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“ONE HUNDRED MARIST BROTHERS FOR A PROJECT. GOAL: ASIA”

Seán Sammon, Marist Brothers’ Superior General, in Catalonia 
Br. Lluís Serra i Llansana

Which answer is given from the Marist Institute to the problem of poverty and social injustice, to discrimination and child exploitation?

The question is an important one because I think in trying to approach the issues around young people and children today, that is to say, the exploitation and discrimination, we want to reflect what Father Champagnat did. But we also realise that the world we live in is different. For example, Father Champagnat attempted to address the needs of the children in his region. I think that in 1816, the government issued a statement calling for elementary education, universal elementary education for all the children in that particular region and indicated that resources should be found even to pay for children whose families could not afford education. Taking in account that regulation and his experience with Jean Baptiste Montagne in the last moments of his life, he moved ahead to set up an Institute to proclaim God’s word to children and young people. But his vision of education is much broader than just a couple of cases. He saw the need to form good citizens and good Christian. So he had a much more global mission but he used the means available to him at his time. Today there are other means available. We live in a global community. We recently have sought to set up a program where we will have more influence with the policies in the United Nations.

To me, we need to work both locally and internationally today because the exploitation is not only occurring in local areas but internationally and universally. For example, the trafficking of children. We cannot do everything but we need to have an organised and well-thought out universal effort to move on all fronts to make sure that we represent children, that we stand in the face of injustices, that we provide education, that we change their lives in a significant way, particularly of those who have nobody to speak to them.

A year ago, in Sri Lanka, the project Ad gentes was decided, what do this project consist of? 

The project Mission ad gentes. which was first presented in a formal way at the General Conference,

is something  that has its origins in the calls of the latest Pope John Paul II. He pointed out that each of the continents and areas of the world had a moment in terms of evangelization. But now, it is the time to give Asia a moment. He asked the religious orders, in particular, to look to Asia as a field for their apostolate. As a consequence, we tried to address that issue in recent months. As an Institute we are made of 4,200 Brothers and a number of lay people around the world working with half a million people a year.

However, in Asia we have a very small representation in terms of Brothers and lay men and women, so 

we seek to increase it. However, this is a new form of mission the Pope is calling for. Really, a form of mission that is more routed in dialogue, in spirit of reconciliation, in building relationships with people of other faiths.

Obviously, in Asia the Church has made mistakes in the past, in terms of evangelization. Today hopefully we can come with a new approach and learn to respect other faiths and to work together without reducing ourselves to relativism. However, I think it is going to take a change of heart and mind to do this, but it will have a tremendous influence on the Institute. In addition, two thirds of the world’s populations live in Asia. We have a very small representation of Brothers and lay men and women.

Secondly, United Nations’ reports indicate that the poorest children in the world are found in South Asia.

And with our own call on the part of the Church to work with the least favoured, we feel that in moving into that area we will be serving the kind of young people we were founded to serve.

Why Asia?

Asia, primarily, because of several reasons.

One, because of the Pope’s callings. John Paul II said religious life had a glorious history to write and still a glorious history to live. And while he pointed out the work of evangelization that religious have done throughout the ages, he called on us at this time of history to look at Asia. 

Also, Asia has two thirds of the world’s population. There are a billion people in India, a billion people plus in China. With two thirds of the world’s population there and a smaller number of Marist Brothers it seems it is time to respond the Pope’s call and to increase our representation in the area. 

Finally, the number of poor children in Southeast Asia fits in very well with our founding vision to evangelize poor children and young people.

Knowing that there are some difficulties on language, religion and culture,… which has been the Brothers answer to your call?

There will be challenges in terms of language, religion, culture, differences. 

We always face this in terms of mission. I must say what some older missionaries have said: they hope will do it correctly this time.

In the past, many men were sent out for mission without knowing the language, without an understanding of cultural differences, nor an appreciation of people of different faiths.

And therefore, they did the best they could, but there were problems that occurred along the way.

What we are attempting to do with the program in Davao is, first of all, to help people discern whether or not this is a call from God for them. If people believe it is and the Institute believes it is, they will move to a stage were they will be provided with a preparation in language, in theology, in cultural studies and in the appreciation of people of other faiths

We are in this for a long haul, and we want to make sure that people are well prepared so that they don’t get to a particular region and feel as though they are not sure of what is happening. 

