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Dear Brothers,

Once again I am writing to remind you of the priorities of the General Council for the coming years, as well as to recall the experience which the Institute has had of martyrdom since 1994.

I am aware that this is not the best time to be sending out documents, since the communities of the northern hemisphere are rather preoccupied now with end-of-school-year business. But the period of retreat will be a better opportunity for you to read the following pages and recall the fidelity of our Brothers and of the martyrs who continue to spring up in the Church every year.

1. In the middle of March we began the General Council's plenary sessions, which lasted two months and which focused on an evaluation of the past four years, a review of the General Conference and a decision as to what our priorities were to be between now and the year 2001. These were days of deep reflection, discernment and a sense of solidarity with you all. The situation of the Institute, from the twofold perspective of its weaknesses and its signs of life, inspires hope for the future. This is a hope which is active and dynamic and which, although conscious of limitations and problems, still allows us to look towards the future with serenity and faith, for we sense in the Brothers a love of the charism bequeathed to us by Fr. Champagnat and a profound awareness of being sent as people who are consecrated-for-mission, especially to the young, in order to bring them to know Jesus Christ and inspire them with enthusiasm for his person and message (cf. C 17).
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News of recent events in the Marist world has been an inspiration to our life and our prayer. I will just mention two of special significance: the study of the miraculous cure of Br. Heriberto Weber by the Theological Commission of the Congregation for the Cause of Saints and the disappearance in the Pacific of Brothers Asema Williams and Ikenasio Lataimu, from Kiribati. The happy outcome of both of these events gave us great cause for rejoicing, for they are manifestations of the merciful love of God.

1. PRIORITIES OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL TILL THE YEAR 2001

2. Without going into the different items on the agenda of the plenary sessions, I think I should share with you the priorities chosen by us for the coming years. This will give you a better understanding of the General Council's guidelines and, hopefully, enable you to assist us in implementing them. These priorities are for the General Council; they are not intended to be imposed on the whole Institute. They are formulated very concisely in a text that is meant to be of practical help to us.

Subsequently this text has come to include the strategy and actions prepared by the General Council's animation commissions.

ln deciding on them, we took into consideration the views of the General Conference, the experience of past years, and the animation which we the Superior General and the General Councillors wish to offer to the Institute in the remaining years of our mandate. We succeeded in formulating three basic priorities for this period:

"Without neglecting the normal elements of government and coordination, the Br Superior General and his Council would like to direct their action, during the next few years leading up to the XX General Chapter towards a dynamic geared to a refounding of the Institute.»
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In order to do this we shall give priority to:

1. Accompanying those responsible for the animation of the Administrative Units in an attitude of dialogue and of respect for the principles of co-responsibility and subsidiarity.

This accompaniment will concentrate on the aspects referred to by the Brother Superior General in his address at the end of the General Conference.

a) Marist Apostolic Spirituality b) Mission and Solidarity c) Shared mission: (Brothers and laity) d) Vocations ministry

2. Continuing to co-ordinate the procedure for reflection, sharing and decision-making regarding restructuring.

3. Preparing for the XX General Chapter with the participation of the Institute.

A brief word of explanation about each of these:

First priority: accompanying those responsible for animation.

This priority springs from the recognition of the capital role played by the people in posts of authority for injecting fresh vigour into the life and mission of Marist communities and projects. By no means is this a belittling of the part played by the rest of the Brothers and by the laity involved in our Marist mission. It is simply an area which we intend to emphasise in the next few years.
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ln the first four years of our mandate we spent a lot of time visiting Provinces and Districts. Our aim was to make contact with as many Brothers as possible – if not all of them - in order to get to know their life situation better and to communicate directly to them the idea which we have of our charism and mission, as well as of other important aspects arising from the XIX General Chapter:

During our remaining years we shall concentrate more on meeting with those in positions of responsibility for our Marist life and mission. Therefore, while in one area our field of contact will be more restricted, in another it will be more extensive as it will also encompass the laity who hold posts of responsibility in our Marist educational activities.

ln these meetings we hope to communicate our vision for the future and to discuss together the four aspects mentioned above, upon which the General Conference lays great stress.

Second priority: to continue the work of restructuring

The idea of restructuring, as you all know, was entrusted to the General Council by the XIX General Chapter. We the Council, together with the different groups, have, I feel, taken it further than the Chapter text went and beyond what we initially understood about it.

We have come to believe that the vitality of the Marist mission is closely linked to the structures that either support it or militate against it. This explains our interest in the matter and the amount of time we have dedicated to it.

Till now we have confined ourselves to discussing, planning and holding meetings with regional groups of Administrative Units.

It must be said that not all regions have made the same progress in
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the study of this matter, but the co-operation of the Brothers in general has been magnificent.

We have repeatedly said that we have no a priori solutions; but it is a fact that, in those regions which have gone furthest in looking into the whole question, possible solutions are beginning to surface.

Our goal is to encourage this process during the next few years so that we can come to the General Chapter with something worthwhile to say on this difficult and complicated subject. It is also probable that by the time the Chapter comes along we shall have already implemented some specific restructuring projects.

Third priority: Preparing for the XX General Chapter.

A Chapter is an event which is a grace for the Institute. It exercises, in the words of our Constitutions, "the highest extraordinary authority" and is of paramount importance, for "it is an expression of the participation of all the Brothers in the life and mission of the Institute, as well as in their co-responsibility in its government" (C 138).

Although preparing for a Chapter is a routine part of our duty, we wish to pay particular attention to preparations for this coming one.

We have a vision of a Marist life in the future from the key perspective of refoundation. It seems that what is asked of the Chapter in this matter is the articulation of mature ideas on which we can reflect in order to ensure that the discernment is as incisive as possible. How do we go about preparing minds and hearts to be able to concur with the will of God for the Institute at the dawning of the third millennium?

How do we succeed in ensuring that the intuitions and feelings of all the Brothers, received as a series of mediations, find an echo in the Chapter Assembly?
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Another aspect which we must consider is how much time the General Council will need in order to prepare for the now almost certain canonisation of Fr. Champagnat. I think this should be integrated into the priorities already mentioned.

That is the situation, dear brothers. I know from experience that I can count on you. I thank Jesus and Mary for it, while encouraging you to continue to let us have every idea which you feel is the fruit of the Spirit who lives in you.
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Il. FIDELITY TO THE MISSION IN SITUATIONS OF SOCIAL UNREST

3. The main aim of this Circular is to share with you the twofold experience which I have had in the past few years: the experience of the violent deaths of eleven Brothers and the discernment of the mission in times of social crisis and ethnic persecution. I am sure you were all deeply moved by the tragic fate of our Brothers Henri Vergès (Algeria); Etienne Rwesa, Fabien Bisengimana, Gaspard Gatali, PierreCanisius Nylinkindi, Joseph Rushigajiki and Chris Mannion (Rwanda); and Servando Mayor, Miguel Angel Isla, Julio Rodriguez and Fernando de la Fuente (Zaire - ex Congo).

ln his apostolic letter Tertio Millennio Adveniente, the Pope reminds us that the Church of the first millennium was born o fthe blood of the martyrs. "It is a witness which must not be forgotten" (n° 37). These pages are intended as my own contribution to ensuring that this wish of the Pope is fulfilled. To the respective Provinces I leave the task of publishing a more detailed biography of the eleven martyrs who have met with violent deaths in Africa since 1994, gathering all the information possible, as a service to the history of the Institute. My intention here is to pay a tribute of gratitude to each of those eleven Brothers who died a martyr's death, thus recalling to your mind and mine the rich legacy that they have left us.

The circumstances of the deaths of our eleven Brothers differed considerably, as did the motives and personal decisions of each of them. But there are aspects which are common to them all: fidelity to Jesus, love of the Institute, solidarity with people who were suffering and, above all, innocence. They were innocent and defenceless. There was no cause for accusations against them; they were simply violently, some brutally, executed.
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Remembering them is a memorial not just for the Institute but for the Church, for they transcended the canonical bounds of the Marist Institute and most certainly belong to the patrimony of the Church and of the many people, especially the young, who feel themselves challenged by their radical option, to death itself.

4. Henri's was a quiet evangelisation of presence, dialogue and pardon; Etienne Rwesa, Fabien Bisengirnana, Gaspard Gatal and Pierre-Canisius Nylinkindi stayed on in Rwanda in spite ofthe violence which was unleashed in the country on 6 April 1994. They did not feel personally threatened and thought that their presence would benefit the people.

Chris Mannion and Joseph Rushigajiki, fully aware of the risks they were taking, went to the rescue of people in Save whose lives were in danger.

