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INTRODUCTION

Dear Brothers,

It is just about a month ago that we came to the end of the General Conference which brought together 91 participants, including eight young Brothers and eight lay people, from the various continents. In addition we had the invaluable help of Il Brothers for secretarial and translation work.

It was to have taken place in Nairobi but last-minute problems forced us to change the venue to Rome, there being no possibility of finding anywhere el se at short notice with the facilities needed for such an assembly. This change meant that quite a number of participants missed out on the opportunity of making contact for the first time with Africa and Madagascar and coming to a better awareness of the hopes, the human and spiritual richness and the challenges of this continent. It would have been an opportunity for us Marists to strengthen the bond that links us with our Brothers in Africa and to spend three weeks in the company of the group of young Brothers in the Marist International Centre (MIC). In spite of the change of venue, we maintained the "logo" with its African flavour that had appeared on the written information that was sent out before the General Conference.

As you ail know, the General Conference is a consultative assembly which has as its object the strengthening of the unity of the Institute, making possible direct contact of superiors with one another and with the Brother Superior General and his Council and studying matters of general interest and suggesting solutions.
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The dynamic and functioning differ from those of a General Chapter. The latter has full autonomy as regards the General Council and is the supreme extraordinary authority in the Institute. On the other hand, responsibility for the organisation, the programme, the drawing up of the agenda and the duration of the General Conference rests with the Superior General and his Council, in dialogue with the Brother Provincials. The Capitulants decide ail matters by voting and present documents to the Institute. In Conferences decisions are not the outcome of votes, but there is a consensus as to matters that should be promoted at the level of Provinces and the Institute although such matters are not expressed in documents or official statements. These differences are apparent in the manner of working and. obviously. in the goals pursued and in the means suggested for attaining them.

In some cultures there is a proverb which says: "repetition is the soul of learning". As good teachers we know that saying something does not necessarily mean that it has been assimilated and understood by all. And so important things have to be repeated again and again. Emphasising is an art and has an important, sometimes decisive. rote to play in human and divine pedagogy. Recalling is not just a question of material reiteration, or of stating the same thing often and in the same way. Recalling, calling to mind again, involves causing something already known to touch the heart again. It means that important questions are not cast aside, ignored, simply forgotten and cease to influence our convictions and, consequently, our lives.
The General Conference of 1997 came up with little that is new; it was the extension of the XIX General Chapter and emphasised the basic themes of the Chapter. It had as its goal to evaluate the implementation of the Chapter recommendations and to give fresh impetus to us Brothers for the next four years. The General Councillors, by means of working commissions, 
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Directed discussion on five themes: Marist Apostolic Spirituality, Solidarity, Mission and Education Charter, Formation and Vocations Ministry, and Administration of goods. An evaluation which was done in every province was the starting point for the study of these themes. Rather than drawing up new directives, the emphasis was on following the way of the Spirit along the lines suggested by the Chapter.

"The Education charter", which an international commission has been studying for three years, was carefully scrutinised. It received the approval of the assembly but the request was made that the new edition of the text should take into consideration the observations made by the different language groups.

It is in this global context that we have to situate the contents of this circular letter which comprises my two interventions at the General Conference, at the beginning and at the end.

My impressions of the Conference

Although the Brother Provincials will have communicated to ~ their views on this meeting in Rome, I add my own here in order to give added information on an event which concerns the whole Congregation. Let me touch briefly on five aspects that seem to me very significant:

The atmosphere of brotherly friendliness, mutual trust and very hard work. I witnessed great openness and a sincere effort to overcome language and cultural differences. This helped the laity to feel at home and allowed the young Brothers to be themselves and act throughout with great freedom and creativity.
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Unity and harmony regarding the approach to the themes of the XIX General Chapter. Not only did I find that these were accepted but I saw too a great determination to have them put into practice. That is why no surprise was caused by expressions such as: let's make a fresh start, refound the Institute, walk peacefully yet with a sense of urgency.

Hope and faith in the future: This was not a passive hope, much less a resigned one, but the hope of the poor man who puts his trust in God and who is ready to get down to work. I felt that our discussions, as well as the vision we had of the future, were realistic. Once again we became aware of what God was asking of us as a Congregation and of the dwindling human resources that quite a number of Provinces have as they face up to the future. Ali this at times caused feelings of trepidation as we thought of our mission as animators of Provinces and Districts. Like the Virgin of the Annunciation, we asked ourselves "How can this be?" But I detected in the Brother Provincials and District Superiors faith in the future and the desire to keep right on along the way. It was in this spirit that they returned to their home countries.

The liturgical celebrations: These were rich, deep, and in keeping with the main themes that we were reflecting on. Life, events, and the feelings of our Brothers were ail the substance of our prayer.

Often symbols took over from the spoken word. Fr Denis Green, 76 years old and a member of the Society of Mary, presided over the Eucharistic celebrations with such openness and flexibility that they were indeed real celebrations. Again I experienced how, when we are united in the love of God, we speak a new language, which creates a sense of communion and the feeling of being brothers gathered around the same Father.

The presence of eight lay people: Before anything else, I must mention their generosity and availability, for they certainly made an
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important contribution: their time, friendship, knowledge and love of Marist life, and their faith experience. They fitted in perfectly with the full group and shared the long hours which we spent at our meetings. They too had to overcome problems in order to grow as a "community of lay people" while integrating themselves into a large group of religious. They had not previously known each other, and each of them had a richness of personality and occupied leading positions in their respective Marist Provinces.

I felt their presence had a positive and an enriching effect on us Brothers, because living together like this enables us to have a vision of the "Church as communion" as well as to recognise the gifts which the Spirit gives to each one according to one's vocation.

I know that some Provinces and Districts have tried similar and even more extensive experiments as regards the Marist mission and spirituality. This will no doubt help us at the next General' Chapter to ensure the presence of a group of the laity, at least on . the days when we are studying together important matters concerning the future of the Institute.

Contents of this circular

At the beginning and at the end of the Conference I shared my reflections with the participants. In the first address, prepared in advance, I offered some guidelines and steps which seem to me to be important for the future of the Institute. The second address had not been foreseen and it was written on the last day while the assembly was still engaged in its discussions, and I was mindful of the concerns which I had picked up from the participants during the three weeks of our meeting.
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Although I wrote these ideas thinking particularly of the Brother Provincials and District Superiors and myself as Superior General, in the role of animators that has been entrusted to us, I think it fitting that I share them with you ail in this circular letter since we are ail responsible for the vitality of the Institute (C. 165) and ail are mediators of the charism to one another. (CAO).

I have respected the original text and have made only slight changes of grammar or rearranged one or two paragraphs to make it more easily understood by the Brothers who did not attend the General Conference.

I hope that the fact of my having numbered the paragraphs does not prevent you from appreciating the brotherly love that has gone into the writing of this letter. The numbers are merely to help you locate easily the topics I refer to.

