	[image: image7.png]



	UPDATE
	Number 220
	Rome, June 20th, 2006
	page  8



	
[image: image1.wmf]
	UPDATE
	253

	
	P.le M. Champagnat, 2 - C.P. 10250 - 00144  RomE      www.champagnat.org

Tel. (39) 06 545 171 - Fax (39) 06 545 17 217 – Email: publica@fms.it
	5th
June
2007


VIII GENERAL CONFERENCE 
THE VIII GENERAL CONFERENCE BRINGS ITS WORKS TO A CLOSE
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On Saturday, 2nd June, the VIII General Conference came to a close with an address by Brother Seán Sammon, Superior General, and the celebration of a thanksgiving and missioning Eucharist. 

In his speech, Brother Seán referred to the responsibility of Marist leaders who have received the order to guide two different generations in the desert, the experience of the Second Vatican Council and the years following it as a time of adventure and creativity, and a second born at the end of the twentieth century marked by change. This second generation could be identified by the religious who said to his Superior: “You have been like Moses for me who led me into the desert. But I am not Moses, but a pilgrim who goes into the desert, walking towards the Promised Land which is more beautiful than the one you have shown me.” The process of restructuring, which has accompanied us since our origins, disturbs us because it obliges us to give new responses. The Marists had to send more than nine hundred brothers to foreign countries at the start of the twentieth century. Instability is part of the spirituality of a change of heart. We know that the changing of hearts will be what renews the Institute. And for that the leaders have a decisive role.

Brother Seán chose two images to illustrate this spiritual pathway. That of a grain of wheat that, if it dies, gives a great deal of fruit and that of a tapestry that needs many hands to place each thread in its place until the final effect of the picture is created. 

At the end of his speech, he encouraged the participants to promote vocations ministry in each region, and to invite more brothers for the Mission ad gentes. Seán finished by calling on the superiors to carry out two tasks enthusiastically: to always say the truth and to be sowers of hope. 

After the celebration of the Mass, in the same chapel, a gift was distributed as a souvenir and symbol of the Hermitage that we must build throughout the entire world. All those present, the members of the Conference and the brothers of the community of the General Administration received from Seán’s hands a box that contained a reproduction of a picture of the Hermitage under construction. It is an image fashioned in glass, similar to the one distributed at Negombo at the end of the VII General Conference, which contains the message of “reclaiming the spirit of the Hermitage” throughout the entire Marist world, and to do so “with fire and passion”. This is the attitude that presided throughout the works of the Conference and with which we must continue to advance in restructuring and regionalisation. 

The VIII General Conference finished with a prudent look at the 21st General Chapter. The development of these processes will need to be evaluated once more during the next Chapter meeting. 

LOOKING AT THE FUTURE OF REGIONALISATION WITH HOPE AND CREATIVITY
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Today’s reflection is about the themes discussed on the 29th and the 30th May. The groups gathered in seven rooms named after our Marist origins: the Hermitage, Le Rosey, La Valla, Maisonnettes, Verrières, Fourvière and Marlhes. The ideas suggested were collected in one document, listed according to the following topics: the vision of regionalisation; the geographical configuration of the regions; actions carried out in the regions; Provincial conferences; the regional general co-ordinator; the executive council of the region; regional assemblies; teams, groups or commissions; interaction of the General Administration and the region; interaction of the region and the Administrative Units; and finally, legislation for articulating the functioning of the region. This provides material to further the reflection in the future. 

All in all there is a hopeful vision about what a region must be. The experience of regionalisation in the Institute in recent years has been positive but it has to be developed so that it helps to transform hearts, to open new possibilities for the mission and to inspire a deeper sense of fraternity and belonging in the brothers. These new structures facilitate the meeting of major Superiors and the study of matters of interest to everybody, and they allow the calls of the Church and the Institute to be heard with more clarity while the principles of subsidiarity and autonomy of the Administrative Units are implemented. The regional actions come at cost but the common idea is that it is worth doing it. There is still the task of continuing to deepen the criteria, of finding people for regional interaction, of connecting with the structures of the Church and of overcoming any reluctance between the different cultures. 

