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VIII GENERAL CONFERENCE 
If the readers want to send a message to the Conference, they can do so through the webpage by entering the news of the Conference – Other information – Message board - Send a message. 

25/05/2007 - The future of restructuring in the Provinces 
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The morning of the 25th May 2007 was dedicated to analysing the implications of the whole week’s work for the Provinces or the specific regions. 

The Provincials of the region of Africa and Madagascar, with Brother Théoneste Kalisa, verified that after restructuring there still remains a fair bit to be done to generate new structures of animation. One of the most common ideas discussed by the Provincials of Africa was the spirituality of restructuring, shared by Brother Seán Sammon in his reflection of yesterday before the assembly. Restructuring is not only a geographical phenomenon, a change of borders and of structures, but a change of spirit and of heart, as that of Abraham when the Lord says to him: “Leave your house, your family, your land and go to the country that I will show you.”

The General Conference has given the Superiors of the region of Asia an opportunity to plan together the next stages linked to restructuring. Each of the two new Provinces that are going to be created in Asia already has its respective Provincial appointed and the date of its first Provincial Chapter established. The leaders of these new Provinces, co-ordinated by Brother Peter Rodney, have planned the time that remains until their Provincial Chapters. There has also been a serious reflection on the situation of each Province. 

The brothers of the region of the Pacific are analysing restructuring in union with Brother Maurice Berquet. There has been a consultation of all the brothers of the region; and in the light of these results of this consultation the future pathways to be followed are being defined. 

Brother Emili Turú met with the five Provincials of Europe. Restructuring in the Provinces of this region has already been carried out at the structural level and is being consolidated in accord with the directives fixed at the start of the process. In the future, it will be necessary to deepen the fundamental aspects of our life and of our mission which motivated the restructuring. 

Antonio Ramalho met with the Provincials of Arco Norte. This region that includes the previous Arco Norte, formed by Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, Central America and Mexico, has extended its limits to the United States of America and to Canada. The Provinces of this region are experiencing a distinct process of restructuring. With all of them, positive signs of vitality are evident without hiding the difficulties that also exist. There is a clearer sense of belonging beyond the geographical borders. The vision of the Province and of the region is now larger than before. And in some Provinces there is a new surge in vocations. 

Brother Pedro Herreros met with the Provincials and District Superiors of Cono Sur and of Brazil. In Cono Sur, restructuring has occurred since 2002-03 and is following a good pathway. The new structures are satisfactory and foster the vitality of the mission. The two Districts of this region are going to conserve the structure of animation and of government with which they have functioned during these least few years. It is a region where frameworks of government and of animation have been created, such as UMBRASIL, which joins the three Provinces and one District of Brazil into a unique juridical entity before the State: the Provincial Management Board in Cruz del Sur through which the works and the communities are energised, and the three Vicar Provincials of Santa María de los Andes for each of the Sectors of the Province. 

The Provincials of this region of the Institute, as those of the region of Africa and Madagascar, also referred to the theological and spiritual dimension that must accompany the process of restructuring and they are committed to accentuating this aspect through retreats and other means. 

The afternoon was reserved for group meetings with different themes. 

In summarising this past week, it is necessary to highlight the presence of four young brothers who have started as simultaneous translators in this Conference. With some veterans, such as Brothers John Allen, Fabricio Galiana or Teófilo Minga, the following brothers are involved in the work of translation: 

Brother Juan Nvo Nvo, from the District of West Africa, who is translating from English to Spanish; 

Brother Edouard Yatha, from the Province of East Central Africa, who is translating from English to French;

Brother Arcanjos Domingo Mudubai, from the Province of Southern Africa, who is translating from Portuguese to English; 

and Brother Raymond Razafimahatratra, from the Province of Madagascar, who is translating from French to English. 

This team of translators is completed with Gabriela Scanavino, a staff member from the Statistic’s Service of the General Administration, and with Brother Manuel Silva from Compostela. 

24/05/2007 - New models of government and management in restructured Provinces 
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The work rhythm of this VIII General Conference is very different to that of Negombo. The partici-pants have more time to dialogue and share experiences and review the structures of government and administration that have been developed after restructuring. Today they consecrated the whole morning to making a synthesis that collected all the ideas that had appeared during these first few days. 

Three workshops were organised in the afternoon: one on Superiors as leaders in the communities, another on the evangelical use of goods as a basis for the use of resources in restructured Provinces and a third on innovative structures of government in restructured Provinces. 