As there are some communities who usually meet to share their ideas on Church and Institute documents, I have included some suggestions which might facilitate such a meeting.

I now invite you to read the following pages.
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First part
REFLECTIONS AT BEGINNING OF THE

GENERAL CONFERENCE

(13 – 09 – 1997)
LET'S MAKE A FRESH START

1. My purpose in addressing you at the outset of the Conference is to offer you some reflections that might serve to tie together the themes that we will consider in the ensuing days. The material is not new, but I hope it will reinforce ail we lived during the I9th General Chapter in 1993.

I will centre my thoughts on two themes: events since the last Chapter and the idea of the "re-founding" of the Institute.

1. THE FOUR YEARS SINCE THE LAST CHAPTER

Some significant events:

2. My intent is not to give a complete report on the state of the Institute, but to call to mind some things that have affected the life of the Institute in these past four years. Since they are rather widely known, I will De brief:

The Presence of the Cross:

3. We have gone through four years marked by suffering and instability in some sectors of the Institute, due to war and other forms of violence. For example, Rwanda, Congo (the former 
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Zaïre), the Central African Republic, Liberia, Lebanon, Bougainville, Cambodia, Algeria. The Cross has been even more visible in the violent deaths of eleven Brothers in Africa:

- Etienne, Fabien, Gaspard and Canisius were innocent victims of an atrocious genocide.

- Chris and Joseph, aware that they were risking their lives, went to the aid of Brothers and postulants threatened with death. A few metres from our school in Savé they were cut down by bullets. For them brotherly love was stronger than human wisdom.

- Henri Vergès in Aigeria and Servando, Julio, Miguel Angel and Fernando in Bugobe (Zaire), when they could have escaped from danger, chose to stay near their suffering people. Just as many others did, they suffered violent deaths.

Their deaths were signs of a life whose basis is nothing else but universal brotherhood. Their lives speak to us of the power of the cross, of the fertility of the grain of wheat that dies; they are a sign of the presence of the Spirit among us; they demonstrate the truth that "heroic self-giving is part of the prophetic role of consecrated life" (VC83). They inspire and encourage us to re-commit ourselves to the Gospel.

Unity and Solidarity.

4. Throughout these experiences of the Cross that the Institute has lived, I have received expressions of condolence and sympathy for our deceased Brothers as well as for their families. I have felt a tremendous sense of unity and solidarity from the whole Institute, not only from the Brothers but also from the lay people with
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whom we share our mission and our spirituality. The expressions of sympathy have been countless and deeply meaningful.

For many Brothers this experience of martyrdom among our own continues to be a strong call of the Lord to go out to the "margins", to the frontiers. For ail of us the deaths of our Brothers make us more aware of what it is like to be a refugee, to suffer the effects of war, and have even made us more sensitive to the dialogue between Christians and Muslims. One real sign of solidarity is the fact that 60 Brothers answered my appeal for help in Rwanda and that the majority of them continue to remind me that they are still prepared to go there.

Mission Ad Gentes.

5. Recently two inter-province missionary projects have begun and the Provincials of Asia are looking into the possibility of starting one there also. It is 'unfortunate that after four years of trying, we still have not been able to begin again in Cuba. Ali the government there has allowed us is a total of five visas of forty days duration.

A long-awaited gift.

6. Another important bit of news is the result of the medical consultation of June 26th this year, which has encouraged us to hope for the canonisation of Father Champagnat. If the process concludes favourably, we will soon be able to celebrate it. At the same time it will be an opportunity for a renewed appreciation of our origins and spirit, a revitalisation of our charism, and an opportunity to look more closely at the way of holiness offered us by Marcellin Champagnat.
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Where do we stand as a Congregation?

A. Some insights from the General Council

7. In the Bulletin for Provincials, Number 8 July 1996) there were some statistics taken from December 3 I of each year and from which I have compiled the following information as a basis for reflection:

Year 

1° Pro 
Deaths 

Exits 

TOTAL 
1985 

103 

82 


145 

6.110 
1992 

95 

87 


102 

5.493 
1996 

75 

95 


92 

5.051 
2001 

--- 

--- 


--- 

4.670?

At the end of each visitation by the Brothers of the General Council we shared the vision which we had of the Institute at that period. Last June, at the conclusion of the first visit to ail the provinces and districts, we spent some time sharing and clarifying our ideas on the present state of the Institute. We took as our points of reference the Constitutions, the documents of the XIX General Chapter and, to a certain extent, the main trends which we perceived in religious life today. In spite of these common references, I accept the fact that our vision may be limited and may be influenced by the personal feelings of the Council. But as we are agreed on some important points, I should like to share with you what we see as the principal considerations regarding the future of the Institute.

Each topic is dealt with on the basis of two questions which we put to ourselves :
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8. Important concrete factors which could energise the vitality of our mission and the vocations ministry in the coming years, or the quality of formation we should be aiming at.

a) Energising forces as regards the vitality of our mission :

. A movement of resources, material and personnel in favour of the poor: fresh community and educational initiatives, availability of Brothers (even for working outside their own country), solidarity, inter-provincial projects.

. Sharing our mission with lay people: ongoing formation on spirituality and Marist pedagogy at theoretical and practical levels, active presence of lay people in our mission and in solidarity projects.

. New apostolic impulse: the Bugobe project and the eleven Brothers who met with violent deaths, Brothers willing to take up new missionary challenges, strongly-felt concerns about the vitality of our mission.

. Acceptance of the General Chapter: global acceptance, willingness to move forward, attempts by some provincial councils to put it into practice.

.Availability for missionary projects (Ad Gentes):

b) Energising forces in the vocations ministry :

. Steps already taken: teams, programmes, formation of Brothers, economic resources.

. The vocations ministry is linked to the youth ministry: Youth movements, apostolic groups of solidarity and adults, with considerable accompaniment activities
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. Brothers involved : in some provinces there is an enthusiastic and committed group working full time.

. We are making progress in discernment and in the accompaniment of candidates.

c) The quality of initial and ongoing formation manifests itself by :

. The formation of "formators" : at all levels.

. Accompaniment and a more personal approach to formation.

. Inter-province co-operation

. The international centres: Africa, Asia... the Escorial, Manziana.

. Sessions of renewal and ongoing formation organised by Regions.

9. Some real weak points which could slow down or block the vitality of our future mission, or which are weaknesses in the organisation of our vocations ministry and formation:

a) Weaknesses and obstacles in the vitality of our mission:

. Projects we have inherited: these can be real burdens, can cause division and prevent new projects being undertaken; often we are more attached to such works than to the fidelity of our mission.
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. Difficulty in living a vibrant apostolic spirituality: overwork and a spiritual vacuum in a considerable number of Brothers working ail out.

. Mission and Colleges: imbalance between the theory of evangelisation and the practice, confusion regarding the place of the school in our mission, lack of evaluation and discernment in our work; often we identify the actual educational structures with fidelity to our charism.