The community of Bugobe decided to remain there out oflove for a refugee population who had been abandoned by everyone.

The witness of their presence among the refugees and their" love until death" is a special challenge to the young. It makes them, and us Brothers too, aware of suffering humanity and of the urgent need to grow in solidarity. These deaths remind us of the courage of some men and women who align themselves with poor destitute people and who are the visible face of God's love and "living signs of the Father's tenderness" CC 21).

5. Their testimony, like that of Brothers consecrated-for-mission, can be understood only in the light of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Freely they chose to remain out of love and solidarity with those people who could not flee, and their decision came from the experience of God's love for them and for others. Therefore, their deaths are a sign of life and resurrection for the Institute.
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What we must do is not merely collect their relics and erect monuments to them but imitate them, follow the example of their radicality, their attitude of witnessing, their reasons for living and for their decisions, and en sure that their blood brings forth fruit in the form of action that will live on. Thus we can show that they neither hoped nor died in vain.

Bishop Pedro Casadaliga, defender of the Indians of the Amazons, in one of his pastoral letters in 1996, alerted the people of his diocese to the danger of three temptations that might assail us: forgetting to remember, forgetting the cross and forgetting utopia and hope, allowing ourselves, instead, to be lured by immediate results and the merely pragmatic.

It is amazing the effort which some societies (and even some church groups) make in order to efface the memory of the christian martyrs of their own country. Remembering them is not always a pleasant experience, for it is a judgement on the world which exposes falsehood and sin. Many of these martyrs were champions of human rights, peace and justice and the dignity of each person. By their lives and by their deaths they denounced structural injustice in our society, the victims of which are mainly the poor. "They kill those who get in their way", said Archbishop Oscar Romero, assassinated in El Salvador in 1980, and then they proceed to forget those who got in their way.

In recent times, some local churches have set aside a special day to remember and celebrate the martyrs of the twentieth century. ln this respect, I have twice attended the liturgical celebration which the San Egidio community organises every year in Rome and to which they invite representatives of other christian churches, for they too have their martyrs. I find this a very praiseworthy initiative.
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Martyrdom is a gift

6. "The Church considers martyrdom the highest gift and the supreme test of love» (Lumen Gentium, 42). Rahner describes it as Christian death par excellence. This view of martyrdom has been a constant one in Christian tradition, in theology as well as in praxis and liturgy. Venerating the memory of the martyrs has been important for Christians of all ages. And in the first century martyrs were regarded as exceptional "witnesses" of faith in the Lord from whom could be derived inspiration and strength, since one could identify with and imitate them.

ln the official documents of the Church today there are many references to martyrdom and martyrs. I quote a few from John Paul Il: "Jesus' love for the world finds its highest expression in the gift of his life for mankind" (cf Jn 15:13), which manifests the love which the Father has for the world (cf Jn 3:6). The Kingdom s nature, therefore, is one of communion among all human beings - with one another and with God" (Redemptoris Missio, n° 15).

"The supreme test is the giving of one s life, to the point of accepting death in order to bear witness to one s faith in Jesus Christ. Throughout Christian history, martyrs, that is, "witnesses ", have always been numerous and indispensable to the spread of the Gospel. ln our own age, there are many: Bishops, priests, men and women Religious, lay people - often unknown heroes who give their lives to bear witness to the faith. They are, par excellence, the heralds and witnesses to the faith." (RM n° 45).
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Martyrdom is a gift and not at all the result of design, nor is it a way of persona1 sanctification. It is rather an event in which God manifests the power of his love for the person who gives his 1ife for others.

It is the greatest manifestation of the Kingdom of God in this world, and we must know how to understand it, how to absorb and interpret it as epiphany. It forms part of the life of the Church, but it should be considered not so much as heroic deeds in themse1ves as a permanent interior disposition. The candidate who pushes himself forward for martyrdom risks being suspected of fanaticism.

The Eng1ish p1aywright T.S. Elliot, in his play ‘Murder in the Cathedral’ puts into the mouth of Thomas Beckett, the Archbishop of Canterbury who was murdered for his fide1ity to the Church on 29 December 1170, the following words: "A Christian martyrdom is never an accident, for Saints are not made by accident. Still1ess is a Christian martyrdom the effect of a man's will to become a Saint... A martyrdom is a1ways the design of God, for His love of men, to warn them and to lead them, to bring them back to His ways. It is never the design of man; for the true martyr is he who has become the instrument of God, who has lost his will in the will of God, and who no longer desires anything for himse1f, not even the glory of being a martyr".

A new era of martyrs

7. I am impressed by the list of martyrs in the twentieth century, men and women, young and old, catechists, bishops, priests, sisters, brothers and 1ay people committed to the cause of peace and justice. To this 1ist must now be added the name of Bishop Juan Gerard, in Guatemala, a re1entless defender of the human rights o the indigenous people in El Quiché.
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Some died not at the hands of "pagan" or "communist" persecutors, but murdered by "christians" whose god is power and exploitation, or who were .simply blinded by the violence of war. We are experiencing a new era of martyrs, some of whom are known to us, but there are thousands upon thousands who are known only to God.

Martyrdom is a historic fact which has been present in the Church since the sacrifice of St Stephen till the present day. We are speaking about christians who have suffered violent deaths at the hand of persecutors. The circumstances and external conditions of martyrdom have changed, depending on time and culture but, in essence, the act and the reasons for it remain the same: men and women suffer violent deaths for having opted to be faithful to their christian vocation to follow Christ

The Church of the twentieth century has martyrs, which is its honour and glory. It is they who give credibility to the Gospel values, for they generate hope and the conviction that it is possible to live as brothers in one human family. What is more, they furnish ecclesial identity in the sense that the Church will be the Church of Christ only to the extent that it is prepared to experience and share in the destiny of the martyr Jesus Christ.

"ln this century, as in other periods of history, consecrated men and women have borne witness to Christ the Lord with the gift of their own lives...thousands of them have be enforced into the catacombs by the persecution of totalitarian regimes or of violent groups, or have been harassed white engaged in missionary activity, in action on behalf of the poor, in assisting the sick and the marginalised; yet they lived and continue to live their consecration in prolonged and heroic suffering, and often with the shedding of their blood, being perfectly configured to the Crucified Lord" (Exhortation Vita Consecrata, n° 86).
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For centuries those have been considered martyrs who have freely accepted to die for the faith. The term "faith" today also encompasses christian morality, as witnessed by the fact that the Church honours as a martyr St Maria Goretti, who died in defence of her chastity. ln more recent times the scope of martyrdom has been broadened, thanks largely to Karl Rahner. ln addition to martyrdom provoked by hatred of the faith, the Church recognises martyrdom that come s as a result of love and charity or from the exercise of the christian virtues (justice, peace, defence of the poor, of the dignity of life and of other christian realities and values).

This widening of the scope of martyrdom is of very real practical importance for a christianity and for a Church striving to live up to their responsibilities regarding justice and peace in the world (cf Rahner in Concilium, n° 183). The beatification process of Fr. Maximilian Kolbe began by regarding him as confessor and ended with his being canonised as a martyr whose unselfish love led him to take the place of a man condemned to death in the concentration camp of Auschwitz.

Marist Martyrology

9. One hundred and fifty-one years ago Br. Jacinto was martyred on the Island of San Cristobal (South Solomon Islands). This Brother, along with seven postulants and with the help of Fr Champagnat, inaugurated the novitiate in Vauban on 8 December 1839 and later was part of the team of missionaries made up of Marist Fathers and Marist Brothers. ln December 1845, on his arrival on the Island, Mgr Epalle (one of the youngsters who had attended the catechism classes at Rosey run by the seminarian Marcellin) was murdered. And on 20 Aprill84 7 two Marist Fathers and Br Jacinto were also killed. ln his circu1ar of 1 August 1848 Br. François praised this excellent Brother, the first martyr in our Congregation. On page 457 of Vol 1 of the Circulars we can read the letter sent by the missionary Br. Gennade, giving details of his death.
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After him came many more martyred Brothers, bringing the total to 203, plus one postulant in China. The largest group,175, are from Spain. ln Appendix II at the end of this Circular you will find more information on them.

No doubt there will be Brothers in the Institute somewhat like myself. I thought I knew the history of our martyrs quite well but last year, on my visit to Papua-New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, I learned much more about three missionary Brothers from the Province of Australia than the few details that I was already familiar with. These were Brothers John William (John Roberts), Augustine (Frederick Mannes) and Donatus (Francis Fitzgerald), who went as missionaries to the Solomon Islands in 1938. Their arrival on the Island of San Cristobal is described in the Bulletin of the Institute, 1938, vol. XVI. They disappeared from their school in the village of Chabai (Bougainville) in 1942, taken prisoner by the Japanese. When the war ended, all investigations as to their whereabouts proved fruitless and they were given up for dead. It is presumed that they were killed at the end of 1942 or in 1943, perhaps in the island of Sohano.