Have you decided our presence in any specific countries?

Yes, in some ways, we’re looking to increase our presence in countries where we already have a presence. But, in addition, to move into new areas. Part of this is driven also by the question of vocations, quite honestly. There are vocations in Indonesia, there are vocations in Vietnam.

We seek to establish a presence there not only for vocations, but we see it a possible side effect.

China represents a major source of hope in terms of work of evangelization. Obviously, in some time in the future. I hope in the near future there will be a rapprochement between Vatican authorities and the Chinese government. That will open up the whole country of China which is a young country, a country going through a lot of economic changes. We are open up to evangelization in a more direct way. Again even with our presence there.

I think that the way in which we live the simplicity of our lives is something that will become attractive in terms of the values of our vows and it will attract people to come to learn about Christianity.

In Southeast Asia, you have a history of missionary work in that area, particularly from the French, in Indonesia, the old Indonesia where you have got the wider range of history of the Church in that particular region, so this is a lot we can build up on in that area. 

Which is the opinion of the local Bishops about this project we are carrying on?

I think the Bishops will work with us very closely. They seem to understand what we are going to do.

All are being enthusiastic about our possible presence there, which is a positive point. Some will see us there to serve in needs they identify quickly. For example, one Bishop said we can staff the seminaries. 

That is not reason why we are going there. We are going religiously to serve poor children and young people.

I think that the Bishops, once they understand the project more fully and once they see the work we are doing worldwide, will be very appreciative of the effort this project will bring to their particular dioceses.

In addition, to me religious life always stands a bit apart from the Church. Therefore, we hope to bring a service and an apostolate that is not being made in the area and so we try to go to places where the Church is not in terms of having all the resources it may have in other parts of the world.

Marist are working on 76 countries. You have visited all of them. Are there any common aspects among them?

Over much so. I mean, I think that if you go to a Marist apostolate in any part of the world you will encounter, at least, at the very basic point, the five qualities of the Marist educator: the point of the presence among children, the love for work, simplicity, doing things in Marist way. Those are the five points of Marist education. I think we find them reflected in the lives of the lay men and women and in the lives of the Brothers.

Secondly, Marist apostolate, be it school or otherwise, is something that very much projects a family spirit. And I think that the aspect of faith is central to the work. So that in looking at any Marist apostolate 

I think there is not only a sense of feeling people getting something in common, but actual facts of the apostolate which can be pointed at. Also, my hope will be that one of the things which will mark us worldwide is our service to children and young people who are poor. There are children who benefit by our education and they don’t really need us. There are others who have no opportunities or are in desperate need of adults, particularly adults with a value system like ours, to care for them.

To me, we have to make bold moves to make sure we are in those particular areas and not necessarily in areas where, while we are doing a good job, we are not needed as much as we are in other parts.

Which is the problem we find in Africa?

In Africa, for the Church and for the religious life, one of the major challenges today is the economic situation of the countries in which we live.

Secondly, the violence which is taking place in so many areas. There has been a war recently between Congo and Rwanda. There are skirmishes in other parts of the African continent. There is a genocide going on in Sudan. There is a great deal of violence in that continent. 

Third, all those countries, for one reason or another, we cannot analyse what those reasons are, suffer from economic instability.

Our hope as an Institute would be to introduce a greater economic stability, at least, among our own Institute in the years ahead, so the task can continue to change the ways work is founded on, because the old model of relying on founding provinces is something that is quickly changing and cannot continue in the future.

Finally, I think we also have to be more active politically in terms of challenging governments where

corruption is taking place, challenging governments where there is  a certain way of nepotism.

I realize that those factors exist in any country, but if we are going to teach justice at school, we have to be practicing justice in the community.

So our hope will be that we can work together with our African Brothers, Brothers born in that continent, 

to build up the new society they are longing for in that part of the world, so that Africa can ultimately come and take its rightful place among the community, the world community; each nation among the world community.