. Lack of social consciousness: isolation of the community, being enclosed and out of touch with the problems of the world and with the plight of the poor; very little dialogue with the existing culture or with young people.

. Professionalism.

. Little apostolic zeal or sense of mission.

. The prophetic dimension is not given enough importance and we are too much influenced by secularisation and worldly values.

b) Weaknesses in the vocations ministry:
. Negative or passive attitudes on the part of some Brothers:

They are not prepared to be challenged:

. Lack of interest on the part of some provinces which for long have had no candidates.

. Our own way of life and the image which we project : we wonder if this is indicative of a crisis of identity or a crisis of faith for some Brothers.
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. We notice that the Brothers are not sufficiently present to youth: in some provinces they are not at ail in contact with them; old age and priority that is given to management are contributing factors to this state of affairs.

. Communities that are not we/coming enough: this results in rigidity in the way of life and in becoming out of touch with reality.

. We are also aware that there is a sense of disorientation, that the General Council is perhaps not giving a sufficient lead and that we are not sufficiently involved in the Church and in Parish ministries.

c) the main weaknesses in formation are:

. Insufficient accompaniment of the young Brothers

. We question the priorities and programmes in the first stage after the novitiate (SchoIasticate)

. Imbalance in formation: between the Marist apostle and professional studies; forming for mission, significant life experiences and the integration of one's life.

. Confusion a S to the initial stages Ca uses tension in such aspects as: "community or more personalised"; «psychological or more spiritual"; "more studies or more experience". There is a danger of promoting "individualism".

. Ongoing formation: there is a shortage of animators; inadequate use of ordinary means; little enthusiasm on the part of the Brothers.

. The postulancy : shortage of formation personnel and weak programmes and vocational discernment.
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B. Some personal reflections.

10. The contact I have had with groups of Brothers during recent visits gives me hope for the immediate future. I have come to a better appreciation of the way the Brothers live, their availability and their justifiable concerns. I am also aware of their tiredness and their limitations

I perceive the Institute with ail its pluralism and diversity arising from the diversity of cultures, options and projects. There are provinces, districts and sectors that are dynamic and creative; others are experiencing great problems, although the determination and the fidelity of the Brothers are not at ail in doubt. ln some administrative units the ageing process and falling numbers are proving no obstacle to finding creative solutions. Of course there are provinces that are going through the same crisis which the church in their countries is experiencing. In others, the Brothers are suffering the problems which religious life in their countries is going through, as regards the community witness of consecrated disciples, their insertion in today's world and the conditions affecting the consecrated life for modern men and women. In other situations I detect at the heart of the community a faith which is weak, ailing or in crisis.

Within ail this, I am very much aware of and appreciate the Marist unity and identity as regards our charism, the love and esteem for Fr Champagnat, the joy at being called by God to live one's consecration as BROTHERS and in a lay Institute. I also see availability, hope, and the desire to forge ahead. Perhaps we are tempted to wait for solutions regarding our charism to come from higher superiors rather than finding the transformation processes within each Province.

But there is another side to the Institute from that which I have just mentioned regarding Brothers and other people: I refer to
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the institutions and projects as they exist today. By their sheer numbers and the weight of responsibility which they impose, I feel they obstruct and influence our capacity to examine and discern and, of course, to take decisions.

Normally we appeal for the conversion of the individual so that, once transformed himself, he can move forward with liberty of spirit. Less common are the processes which affect the "conversion of works" and the beginnings of new projects which could be reference points and "myth" inspiring us to live the spirit of the XIX General Chapter. At times I feel that we encourage the Brothers to renew themselves while putting them in situations which choke and exhaust them. It is not goodwill that is lacking. But we must strengthen the spirit with projects and structures which encourage and sustain the quality of life of our Brothers in keeping with the new evangelical thrust inherent in our mission.

Brother Provincial or District Superior, if you take away from your Administrative Unit the responsibility of half of the projects you are involved in (and especially the most burdensome) what other projects would you be bold enough to suggest to your Brothers?
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Il. THE LONG WAIT FOR DAWN TO BREAK:

The refounding of the Institute

Invitation of the General Chapter

Il. The "Message" of the XIX General Chapter ends with this invitation: "With your help, this refoundation will succeed", and as it does not spell out in what such a refoundation is to consist, it is possible for us to fill it out ourselves, taking the Chapter documents on Mission, Solidarity and Apostolic Spirituality as our starting point. In particular I believe that the Marist Apostolic Spirituality document is crucial to this whole refoundation question.

The Apostolic Exhortation "Vita Consecrata" describes this relation between renovation and a spiritual journey:

«While it is true that the renewal of the consecrated life depends primarily on formation, it is equally certain that this training is, in turn, linked to the ability to establish a method characterised by spiritual and pedagogical wisdom. " (VC 68, 93)

And this spiritual journey in the context of renewal on the threshold of the third millennium takes the form of a solid spirituality of action, seeing God in ail things, and ail things in God (VC74), an attentive reading of the signs of God's providential action in history (VC73), seeking the ways of the Lord in the signs of the times 0IC94), in the realities of life (VC68) and in the poor (VC82).
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In this way, we could define "spirituality" (Christian spirituality, principally) as living according to the Spirit, that is to say, that way of life along which we allow the Spirit of Christ to lead us. Seen in this way, spirituality embraces the whole of one's life. Not only one's spirit but also one's body; not only one's relationship with God but equally one's relationship with the world around us. He who takes on the idea of the Kingdom of God, with ail that that entails, as the dominant project of his life and lets himself be led by the Spirit of Christ, lives and grows in holiness. Christian spirituality, therefore, is life. And ail that it involves: prayer and action, apostolate and professional work, relations with others and involvement in history, etc., in a word everything, is important and contributes to one's development or to one's decline.

When our Institute becomes a "school of authentic evangelical spirituality" (VC 93) we can be sure that we are on the right road to refoundation.

12. On the subject of refoundation, I should like to suggest some approaches which enlighten, give hope for the future and encourage us to get involved in this collective process. This would be the best gift which the canonisation of Fr Champagnat could bring us. I know that the refoundation of a charism is both a gift of the Spirit and the result of human effort. As a gift we must ask it from Mary, "she who has done ail for us". But since it also involves animation and government, I myself appeal for your co-operation.

The Preparatory Commission for this General Conference, with the slogan "Now", invites us to start our journey again, to reread the Chapter documents and "to propose anew the enterprising initiative, creativity and holiness of their founders and foundresses in response to the signs of the times emerging in today's world". (VC 37)
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The postconciliar renewal has not been enough

13. When the Second Vatican Council ended, religious institutes used indeterminately the expressions "renewal" or "aggiornamiento" to express the contents of the motu proprio Ecclesiae Santae (1966) of Paul VI, which offered to men and women religious guidelines for putting the conciliar decrees into practice.