Of course, there are many other Brothers who have not shed their blood yet who have nonetheless been heroes of generosity in their daily lives in the apostolate assigned to them. Some of these risked their own lives out of love for and solidarity with other people, in situations of social crisis, wars or political instability. I have had the good fortune to meet and talk with quite a lot of them and I can assure you that I have great admiration for their fidelity and courage. Quite simply, I am proud to have such extraordinary Brothers. To recall them to mind, one just has to think of our men who have worked in countries that have been ravaged by war or violence over the past thirty years.
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Our martyrs in Africa in 1994 and 1996

10. I believe I am right in saying that the violent deaths of eleven Brothers in Africa in these two years have had a profound impact on the Institute. They deeply affected many of us on both a human and a spiritual level and set in motion a wave of generosity and daring which is reminiscent of the Chapter document. This is what was needed to make it come alive, so that it in turn could engender LIFE. That is why I look upon what has happened to us as a great grace, for it has helped us not to shy away from risky and precarious situations, and to grow in our sense of solidarity. ln fact, many of us have been able to make a pilgrimage of solidarity without even leaving our homes, for events have heightened our sensitivity to the plight of refugees and the tragedy of war.

As news of these tragic events reached us, we kept the Provinces informed as to what was happening. ln spite of the passage of time, we have not been able to get any reliable information on the last moments of the eleven Brothers who were murdered, with the exception of Henri Vergès, where there are eye-witnesses and trustworthy testimony of the Church in Algeria.

Why and where was Etienne Rwesa murdered? Why did they kill Fabian, Gaspard, Canisius, Chris, Joseph, Servando, Miguel Angel, Julio and Fernando? Who were their killers? These questions are still unanswered, and perhaps never will be answered reliably.

Alongside these questions, there will continue to be deeper ones regarding the incongruity of such dramatic events. The Brothers in Bugobe stayed on to show solidarity with the poor and to support the abandoned, speaking out for the rights of the refugees. As a result, they were murdered by the Interhamwe militia, who lived in the same camp, some of whom had even benefited from the aid given by the Brothers.
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Fabian, Gaspard and Canisius had no way of escaping to safety, and when the situation deteriorated, they took refuge in the seminary of Kabgayi, where several hundred people had likewise gone, thinking the proximity of the Bishop's house might ensure their safety. It was from there that Br. Canisius wrote a beautiful letter, which you can read in Appendix 1.

The three had dedicated their lives to the Christian education of the young. The memory they have left behind is one of understanding, goodness and love of their pupils, regard1ess of ethnic origin. Although they were well known in the region, no one tried to intervene when they were violently and unjustly killed.

We have no fresh news of Etienne. He left Rwanda, heading in the direction of Burundi, and at the border separated from the other Brothers to go to the assistance of a group of sisters and nurses, to warn them of how dangerous that area was, and to show them a safer road to follow. By all accounts, none of these people survived.

Chris and Joseph travelled from one end of Rwanda to the other. They obtained permission to go back to Save to try to help evacuate some people who were in danger. They risked their lives and ended up being riddled by the bullets of soldiers of the same ethnic group as the people they were trying to rescue. Chris lived life intensely and on this particular occasion more intensely than ever, for the lives of some Brothers were at stake. ln going to Burundi and Rwanda, he rendered a great service to the General Council as well as to the Brothers out there.
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I still know very little about his last moments. The official explanation given us seems to me to be confused and unreliable. The charred body found inside the car could not be identified and was later buried in our cemetery in Save. We may never learn for certain whose remains they are.

These accounts are a small part of the story of our eleven Brothers, but there is another and more important aspect, which are the legacy and the spiritual patrimony of the Institute. I refer to the witness given by our eleven Brothers and the courageous and free option of some of them, particularly Henri Vergès, Chris and Joseph and the community of Bugobe.
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III. DISCERNING THE MISSION IN SITUATIONS OF SOCIAL UNREST

11. In 1994, hearing of the murders in Algeria, a mend of mine sent me a copy of the 1etter which St Augustine wrote to Bishop Honorato before the invasion of the region of Numidia by the Vanda1 army in north Africa (letter 228). As they swept a10ng, the barbarian army wreaked havoc everywhere: they killed the men and children, took the young men slaves, raped the women, destroyed churches and scattered christian communities. In this terrible situation Honorato seeks advice from his colleague and friend Augustine, the bishop of Hippo: "During the enemy invasion, what should the bishop and clergy do?

Fee or remain with the christian people?"

In his reply, Augustine offers him pastoral criteria and guidelines regarding the fidelity of pastors in times of persecution, and he concludes by saying: "1 tell you what I believe to be the truth and true charity. If you find better advice elsewhere, you are free to follow it.

But one can do no better than simply put one's trust in the Lord. Very holy and wise men have done the same, remaining faithfully united to their Church, without ever wavering."

This is a text with which the bishops and re1igious communities in Algeria are familiar and which has been a point of reference in their discernment about staying or leaving in the face of the persecution and threats which surround them. I too have reread it a number of times and have closely watched the discernment process of the Church in Algeria. I have also been very much inspired and strengthened in trying to cope with the social crises that affect our communities in Africa, for which the General Council has a particular responsibility.

ln many of these dramatic situations there was very little the General Council could do to solve the problems or he1p the Brothers.
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There were other occasions where I accepted the decision of the Brothers and then gave them whatever human and spiritual support I could. ln such circumstances discernment and ultimate decisions can be difficult and are open to different interpretations.

12. Obviously the Brothers in Algeria and Bugobe could have been withdrawn or Chris and Joseph been stopped and their violent deaths avoided. But what is the role of the Brother Provincial or of the Superior General in such situations? I believe it to be, as always, to help to discern what is from God and what is inspired by other motives. The personal safety of the people involved must always be a consideration, but not the only one nor the most important. If such were the case, we should not, in the first place, have set up the two communities mentioned above, or others in similar situations, and would have remained instead in more peaceful areas, away from the border regions, where the most dramatic events were taking place.

At present there are several Marist communities struggling bravely in crisis situations, but I think especially of those of Bougainville and Chiapas, very much in the news these times. These Brothers have chosen to stay put and continue to serve the poor, in spite of the risks involved. I think our Brothers in all those communities are showing the same courage as Archbishop Romero (though perhaps not quite as explicitly as he) when he refused the protection of a body-guard and a bullet-proof car which the President of the Republic had offered him: "1 thanked and sent greetings to the President, respectfully informing him that I could not accept such protection since I wanted to run the same risks that the people are running; that it would be a pastoral counter-wilness, were I to move about in safety, while my people are so insecure." (From his Diary, 07.1979).

This risk factor in the life of the Brothers has been the most difficult and painful aspect for the Superiors when it came to 
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taking decisions involving people and fidelity to the mission in situations of social unrest. It is a very important question of conscience:

Where is the line to be drawn between a choice for the poor made by the Brothers and the question of prudence? Why put brakes on the movement of the Spirit and the praiseworthy concern for others which Brothers feel?
a) Social conflicts which have been the object of discernment

Algeria

13. ln 1994 the Bishops and major Superiors held a meeting to discuss the situation in Algeria, which was deteriorating at an alarming rate, with violence being directed at the Church itself. Each community took part in the discernment process since that was the level at which decisions had to be made. Our two Brothers talked it over with their Provincial, and, despite the risks they knew they would be running, decided to remain in the Casbah, out of solidarity with the Algerian people.

The martyrdom of Henri Vergès and Paule Hélène was a cause of great concern for the Bishops and the major Superiors who had communities in Algeria. There were an increasing number of meetings to discuss and discern the situation and to try to foresee the future of communities and the nature of the mission of those who elected to stay on.

I knew some of those processes and was even more familiar with the discernment engaged in by the Augustinian Missionary Sisters, who had communities in Algeria. At the beginning of October 1994 the ten sisters who were living in Algeria met with the Superior General, the Provincial and the Bishop. The personal decision of
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each sister was to remain on in Algeria. And this is what they did. But a few days later, on 23 October, two of them, Ester and Carmel, were murdered as they walked along the street on their way to Mass. It is not difficult to imagine the feelings that their deaths gave rise to and the further questioning that followed concerning the future of the community. Again the sisters were invited to discern about their future, but this time the exercise took place outside Algeria in order to allow them more inner freedom. Once again they reaffirmed their decision to stand by the Algerian people. The communities were assembled together and same practical measures decided on to help them keep a lower profile. The elderly Cardinal Duval wept with emotion as he greeted the Religious. Last year these were joined by two other young Sisters from Chile and Spain.