Regarding the geography of the regions, there are sub-regions such as Brazil, Spain, Arco Norte, Cono Sur which have given themselves efficient structures, but these ones must consolidated and integrated in the regional context. On the contrary, in other Administrative Units there is neither a vision nor a sense of region yet.

Regional actions have a great cultural diversity and different social sensibilities as well as different socio-political and religious contexts. But there is the desire to be open to the value of internationality. Regionalisation allows for the widening of the setting of activities, including patrimony, mission and on-going formation. It facilitates the interchange of brothers between Provinces according to the needs, even with the creation of interprovincial and international communities. We also foresee the planning of formation sessions for brothers and laypeople and the establishment of regional funds for emergency situations. 

The way to co-ordinate actions and to participate

Regarding the way to co-ordinate those activities, there are Administrative Units that do not see how to do this very clearly. It seems that the Provincials do not have the time to animate regional actions and so it is necessary to well define the role of the person who assumes that responsibility. Maybe this will be a good topic to be brought to the next General Chapter. 

The making of decisions can be very different in each region: regional Assembly, Executive Council of the region, etc., as there is no Canon Law that prevents us from doing this. One of the structures that have been foreseen is the regional Assembly. In the groups, some objectives were proposed concerning these structures: to encourage combined meetings of the Provincials and the Provincial Councils of the whole region or else to foster different kinds of regional encounters. 

The participants also spoke about already existing teams or commissions, but giving them more autonomy so that they may fulfil their function better. Or else we can have new teams that respond to today’s real needs. These teams or commissions must be composed of members of different Provinces at an equal level. In Oceania there is already a network of interconnected teams which function satisfactorily. There were proposals oriented to the development of networks for different areas of animation: spirituality, laity, formation, mission, education, brothers, solidarity, schools, etc. The desire was expressed that the regional commissions should be well connected with the commissions and bureaus of the General Council. There is a positive assessment about the extended General Council which can be applied in the different regions. 

To integrate the Province, the region and the General Administration

This is an aim for the future. For the moment it seems that there is a lost link that prevents the chain from being extended in a solid way. Somebody mentioned that the original commissions should have a relationship with the commissions of the General Council, and General Councillors should be appointed to animate the regions. Some noted that it is not good if there is insufficient interaction and co-ordination between the planning of the General Council and the planning of the regions, but it must not lead to a repetition of the old model of “Assistants General”. We have to find better schemes for the animation and the accompaniment of Provincials and their Councils on the part of the General Council. 

The same goes for the inter-relation of the Administrative Units and the regions. The strength of regionalisation is measured by the way in which it helps to respond to the needs of the Provincials and the Administrative Units. 

It is evident that all this structuring which is emerging in some parts of the Institute or is being consolidated in others, needs to be specifically based on juridical grounds, an aspect that has to be taken into account. It is up to the General Chapter, if they consider it necessary, to develop the norms required for these new schemes of functioning. Some people asked for clearer and simpler guidelines. 

Workshop on the culture of vocations, CD from BIS and other news

On the 25th three different workshops were offered. On Thursday 30th May, there was a vocational workshop animated by Brother Ernesto Sánchez, director of the Bureau of Vocations: “Vocational ministry in restructured Provinces”. During this, ideas were expressed about the culture of vocations in the Institute, in the Provinces and in the Districts, and at the same time there was a sharing of vocational ministry experiences in restructured Provinces. 

On the other hand, BIS presented a CD produced to promote a find-raising campaign in support of the brothers in the Ad gentes project. This CD, aimed at communities at educational works, apart from solidarity calls contains information about those brothers and the places in which they are working. 

At the end of the afternoon there was time to respond to various questions that the members of the Conference had sent in writing to the co-ordinating Commission. The first referred to the document on Marist Spirituality and the Year of Spirituality. The second one was about the selling of a part of the property of the General House. Late in May the sale contracts were signed and money has already been exchanged. The third concerned the places of our origins. An agreement on the project called “Marist Places” has been reached. It will be initiated in April 2008 in the hope of being finished by September 2009; for the moment this only concerns the Hermitage. The brothers showed interest in a course in English that will be offered in Rome from January to June 2008 about Marist patrimony. Clarification was also sought concerning the canonical situation of the brothers participating in the Mission ad gentes in relation to their Provinces of origin. This time of questions and answers finished with information being shared about the beatification of forty-seven brothers    martyred in Spain. 

