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MARIST INTERNATIONAL MISSION ASSEMBLY – 1/2

Final Phase – Mendes, Brazil 
Br. AMEstaún
To send a message to the participants of the Assembly enter our site.
5 September

Building the Dream of Champagnat 
Learning the Marist Answers 
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Today, 5 September, members of the Assembly reflected on the development of their own Marist life beside youth in different parts of the world and with quite varied expressions. For this these twelve experiences were presented: 

Sydney - WYD ’08 & Marist Festival Br. David Hall, 

Madagascar - Mission Champagnat: Ihorombe, Br. Thomas Radriananteniana, 

Brasil - Marist Youth Ministry, Br. Joao Carlos do Prado, 

Asia - Fidelity in Times of Crisis Br. Tom Chin, 

Philippines - Community Extension Program: N. D. of Dadiangas Virginia Manalo, 

México - To Learn by Serving: Universidad Marista Mérida Br. Héctor Dessavre.

Sydney - Indigenous Education Program: St Joseph’s College Ross Tarlinton

Mediterránea - Mixed Community in Badajoz José Antonio Rosa

L’Hermitage - Youth at Risk Br. Miquel Cubeles

Melanesia - Mabiri Vocational Education Program: Bouganville Benedict Tooming

Ad Gentes - The FMS Project Br. Luís G. Sobrado

BIS-NGO - Promotion and Defense of the Rights of the Child Br. César Henríquez

The selection was made so that there would be two from each continent and two from the General Administration. The Sydney presentation on WYD was substituted for Nigeria’s since they were unable to arrive on time. 

These experiences are not the result of any contest or competition, but something that can shed some natural light and can aid in the reflection on the future that God wants for Marists. Some make reference to lifestyles, others highlight means of action, social projection or solidarity; there are those in the missionary, university or community context. All in all, a rich variety. 

In the afternoon Brother Pedro Herreros set the theme for the Eucharist saying: “From nine o’clock this morning we have not seen each other all together until this moment. During the day, every half hour, we have been left to consider what we heard and what we lived.”

An Open Forum to Listen to the Heartbeats of the Assembly 
The day concluded with an open forum in which everyone could share with the others their ideas and feelings. What has been placed in common will be brought before the altar as an offering. 

On the front wall of the room there is a large mural with a heart in the center. Since arriving the participants have been placing on this heart sentences, signs, expressions, and drawings that they gathered from the personal and group reflections. Yesterday they listened to the youth of our world; today the attention has been focused toward the Institute and its achievements, trying to discover the essences of identity and mission. A great number of people are surprised at what was expressed in the previous forum and the Mass and at the passion with which it was done. 

Fine-tuning from the Brothers and Laity on Charism and Mission 
Some testimony: 

“Our charism is summed up in being brother or sister for the neediest and it is expressed in proximate compassion. This is what the children need. This offers many opportunities for our life.”

“I feel the Marist charism as a call that unwraps me from my own reality and is concretized in the poor children that come to my school with whom I work as sons and daughters of God.”

“We analyzed, worked and learned structured and organized answers but in the day to day experience we gave answers, not as organized or not as rushed, in living life. The dimension is very large and the contexts very distinct.”

“In the reflections that we made today we perceived that during these days the diversity is a great richness.”

“To feel as participating in the Marist charism has to be coherent with the Gospel of Jesus. The charism asks of us courage, audacity, but above all love, great love of those who are closest to us and who wait for an answer.”

“In this Assembly one feels a great need for answers in our provinces. I come searching for answers in everything. But what I’m listening to in the Assembly are many questions. Our charism is a challenge and this challenge is summed up in some key words: real, strong and intense presence among the children, the young people and their families; community of brothers and laity, with a strong experience of spirituality, of fraternity, with a lot of tenderness and care for the other.”

“Champagnat was not afraid to confront an inspiration that came from the Spirit and it caused him to do something for others. We, laity and brothers, who must continue the mission of Champagnat, must look especially from the heart to the neediest, to the poor, in order to be faithful to his charism.”

The Climate of the Assembly Warms Up 
There are a lot of expectations in the provinces. Everyone is waiting for something new from this meeting. The laity who participate as delegates in the Assembly feel the responsibility of their representation. More and more the communal sense of mission is accentuated among the members of the Assembly. The lived experience up to this moment has made not only the small groups feel a sense of community but also the full Assembly. Someone commented: “I felt that the people have spirit and prophecy, that is, that what is said comes from a spirit of faith.” Another person commented: “The energy that drives the Assembly is in the mysticism and prophecy that we share.” 