Marist Brothers have had a particular presence in Oceania since we were founded. I would like to know some of the main traits you have observed in your recent visits there.

You are right. Oceania was the first mission of our Institute; it was taken from the Marist Fathers. My own sense is that it was given to us because no one else wanted it, which is a good way to begin quite honestly, because you go into an area that perhaps others don’t find attractive, and you really begin to do missionary work. What I observed in Africa and on the Oceania region was the real efforts on the part of Brothers and lay men and women to become part of the cultures in which they live, particularly the missionary Brothers. Obviously those Brothers who are in cultures that are of their own, working into instil a sense of pride of young people about their culture about their traditions.

There are some wonderful cultures in Oceania, which is a very complex part of the world, and we need to help people there to discover their culture, celebrate their culture, and share it with others.

Also we need to do that in the context of faith. And therefore, in respecting cultures, we have to make sure that we bring faith in that area. We are not bringing God to the people of Oceania. God is already there. We hope them to discover God in their myths.

What I found also is that in many areas of the Oceania they are new to the rest of the world in some ways. It’s a bit like going back in time and a thing we also have to be careful about is that we appreciate the values that existed in the past, values that we cherished for years; and not impose on people values that are foreign and will disrupt their societies and cultures, make values that are not as profound as the ones they have though they may seem more attractive 

I also found the areas of the Oceania quite complicated. It covers areas from Guadalcanal, and the Solomon Islands to those in Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, Australia, New Zealand. We have got quite a complex area there and I think that it is one, in terms of missionary work, we have to approach carefully. We have to approach it in terms of respecting the many cultures that live there, those that are indigenous and the cultures we have brought in. But, maybe, it gets me a sense of pride that it was our first mission, and hopefully a mission who has kept us living on the margins, responding to the need s of poor children and young people

Several Marist Brothers have given their lives in Africa and South America because of their presence near the most needed. How have they lived their martyrdom?

My sense is that we need to address this question of the least favoured and the poor very directly.

Until the time it is resolved, and I don’t think it is resolved at all.

I think in part it goes back to the fact that it is so complicated. For example, option for the poor is 

really a biblical term as I understand it. Referring to the anawim, we see that the word of God comes often from the least expected place.

I don’t think we can politicise those kinds of issues. At the same time, I think that people suffer from political oppression, from unjust economic systems in Latin America. I think that North America,

to a large extent, interferes in the internal works of those countries and also in the African continent. 

But I also think the question is quite complex. I think in Africa there is also the question of corruption in governments. All those factors working together are factors that need to be addressed. But we, in particular, need to be finding in the poorest children in both of those locations and serving them.

But we can quickly set all into a situation where we are running a very good school system; we do that anywhere. We have to keep asking ourselves, if Father Champagnat came back today and looked at any of our apostolates, would he say this is where we should be, or would he challenge us to stretch ourselves? In saying that, I am in no way being critical of the work it has been done in the past. It has been a wonderful work that it was suitable for its times. In looking at our times today, I think we have to say: what is the Lord calling us to, what is the Spirit asking us to do, in the light of our charism, in the light of our tradition, in the light of our resources and in the light of the love we have for the poor children and young people and the desire to make them good Christian and good citizens.

The whole word stares at United States because of the Iraq war and because of the issue of the international terrorism. As a citizen of United States, coming from an Irish family, which is your opinion about the Catholic Church role in the relationship among Christian and Muslims?

Again, I think we have a complex situation here. My own personal opinion, and people tell me it is naïve,

is that the United States had an opportunity after September 11 to change the face of the world; countries that were considered natural adversaries of the States reached at compassion to what it happened at the World Trade Center.

To me the way to stop communism is to cut the money off. I think wars do not solve anything. I think killing people only brings another generation of hatred to the scene. And, I think what we are witnessing in Iraq is just an escalation of violence, an escalation of violence not only in Iraq but in other parts of the world as a result of it. 

I think that the basic question is how we build bridges between Islam and Christianity. We are talking about radical groups when we talk about terrorism. We are not talking about the average Christian or the average Muslim. Being Christian or Muslim, we are people of faith. Most people are trying to bring their 

children up in their faith; I think they are trying to find a better life for them; I think they try to respect their tradition. How to appeal them to the mainstream? How to build on a group that want peace, want to find a way to live together? And how we work against terrorism in a way that is not violent? 