A first look at the 21st General Chapter

The work of Friday 1st June consisted in a final synthesis of all the reflection that had taken place during the days of this Conference. Brother Seán oriented this work by saying that during the Plenary Session of the General Council, planned for the month of June, the Preparatory Commission for the 21st General Chapter was going to be appointed. The presence of all the Provincials and District Superiors was an excellent opportunity for noting some important subjects and sending them to the said Commission, especially concerning regionalisation. 
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To focus the work, the following questions were used: In the light of our reflections and discussions, what are the three series of key problems that the next General Chapter should treat? In the light of our experience during this General Conference, what would be the central subject that you would recommend to the Preparatory Commission to be treated during the next General Chapter? What are your suggestions about the type of dynamic that it would be necessary to follow during the General Chapter? These are three questions that denote the interest that has already started to be felt concerning the next General Chapter. 
The ideas gathered in the groups continued to revolve around fundamental subjects already discussed: Identity and consecration, for both the brothers and the members of the laity; new life for the mission, passion for the mission; spirituality and mission; refoundation and regionalisation. 
Concerning the methodology to be followed during the Chapter, it was suggested that it be simple. The classic: “see, judge and act” is always useful; it is necessary to arrive at a true spiritual experience and a new life for the mission. There should be an external expert who will help with the general dynamic of the group which would be linked to identity, spirituality and the mission of the Institute. A few brothers proposed that some sections of the Constitutions be revised to adapt them to the current reality. And others, finally, that the Chapter be held away from Rome to lower the costs, facilitate the process for visas, etc.

NEW PERSPECTIVES FOR MARIST REGIONALISATION
Today’s chronicle summarises the work of two days as the subject has been the same during the sessions: regionalisation, its concept, the vision we have about it, the configuration that it has been given in the Institute and what should be done in each region. The term “regionalisation” refers to the process through which the Administrative Units of the Institute come together in order to foster mutual co-operation and collaboration. This is a flexible process that can be adapted to the needs of the Administrative Units, without creating new ones. 

The participants were helped by the experiences of four large religious Institutes present throughout the whole world: Capuchins, Brothers of the Christian Schools, Society of the Divine Word and Jesuits. By means of a document it was possible to analyse the vision that inspires these institutions, the geographical configuration they have given to their regions and the different actions that they perform at a regional level. These examples confirm that the regionalisation process is being gradually assumed by all the religious Institutes as an efficient means for the government and animation of religious life today. In the adopted geographical configuration we can glimpse a general trend to have extended regions, with the possibility that groups of Provinces with common interests and needs, form sub-regions inside the extended region. 

In the light of our own experience

Together with these four institutional references that were helpful in enlightening the reflection, the participants shared the experience of two regional structures of our Institute implemented after the 20th General Chapter: the Oceania Council and the CIAP (Inter-American Conference of Provincials). 

The Oceania Council has developed in five stages. The first stage, initiated in 1977, consisted of meetings of representatives of the Administrative Units of the region, which finished with a meeting of all the Council of the Pacific in which the question of the regionalisation of structures arose. 

The second stage had two decisive phases. The first, in 1999, with the regional Council of the Pacific, where they proposed to begin a process to form one sole Administrative Unit in the Pacific region. In the second, one year later, the Council fixed the date for this objective for before the end of 2003. 

The third stage began in 2001, with an interchange of visits and meetings between the different Administrative Units. The fourth led to the creation of five commissions and the substitution of the Pacific Council by the Oceania Council. In the fifth stage in 2007, the Oceania Council was completed with the appointment of various commissions entrusted with specific tasks. 

The Inter-American Conference of Provincials and District Superiors (CIAP), previously the Latin-American Conference of Provincials. This organism was created in Rome in October 1979 on the occasion of the General Conference, in order to foster the renewal of religious life as called for by the Second Vatican Council. In the 10th Latin-American Conference, celebrated in Los Teques (Venezuela) in August 2004, the Provincials and the District Superiors of Latin America and Canada, the Vice-Provincials of the Latin-American Provinces and the delegate of the Provinces of the Unites States met. Thus, in this way the CIAP was officially constituted in the context of America, as fruit of the reorganisation of Provinces in the whole Institute. 