Although it seemed that the task of renewal was not going to be easy, it did raise hopes that there was to be an enthusiastic upsurge in the religious life. Certainly, in no way did we foresee a crisis of such scope and magnitude as we are now experiencing. Some of the changes which took place were basic, others merely superficial.

But there is no doubt that, over ail, the work accomplished during those years was interesting and has led to a deeper appreciation of the consecrated life in itself, its identity, its own charism, and its place in the Church.

The Apostolic Exhortation "Vita Consecrata" summed up this post-conciliar period of renewal in the following words:

"During these years of renewal, the consecrated life, like other ways of life in the Church, has gone through a difficult and trying period. It has been a period full of hopes, new experiments and proposals aimed at giving fresh vigour to the profession of the evangelical counsels. But it has a/so been a time of tension and struggle, in which well-meaning endeavours have not a/ways met with positive results. "(VC I 3)

14. It was at the beginning of the nineties that the word "refoundation" began to be used. Perhaps the reason for "refoundation" replacing the word "renewal" was the disenchantment of religious on seeing that ail their efforts at renewal had come
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to so little and that the changes that had been introduced had had so little effect on the core of consecrated life and the Church. The Council had described religious life as "a splendid sign of the Kingdom" (PC 1) and this is its very raison d'être.

Everyone is aware of the problems facing the various forms of religious life today. We speak of chaos, dark night, season of winter, disillusionment, a vague and general malaise, insecurity, inadequate and outworn models, time of discernment and transformation, the need for growth in depth! Everywhere people are looking for a new model which has not yet been found.
But alongside this crisis there is hope and one senses that a new spring is imminent. Religious men and women are longing to explore options, to be creative in their fidelity, seeking a radical and prophetic style of religious life. They are willing to see in this "chaos" in the biblical sense, an opportunity for grace, for creation (and recreation) and they accept the "winter" in a spirituality of hope and discernment of what is essential. They are aware that "unless the grain of wheat falls in the ground and dies, itself remains alone"! Un 12, 24).

15. These voices of refoundation are echoed in the words of John Pauli!' The Pope speaks of the creative fidelity of the founders. As most are familiar with his words, I merely recall them here:

«The founders were able to embody in their time, in a courageous and healthy way. the Gospel message. It is essential that. faithful to the breath of the Spirit, their spiritual sons and daughters continue to give this same witness now, carrying on this creativity in genuine fidelity to the charism of their origins, and ever attentive to the needs of today". (to the Congress of USG. 26.11.94)
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«You must be faithful to your charism in a concrete and creative way. .. By creative fidelity I mean the need to read carefully the signs of the times in order to discern what the Holy Spirit is suggesting to the Christians of today, in the way in which the Francis of Assisi was able to do. . . Francis’ brand of openness and availability will free you from the danger of inertia and from the temptation to settle for a comfortable existence in the way the world understands it. (To the General Chapter of the Friars Minor Capuchins; 1.7.94)

The Institutes are therefore invited "courageously to propose anew the enterprising initiative, creativity and holiness of their founders and foundresses in response to the signs of the times emerging in today's world. This invitation is first of ail a call to perseverance on the path of holiness.. .but it is also a call to pursue competence in personal work and to develop a dynamic fidelity to their mission (VC 37).

What do we mean by "refoundation" ?

16. ln the history of the Church there appear historical processes of refoundation which correspond to the change of historic models (paradigms). To each critical stage in history, when man undergoes a change in self-understanding and in understanding his relationship with the world and with the transcendent, there has been a corresponding predominant form of religious life. As the Church and the world now relate differently to each other so new forms of religious life have sprung up over the centuries.

The word "refound" is often repeated but its meaning is ambiguous and even leaves itself open to contradictory interpretations within the various congregations. We speak of renewal, reform, restructuring, recovery. At first sight they ail seem to be saying the
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same thing, the difference being merely a question of terminology. But ail of us are aware that words are not neutral, they have their magic and their potential, for they hold within them a specific interpretation of reality.

To refound is to effectively reorient the Institute in line with the intuitions and intentions of the Founder at the beginning of the Congregation. Obviously, it does not mean reproducing a carbon copy of what our Founder and the early Brothers did. It would be impossible to reproduce today the social, cultural, and ecclesial milieu of the early days of the Institute.

But it means recovering the elements that give originality to the charism, in order to make them relevant to this present period of history and to the different cultural contexts in which the Institute now finds itself.

17. Refoundation begins from what exists already because it is not a question of inventing a charism but rather revitalising an existing one and incarnating it into the culture of today. This calls for a threefold look: at the past (returning to the sources), at the present (to see where we are and how we are doing), and to the future (What is God asking of us?). As one author puts it :

"it refers to the vital process by which an institute relives the experience which gave birth to it and, from there, goes on to correct the errors of the present while looking in a creative manner towards the future ".

Entering fully into such a process requires making our own the heart of the Founder and hearing the call of God to us today.

Using our eyes to look lovingly at today's world and its pressing needs which call for action similar to that taken in 1817. Striving to incarnate with a new language the same values which he desired for his little Brothers. Undertaking projects which will be more faithful to the mind and will of our founder. Getting rid of

28

ail that draws us away from that fidelity, even though what we are doing may be good and plausible for a certain section of society.

18.

I think, in fact, that Marcellin Champagnat:
. Moved by the Spirit, remained caught up in the love which Jesus and Mary had for himself and for others.

. Was deeply moved by the religious and cultural neglect of children and young people in the rural areas, which for us today would be the least favoured from the point of vie~ of education.

. Believed that God was asking him to respond to this situation by founding an Institute of teachers (educators) and lay religious (Brothers).

. Believed in the great possibility of making Jesus Christ known and loved through education. (we would say today evangelising).

. Was convinced that the best form of education was to love and sensed that to educate means to get to know, and to do this one has to be present in the world and in the life of the child.
. Wanted Mary to be the inspiration of his little Brothers and the protectress of the new foundation.

. Wanted his Brothers to be simple, poor (moderate), hardworking, giving witness to the evangelical sign of brotherly love.
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. Was capable of opening himself up to change, always preserving an original nuclear idea, especially as regards those to whom our efforts should be directed: the most needy among the young.

Suggestions for advancing in refoundation:

19. Refoundation is not something that can be accomplished over a period of two or three years. It is a gradual conversion process involving individuals, communities, tasks and structures. It is something similar to the original foundation of a congregation. For us 2nd January 181 7 is a reference date, but the foundation really took many years. Right up to the day he died Fr Champagnat continued to "found" us, shaping and giving identity to the embryonic community. These were years of discernment, prayer and attentiveness to the Lord.

The important thing is to set the process going, stimulating enthusiasm and projects in provinces and districts, projects which get things moving and help us to lay fears aside and change our hearts.

