, highlighting the policies regarding mission “ad gentes”.

Mission “ad gentes” and the Institute
Mission “ad gentes” forms part of the history [image: image3.jpg]h = A :j'\g .



of the Institute. Champagnat wanted to be a missionary and he himself sent the first missionary brothers. One of the most important missionary moments for the Institute was in 1903 when about 900 brothers left France. The Institute must recognise the efforts of these brothers who went to other lands without being prepared to be missionaries and without knowing the language of the places to which they were dispatched, but they were animated by a great and daring faith.

The Institute created the Saint Francis Xavier Work which functioned in the houses at Grugliasco and Bairo, to prepare missionaries. In 1967, they had to change their direction. The General House decentralised the responsibility for promoting mission “ad gentes” transferring it to the Provinces. The dynamism of this formula was decaying and with time there started to exist a list of names who were at the disposition of the Superior General to be sent wherever he considered it to be opportune. In the XIX General Chapter mission “ad gentes” was energised based on the principles of solidarity and international co-operation. From the XX General Chapter the possibility of writing a new chapter in this missionary history was opened.

Rules for a new chapter in the Marist missionary history
The present situation of the Marists in relation to the mission “ad gentes” in the Institute has some immediate antecedents. From the reading of the following statistics one can attempt to learn a lesson about the events of this history.

	Year
	Missionaries
	Average age

	1989
	553
	51,37

	1990
	556
	52,20

	1991
	563
	52,80

	1992
	566
	53,63

	1993
	569
	54,45

	1994
	571
	55,34

	1995
	574
	56,15

	1996
	575
	57,09

	1997
	576
	59,04

	1998
	576
	59,04

	1999
	576
	60,04

	2000
	577
	60,98

	2001
	583
	61,60

	2002
	588
	62,28

	2003
	595
	62,82

	2004
	596
	63,76


With these figures in hand, one can note:

a. That the Provinces have done good work in their mission “ad gentes” continuing and opening new Marist missionary presences after the International Missionary Houses were closed. 

b. That with the passing of time, the Provinces have met difficulties in sending brothers less than fifty years of age to the projects of mission “ad gentes”.

c. That the Institute still has a margin of opportunity to revitalise this important dimension of its mission and life.

d. That, though the number of brothers have diminished in the Institute, the number of missionary brothers has not diminished, but they have become older.

Project for a mission “ad gentes”
Brother Luis García Sobrado, Vicar General, expressed the master guidelines of a operative plan to send a significant number of brothers in the coming years in mission to Asia as a priority, but also to Marist Provinces in need, as well as encouraging the internationality of the Provinces’ projects “ad gentes”.

The project anticipates an appropriate formation for the candidate, with English as the common language for the participants, to be the most used as the means of communication in Asia and also the second language most known by the brothers of the Institute less than forty years of age.

The place where this formation could take place is Manilla due to its proximity to the Asian continent and where there exists a strong Catholic presence. Other places, such as Sri Lanka and Rome, have not been excluded.

The brothers shared their reactions in groups of three or four and two sessions were dedicated to regional groups followed by a plenary session to analyse the viability of the project.

The project was well accepted due to its global nature, though there were questions concerning how to carry this out and about the places for its application.

Conclusion of the first week of work of the Conference
Brother Seán led a small reflection to end the first week of work of the Conference. He said a huge amount of work has been done. And he animated the brothers to continue their work as a service of love to the brothers of the Institute. Marcellin was a man of great constancy because he believed in what he did, a dreamer who worked with great constancy to realise his dreams. And so it should be amongst our selves. There is passion for the Kingdom in the heart of life, a portrait of the Founder. Let us persevere in our work.

Reception of Marist aspirants
[image: image4.jpg]


The Marist aspirants of Sri Lanka joined the brothers in the Eucharist accompanied by Brothers Nicholas and Sandalal, their formators. Afterwards, they shared the meal with the brothers in a family ambiance. Before leaving they sang two beautiful songs and danced, dressed in some very smart costumes.

Death of the father of the Brother Provincial of the Province of Canada
Brother Réal Cloutier, Provincial of Canada, received the sad news of the death of his father at the age of ninety-four. He was a farmer who was well known for his gentle and conciliatory character. He had twelve children of whom Réal was the first-born. At the moment of his death he had forty-five grandchildren.

The brothers at the Conference showed their fraternal closeness and solidarity at this time of sorrow. They are united with the whole of Réal’s family and have recommended all to the Lord during this difficult time.

VII General Conference - 10th September
Conclusion of the first week of Conference activities 
The weekend
Saturday morning was dedicated to personal [image: image5.jpg]


reflection after a week of intense work. The gears of the Conference have been truly broken in during this first week. After some adjustment, each piece is now well in place. The amount as well as the quality of information is impressive. There is no time to lose and the brothers, well used to well organised meetings, are conscious of the need of a demanding method. Styles may vary, but the planned programme is so vast and complex that it requires a discipline that one accepts without difficulty.

The atmosphere of work is excellent. One tries to effectively treat all the subjects that the brothers have brought in their dossiers from every part of the Institute. The afternoon break is well appreciated by all. This is a time for everyone to enjoy one’s personal rhythm.

Taking the pulse of the Conference
The climate of the house is one of recollection, serenity, joy and work. Physical exercise allows one to relax. A walk on the beach or diving into the water is invigorating. The temperature is very pleasant, as is the sea breeze. The atmosphere of recollection which encourages prayer consoles the soul. Thank god, there have been no health problems during this first week. All the brothers have fully taken part in the works of the Conference.