Rwanda

14. As you will remember, the situation in the Great Lakes Region was very complex. ln view of this, there was very little the General Council could do. ln spite of our limitations, however, we drew up a plan to try to foresee how to cope quickly with whatever emergencies might arise and to identify which areas we would have to treat with much discretion and prudence. Some situations needed more time for discernment.

The conflict of 1994 in Rwanda found us powerless to do anything about the ethnic persecution of a group of Brothers or to evacuate them from the country where they faced certain death. Although some succeeded in getting away, four were killed and two others, together with the postulants, remained in hiding, protected by their confreres, though still in mortal danger.

A hast y message which we received asked us to help negotiate the evacuation of these Brothers. There was no time for 
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protracted discernment; immediate action was required. Chris Mannion set out from Rome and later was joined by Joseph Rushigajiki, with a11 his generosity and experience of the local scene. But on 1st July 1994 army bu11ets put an end to this adventure of love and generosity in the cause of their brothers.

Since these tragic incidents, the District of Rwanda has held two assemblies. At the first they tackled the problem of the reconstruction of he District and the return to the country of those Brothers who wanted to go back. ln the second they turned their attention more particularly to reconciliation and mission.

Bugobe - Nyamirangwe

15. The community of Bugobe, although situated in Zairian territory, belonged to the District of Rwanda. The project had been initiated by six Rwandan Brothers with the approval of the District Assembly. From the outset it was considered desirable that the community inc1ude a few non-African Brothers to give it an international identity.

As from August 1995 the situation gradually worsened and the risks for the African Brothers were growing daily; they felt threatened because of their nationality and their presence in the refugee camps.

Yet it was important that the work continue, and this is what the Brothers of the District proposed in the Assembly which was held in Molo (Kenya) in February 1996. In view of the external problems, the Marist community of Bugobe was forced to forego its national identity and African psychology, and reorganise itself with Brothers from other continents. The experience and availability of Miguel Angel and Servando assured continuity. Some time later Fernando de la Fuente joined the community, and a few months after that he was followed by Julio Rodriguez.
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The responsibility for accompanying this community and its project demanded of us much time and concern. Every three months they were visited by Br. Jeffrey Crowe, the General Councillor whom I had appointed as my delegate for Rwanda and, naturally, for Bugobe. The refugee camps were experiencing frequent and random political and social crises. The refugees seemed doomed to suffer terribly but we still hoped that international governments would come up with some humane solutions. As for our Marist community, the Brothers did not really foresee how tragic would be their end. They did not aspire to be martyrs, simply good Samaritans to the refugees of Nyamirangwe.

Samaritans and BROTHERS who were in solidarity with those who were suffering and who had lost everything, even their own country.

Telephone calls became more frequent as tension and insecurity in the refugee camps increased. Was there discernment? Were we taking too many risks? The archbishop of Bukavu, Christopher Munzihirwa, had asked the missionaries to stay, he himself setting the example which resulted in his violent death. Our Brothers in Bugobe welcomed his message in the cause of peace and the refugees. For the Brothers, Archbishop Christopher was a man of God who spoke out fearlessly for justice, peace and for the dignity of the refugees.

16. I had frequent telephone conversations with Servando, the superior of the community. I am now sorry that I did not record them.

He came across as calm, full of faith, in no doubt about the decision they were taking and about the dangers involved. One of their fears was that they would be killed by the advancing rebels, though they distrusted also the men of violence who had infiltrated the Nyarnirangwe camp in the second half of October. My insistent invitation to them to pull out of the place always met with the same reply: "We can 't abandon those whom everyone else has abandoned. The members of the international organisations have withdrawn and these days
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thousands of refugees are pouring in, fleeing other war zones. We are going to do what we can to receive them ".

The way things were turning out did nothing to alter their determination: "If you were here you’d do the same. We’re resolved to stay if you allow us to do so. Ali four of us are of the same mind.

Today we could leave; in a few days' time that may no longer be possible... But, if it s left to us, we are staying on. So far we don’t feel threatened, if S only the rebel soldiers who could cause us harm, but if seems that they are not molesting white people ".

On 13 October Servando rang the General House and I spoke twice to him from France where I was on visitation. This was his message; «Everyone has fled the Nyamirangwe camp. We are alone.

We’re expecting an attack any time. If we don’t call you again this afternoon, that will be a bad sign. Most probably they'll confiscate our radio and telephone. There s much confusion in the area.

The refugees have fled without knowing where they are going and might even come back again. Many infiltrators and men of violence are around. We are remaining here for we don’t want to be identified with the military or with armed groups. "

17. On a few occasions Jeffrey and I have reread the decision of the Bugobe community, whose foundation I accepted and subsequently supported. We have both written some pages in order to preserve the memory of those events. Here is Jeffrey's testimony: "Knowing these Brothers as I do, if wasn’t hard for me to understand their decision to stay, There were multiple practical reasons for remaining alongside the refugees to the end. The Brothers still had a few reserves of food and clothing; their presence had a calming and reassuring effect on a despairing and panicking mass of people; they had lived through other moments when the refugees had temporarily fled the camp and then returned, looking for help; they
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wanted to be a public voice to the outside world of the catastrophe that was taking place before their eyes. But such humanitarian reasons are only surface indications of the underlying motivation for remaining. The Brothers had grown so close to the people, "our new family ", and identified so strongly with them, come what may, that any suggestion of abandoning their presence was met not only by refusal but by a sense of personal hurt. For them it was a question of fidelity to real people they had come to love, fidelity to a mission which they felt privileged to be entrusted with, "the greatest possible gift", in the words of Fernando, fidelity to their vocation as Religious Brothers, following Jesus even to the Cross. Their community prayer constantly reflected these themes. When Servando s mother asked him what he really thought he could achieve by going back into such a hopeless situation, he answered, "Mum, when the refugees come to us missionaries, it s as if they are coming to God. If we are not there to help them, nobody is going to do it. "

District of the Congo (ex-Zaire)

18. The communities and the Brothers of the Congo needed our special care and attention during the events of 1996 and early 1997.

They were in a dangerous situation and there were quite a few problems: five communities were increasingly at risk as the war progressed;

the postulancy was situated in a danger zone and we discussed the possibility of withdrawing the postulants from the country altogether or merely to a safer area; some Brothers were on the wanted list and in danger of death; two others had been kept more or less under house arrest for a month and were hoping to be smuggled out of the country.

The District Superior did everything possible to follow events closely but had little freedom of movement and some communities were cut off altogether. My mind was so preoccupied with these communities that
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when on 8 November a Xaverian Father told me he had bad news about Zaire, my first thoughts were not for the Bugobe community but for the other Brothers who were also in dangerous situations.

As telephone communication from Rome is easier than within Zaire itself, I took upon myself the responsibility of acting as intermediary and delegate in the whole community process of reflection and discernment. To this end I sent written texts to be reflected on and discussed together and, in order to facilitate the individual decisions of the Brothers, I even spoke personally to some of them. All this was made possible thanks to the invaluable help of three General Councillors who were closely following the situation with me.

At times I felt I might be exasperating the Brothers on the spot and one of them, in fact, told me so in these words: "We have made free and personal decisions to stay and there s no need to keep as king so often. We will take the consequences of this decision of ours: but our presence here now is more necessary than ever".

Subsequently they expressed to me their gratitude for the support and the solidarity they had experienced from the General Council. (ln Appendix I, I have reproduced short extracts from some replies to my written messages).

b) Guidelines which helped us in our discernment of the situation in Zaire in general, especially in the Great Lakes Region.

19. As regards the situation in Zaire at the end of 1996 and the beginning of 1997, I felt some basic criteria should be established to help the Brothers take their own personal decisions. I also needed to be c1ear about the nature of this accompaniment of the Brothers and, with the memory of the community in Bugobe, who had all recently been killed, very fresh in my mind, I wrote down some ideas for
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sharing with the General Councillors who had been close to me during that tragic period.

ln the course of this discernment we considered some of the documents of the Church, especially the encyclical Redemptoris Mater and of the Institute, which c1early urge us to be both generous and prudent in times of social unrest and persecution. The main texts we considered from our own documents were:

From the Constitutions: "ln situations where religion is persecuted or society is in crisis, we remain in the country, if at all possible, through a sense of fidelity to our mission" (C 80).