If we do not succeed in launching more community projects and more ways of being present which are consistent with fidelity to our origins and the dictates of the Chapter, we may witness individual conversions but we are not likely to experience conversion of communities or Provinces.,

The process of refoundation will not be achieved by an indiscriminate choice of projects. ln discerning which ones to adopt, we must remember that the religious life, in the early days of congregations and in the various stages of renewal, has always been impelled by three constants:

. The poor as the driving force for change ( Who and where are the Montagnes of today?)
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. The strength of the mission being readiness to transcend frontiers... (frontier = margin, danger, risk, vanguard, challenge, innovation).

. The tendency towards a spirituality of greater involvement in the world.

a) Allow ourselves to be transformed by the Holy Spirit

20. Sometimes we religious have a tendency to self-sufficiency, to think that ail that we accomplish is the result of our own efforts and merits. We forget that we are a gift of God and that our very existence depends on him. Is it not He who has chosen, consecrated and sent us forth and who gives us the grace of fidelity?

This attitude of self-sufficiency leads us to plan things from the position of our own resources and securities, making modifications to avoid upsetting people and creating tensions. Man normally prefers order, security, and reassurance in the face of the uncertainty of the future. Often it is we ourselves who map out the future for God and point out to Him the paths to be followed in order to establish his Kingdom in the world. Today, by contrast, faith opens up, in the midst of the chaos of the unknown, a path through the sea.

Religious life, after the example of the founders, needs to open itself up in faith to the needs of the world in order to discover therein the ways which the Lord is pointing out to us. The signs of the times are one of the channels by which the voice of God reaches us. That requires being aware of such signs and examining them critically in the light of faith. To do this we need the help of the Holy Spirit. We do not know what to do in concrete circumstances. The Spirit makes intercession for us and helps us discover what God is asking from us
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(cf. Rom. 8, 26-27) and brings us to a total conversion in ail aspects of our lives - intellectual, emotional, cultural and social.

Refoundation is above ail a GRACE, a gift from God which we should ask for insistently. But it is also a collective effort which translates itself into specific acts of receiving and responding to the promptings of the Spirit.

.. Conscious of the gap that lies between the calls of God and our responses, we repeatedly feel the need to be converted anew. We entreat the Holy Spirit to free us from ail that hampers our welcoming Him wholeheartedly, and we co-operate in His work of liberation" (C. 166).

b) Journeying along the road

21. The Message of XIX General Chapter associates the image of a road with the process of refoundation. It is a rich and evocative image.

The history of salvation is a story of a continuous journey in the footsteps of the Lord. There is nothing more opposed to the idea of following the Lord than looking for a security based on anything else but God's goodness and fidelity. We must be ever on the move. A fresh insight, a new experience of God, a new call from Him, these can take us off along totally unexpected paths. The journey will end only when we come face to face with God (cf. I Jn 3,2)

Encounters with the risen Christ might take place along the way (Mt. 28,8; Lk 24, I 3. . .) or take the form of an invitation to set out (Mk 16, 15...), "to go up to Galilee" (cf Mt.28, 16...). ln some cases, as in the case of Philip, the Angel of the Lord invites him to ..

be ready and set out at noon along the road that goes from Jerusalem
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down to Gaza, the desert road." (Acts 8, 26). But this unforeseen journey brought him into contact with the Ethiopian eunuch, a high functionary of the Queen of Ethiopia.

The road guides us to unknown lands with the certainty of arriving at our destination, provided we do not deviate from its route. There is one kind of scenery as we set out, which changes as we travel on, and which is totally different by the time we come to the end of the journey. But the road is the same ail the way. Travelling along the road means moving on. The Chapter documents indicate the "moves" the Brothers need to make :

unifying life, inculturating our charism, moving towards a life of communion, sharing with lay people, drawing close to the poor, educating "to be", transcending or modifying province boundaries,...

For example, at a certain meeting I asked a group of Brother Provincials what they thought of the idea of one or more provinces ( e.g. in Europe, Asia...) offering to release 15 to 20 Brothers in order that they be assigned the task of initiating a mission in life style more in keeping with the guidelines of the General Chapter. These would be ordinary Brothers, irrespective of age, entrusted by the brothers of their provinces with the following responsibility: to explore new possibilities for refounding the Institute.

c) Sharing our mission and spirituality with lay people

22. I am personally convinced that our opening to the laity and recognition of their gifts is no longer an option. This opening is a vital reality for the Church, a sign of the times that we cannot ignore. To isolate ourselves from the laity, not to share with them
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our mission and our spirituality, would be to deprive one another of the gifts the Spirit has given to ail of us. Lay men and women have the potential of being an important impetus for the refounding of our Congregation.

Nowadays the term "Church of communion" is often heard.

It delineates the relationships within the Church among its varied components: men and women, laity, religious, priests and hierarchy. One of the important elements of communion is the recognition of each one's God-given vocation, and the resultant mutual interaction and exchange of gifts.

ln sharing their charisms with the laity, religious give them what they have received freely from the Lord. As we read in our Constitutions: Our Institute, a gift of the Holy Spirit to the Church, is a grace forever relevant to the world (C 164).

Religious and laity, in the complementarity of their vocations, are like two poles which embrace a fruitful life tension: On one hand, religious bring the gift of their charism with its radicality, spiritual transcendence and the richness of the Beatitudes lived out in commitment to the needs of the world (unbelief, the poor, the sick, refugees, the family, youth, the elderly....).

On the other hand, the laity offers the gift of their daily involvement with the challenges of the world through the lens of their baptismal commitment. They promote the mission of the Church from within secular society.

During the Synod on Consecrated Life and in meetings following it, an expression that often struck me was, "Congregations that do not open the gift of their charisms to the laity may endanger their own vitality and their future growth."
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I will not expand on this point any further, since in our own documents and in those of the Church we find very explicit statements. Allow me to cite two from "Vita Consecrata":

«Today, often as a result of new situations, many Institutes have come to the conclusion that their charism can be shared with the laity. The laity are therefore invited to share more intensely in the spirituality and mission of these Institutes. We may say that, in the light of certain historical experiences such as those of the Secular or Third Orders, a new chapter, rich in hope, has begun in the history of relations between consecrated persons and the laity. " (VC54)

" The participation of the laity often brings unexpected and rich insights into certain aspects of the charism, leading to a more spiritual interpretation of it and helping to draw from it directions for new activities in the apostolate." (VC55).

d) Efforts of the Brother Provincials, the Superior General and Councillors
23. Refounding requires "refounders" who are able to balance continuity and rupture vis-à-vis the Founder and history. Continuity is needed in order to recognise and preserve our identity and foundational charism. Rupture consists in assuming new historical forms, out of love and creative fidelity to the Founder.

Something that distinguishes the process of refounding from that of founding, in our situation, is that Father Champagnat had an intuition, acted on it and personally directed ail the stages of its implementation. Whilst the major superiors today, given the complexity of refounding, must give direction, inspire and encourage in
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close collaboration with the Brothers, since it is something that affects ail of us.