The food is of a very good quality. The self-service allows each person to take what he wishes according to his diet. There is heavy rain for a few minutes at time sometimes several times a day, but the showers are brief. No Conference activity has been affected. During the first few days, the monsoon winds had blown strongly and rattled the windows. At night, you can hear the waves and in the morning the happy singing of exotic birds.

The Conference and the web
The web page has started to gather the messages of those who are one with the work of the Conference. In a lot of places, people are following the events of the Conference through the web page and also in Marist Update 186. Several Provincials have received the news placed on the Institute’s webpage through their Province’s web pages. The majority of messages received have come from brothers who find this a way of participating effectively in the Conference. The participants who want to revitalise their Administrative Units are very grateful for this unity of brothers throughout the whole world.

We thank you for the interest that you have shown in our daily chronicle. The web page is put together in Rome from documents sent from Negombo in Sri Lanka. Brother Onorino Rota, helped by Mr Luiz Da Rosa, produces the daily edition on the Internet. But each of you can follow the progress of the Conference in your own language thanks to the translators who are entrusted each day with translating the abundant work sent to Rome.

Due to the free day on Sunday, you will receive the chronicle for Saturday at the start of the week. The brothers at the Conference are very grateful for the technical effort made this week in adapting the web page and keeping it up-to-date. This has also been a period of breaking-in, but at present the reports on the Conference are read with curiosity and interest. 

The Conference welcomes the communities of Sri Lanka
The participants of the Conference were able to fraternise with the thirty-five brothers from [image: image6.jpg]


Sri Lanka who came to Negombo this afternoon. They started to arrive towards three thirty in the afternoon, with the eight novices of the Province: three Pakistanis, three Indians and two Sri Lankans. The Conference Social Committee as well as Brothers Luis Garcia Sobrado took charge of the welcome.

The Conference meeting room had been prepared to receive the brothers and Noel Cabrera and Rajami, affiliated to the Institute.

The meeting started with words of welcome from Brother Seán, Superior General, who spoke of the joy of everyone in being united with the brothers from Sri Lanka on this occasion of the VII General Conference. At the same time, he thanked them for the work that they do for the good of the Gospel, of the Church, of the Institute and of this country.

Following this, Brother Luis Garcia Sobrado made a brief presentation of all the brothers participating in the Conference by mentioning their responsibilities.

The Marist communities of Sri Lanka
The Brother Provincial presented the communities of Sri Lanka and the Superiors presented their community: Brother Godfrey Nugegada for the community of Saint Joseph and Brother Clinton for Our Lady of the Hermitage, Tudella, who he said a few words regarding each of his brothers. The Novitiate community at Tudella, neighbours to the previous community were presented by Brother Joseph Fonseca who mentioned the work of each person. The Master of Novices, Brother Michael Sexton, presented each of the novices. Brother Noel presented the community of Haldanduwana and Brother Gregory did the same for Marcellin Nivasa, the Provincial House situated at Negombo. Brother Leal did the same for the community of Kalpitiya and Brother Linus for the Holy Cross College at Kalutara. Brother Victor represented the brothers in Pakistan. At the end of a power-point display, Brother Joseph Peiris highlighted the work of the brothers at Maris Stella College, Negombo.

This simple meeting finished with a word of thanks to Brothers Paul Gilchrist, Provincial of Melbourne, and John Thompson, Provincial of Sydney, for the help offered generously by their Provinces to the Sector of India during these last fifteen years. In January this sector will become part of the new Province of Sri Lanka and Pakistan. Brother Lazar Hirudayasamy, Superior of the Sector of India offered them a beautiful gift.

Then in a meaningful gesture, Brother Seán presented a beautiful sculpture of the Good Mother to the Province of Sri Lanka and Pakistan, in recognition of all the work done by the Province to host the General Conference at Negombo. 

Arrival of former students 
During the break before the Mass, refreshments were served to the participants. During this time a delegation of fifteen former students of different colleges arrived.

During the Eucharist, all were united in thanking the Lord for the fruits he has given to this country and to the Institute by the work of our brothers.

Then, all dined at the Conference hotel where we were able to share the international savour of the table of Marist fraternity. Brothers, having travelled a long way in the Institute, were able to share with the novices. Champagnat and Mary, invited by right to the Conference since the opening day, must have smiled lovingly and rejoiced that the vitality of the Institute is expressed thus in manifestations that are filled with hope.

Cultural evening
At the end of dinner, about ninety students, dressed in shimmering costumes and accompanied by fifteen teachers and ten former students of Jospeh Vaz College, offered a spectacle of dance and music which mixed with the magic of the night and the sea.

To the rhythm of a drum, one of the traditional instruments of Buddhist worship, they performed various dances such as the Samuha vadanaya, the dance of the Kandyan and the Gini sisila, a fire dance. The masked dance, Naga gurulu, is for exorcising the possessed from their demons. It is still practised in Sri Lanka to treat mental illness.

The unity and harmony of the drumbeats delighted the spectators who were moved by the colours, the rhythm and the grace of the dances. 

One Sri Lanka student introduced the dances and the Superior General thanked all the performers, the organisers and the former students. The national anthem of Sri Lanka brought the evening to a close.
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