From XVII General Chapter: "The Kingdom of God is a reality whose growth does not always conform to human standards. Hence the Gospel can call us to faith and hope. ln difficult social and political situations, the Brothers should remain with the people as far as possible, sharing their difficulties, and, if need be, adapting their apostolate" (Missions, n° 6,1 ff).

"The Brothers, as witnesses of Jesus Christ, should try to maintain a Christian presence in countries unfavourable or hostile to the Gospel....Leaving the country should be considered only when community life becomes impossible for, without that, witness and perseverance are no longer assured" (Missions, n° 6.5).

20. Besides these references, two ideas were very much to the fore in my mind: The first is found in St Matthew's Gospel and refers to the first announcement of the Passion: "From that lime Jesus began to make it clear to his disciples that he was destined to go to Jerusalem and suffer grievously al the hands of the eiders and chief priests and scribes, and to be put to death and to be raised up on the third day. Then, taking him aside, Peter started to
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remonstrate with him. "Heaven preserve you, Lord; " he said "this must not happen to you. " (Mt 16, 21-22). Peter reacted in this way out of love for his Master and showed himself ready to defend him at all costs and to prevent any harm befalling him. But Jesus responds immediately, for Peter's words are not of the Holy Spirit: instead he is looking at things from a purely human perspective: "But Jesus turned and said to Peter: Get behind me, Satan! You are an obstacle in my path, because the way you think are not God's ways but man's" (Mt 16,23). One can imagine Peter's face at such a stinging rebuke from Jesus: "Get behind me, Satan, you are an obstacle in my path»
My next reference was this observation which I heard from a good friend of mine some time ago: "No superior can force someone, under the vow of obedience, to perform a heroic act of charity. But no superior has the right to prevent someone from performing a heroic act of charity".

e) The process of reflection and discernment that we followed

21. The situation was becoming more and more complex each day and, while we were trying to decide on how to deal with the existing problems, we were obliged to look ahead to foresee the consequences for some communities of the way events were developing. ln our dialogue with the Brothers here are the three criteria and guidelines which we took into consideration:

1) Information on the situation in the Region in order to understand it better:

- Aware of the difficult situation our Brothers were in, we were concerned for individuals and communities, especially for those Brothers most directly threatened.
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- We foresaw serious problems in trying to evacuate those who wanted to leave the country.

- We had communication and logistic problems within Zaire.

Moreover, the situation was aggravated by the fact that there was the enforced absence, for other reasons, of the regional superior, who could have co-ordinated and assisted the Brothers in their discernment.

- We consulted the General Councils of other Congregations which had communities in the war zones and exchanged information with them.

- On several occasions we sought the opinion of the Brothers living in Zaire, with a view to inviting them to leave and alerting them to the risks and to the need to take precautions. There were some Brothers (notably outside the country) who were more removed from the situation, and who told us: "You must order them all out immediate1y!"

2) Basic criteria for discernment which the reflection group followed:

- This was my point of view at the beginning: Help those Brothers who had opted to stay on in the country to do so. Help and encourage them once it was c1ear that their mind was made up. Accept the fact that, in spite of the dangers, the Brothers should be able to stay in the majority of the communities.

- Where the danger was great, the Brothers should not remain on just to safeguard property.

- We tried to give the Brothers additional information with opinions from outside to enable them to better assess the internal situation when decisions would have to be made.
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- We realised we had to work on a provisional basis and that we were not in a position to make precise long-term strategies, but simply watch how things went from day to day, keeping in touch with each Brother and giving whatever help and support we could.

- Decisions had to be made: As Superior General and Councillors, we had a great, and to a certain extent, the ultimate responsibility, but our decision was dependent on the personal reflection of each Brother, the information sent to us by the communities, and the views of the local Church.

- We agreed that the duty of the Superior General and the Councillors was to listen, consult, pray, accompany and create the most favourable conditions for our Brothers and ourselves to discern with c1arity.

- We realised too that more prayer was called for. It was a difficult time for the Brothers in Zaïre and for ourselves and we felt we had to intensify our prayer. ln such circumstances the communities in the General Rouse and in Zaïre had a special mission of solidarity and spiritual support.

- We had to decide whether to remain in the country or withdraw. ln principle, I myself agreed with the idea of the Brothers remaining in Zaire, in spite of the difficulties and the dangers, but the decision had to be a personal one and arrived at on the basis of guidelines that we would communicate to the communities.
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-

-

3) Guidelines for the Brothers' personal discernment:

- The inner freedom of each Brother: No doubt some felt confused as to the course of action to be followed, between fidelity to the mission (to the Spirit) and the dangers involved, and between the wish to remain with the suffering people or to withdraw, in the hope of returning to begin the work again when the time was ripe. The Brothers were invited to confront the reality of their situation and to inform the Brother Superior General of their personal decision, taking into account the general set-up, their health and psychology, and the tensions, the fear and the state of nerves of the community.

- The decision would be a reply to the call of the Spirit. Stay on, to do what? Stay out of love for God and the people; stay on to carry out a mission, in view of the present needs of the Region.

- Another consideration would have to be the help they could expect from the Marist mission now and in the future, and their present and future needs.

- Each Brother should, if possible, talk this process through with someone responsible and impartial.

- We suggested the Brothers discuss these problems in community, at a human level, as well as in the context of faith and prayer.

Each Brother too should listen to his community's point of view of the situation and of the relevant criteria and ways of dealing with it.
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- I likewise made it very clear that those who felt called to remain on could count on my full support. They were also assured that the Brothers of the General Council would continue to keep as closely in touch with them as possible.

- To those who decided to leave the country I said: "Be of good heart. I’m looking forward to seeing you".

- Finally, I advised those who were remaining on in the country that they should decide on the most prudent measures to be taken and to try to maintain contact with myself or with a General Councillor as far as possible.
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IV: A WITNESS THAT ENCOURAGES US:

KEY GUIDELINES.

22. The memory of those eleven Brothers who have shed their blood on the continent of Africa these past four years is ever before me, not with a sense of nostalgia, indignation or anger, but, as bearers of life and message, as facts of life which I keep in my heart, in the hope of understanding them in the light of faith.

AH this reinforces my conviction that it is the Spirit of the Lord who leads us to the edges, to the "no-go" are as. He is continually urging us to uproot ourselves and centre all our existence on God. It is precisely this search for God which brings us face to face with the other, in the service of our neighbour, especially wherever there is abandonment and death. The experience of God is radically linked to the sharing of pain and sorrow. Love is the beginning and end of the experience of God. As Bonhoeffer said: "Living for others is the only way we can experience transcendence".

a) Experiencing conflicts from the perspective of Jesus and the Gospel

23. Just a few days before the murder of the Brothers in Bugobe, I was asked at a meeting of Brothers: "To go to Bugobe, do you have to be a saint or someone extraordinary?" My reply was - and it would still be the same now: "They're ordinary Brothers just like you and me". The question expressed part of the truth, but it was overlooking the secret of the communion of the Saints. Many of us have been of great support to the Brothers in difficult circumstances in Algeria, Rwanda, .Bugobe and the Congo (Zaire). We have prayed for them, that the Lord would preserve them and let them be led by the Spirit. That is the secret of the strength that they have shown.
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Their lives have shown us how to look for God among the suffering, the weak and the poor. They teach us that it is possible to encounter the Absolute in the most destructive of situations, in the apparent negation of all that is human. They are a call to the discovery of God in communion, goodness, harmony, wisdom, but also in poverty, in the wilderness, in conflict, in division.

The Kingdom of God is in direct relationship with the events of history; because God's position there is that of defender of the orphan and the widow. God emerges from the midst of today's events as the one who loves and defends life, in stark contrast to the idols of death. God emerges from all these deaths as the radical answer, summoning us to identify with Him as the God who “pulls down princes from their thrones and exalts the lowly, the hungry he fills with good things, the rich sends empty away" (Lk 1, 52-53).

(Cf José Antonio Garcia SJ, "Hogar y Taller").