The presence of the Spirit is perceived in the way the members of the Assembly speak of their vocation from an interior spirituality. The words that resonate are audacity and risk. They speak again of new presences. The Assembly is prepared, its work begins now.

4 September

The International Assembly listens to children and young people 
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Today, 4 September, was set aside to listen to the children and young people of our world. Dilma Alves, a member of the preparatory commission, linked the presentation of the musical group Lata Viva, who told us of the sadness that afflicts children and young people of our world, with the reality that has been experienced by all of the members of the assembly as educators in touch with children and young people.

Dilma pointed out that the harshness of the life of the young, reflected in the music, ends in festivity when the dancers invited the whole public to be united with them and dance too. But the reality is not so happy. The very children who have taken part in the musical do not have an assured future. And there are many other painful stories that we do not know about. That it why it seemed to us necessary to stop and confront the reality of today’s children and young people, and listen to what God wishes to say to the Marist Institute through their perspective. The atmosphere that has prevailed during this whole day has been one of reflection, contemplation and listening so that we may be touched by God’s message spoken through stifled voices or cries of silence.

This morning’s prayer was an invitation to open the doors of our heart and welcome the sadnesses and joys of life through the faces of boys and girls who remind each one of us of the children and young people of Marist educational works all over the world. By means of quotations taken from the document The Marist Educational Mission the assembly has been urged to express what these faces have meant for them.

Questions for the groups
The groups addressed these questions: What recognitions and feelings were provoked in you by the presentation of the Brazilian boys and girls? Of all that we have heard and seen, what is it that touches me most closely? What is the position of the Marist Institute in the face of this reality? What can we do to change all this?

Responses came in the way of a song: “Open your house. Open your two arms. Open the path to your heart.” Some in the way graffiti slogans: “I need you. I want to listen to you. I need you… I need your life to touch mine. Come with me! I need a model to keep as a reference point. What is my place in this world?”

In groups, the participants shared their own experience with the presentation of the young people as their starting point. For some groups this was a prayer; their ideas brought to mind the experience that each educator recognised among young people: limited possibilities, immigration, drugs, abandonment, lack of affection and guidance, family crises, the absence of God.

That helped us to hear the clamour of the young people who were challenging us. What can we do to heal the hearts of so many children and young people? At this moment we were invited to leave behind our houses and structures to find ourselves among the young.

A reflection from the heart
During the afternoon the members of the assembly revisited the graphic designs and the symbols presented by the groups in the morning, together with the messages of the group Lata viva and reflected personally in this way: Think of a child or a young person who has changed your life. How can you thank God for this gift? Think of a child or a young person who you have mentioned by name this morning in your group. What do you think are God’s plans for him when he is 25 years old? The questions were accompanied by some verses of Kendrike.

There was a time set aside for a long moment listening in silence to what God was saying to each one in his heart.

The day ended in a celebration
The contemplative process helped us to bring a conclusion to the day in the Eucharist. Making use of each phrase, each song, each graphic, and each photo, quotation or bodily expression produced by the groups, a beautiful offering was set in place around the altar, a gift of the whole Assembly.

03 September

Beginning of the Marist International Mission 
A warm greeting by some lively clowns who used the four official languages of the Institute as they went out among the participants to welcome them began the first meeting of September 3rd. They themselves presented the translators who, in turn, gave instructions to all those attending on how to correctly use the translation system. They also introduced the members of the technical team. 

This happy group of clowns, composed of brothers and Marist students, was in charge of bringing Brother Claudino Falquetto, Provincial of the Province of Brasil Centro Norte to the presidential table, from which he chaired the Assembly. Brother Claudino, in his greeting of welcome to all of the brothers and laity, recalled the difficult origins of Marist work in Brazil, when Brother Adorátor bought the property at Mendes where this Assembly is being held. He also welcomed everyone in the name of his province and of the other provincials of Brazil. Afterwards he passed the microphone to Brother Emili Turú, coordinator of the Assembly Preparatory Commission, who introduced the members of the General Council and several brothers from the General Administration who are also in attendance, as well as the members of the Preparatory Commission. 