The Conference members thus had the opportunity to have a better knowledge of what is happening in the five Marist regions: America, Europe, Africa, Asia and Oceania. It is now a matter of discovering the advantages that this structure brings for the future, making the adaptations judged to be opportune. For that, they were asked to indicate what actions must be developed in the regions and which ones must be undertaken in each of the Administrative Units. 

The pooling of these reflections was done by noting the most significant reactions during a round table conference composed of six brothers. This work was continued during the afternoon in small regional groups so as to define possible solutions for the future. 

Two more experiences to contribute ideas

On Wednesday 30th May, two institutional realities were presented that have had a long gestation in reaching their present structures: UMBRASIL and CME. 

UMBRASIL was created in Brasilia on the 15th October 2005, but the project had dragged on in the meetings of the Provincials of Brazil for preparing the special Chapter of 1967 – 1968. The objective of this organism is to co-ordinate and to encourage processes of mutual co-operation between the three Marist Provinces and the District of Amazônia, in the civil setting, and between the nine “mantenedoras” which give legal existence to the Marist works in the country. The “mantenedora” is a juridical figure of the Brazilian legislation. The Provinces and the District are represented in the organisms in which decisions are made which are constrained by consensus. This organism gives visibility to the “Marist” trademark and action, facilitates the interrelation of life and mission, causes actions and initiatives at the national level and fosters management in the processes and resources. The headquarters of the organism is in Brasilia and functions with a permanent Secretary, an Assembly in which all the Provincial Councils take part, a superior Council formed by the Provincials and Vice-Provincials, a Board of Directors, a fiscal Council and a stable inter-Provincial community. 

CME is the acronym of the Marist Conference of Provinces of works in Spain. The origin of CME goes back to the former Marist Assistance of Spain, assured by a Brother Assistant General. With the process of restructuring the seven Provinces of Spain have disappeared and four new ones have appeared with geographical borders that include countries other than Spain. In 2006, the Statutes currently in force were approved, having been adapted to the new Marist reality of Spain. 

The essential objective of CME is to look after the common interests of the Province members to encourage cohesion between them, to facilitate collaboration with the Church in the country and the relationship with the Institute itself, with the Superior General and his Council, as well as promoting solidarity in the objective of the calls of the Institute, co-ordination and mutual support in the domains of reflection and activity, and finally, to develop common activities. CME has its own Statutes that it can modify or suppress if necessary. 

These realities have helped in having a general vision of the Marist world and in knowing the responses that have been given to the needs that have appeared in the regions. The reflection of the VIII General Conference is an invitation to formulate propositions that will be studied more thoroughly during the next General Chapter. 
THE SPIRITUALITY OF RESTRUCTURING IN THE FOREGROUND
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This first working day of the second week has focussed on making a summary and synthesis with the objective of concluding the reflection on restructuring. In the schedule for the sessions it was announced in this way: “Finalizing an action plan to promote the second stage of restructuring; clarifying the role of the Provincial or District Superior in this plan.” The second stage of restructuring is centred in the attitudes of people in response to the spiritual demands that this new form of the organisation of the Institute requires. Thus, the subject of the day has been the spirituality of restructuring. 

The work has been oriented through some questions: In the next three months, what has to occur in my Province or District in terms of restructuring for the mission to be the first priority? What are the implications for me as Provincial? With these questions in his mind and heart, each participant reflected for a time and produced a written synthesis that later was presented to the others for their evaluation. We are heading towards a second phase of restructuring that inspires the inner communion between people. 

In the responses, they spoke of having clear priorities to be faithful to the calls from the Spirit to the Institute. “I can wait for what is foreseen in the calendar or in the schedule, but I can also wait for unforeseen novelties,” Brother Seán said, encouraging the superiors to “light a fire” in the heart of the brothers and laypeople so as to overcome resistance and generate new life. 

Brother Luis García Sobrado stressed that many brothers are waiting for something new and this is something that has never been seen before. We need to listen to God through our hearts in prayer to reinvent the sense of religious and Marist life. The Lord is asking a great deal from us, he is asking for everything. He referred to the attitude of the brothers in Canada who are humbly asking laypeople to help them to see what the religious in their country must do to be faithful to the Gospel and to serve the Church. “How do we look for what is new? How do we make a revolution?” Brother Luis asked. And he finished by saying, “If you ask me if I have the responses to these questions I will tell you I do not; but I have intuitions.” 