Here is a brief report written by Brother Jeff Crowe about the community of Bugobe: "These were four exceptional but ordinary Brothers. The daily grind of serving the refugees was exhausting, the frustrations multiple. Their joys were simple and Immediate: the smites and expression of thanks they received from mothers at the end of their strength in caring for malnourished children, the moments of happiness shared with the thousands of little ones surviving one day at a time, small victories won to gain a little more justice and care from various authorities. They shared the uncertainty, the worry, the fears and frustration of the refugees, but not their polities, the hatred, the dreams of a return to Rwanda with force. They had no illusions as to their ability to influence the political thinking of people in such circumstances, formed as if was by generations of tribal discord in Rwanda. In fact, this was one aspect of the suffering of the Brothers: they were limited to simply staying with a suffering people white unable to address the 
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underlying causes of their suffering, being men of faith, hope and love in this people s darkest hour. They did not choose death, but along with many thousands of those they had come to serve, they died as victims in a shameful and evil chapter in human history. Their experience is a definition of brotherhood, more compelling than any text. "

24. I am not aware that our brothers Henri, Chris, Joseph, Servando, Miguel Angel, Julio or Fernandez regarded themselves as "heroes" nor felt called to martyrdom; at least they never mentioned it to me. They accepted dangers, inc1uding failure and death, all in the cause of evangelical solidarity and love. They, like Etienne, Fabien, Gaspard and Canisius, loved life intensely and wanted to go on living.

When Chris and I were saying farewell to each other, we mentioned the possibility of the failure of the rescue mission to the Brothers and postulants in Rwanda, but we presumed we would soon be seeing each other again in Rome.

b)

Gratuitousness as opposed to the pursuit of success

25. The death of our eleven Brothers is a gesture of life which does not spring from a sense of triumphalism or pretentious messianism. Almost all were free to choose and wanted to be fully alive here and now. A gratuitous presence, freely given, with no strings attached. Life gestures born of a vocation of de dedicated service. Life gestures which only make sense by living to the end the fullness of our vocation as BROTHERS.

They risked their lives among a suffering people, but with the simplicity of men who get on with the daily task and look death in the face with no attempt to get out of its way. They accepted their mission to remain there, to accompany the poor with love, to offer hope.
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With no drama, no announcements, no cries, with no numerical calculations, they have defined for us a whole style of religious life lived day by day, step by stop, drop by drop; so many small gestures for others, springing from love, and which encourages us to give everything and ask nothing in exchange. Their martyrdom is a martyrdom of charity, a martyrdom of love freely lavished.

As one writer puts it, "the more radically irrational, unjust and painful the world that we construct seems to be, the more irrational and gratuitous love must appear (and be experienced)." Our Brothers, in looking on each man as a brother, refused to accept the logic of death that surrounded them. Their lives and deaths are a paschal epiphany of hope which has triumphed over death and evil.

c)

The prophetic dimension of evangelical audacity

26. "Dedication to the point of heroism belongs to the prophetic nature of the consecrated life" (Vita Consecrata, n° 83). These "frontier" situations where our Brothers chose to live are, no doubt, a challenge to the love of comfort and the excessive securities that imprison us. They awaken our consciences and jolt us out of the rut of routine and pettiness. They witness to another way of living and looking at the world, different and non-conformist.

By their dedicated lives, consecrated persons in such situations hasten the day of a more just and fraternal society but at the same time they make themselves a point of evangelical protest, denouncing an unjust and intolerant world. They face danger with evangelical audacity, which, to a certain degree, is an inherent characteristic of the consecrated life. But such prophetic strength runs risks and dangers. It is the paschal mystery which involves death, but as a free surrender of life: "No-one takes my life from me; I lay it down of my own free
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will" (Jn 10,18). This is the courage of Christ which the martyrs imitate and which all of us are called to live out again in our lives.

d) The efficacy of the cross or the fecundity of the grain of wheat that dies (Jn 12,24)

27. The disciple of Jesus must align himself with the cause of Jesus and, therefore, taking up one's cross is a key element of discipleship. The Christ who is being followed ends up being crucified. The life and death of our eleven Brothers tell us that carrying out Jesus' mission and plan inevitably involves sharing in his mission in this world.

Following Jesus means taking upon one self the destiny of conflict that was his, putting oneself in a situation of weakness and persecution, leaving oneself open to rejection wherever discrimination, injustice, violence, invested interests etc. still exist. Following the crucified Jesus means being prepared to take up crosses which are to be found in the sharing of life and mission. The consecrated life by its nature is counter-cultural and politically disconcerting because seeing, judging and acting from the perspective of the Gospel can be interpreted as a threat by the different political, social and economic systems. This is precisely the effect the life of a Christian community should have.

The road to heroism is not through conformity and submission.

If Jesus had been a conformist they would not have crucified him. The cross of Jesus is the consequence of his fidelity to his prophetic mission; it is the cross of the Messiah. The choice our martyrs made for Jesus is bound up with the cross of love, which renders one vulnerable and exposes one to suffering; it is bound up in God's message of love for the least and most abandoned of society. It arouses the hostility and the disdain of the mighty; it is linked to hope and to life, and provokes the opposition of lovers of power and destruction.
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Only from Jesus' perspective is it possible to understand the efficacy of the cross and to make sense of martyrdom. Destruction, death, absence, loss are all turned into gain, presence, life, fullness. "If you had not found a cause worthy to die for, you would not have found reasons for living", said Martin Luther King. The death of our Brothers is confirmation of the fact that taking up one's cross with Jesus is inseparable from discipleship. Their deaths c1early reveal the mystery of the cross, a manifestation of the love and compassion of Christ for the world, especially for the weakest and least important.

e) "Your ways are holy..."(Ps 77, 14), or trust in the midst of sorrow

28. The world's pain, the suffering and death of innocent people, has always elicited questions about God's "passivity" in the face of such tragedy, and given rise to the prayer--cry-protest of the psalmist:

"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (Ps 21,2-3). “Yaweh, how much longer will you hide?" (Ps 89,47). Even as loving children, we still find ourselves protesting to the Lord about our suffering and about what is happening all around us: the murder of our Brothers joins the list of hundreds of thousands of children and innocent people who have likewise met with tragic deaths.

It is only the cross that can teach us, in the face of these horrors, how to say "Y our ways are holy". Jesus too, from the gibbet of the cross on which he was being put to death by men of power, continued crying out this same question before conc1uding his mission with a public confession of faith and trust in the love of his Father; "Into your hands I commit my spirit" (Lk23, 46).

And with the help of the Spirit of Jesus who sustains our faith, we accept the fact that "by turning everything to their good, God co-operates with those who love him" (Rm 8, 28).
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V. CONVICTIONS THAT ARE GROWING STRONGER IN ME

29. Just over two years ago, Servando, Fernando and Miguel Angel were living their Marist life under very different skies, and Julio, already in Zaïre, was involved in quite a different apostolate. Without doubt, they were all giving themselves fully to the service of God and of others, quite convinced, moreover, of the good they were doing.

Suddenly my call to the Brothers of the Institute for volunteers to come  to the aid of the Rwandan refugees in Zaire struck them (and many other Brothers who likewise offered their services) as an authentic call from God. Their mission takes a new direction. From the outset they are aware of the dangers involved, gradually accepting the possibility of a tragic end to their lives, as well as to the lives of thousands of refugees. But they stand by their word. Fernando, shortly before, had been delighted to be given permission to stay on in Zaire a year longer than the one that had been asked of him originally.

The presence of Henri Vergès and the Brothers who were with him in Algeria was no accident but had been requested and approved by the Brother Provincial. ln view of the situation then prevailing, it was not possible to get involved in any great projects, but simply to live a somewhat provisional existence, doing whatever apostolic tasks presented themselves, especially anything which might meet the needs of youth.

When in June 1994 someone had to go to Rwanda to try to rescue the Brothers and postulants, there was no shortage of volunteers from within the General Council. I had the luxury of being able to choose! Something similar happened to Chris when looking for a companion to go with him from Save to Cyangugu and Mururu, with plans to get back as soon as possible to Butare and Save. How can we interpret these events?