Next we heard from Mrs. Érica Pegorer, in the name of the Preparatory Commission. Érica described the journey taken by the Preparatory Commission from when it was given the task of organizing the Assembly up until the present moment. She had words of gratitude for so many who participated in the preparatory steps; she also defined the objectives of this international meeting and manifested hope of responding to the historical challenges that the Assembly has outlined. After she finished, Brother Seán Sammon gave the inaugural address. 

Finally, under the direction of Brother Emili the logo of the Assembly was introduced carried by five people who represented five continents and who offered words in languages of each one of the continents: Guarani for the Americas; Cebu for Asia; Swahili for Africa; Greek for Europe and Pidgin of Papua New Guinea for Oceania. 

Brother Seán begins the Assembly 
Brother Seán Sammon began the Assembly with an interesting reflection, posing a question: Can we say, brothers and laity, that the action of the Spirit of God is still alive in us and does it encourage our life today as it did Marcellin Champagnat? To explain the scope of this initial question he used three key words: charism, responsibility and challenge. (audio: Listen - 21 min | Download - ZIP 20 MB)
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Champagnat, besides an old house, two candidates and an empty pocket, had a dream when he began the Institute. And that dream has been growing to this day. We Marist are in 76 countries with 4,100 brothers, more than 40,000 laypeople who touch the lives of more than 500,000 students each year. Today the charism of Champagnat is witnessed more by life than word through presence among children and young people. 

The second word made reference to the responsibility of sharing the Marist charism. Brothers and laity, together in the mission: this means the co-responsibility that we must exercise in our mission. To listen and to learn from one another, sharing the spirituality and our apostolates. To extent to which the brothers help the laity to live their vocation, that collaboration will be converted into a grace for our life as brothers. 

And the third reference centered on the challenges that brothers and laity together have outlined for the future. The call to the holiness of Baptism belongs to all Christians. The identifying characteristic of the religious in the Church is to be a living memory of what the Church is, and the brother must do this not by being in the nucleus but on the periphery. Form here brothers and lay Marists can share what they have in common respecting the differences that exist between the identity of the brother and that of the lay Marists. 

After these reflections we proceeded to learn the hymn of the Assembly. Brother Miquel Cubeles, with a very capable teaching method, did this so that in a few minutes everyone learned the music and then accompanied it with the words in different languages. 

Group dynamics to get to know one another 
On two occasions the dynamic of small linguistic groups was used to make personal presentations and to share the journeys that were lived through in each province or region of the Marist world. This was done to create a climate of closeness and confidence that was the foundation for the dialog and interchange throughout the Assembly. 

“Lata Viva”, a young musical group 
The strong motivating force of this day was played out by our own Marist students. It is what they do that can carry out the Marist mission in the world. For that reason the music group “Lata viva” brought to the Assembly the voice of the children of the world. The name of the group, “Lata viva” (Live Beat) originates from the musical instruments that they use. They accompany their musical work “Vozes da esperança” (Voices of Hope), prepared especially for the Assembly, with metal or plastic industrial use containers. To the rhythm of their instruments, a dance group executed a choreography in which were depicted several true life stories of children in contact with Marists in all parts of the World, among songs and the pronouncements of the universal rights of the child. 

The Province of Brasil Centro Norte has signed two agreements with the educational authorities of São Vicente de Minas and have taken over responsibility for the administration of the small public school of the small village, so that all children of the town attend the Brothers’ school. From there comes the group “Lata viva”, as an action to prevent academia failure and to promote inclusion. 

The narration of the life stories of the children of the world, through the faces and voices of these children, brought before the eyes and especially to the hearts of the participants at the Assembly the most alive of Marist mission today in the world as a good starting point to being the work. 

Mass 
The day concluded with the celebration of Mass, in which the creed taken from the Marist educational document was recited:

We believe in the continuing relevance of his charism.
We believe in our shared mission as Marist educators.
We believe in our vocation to minister to all young people, with a special love for the poor and excluded.
We believe in our mission to lead young people to life-giving values, to build a better world, to make Jesus Christ known and loved.
We believe that, as Mary did for Jesus, to educate young people we must first love them, and love them equally.
We believe in the value of the integral education we offer in our schools.
We believe in the significance of our hopeful and creative presence among young people in all our places of ministry, especially among those most neglected.
The Mass was animated with songs from the musical group “Lata viva.”  