Let me conclude with a Native American legend. There was a tribe that had camped from time immemorial at .the foot of a tall mountain. One day their chief, who was seriously ill, called his three sons and said, "Climb the holy mountain. He who brings me the most beautiful gift will succeed me as chief."

One of his sons brought back a rare and beautiful flower. Another gave his father a beautiful multi-hued stone. The third said to him, "I bring nothing. From the top of the mountain I could see, on the other side, a wide plain and a crystalline lake. So awe-inspiring was the sight that I couldn't think of anything to bring back to you;

but I am convinced that the place I saw will be a perfect encampment for our tribe." The chief replied, "You will be the one to succeed me as chief because you have brought me the gift of vision, the vision of a better future for our tribe."

This is how I see our mission as Provincials, District Superiors, Councillors and Superior General. To be agents of refoundation we must climb the mountain of gospel discernment and from there widen our horizons, discover new valleys and look in every direction in an attempt to recognise the signs of the times through which God is speaking to us. Our commitment is not to preserve what we now have, but to discern and accept that "something must die in order that new realities may be born." Are we not at times too "prudent" in our role as animators of provinces and of the Institute?

ln our ministry of leadership we must act on intuition and not only on what is safe. It is imperative that we open ourselves to the strong wind of the Spirit, which always brings surprises
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and unexpected answers. At the same time, we must lead our provinces with wisdom.

If Father Champagnat had waited to have everything clearly spelled out and totally safe before he began, would he have opened the first community? Nothing could be less structured or "programmed" than the origin or survival of a religious Institute; it is the work of the Spirit and, as such, is beyond the scope of human calculations.

Psalm 126 reminds us of the daring and hope of the man who trusts in God: "If the Lord does not build the house, then in vain do the builders labour. "
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Second part

CLOSING MESSAGE

TO THE CONFERENCE

(4 – 10 – 1997)
WALK PEACEFULLY, YET WITH A SENSE OF URGENCY

24. We are coming to the end of the VI General Conference and soon you will be going back home with your suitcases full of papers, your heads swarming with ideas (which possibly you have not quite sorted out yet) and your hearts ablaze with ail that has happened over these past three weeks. I believe that during this time we have brought the Chapter documents out again for an airing, just when they were beginning to be forgotten on our community book-shelves.

The aim of the Conference was simply to take realistic stock of the progress of the Institute four years after the XIX General Chapter. We have shared our experiences, our successes and our need to give more impetus to some aspects that have not been sufficiently implemented. We have also shared convictions and opinions and, especially in the smaller groups, our feelings of joy and of anxiety.

25. Ali this has allowed us to recognise the life which is still welling up in different forms. It is the new wine of a greater sensitivity to the needs of the Institute or of the world and which makes for greater availability. Today such attitudes bear real faces and names of our Brothers, some well known to us, other not. It is the new wine of inter-provincial projects with international communities, or some new experience of community life being tried out by some Brothers and lay people, or the moving out of established works and communities towards the marginalised, where our priorities lie. And the life (the new wine) is valued not in terms of quantity but for itself. We may perhaps have detected a certain sense of timidity in these processes of change, but let us joyfully acknowledge that they exist.
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III. THE INTEGRATION OF ALL OUR PRIORITIES

26. During the Conference the documents of the last General Chapter have come to the foreground again. But more important than the documents themselves is the spirit that breathes in them, the spirit that has awakened again in us the desire - hopefully a desire that will be realised - to respond to these challenges YA...NOW... MAINTENANT... AGORA... If one important aim of the Conference was to evaluate how far we had implemented the Chapter's challenge, more important still is it to spur ourselves to action and face up to the future with a faith, and a hope, and an audacity which express themselves in concrete reality. You have generously left it to us the General Council to determine what concrete shape this action should take, and to help us, you give certain guidelines.

27. I realise that it is not for the Conference to lay down the concrete steps we have to take. The Chapter has already done this.

But the spirit we have lived these past three weeks tells us that once we have "come down from Mount Tabor" (which a number of you have referred to in this room), we have to get down to work, without delay and move calmly, yet with a sense of urgency, because there are needs requiring urgent solutions. Walk while you have the light. .. before darkness overtakes you! (cf. Jn 12,35)

This Assembly has pointed out certain priorities, which are surely the ones the XIX Chapter also indicated. I should like to say a word about this.

28. I believe that the most pressing need is the integration of ail our priorities. It is not primarily apostolic spirituality,
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and after that mission or the vocations ministry, or vice versa. Each one of these involves the others. What is required from us is not only a global vision, but a praxis which will give this sense of cohesion. It would be a grave error to try to give emphasis to any one of these priorities to the detriment of another. On the contrary, treating them in the knowledge that each forms part of a whole, will give vitality to those other aspects. It is an integration which should be striven for not only as regards people, but also structures and projects.

29. It is a bit like the integration of being and doing. I think the time has passed for arguing about what is more important, being or doing. We are surely ail agreed that making such theoretic distinctions, having such a dual vision, gets us nowhere. We know that being requires whatever action is necessary for self development, and that any action that is taken should be informed and animated, for it is a person and not a machine that performs the action.

Assuming, then, this need for integration, I must nevertheless refer to each of the priorities separately for the sake of charity. I shall try to avoid repeating what I have already said in my first intervention at the General Conference.

We feel a strong call
- to grow in our Marist spirituality.

30. To grow in those two aspects which our Constitutions describe as: marial and apostolic, spirituality bequeathed to us by our Founder. (C 7). By growing I do not mean primarily an intellectual exercise or historical research. I mean growth in 
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spirituality, to allow the spirit of Jesus to be the guiding principle of our lives, our actions, our choices: at personal, community or international level. The Chapter document concentrated on the apostolic dimension of our spirituality; I think this is really an urgent matter for us. But, again keeping integration in mind, I believe it must be done with a marial attitude, after the example of Mary's life, which should inform and shape our being and our action, in accordance with our Constitutions (CA). In order to ensure an adequate pedagogy, the actions, suggestions and initiatives of the "apostolic spirituality network" can be very useful. I said at the beginning of the Conference, and I repeat it now, I am convinced that the refounding of the Institute can only be done by a renewal and strengthening of spirituality.

- to develop the recommendations of the XIX General Chapter regarding mission and solidarity.

3 I . It is important to create new ways of being present which could serve as reference points for re-creating our life-in-mission according to the charism of Fr Champagnat. The refounding of the Institute needs these basic aspects in order to make visible and relevant the intuition of Fr Champagnat, who was ever sensitive to the needs of the time, especially to the plight of deprived children and youth. (de. 2). I know it is easy to become discouraged, given the limitation of our human resources, but this is where the strength or weakness of our faith comes in.

We cannot speak of mission or of solidarity without referring explicitly to the works we are responsible for at present.