99

a) My first conviction touches on the dynamism of vocation and mission. Nothing is ever quite definitive. God's call to generosity can come at any time. God can ask us to uproot ourselves from familiar places, lifestyles and apostolates. God can always ask "Leave your land". We must live in such a way that we can hear such calls; we must be alert, awake, vigilant in order to know how to discern when it is the Lord who is calling. And we must always be ready for a missionary exodus. Such is the attitude of Mary in having to give up her Son, the man Jesus, in order to open herself progressively to a more universal dimension, the painful but fruitful child-bearing of a spiritual motherhood, in which Jesus will become the firstborn of many brothers.

b) I cannot help thinking of the meaning and value of mediation. God speaks through ordinary factors around us. For these Brothers it was my invitation or that of their Provincial. It was nothing extraordinary but they recognised the call of God in it and so asked no questions about what might lie ahead. A few words were enough to inspire them with enthusiasm and assure their commitment.

c) I read these events too from the central idea of participation in the paschal mystery. The Brothers had been involved in a fruitful apostolate where they were. It certainly seemed to me to be fruitful, very fruitful indeed. Today, in undergoing death (and that is the Pasch), their lives have been turned into an eloquent and convincing proclamation of the fact that Jesus is truly the Lord of their lives, And all kinds of people have been able to read the message: Someone has written: "The Marist Brothers this time have been the chosen ones to give witness, 'martyrdom', for christians, for their love of God and the world". And another says:

"Authentic martyrs.. " they accepted their fate, which was never in very much doubt, in order to save defenceless men and women, although they were to pay the price of their heroism with the loss of their own lives. What a sublime lesson! They were prepared to
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meet death in the continent of Africa in order to carry through to the end the christian mandate of love of one's neighbour".

d) Finally, I sense that the Lord is calling me to live all this as gift, as grace. 'You did not choose me, no I chose you; and I commissioned you to go out and to bear fruit" (Jn 15, 16). And so I feel that we have nothing to boast about. We see everything differently when we realise that martyrdom, the life of a missionary, the consecrated life, are not personal choices, but gifts which we receive with humility and gratitude. The witness given by our eleven Brothers must serve as a powerful voice in defence of society's rejects and to proclaim the lordship of Christ in our lives. We "Marists" must know how to keep in the background and not to hold centre stage. We should speak of the refugees, those who are orphaned and widowed by the genocide in Rwanda, rather than of the Marists. We should speak less of ourselves than of the power of the Gospel which moves people to live lives of unstinting love.

30. Dear Brothers, my aim in this Circular has been to share with you an experience of discernment and pay a tribute of gratitude to the eleven Brothers who have met with violent deaths these past few years, as well as to their families for their love of the Marists, for the witness of their faith and for their christian courage.

And there are other Brothers whom I admire and esteem because they too confront difficult situations with generosity. Some have come close to being killed themselves.

My thanks and congratulations to the Brothers of the Congo for their fidelity to their mission, their closeness to a people who are victims of war and for the fraternal help they have offered.

Thanks too to the Brothers of Rwanda for their fraternal spirit and for the generosity with which they resumed their Marist mission after the tragic events of 1994.
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l am also most grateful to the Brothers of the General Council for the support and understanding I have always received from them.

Thank you, all the Brothers of the Institute, for I have been conscious of your human and spiritual support, as well as the support of the lay friends of the Institute whom you have kept informed of the trials our Brothers were going through in Africa.

When the Constitutions tell us that our ways of being and acting draw their inspiration and guidance from the attitudes that made Mary the perfect disciple of Christ (cf. C 4), they are asking us to live her spirit. This is what comes across in the life and death of our brothers, martyred for love. I feel that they are teaching us how to make that Marist dimension of our spirituality more alive.

l ask Mary to give to me and to each one of my Marist Brothers that attitude of attentive listening, prompt obedience, simple commitment to people, trust, strength, humility and serene joy. ln rimes such as these, we are prompted to say with Father Champagnat : " She has done everything for us".

My fraternal greeting and renewed thanks to you ail.

Benito Arbués Superior General

Rome, 8 May 1998
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Appendix I.

Some testimonies

A) From our Brothers in Zaïre

To facilitate our discernment, I sent a fax in December 1996 to the Brothers in Zaire, asking them some questions which I had drawn up with the help of the General Councillors who were following more closely the events in that country. ln spite of communication difficulties, we received many replies, which I found useful in my efforts to help them come to a personal and a communal decision. Here are the questions we put to them with extracts from some replies we received.

1. How is your health, physically and psychologically?

- Apart from the normal concerns of my daily work. I feel quite calm about the situation we are in.

2. What are the needs of your people at present, and the mission of the Brothers in this context?

- The problems of the people get daily worse; hungry, exhausted, sick pupils. . . You just have to look around to see for yourself. F ear, insecurity, panic The slightest noise is enough to set it all off... Our first task is to try to establish some kind of normal atmosphere in the school and provide security and hope.

- What the people most need is peace and an end to this war which has rendered our lives absolutely miserable. We've been deprived of ev en the little we had. The people need witnesses of hope, especially right in their midst. Our mission as Brothers is to accompany them and encourage the young people who have been entrusted to us in this calvary.

104

- It's particularly at this time of insecurity and disorder that we have to carry on with our apostolate and be with the people in order to witness to the existence of God and to love of one's neighbour.

- At this time of confusion, with the departure of Church organisations (foreign and local), panic is rife. The people feel abandoned and congratulate those who stay with them... Contact with the Brothers who calm them down and comfort them teaches them what is good, just, essential, and helps them distinguish what is true from what is false, and how to risk danger for a just cause...

3. If you remain on, what dangers do you foresee for yourself personally and for the Marist community?

- I find it hard to believe that I might even be risking my life.

But I realise it's a distinct possibility. Remaining together gives us greater strength and gives more meaning and efficacy to our efforts. I don't want my decision to influence that of anyone else.

- I don't know what might happen, but I don't think anything will go wrong.

If I remain, I don't foresee any personal danger, except being accidentally killed; the same can be said for the community.

4. If you leave, what do you think the consequences will be for you personally and for the Marist community?

"Safety" for me, and for a lot of people "the feeling of having been let down". If our community leaves now we will lose considerable credibility.

- If I leave, those who have heard of the deaths of our Brothers this year will understand that it is for my own safety. Other people, however, will see it as a betrayal, flight from danger, instead of staying on to share that danger.
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5. What do you feel God is asking of you personally in the present situation?

- As long as we can help to encourage and support our pupils, I feel God is asking me to stay on here. As a Marist and a Christian, I feel called to share the dangers and the fate of my brothers.

- God is asking me now to hang on in here, to stand by these broken people and accompany them on their way of the cross.

- I accept what is happening as it happens and I trust in God.

- Seeing what has happened these past weeks, I think I can be of use to my pupils and I feel a call to carry on with the work of education and de al with whatever happens when it comes.

6. After this period of reflection, what do you expect from me now?

- I hope you'll continue to keep in touch with us, and understand and respect our feelings and the decisions we make.

- What I hope for from you is to share in our life and that of our people by praying to the Lord and our Good Mother. Also, as far as is possible, to continue with whatever material assistance you can give to help some of the people around us.

7. As regards decisions you may soon have to make, how free do you feel within yourself?

- I feel completely free as regards any decisions to be taken.

Perhaps I've not sufficiently sized up the situation, but so far I don't myself feel in any danger.
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- Perhaps I’m wrong, but at the moment I feel calm and not worried about the situation. We thank you for all your prayers. Conclusion: I prefer to stay on here.

- I feel "crucified" whatever instructions are given. There are problems both in leaving and in staying on. But I submit totally to whatever sign I get as to the Father's will... Thank you for your fatherly interest in us right from the start. We're in the hands of Mary and of her divine Son.

I~

B) Here is part of the homily given by Fr Christian-Marie, a Trappist monk of the monastery of Tibhirine (Algeria) on the occasion of the deaths of Henri Vergès and Sr Paule-Hélène. This monk was one of the seven who were abducted on 27 March 1996 and who were murdered on 21 May of that same year.

"Humble witnesses of hope"

... All who attended the funeral service for Sr. Paule-Hélène and Br. Henri Vergès were deeply moved by the extraordinary sense of peace and solidarity that reigned there. The feast of the Ascension, which fell on that day, swept us up with Jesus, through the break in the cloud, onwards to the transcendent, and, at the same time, brought us down to earth again to the daily life of this people and this country, where we would remember-day after day, the witness of this sister and brother. Not once was the word "martyr" mentioned. It would have been out of place. Neither oft hem needed that in order to make such an impact on everyone with their joint message of humility and "littleness":

little Sister of the Assumption and little Brother of Mary... What has happened to them, their brutal death, is destined to live on. Those responsible for their murder could not claim their death as theirs. That belonged to Another, like everything else, and for a long time back.

"That's part of the con tract", Henri had said with a laugh, "and it’ll happen when He wills it. But that's not going to prevent us getting on
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with life" Is that perhaps what we call "Christians living in the shadow of death"?

Henri and Paule-Hélène each felt the need to be faithful to their spiritual life: to take the necessary steps to ensure a daily prayer life, and so their last day was little different from any other. Just being ready to we1come the pupils (when it was time), and to leave everything behind ( when it was time for that too).

Henri was interested in Islam which was ever challenging him in his interior search for Gad. "I let myself be questioned and I question too, I disturb it, and let myself be disturbed by it too... I’m like Mary; I don't understand, but I just watch. It's wonderful what the little ones have understood. The wise (meaning, the wise of Islam) are an obstacle for me."