2 September

All the Congregation’s roads lead to Mendes
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From January 2006, when the local preparation phase of the International Assembly of Marist Mission began, more than 1000 local groups of Brothers and lay folk—in total, some 20,000 participants—have trod together a long institutional path which today points towards Mendes (Brazil) as its destination. Already everything is ready in Mendes to welcome a good hundred participants in this International Assembly, to take place between the 3rd and 12th of September 2007.

This event is a novelty in the Congregation’s history. For the first time Brothers and lay people are meeting on an equal footing to share the experiences they have lived in the exercise of their mision as Marist religious and layfolk. On a number of past occasions lay members had participated in Marist General Chapters, but solely as invited guests, since the canonical structure of a General Chapter envisages the participation only of Brothers only as speaking and voting members.  The XXnd General Chapter requested the General Council to “create those structures which it deems necessary to assure the launch of an international forum of Marist mission” whose purpose would be to assure within the Institute support for the shared mission of Brothers and lay collaborators, and for their evangelising and educative service to children and young people, especially those who are poor and excluded. This 1st international Assembly of Marist mission is a new space, created by the Marist General Council responding the General Chapter’s request to give an opportunity to the numerous layfolk working with the Brothers in their world-wide apostolic work, and to do this by means of a significant group of representatives. (see Choose Life §48.6)

The Assembly proposes to be the opportunity for life-sharing amongst the participants, and for celebrating together God’s call to Marist mission. There is no intention of producing a document, though the possiblity of drawing up some sort of message, or of presenting some conclusions to the next General Chapter, is not excluded.

It is hoped that the Assembly will offer a favourable opportunity for tabling significant experiences of Marist mission, for sharing convictions, for praying together and for pursuing communal discernment processes—enriched by the cultural and geographical variety represented at such a meeting.

The preparation for this 1st international Assembly has evolved through a succession of local, provincial and regional stages.  The specific calendar of events at local and provincial level has been arranged by the provinces, according to their respective needs and possibilities. In addition to the local and provincial meetings, three regional Assemblies have been held: in Europe, Brazil and Ocenia.

Given the interest in this historic event, we shall endeavour to offer daily documentation regarding whatever transpires during the days of the Assembly.

1 September

An old country property in the service of Marist formation
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From 1903 the Marist House at Mendes, located in the midst of an extensive property, has served as a place of Marist formation.  It housed juniors, postulants, novices and scholastics for decades.  For a few years it also welcomed retired brothers.  In these last decades it has hosted retreats, recollections and encounters.  This place has something that from the first moment captivated Brother Adorátor, according to an account in his book “Twenty Years in Brazil,” in which he tells of his memories of the first twenty years of Marist foundation in this country.  This work is full of anecdotes related in an elegant and attractive literary style.  Today, that this house welcomes an event of great importance for the Marist future in the world can result in stimulating the memory of what the first years in Mendes were like, traced in the spirit of La Valla and the Hermitage. 

“All of the brothers who lived the first year of Mendes will never forget it.  That first year left us with many memories and we like to recall them.   We lacked many things which, in the ordinary conditions of life, seem indispensable.  But we didn’t suffer because of their lack, if so, very little.  In Mendes, in the months of June, July and August, there are cold days and the nights more so.  The thermometer indicates temperatures below zero.  For Brazilians, it’s an intense cold.  In the city of Río the minimum is 14° C (57° F).  To withstand that temperature, the women wore furs and the men capes.  These explanations help to understand the need that we had of blankets.  Let’s remember that the brothers had hardly more than a doubled towel to protect themselves from the cold and a lumpy mattress of dry grass on a bed frame of iron cross pieces.

The beginners found all of this very difficult.  It was necessary to spend almost a month like this.  On the 10th of July I was able to distribute to the brothers thirty blankets.  For all of them it was a time of great delight; this is the reason that I remember that date.  As to the question of food, we made do with what was strictly necessary:  rice, beans, a bit of meat and an orange.  Bread was very expensive:  one franc per kilo.  We saved all that we could.  For drinking we can say that during hardships we used to drink clear water:  many times it was cloudy due to the animals or the rain.  In the poverty of our diet we did not lose our sense of humor.