The first, that of direction, animated by Brothers Antonio Ramalho and Théoneste Kalisa, started by an analysis of the reception of the calls of the Chapter in the Provinces. Then some theological re-flections were shared on the direction of the spiritual animator of the Community. There was also reflection on the courses for Community animators organised at El Escorial and at Nemi. The par-ticipants in this workshop declared that in the Provinces there has been a good harmony with the propositions of the General Chapter. 

In the second workshop, on evangelical use of goods, animated by Brothers Maurice Berquet and Pedro Ost, the group reflected on the consequences of decisions taken at a high level on the goods of the Institute. Starting with the idea that goods, money and resources must be placed at the service of the mission, restructuring strengthened the need to share everything that can encourage this. 

The third workshop, with the most participants and treating structures of government as an element of renewal of communities and of educational works, was led by Brothers Pedro Herreros and Peter Rodney. There was a report on the new structures of management and of government implemented in the Provinces of Santa María de los Andes, Cruz del Sur and L’Hermitage. 

The system of government that the Council of the Province of Cruz del Sur uses is based on two great axes: the Provincial Management Board and the Provincial Animation Teams. Linked with the first are management bodies that supervise formal educational works, ministries, solidarity works, non-formal educational works and administrative accounting. The Animation Teams are those of initial formation, of the brothers and communities, of the Marist vocation and that of fraternities. The two axes are encouraged by the Marist Apostolic Spirituality team. 

Santa María de los Andes, covering three different countries, has taken the initiative of appointing three Sector Councils, formed by brothers and laypeople, co-ordinated by their respective Vicars. The historical process undertaken to arrive at this concrete form of government was highlighted, as well as the advantages and disadvantages experienced and the strategies used to achieve Provincial unity through retreats and Commissions. 

The Province of L’Hermitage presented its initiative of appointing a Vicar Provincial as a major Superior, who is at the same time the Vice-Provincial. He resides in the same community as the Provincial whom he represents before the official organisms of France. The Provincial and the Vicar prepare the two-monthly combined calendar together and communicate it to the brothers. Both meet between Council sessions to anticipate their actions: community visits, interviews with the brothers, meetings, preparation of the agenda of the Council sessions, etc. Also discussed was the system created to run the educational works both in Catalonia and in France, always in accord with the decisions of the Provincial Council. 

Many questions arose about the fact of making decisions about the life of the brothers, the difficulty in moving brothers from one country to another, the way of organising the participation of lay-people, the delegation of the activities of the Provincial to other responsible persons in the new structures, the presence of brothers in the new organs of government, management or administra-tion, the jurisdiction and process for appointing Vicars, etc. Also discussed were the costs compared to the previous ones. Numbers were not given as there was no detailed information but the idea is that it is a good investment in the service of the mission. 

23/05/2007 - Restructuring seen from the point of view of other institutions 
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Today has been a special day regarding the reflection about the processes of restructuring and regionalisation. Brother Seán Sammon began his talk by remembering different positive events that are taking place in the Institute and by describing some of his concerns. He wondered, “Do we really believe that the same spirit of God who was so active in Marcellin Champagnat is longing to live in us and breathe life into us?” He himself gave the answer developing it in three areas: the spirituality of restructuring, our identity as evangelisers and clarifications about identity. 

These were his final words: “Our place as religious in the Church is among those on the periphery, reminding the Church of its true identity. Let us pray to the Lord that he will give us his grace to be able to continue to go on developing that mission, and let us pray also that our hearts will be transformed so that we may find the courage, hope and faith necessary to travel the pathway of renewal that lies ahead of us.” 

In the afternoon there was a panel of presenters. These included David Hawke, FSC, New Zealander, ex-Provincial of the Brothers of the Christian Schools of the Province of Australia and currently the Regional Superior of Asia; Séamus Finn, OMI, North American, delegate for justice and peace in his congregation and Carlos Azpiroz, OP, Argentinean, Master of the Order of Preachers. Brother Seán opened the forum for questions as the first part of the panel. The subjects that arose referred to the new changes introduced by restructuring and regionalisation, the processes that have been developed, the role of the superiors in these processes, the different types of restructuring and regionalisation that have been implemented, etc. 