Another brother added: I have some ideas on the spirituality of restructuring but I have not developed them. For me the desert is full of meaning because it is a good image of what we are living in the Provinces and because in the desert God speaks to our heart. The attitude of listening to God in the austerity of the desert is very adequate for this time of searching. 

To close this reflection on the spirituality of restructuring, Brother Seán added a few words: “I must admit something. Up until the present I had not made an explicit presentation of the spirituality of restructuring. The first time that I spoke about this subject was during the meeting of the General Council with the Provincial Councils of Africa at Nairobi when finishing the visit to this region. At this time, I realised that restructuring was painful for many brothers and they could not associate it with the action of God. That is why there was resistance. I believe that the spirituality of restructuring is what gives us the strength to move forward. What is my dream for this new way of living?” And he concluded by saying: “It seems to me that we must develop this spirituality. We need to be with God and to listen to what he is asking us today. This is the essence of restructuring.” 

The participants centred their tasks on these thoughts. And during a very intense week we will examine the subject of the regionalisation of the Institute. 

RESTRUCTURING AS SEEN BY THE GENERAL COUNCIL
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The question that the General Council posed to the Brothers Provincial and District Superiors about the way in which they have seen restructuring in their Provinces was today directed to itself and responded to before the Conference. 

The Brother Councillors, in their interventions, highlighted some positive indicators about the present time in the Institute. Firstly, they recognised that in our Institute, for the first time in many years, there have been more professions than departures; even though this is not yet an assured fact. But this indicator shows us that we are in a significant phase of the process. In our Provinces, vocation projects have started with processes and people responsible for these. The conviction is growing that the choice of vocations is one of the aspects that defines restructuring. 

They also highlighted that in some sectors of the Institute, the brothers are happy with restructuring because the Province has progressed well, even if there is still some resistance to this modification being detected. There are some sectors where people are already working in total peace and serenity. One of the greatest challenges of this process of modification is that of integrating all the brothers and ensuring that they are open to the international dimension as a source of life. There is still some way to go in this area. 

Restructuring is an element for animation when we discover that the problems of some Provinces are the problems of others, because there is only one Institute. If this perception does not exist we run the risk of many brothers being enclosed again within the borders of the Province even though it has been restructured. From there comes the importance of regionalisation, which helps to go beyond Provincial limits. It will be necessary to review the role of the General Council in the accompaniment of both Provinces and regions, so as to follow these processes in a closer way. In the future, it will be necessary to adapt our schedules in order to be able to be there where important steps are going to be taken. 

They noted the concern for finding new leaders who encourage the life of the Provinces and the need to form them and accompany them. On the other hand, the direction at the level of the communities must also be strengthened. 

When we go beyond a federal conception of restructuring and the desire exists to be organised by an integrated structure, we thus share human and material resources. This way of proceeding is enlightened by a sense of interdependence and belonging to a living body of which we are all a part. For that, even geographical restructuring also influences economic and financial management. The creation of funds or other formulae of support is a sign of fraternity and of evangelical solidarity. 

Brother Seán finished this round of information from the Councillors by recalling that restructuring is at the service of the mission, that is to say that all of this institutional effort must lead young people to God. That is why the motto of the Conference refers to Marist leaders as bearers of fire and of passion. “What puts fire and passion in my heart?” wondered Seán. Announcing Jesus to others. Often – he said – I have found this passion in the brothers who animate youth groups, in the brothers and the members of the laity who work with the poor and who nourish their spirit through intense moments of prayer. If we extinguish this fire it will be necessary to seek it where it will be. If we do not have this fire, there will be no love for the Marist mission. We need more brothers and laypeople who live the experience of Jesus and Mary so that together they can pass this on to young people. 

Through these encouraging words the works of the morning and of this week were finished. In the pine gardens of the house we celebrated a “churrasco” prepared by Marcelo and Pedro and assisted by several brothers. During the meal we shared as a family; groups were also formed who would leave the next day for a Sunday outing to Assisi, Subiaco or the Castelli Romani. 

And this chronicle also took some time off, with the team of translators. Monday, God willing, we will return to the task. 
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