When we read in the life of some saints that they didn’t drink wine and in hardship only fresh water, we could not help laughing.  For us that did not seem to be a great example of mortification.  During recreation, reflections about our spiritual progress certainly weren’t lacking.  How many laughs echo from the Hacienda!  Coffee was our luxury.  We were well provided for with the basics.  The administrator picked up corn, rice and coffee.  There were beautiful herds of pigs, sheep and hens.  When buying the country property for forty “cuentas” (money of the time), we added forty “cuentas” more to get also all that could be had, including the vegetables and the vegetable garden.

Well or poorly settled in, we began to work; manual work, intellectual work, we attacked everything.  We set ourselves to confronting Portuguese and the gigantic vegetation that had invaded the property.  There were no fruit trees, nor cultivated land nor grasslands.  Part of the house was transformed into a barn, stable and depository of everything because it was necessary to keep everything in good shape.” 

Brother Adorátor – Vinte anos de Brasil – p. 207 – 207 
31 August

A new ecclesiastic expectation  
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As we come closer to the celebration of the Assembly I imagine that most of us will have built up our expectations or made some reflections on it. My personal reflection has wandered about, with varying intensity, on several topics that the event raises, looking to highlight the informative point of view that could raise great interest. But, on the other hand, there has arisen in me the fear of entering in a land under cultivation and of seeking to pick fruits that have not yet matured. Nevertheless I can advance some personal contributions on this great Marist world meeting.

The first idea that came to mind is that all the participants in the Assembly take part as equals. It is a very positive and very interesting fact. The General Council has decided to create this area of international encounter where everyone, Brothers and laity, laity and Brothers, will have a voice and a vote on the topics under discussion. Perhaps for many this fact is a significant one, highlighting this realization. I do not doubt its great importance. Nevertheless this circumstance must not be an occasion to decrease things to pure legalese as a way of regulating relationships and the work to be carried out by the participants. On the other hand, I think it is more important to highlight the fact that the first principle that has promoted the summons to this Assembly is the fact that, laity and Brothers, as members of the same Church, feel themselves to be together, for the first time at this level, to meditate on how to respond to the challenges that outline the Marist mission today.
The fidelity to the commitment of baptism is a fundamental responsibility of all Christians. Brothers and laity share the Christian vocation. Baptism and confirmation have been the common expressions that have forever summed up the option for Jesus Christ and his Church. To affirm that Brothers and laity meet on equal terms shows the maturing of some very significant processes of ecclesiastic life. The adherence to Jesus Christ and the dedication to his Church are the sacramental expressions of the rights and the fundamental obligations acquired by those participants in this Assembly put their ideas and their experiences in common. I certainly believe that this is important news that reflects the vitality of the Marist charism in today's world. For that reason the expectation that is raised in me is eminently ecclesiastic.  

30 August

Brothers and Laity in the presence of the Marist Mission today

A significant aspect of this Assembly is the honoring of the vocation of the layperson and the brother.  Just by participating, and participating in an intense and broad way in what is being done, indicates to us that we live in a Church that has advanced greatly along this road.  I read in the first volume of “The History of the Second Vatican Council,” by Giuseppe Alberigo (p. 188) that in the preparation for the Council only one layperson participated on the commission for studies and seminaries; in spite of the efforts of the president and secretary of the commission not one layperson was named, not even to participate on the commission on the apostolate of the laity.  More than forty years have passed.  Surely many of the participants in the Assembly arrived in this world and began to take notice of what was occurring around them in the years that followed these events.  The Church in which we live today, in a large part, is the one that evolved from the meeting of the Council Fathers during Vatican II. 
In numerous writings that have been published before this Assembly, some of them on this website, there are dozens of “life stories” of lay people who have shared their personal Marist journey.  Add to that dozens of “life experiences” of brothers who share together with the laity the extent and depth of their Marist life.  In many of these “life stories” that have been told one can observe the ecclesial road  they have traveled joined to the Marist charism shared with many brothers.  We live a beautiful reality of Church.  The Assembly is a great celebration of this quiet happening lived for so many years.
Introducing the Marist Mission inside the heart has been a great success because it’s there where faithfulness to the charism is forged.  While sharing together in the Assembly, brothers and laity, the transcendence of the vocation of the brother and of the layperson to the service of the Marist charism is once again manifested. 
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