The works are the practical and ultimate point of reference for many of our decisions. The works we are involved in influence our lives greatly, and that is as it should be. But we must not
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allow them to dominate us or to deprive us of evangelical freedom. We have to try to find a way of transforming our works in such a way that they answer the wishes of the Church and the needs of the young; that they help us to be really what we are called to be, and what we have given our lives for: to be apostles of Jesus Christ and followers of Champagnat.

32. If we really want to refound the Institute, it is important to increase the number of ways of being present which will be a reminder of, and an inspiration to, the kind of life we have chosen.

But I doubt if most of the provinces can make this option without dying to something which they already have, without making painful transformations from what they are now doing. Withdrawing from some of our present projects can be not only the correct but the necessary thing to do. It can be a test of our confidence in the laity who do not need our constant and paternalistic presence, but who do need our encouragement, our support and the memory of what we have offered them down through the years. Perhaps what would be appropriate in some situations is a sort of tutelage system, as is the case in schools in France.

I am surprised to hear it said that we cannot afford to take on more schools for the poor because the works we are presently engaged in take up ail our energy and we do not have enough Brothers to keep them going.

This is a delicate matter and somewhat of a touchstone. It is difficult to find a solution to the problem. But it is a question of fidelity and life. To hang on to works, unable to subject them to evangelical evaluation and discernment, justifying everything from a position of inertia or fear, will in the end bring spiritual death to these works and, possibly, the death of enthusiasm for many apostolic vocations of Brothers or lay people.
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Often I am asked: Why are Provincials and the Superior General so cautious and timid when it comes to creating communities among the poor or putting into practice projects of solidarity involving not only money but Brothers too ?

- to continue founding and developing projects and structures which allow us to share the Marist mission with lay people.

33. Not only as regards work but also spirituality. Here, perhaps, the steps we have to take are important and delicate. It means opening up our world to the positive influence of lay people and to let them into our own world. It is a mutuality of friendship, confidence, aid and challenge - with a new awareness of Church, where there is a complementarity of vocations, a spirit of unity and participation.

The biggest problem, as I see it, concerns teachers in our colleges: How are we to reduce the gap that exists between the roles of "boss" and "employee"? How allow those who are in the majority in the school's evangelising and educative activity to participate likewise in the decision-making process and, where necessary, in the just and proportional distribution of the economic resources. Often we expect from them altruism and generous commitment, only whenever it is in our interest, and when we deem it appropriate.

These days we have had in our midst eight lay people and I realise the sacrifice it has meant for them to be here. For example, Joanne returns to her country tomorrow and on the following day she will be back at school. When Annie asked the authorities for leave of absence to come here it was granted but she will receive no salary for the month she is away.
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I think, brothers and sisters, that the Holy Spirit, on the threshold of a new millennium, is giving us a glimpse of a situation reminiscent of the origins of the Church, where there was an active and wonderful presence of lay people, especially women. Why not receive with joy these sign of the times and walk with them, as members ourselves of a lay Institute of brothers?

- to involve ourselves in the vocations ministry and in formation.

34. Once again, I want to avoid any dualism: We are talking about both witnessing and doing, but there is no greater action than the witness which we give. Remember: "When our life radiates Christian joy and hope, we awaken in young people the desire to give themselves to follow Christ". So say our Constitutions (82) and I agree. Life attracts, especially the life of a group; the life of a community is much more convincing than that of the individual.

The best approach to vocation can be seen in the Gospels.

Andrew had spent a day with Jesus; then he goes off to meet Simon his brother and cannot wait to tell him: "We have found the Messiah". "And he took him to Jesus", as St John tells us (1.42).

I feel the time is ripe to enlist the co-operation of lay-people in our vocations ministry. Involving them in our work of education will really be an action of Church (ministry) only if we help the young "to discover their vocation in the Church and in the world" (C 83). But I hope that this inclusion of the laity in the vocations ministry will not serve as an excuse for us to unload on to them a responsibility which is incumbent on ail of us, even though each may have his own way of exercising it.(C.94).
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After this vocational awakening from contact with people who radiate something because they have fire within, there is a long and delicate path to tread. I refer to formation. This never finishes, or it does so only on the day when the Spirit has completed in us the image of Jesus. Till then, each brother, each one of us, has a duty which we cannot shrug off on to someone else.

IV. ONCE BACK HOME, WHAT ARE WE GOING TO TELL THE BROTHERS?

35. The past two days I have heard questions such as: What will I tell the Brothers of my Province? What am I going to do with ail these fine ideas? How am I to explain to them the wonderful countryside which I have seen in a distant valley where we were able to form communities? At times I was conscious of your fears and doubts. I too am afraid and, when I think of the prospects for the future, I experience both trepidation and fascination.

I have turned to the Word of God which we have just read from the prophet Haggai 2, I b-9 and to John 2, 1-12, to find answers for myself and to share them with you. Both readings speak of the old and the new, of transformation and reconstruction. In both cases I find an attitude of trust in the Lord and acting with confidence... And in both situations the outcome is the same: new wine, wine of a better quality than what went before and a temple similar to the first one, but more beautiful.
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Do whatever He tells you:
36. I hear Mary telling us to "do whatever He tells you". It is an invitation to trust, listen to and obey God. But I should like today to situate the text within a deeper symbol system. Jesus turns the water into wine. The water, used by the Jews to purify themselves, is a symbol of relating to God in fear; the wine is a new form of standing before the Father in trust and joy. Jesus wants to do the same to us: to take everything in us which is just meaningless ritual, cumbersome structure and paralysing fear and to transform it into the thrilling experience of newness, freedom and risk-taking. Ali we have to do is to trust Him and do whatever He tells us.

It is an invitation to listen and to discern in the spirit of the Gospel. This implies an attitude of availability or readiness to do God's will in the service of the Brothers, and this requires letting ourselves be guided and transformed by the Holy Spirit. We do not know what is the best thing to do in given circumstances. The Spirit intercedes for us and helps us discover what God is asking (cf. Rm.

8, 26-27).

Brother Provincial, do not ask for specific answers or definite decisions because there are none better than simply getting started on our journey, discerning the way at every cross-roads.

You and I myself, must ask ourselves often: How will this decision affect the poor? With this particular decision, or this way of animating and governing the Province, what impulse am I initiating and what effective message will it give the Brothers?

Risk walking in faith along the way of God

37. The prophet Haggai is incisive in his insistence on rebuilding the Temple. Unceasingly he reminds people of the project
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of the new Temple.... Who is there among you who once saw this House in its original splendour ? What do you see now? Isn't it as nothing to your eyes? ( Hg 2, I b-9)

To be more relevant, take heart, Sunanda, Spiridion, Kalisa, Dealmo ! Courage, Gonzalo, Bonaventure, Barry, Xavier, Antonio, Quique, Manolo! Courage, all you people of the earth! Courage and get down to work, for I am with you! My Spirit dwells in your midst: have no fear! -

A word of thanks

38. I end with a word of gratitude to ail of you who have taken part in this great assembly.

Thanks to you, the lay participants. You say that, in order to remain strong in your Christian commitment, you need the support, the Marist formation, the witness and the presence of the Brothers. And I personally assure you that we need you and that without your help it will be difficult for us to bring about the refounding of our Institute.