But my own belief again is that if you cut the funds off, because someone is paying for terrorism, you will be much more effective than dropping bombs at people. Bombs are feeding into it the military industrial system, they make some people richer and kill other people. I realize that there are times when some nations feel that violence is the only way to resolve an issue. To me, this has to be the absolutely last way to consider the matter. So, in one way I do not know what we can do today to reverse what is happening in all of this.

I think what is very sad is that people continue in fantasying that some of what is happening can be justified. But to me, the basic issue for the Institute is to try to address this issue of reconciliation.

I think the writings of Brother Henri Vergès are a wonderful example of what can be done in terms of day to day realities of living and working in another culture, respecting the culture, attempting to share your own.

Final point, there is a poem, in fact it is a fragment, that was sent to me by Daniel Barrigan who was a Jesuit. He was in prison in Syracuse when I was a scholastic. I admired the work he was doing opposing the war in Vietnam. So I wrote him a letter. He sent me this fragment of the poem back and the first line reads: “Peacemaking is hard, hard almost as war”. Something that happens often, because I think that making peace takes tremendous sacrifices; the same sacrifice as needed in war. It is a war for peace we are engaged in, to build a peaceful and respectful society between people of different faiths, different cultures, and different understandings.

What is the present vision of the Marist mission among children and young people?

Personally I think there are three elements in mission, in the Marist mission among children and young people. That we proclaim the word of God, that we proclaim it to the children and young people, and that we proclaim it to the poor children and young people. I think these are the basic elements. So, I think Jesus and Mary are a part of it all. To me, we are respectful to children and we gain their respect following what our Founder told us about it. And we try to live among them. Marcellin said: “In order to change the hearts and minds of young people, we must be teachers. We must be in the midst of them and we must do that for a long time ”. 

Today we do that together with lay men and women in a way that shows mutual appreciation and the gifts we share together by proclaiming the word of God to the children and young people. I do no think Champagnat would found us to establish a school system. I do not think he would found us to be catechists. To me, he had a much broader vision of education as something that would change young people’s hearts and minds. 

Do you have any reasons to be optimistic about the future of the religious life, and in particular,

about the Marist religious life?

I start with the Marist life. I think that Father Champagnat would lose his patience with us often. 

We have in the Institute what I often refer to as “the choir of doom”. People that believe we are in our last days because the vision, the reality we face, does not shape up to the vision that they suppose should be there.

Marcellin founded us with no money with two young recruits, one running away from Napoleon’s

Army, and the other a farm kid. And in a house that can be best described as in need of repairs. But he had a dream, and he had a zeal and an audacity that caused him to move ahead and to found an Institute that is today in 76 countries serving the needs of half a million young people. 

To me, we often create pseudo-prophecies. I’m optimistic because I can see the generosity of people, the goodness of people, the tremendous resources we have on hand as Marist and as religious. To me, rather than be moaning on our situation, we should be busy to be doing what we are called to do, and inviting others to join us in this. I do not think renewal comes about because of pastoral plans, I do not think it comes about because strategic plans, studies or whatever. It comes about because of a basic change of heart. I can see that change of heart getting on the way among many people; so, I am optimistic about the future because first, I think we have tremendous resources to carry out; and second, I see a growing awareness among the Brothers and other people if that is the case.

But I think we need to work very hard in inviting other young people in this effort as Brothers. You cannot have partnership unless you have lay men and women and Brothers together. In some parts of the world, you hear people talking about it when the Brothers are gone. When they are gone, you do not have partnership, and I don’t believe they are gone, I’m afraid that you can set up a pseudo-prophecy though, when you say that they are on their way out, and therefore no one does anything to assure that we have  Brothers in the future. I think wee need to be good news to young people, the joy of this way of life we need to be very clear about, very straight forward about, and ultimately, we need to tell them this is a wonderful way to spend one’s life. Why don’t you join us in this effort of serving poor children and young people in the name of Jesus Christ? And the core of it has to be a passion for Jesus and His good news.
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