Subsequently, the Conference members took their turn to ask questions. These were some of the contributions heard in the answers: 

Any juridical organisation needs the pre-juridical and the meta-juridical, but the answer is theological: the mission. Restructuring must be in the service of mission. But we have no right to claim the mission as ours alone. What do we have that has not been given to us? So, any process of restructuring and regionalisation must be organised as a service to the charism and the mission. To be faithful to the charism and the mission. No one can claim the mission as theirs alone and use restructuring as an obstacle to prevent further progress for the one who wants to go ahead. 

The processes of corporations usually have many logistics and they are slow. On the contrary, their leaders are pragmatics and they seek efficiency and satisfaction in the accomplishment of their objectives. We can learn from them to apply it to our institutions. But historical moments are not a copy or a cloning but a gestation. 

In a reflection about the position of the older brothers in the restructuring of a Province of the Dominicans, this idea surfaced: Many brothers long for the years when they will be pensioners because laws force them to retire from educational work. But their religious profession was made forever. The brothers are the heart, the memory and the guarantee of the charism. The fidelity of a religious to the charism of his Institute does not allow for the situation of a pensioner. Mission continues to be a challenge. 

The Regional Superior of Asia of the Brothers of the Christian Schools talked about the consultation and information carried out among the brothers of a complete region in the process that they have implemented. It was a very specific contribution that can be useful as a reference for the reflection of these days. 

At the time when solutions were being suggested they talked about co-responsibility, flexibility, going to the heart of the questions that arise and fostering mutual confidence. 

The session finished with some beautiful words of gratitude by Father Carlos Azpiroz, a former student of the Champagnat College in Buenos Aires: “Thank you brothers, because in the nine years that I was at school you gave me spirit, the value of words and the love of Mary.” 

22/05/2007 - About photographers and painters in the “sala Champagnat” 
The participants have experienced dynamics for reflection and sharing that we can summarise in three stages. The work proposal has been similar to the task of a painter who has to paint a picture or that of a photographer who takes a photograph to be displayed in an exhibition hall. The aim of the exhibition was: to paint the hope in the future which encourages their Provinces together with the forces that act against the life of the Province and its mission. 

The Brothers Provincial and District Superiors have had to seek in the palette of colours of their hearts and minds the mixing of pigments that best highlight the small details of reality which they have to reflect to be observed by the others. As expert artists who know the reality in which they live every day, they have shared their impressions in twos to select the most important features that they discover in their own Administrative Units. This first sharing of opinions was later followed by sharing in groups of five or six people. This sharing has allowed them to define the fundamental principles that should summarise the portrait that each participant was to paint in order to be exhibited before all the others present. All of this process of analysis and discussion to find out what the reality is like was developed throughout the whole morning. 
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The works of the afternoon began after the Marian prayer with which the participants honoured Mary on this day of the month of May. The proposal that Brother Seán addressed to the participants consisted in painting their own portrait of their own Province to highlight the features of the hope that inspires the brothers at this time. The area around the main staircase of the General House has been the space for the exhibition of the portraits, one for each Administrative Unit. Later, the painters themselves have become the visitors to the exhibition to analyse the characteristics of each one of the portraits. And these have been some of the appreciations that have been heard in the group sharing. 

In all of the portraits are highlighted the well defined traces that reflect the identity and consecration, the happiness and joy, shown by the majority of the brothers of the Institute facing the changes that restructuring has brought about; happiness in being religious. Restructuring has led to a better knowledge of the brothers and has awakened a love and appreciation for who we are. Some darker traces can also be seen in some who are closed or reticent to change. 

In the displayed portraits you can find many coincidences. The attitudes of laypeople who share the mission with the brothers, the openness and acceptance of change on the part of the youngest brothers, to need to offer specific formation for the older brothers so that they can face the new challenges that have arisen. 

Some have observed that in the group of portraits presented the tones portraying mission are stronger than those portraying consecration. Compromise and mission are more highlighted than community and consecration. They lack the colour of a witness that gives visibility to community compromise. In all the portraits, the dark tones of vocation ministry and the future of vocations are stressed. The whole of the portrait exhibition lacks the perspective given by inter-provinciality and the dynamism of community. 

Some have observed that the portraits of the Provinces are positive when looked at as a whole because the details are lost in the distance but if you use the “zoom” to get closer to reality and to observe if the brother is happy and a man of God, you will find that the happy tones disappear and that the message that the portrait transmits is, in some cases, worrying. 

But the majority of the interventions show that the general vision is encouraging because in all the portraits the colours and the forms that reflect confidence are highlighted. And the positive is more abundant than the negative. 
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