Thank you, Brother Provincials and District Superiors for your service to the Brothers and laity. We need to dream of utopian processes that will change us and concrete solutions that will help us along on our journey. To bring this about, it is not enough to settle for a few merely cosmetic changes. Courage, do not be afraid. Mary is still the First Superior and your Province (District) is her work. . . When you go back home, communicate to your Brothers the spirit which we have shared in this VI General Conference.

Thank you, Brothers of the General Council, for the time you have dedicated to the preparation and organising of this Conference.
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In a special way, I should like to thank Brother Sean for his work of co-ordination and I congratulate him on the highly efficient way in which this has been done.

My thanks to those Brothers who accepted my invitation to take part in the Conference. Thank you, Charles, for being with us.

Your presence helps to recall messages which you launched with vigour and love. I think that the seed you sowed is now beginning to yield fruit.

Thank you, the Young Brothers. You are a gift from God and a blessing from Our Lady to the Institute, and for us who have participated in this meeting you have been a real godsend. In this room it has been said that the old are the memory of the Institute and you are its wisdom, and that one of the signs of the presence of the Spirit is that the old shall dream dreams and the young see visions (cf. Joel 3,1). May you continue to be for us that necessary nuisance, the alarm dock, which urges us every morning to awake from our sleep, leave our passivity and get up. In the same way, I urge you to keep marching forward, create Iife...If you turn cool, the Institute will die of cold. Keep striding ahead, although at times it will be difficult for us to keep up with you; do not let the fire within you die out; set the world ablaze.

Dear brothers and sisters, thanks to ail of you. May Mary our Good Mother help us in our attempts to refound the Institute.

Convey my fraternal greetings to the Brothers, especially to those who are sick, and to the lay people who share in our work.
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V. CONCLUSION

The two addresses which I delivered to the General Conference have a common thread running through them:

refoundation. This is the basis of my convictions for I consider it an element that encompasses the proposals of the XIX General Chapter. ln no way am I suggesting that we as Brothers have become lax or deviated from the spirit of our origins. The urgency to begin a refoundation process arises solely from loving fidelity to our Founder and to the call which the Holy Spirit has been making to us for some years now. It becomes stronger and clearer with the passage of time.

Sometimes we are preoccupied by the falling number of Brothers, recalling what our own particular province used to be like. I realise how natural it is for us to do this but we must not forget that God is calling us to fidelity and not to successful results. You know full well that fidelity consists in listening to God and allowing ourselves to be led by the Spirit in order to discern what God wants from us and from the Institute now and in the immediate future.

The Pope refers to the fidelity of religious in times of crisis in a beautiful passage from the Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata:

"New situations of difficulty are to be faced with the serenity of those who know that what is required of each individual is not success but commitment to faithfulness. What must be avoided at ail costs is the actual breakdown of the consecrated life, a collapse which is not measured by a decrease in
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numbers but by a failure to cIing steadfastly to the Lord and to personal vocation and mission." (VC 36). .

The institute has lived through different stages of authentic refoundation, for reasons quite different from the present ones, and has coped successfully thanks to the strong convictions of the Brothers, with their love of their Marist vocation and their generosity in the face of every kind of trial, even leaving their own country, out of fidelity to a vocation to which they believed themselves called.

The fate of the Institute depends on us ail. Neither the Superior General nor the provincials can offer ready-made solutions for the future. The refoundation of the Institute will be realised to the extent that every Brother, community, provincial council, chapter and assembly decide to live through the processes of refoundation.

Fraternal greetings to all of you in JMJ. And Champagnat

Br. Benito Arbués 
Superior General

53

VI. SUGGESTIONS FOR PERSONAL AND COMMUNITY REFLECTION

It would be a good thing for the communities to share some points of this Circular. In order to facilitate the animation of such a community meeting I am suggesting a few questions which might prove useful.

1. "LET'S MAKE A FRESH START"

"The Angel of the Lord spoke to Philip saying, Set out at noon and go along the road that leads from Jerusalem down to Gaza, the desert road. So he set off on his journey( Acts 8 . 26,27)
1. With reference to evaluations 7-11 of the state of the Institute (vitality of mission, vocations ministry and formation), which apply most directly to your Province, District or Sector?

2. "The contact I have had with groups of Brothers during visits give me hope for the immediate future" ( N° 10) What are your reasons for feeling optimistic ?

3. From the second part of the Circular, nos. 11-24 what are the two or three statements which most moved you?

54

4. In the light of the above and in response to the Chapter invitation which says: " With your help, this refoundation will succeed", how do you feel about this in your heart?

5. ln your opinion, what part could lay people play in the search for a creative fidelity to our charism ?

At the end of the community meeting each Brother may suggest intentions regarding what has been shared and follow it up with a Hail Mary.

2. "WALK PEACEFULLY, YET WITH A SENSE OF URGENCY"

"Go on your way while you have the light, or darkness will overtake you" On. 12, 35)

1. From the lines of action indicated in the Closing Message to the General Conference, what are the two or three which strike you as the most important (N° 28 ff).

2. In your opinion, which of these measures seem most urgent for your Province or District to undertake ?

3. What is God saying to you regarding these specific areas?
4. In number 35 of the Circular, reference is made to anxieties felt by Provincials, and the Superior General. ln this same context, what are your own fears ?

5. What message do the Biblical reference to Cana and the commentary on it (N°. 36) have for you ?
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To end the community meeting a Brother reads the text of the prophet Haggai 2, I b-9.

This could be followed by members "echoing" words or phrases from the text:

"In the second year of King Darius, on the twenty-first day of the seventh month, the word of Yaweh was addressed through the prophet Haggai, as follows, You are to speak to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel governor of Judah, to Joshua son of Jehozadak the high priest and to the remnant of the people. Say this, "Is there anyone left among you who saw this temple in its former glory?

And how does it look to you now? Does it not seem as though there is nothing there? But take courage now, Zerubbabel ! - Yaweh declares. Courage, Joshua son of Jehozadak high priest! Courage, ail you people of the country! - Yaweh declares: To work! I am with you - Yahweh Sabaoth declares - and my spirit is present among you. Do not be afraid! For Yahweh Sabaoth says this: A little while now, and I shall shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land. I shall make ail the nations, and the treasures of ail the nations will flow in, and I shall fill this Temple with glory, says Yaweh Sabaoth. Mine is the silver, mine the gold! Yaweh Sabaoth declares. The glory of this new Temple will surpass the old, says Yaweh Sabaoth, and in this place I shall give peace - Yaweh Sabaoth declares. "
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