Sa a brother and a sister have been killed at their work place, right in the midst of their daily lives, in their "working clothes", as it were, among the children of the district who wanted no more than the same opportunities as those more fortunate than they, access to culture and to the possibility of developing their human and intellectual talents.

Henri was doing his usual work. ln fact, he was always known to be there, even in most disturbing conditions. A former director of a school, he was now just a teacher in an Algerian school and was always ready to adapt to the charism of his teaching congregation, after the manner of Mary. .. ln the library he attached a lot of importance to the interior ambience, ensuring that it was quiet and conducive to work, mutual respect and trust; the beauty of the setting, which had just been renovated, lent itself to all that. "These young people", he would say, "are surrounded by violence, bath in the streets and in their homes. It's important that they can sample here the potential for peace which they carry within them."

So Paule-Hélène and Henri were at their usual place. They were defenceless and vulnerable and knew what it was to be afraid.

But they knew too that fear could be overcome but something more
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important, the knowledge of being at the service of others. It all happened so suddenly. One single bullet each. Full in the face in the case of the Brother and he sank to the ground clutching at his chest with the hand that he had just stretched out to the murderer. ln so doing, he was making a typical local gesture ofwe1come, as if to show that the welcome  offered come s from the heart. The Sister had been shot from behind, in the back of the neck. She had seen the brother fall. She threw up her arms in astonishment, a gesture that was typical of her. She died in that state of astonishment, as children do. Violent deaths, certainly, and yet so natural in appearance. "The y seemed to be sleeping", said one witness. No sign of pain or fear. "Each encounter is an encounter with God", Henri, had said, and he would add: "1 ask him to make sure I miss as few of them as possible". He certainly did not miss this last encounter, leaving it to us to pro long it indefinitely and apply the advice he gave himself in facing up to the havoc around him: "ln our daily relationships, let's stand up boldly for the cause of love, pardon, solidarity and protest against hatred, revenge and violence" (Letter of 4 February) .

And so, alongside those who feel threatened, with people directly exposed to danger, especially the local women and children, and aIl those you never hear about, Paul-Hélène and Henri carried to the very limit that humble courage of small daily deeds which guarantee victory of life over all forces of destruction. They are indeed, in the words of a hymn, "hidden witnesses of hope". On such witnesses the future of the world depends. Who would dare to believe in such a future but for them, by our side, step by step, shoulder to shoulder, every minute of the day, patient and persistent, bright and optimistic, realists and free, infinitely so? As the Sufi proverb says "they didn't wait for death in order to die"; they didn't wait for their persecutors in order to suffer martyrdom, but reintroduced, for ordinary people, what the monks, after the age of the persecutions, used to go out into the desert to seek:

"martyrdom of hope". That is the "risk" we have been running here daily for a long time. It's a choice we have to stick to, even now. I am sure that many more all around us are doing likewise. If we didn't run this risk, how can we preach the Gospel in today's world?
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C) From an Algerian Moslem who knew Henri Vergès

To the Superior of the Congregation of the Marist Brothers at Saint-Chamond.

ln the name of the Almighty and Merciful God.

Dear Brothers in God,

It was with consternation and sadness that I learned of the tragic deaths of Brother Vergès and Sister Paule-Hélène.

An Algerian, a Moslem, a believer in God, angels and saints, in the last judgement and in the resurrection, I am deeply ashamed. I don't know how to ask your forgiveness for this outrage committed against these two good people who had consecrated their lives to the service of others.

I would like to associate myself with your grief and with your prayers for the repose of the soul of these servants of God.

How can one make amends for this horrific act? I am prepared to do any work for you or any act of penance in order to atone for the crime of these misguided people who have so cruelly struck down those who deserved to be treated with kindness and respect.

I feel sick at heart. May Almighty God seat them at his right hand.

I ask forgiveness for this crime. May the Omniscient God give us the patience and the courage never to despair of our own people.

May the Holy Spirit triumph! May peace return to hearts and souls.

A humble servant of the Lord. (Signature)
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D) From a friend of Henri in Bab-El-Oued to the Marist Brothers

Brother Henri has left a great void... Anyone who knew him closely or from afar could not but admire the austerity of his life, his devotion to and solidarity with the weak, the needy, the marginalised.

He was a man who spared no pains to go to the help of these people, to bring them comfort in their pain and misery.

Henri never tired of telling me that it was time to put a stop to the past with all the suffering caused by wars of religion, colonisation and international conflicts, and to prepare a future for our children based on friendship, brotherhood, solidarity, tolerance, sharing and, above all, love, love of God and of one's neighbour.

May the All-Powerful and Merciful God receive those who have left us into his everlasting peace.. .May the sacrifice they have offered hasten the day of reconciliation and peace. Let us in the name of God and with his help become artisans of peace and fraternity. It is only He who can change our hearts. Let us remain ever available in pardon, trust and love.

A.L., May 1994.

E) Letter from Br. Pierre-Canisius (Rwanda)

Brothers Fabien, Gaspard and Pierre-Canisius, like many hundred other people, sought refuge in the seminary of Kabgayi, in the middle of April 1994. They thought that the proximity of the Bishop would ensure their safety. But on 24 May the centre was raided and some people were forcibly taken from the refuge and killed a few hours later in the vicinity of our school in Byimana.

This letter was brought out of Rwanda and sent by a friend in Belgium, where Brother Alvarus was. Some people s names have been omitted.

U:
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Kabgayi,2/5/94

My very dear Brother Alvarus,

From my refuge in the major Seminary I’m writing to let you know we're still alive. We can't guarantee we'll still be alive tomorrow, considering the way things are going.

I’m sending you somewhat haphazardly some news ofmy country, or rather of our confreres. Fabien, Gaspard and I have been in this major seminary for a week and a half. Thank God we were able to reach here, where we are like a flock of sheep herded into a cemetery.

What is a comfort to us is the religious atmosphere as well as the huge number of people who are sharing the same conditions as ourselves.

Besides, we know we have the support of your prayers and enjoy Mary and Champagnat's protection. Continue to pray for peace in this country for that's what we really need.

Houses have been looted and the teachers' quarters ransacked and destroyed, except those of Y and Z.

X has emerged safe and sound, but somewhat traumatised. W, V and U (workers) have been murdered, but their families are still alive.

T is very much on the wanted list and S has been harassed but not yet killed... The 600 refugees who were in our house had to abandon the school like ourselves, under threat of death. Some are in Kabgayi and others have been killed on the way.

There have been killings in Butare and we still don't know the fate of our confreres there. They've been sparing the religious. Let's hope it stays that way.

These are just scraps of news from this country, dear Brother.

Here in Kabgayi we can move scarcely one hundred centimetres, for fear of being abducted. So we're quite shut up, our only movements
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being from bedroom to chapel to dining-room. But as there are many priests around there's no lack of opportunity for spiritual direction. I1's just the monotony that's getting to us, with no sign of things getting any better. If our hearts don't give out from thumping more than normal, it'll be our minds that go and we'll end up in Ndera, if we're not killed before that. (Ndera is the mental asylum).

I’ve been hoping to hear from you, but in vain. I understand i1's not been possible. We're so anxious to get out of this turmoil but there's no way. Like Champagnat, we're on the look-out for a light to guide us out of this predicament. Keep praying for us, that we can bear up bravely in spite of the catastrophes and that our faith and confidence in God and his holy Mother remain strong.

Greetings to our confreres. Tell them we remain united in prayer with them (especially myself who have time to pray). With renewed good wishes and affection. Bros. Fabien and Gaspard also send greetings.

Your confrere, Pierre Canisius.

Two texts from Miguel Angel, community of Bugobe

1) - From a postcard that Miguel Angel wrote to a friend in Murcia, white he was on a break in Spain, one and a half months before being killed:

"Now l'm much more aware of what l'm letting myself in for, and there are times when I feel flashes of fear. But I know the One in whom I trust and I gladly go back to the refugee camp...

This life (Spanish society) isn't for me. There's too much of everything here, and back there not enough of anything, but a man feels more a man back there."
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2) Extracts from a letter written by Miguel Angel on 22 March 1996 to a Brother of the Province of Levante:

"Dear Brother,

There s a very tight military control on the people we are trying to help. ln the past two days we've been visited by the military commander and other authorities to question us and to look into what we are doing. For a month now our school has been closed and, naturally it s not an easy situation. To make matters worse, the college and our house have been burgled (by a group of eight people, the very refugees themselves). We've managed to get a few things back, but all the hassle, together with the threats, is quite tiring and worrying.

... And so we jump from one worrying situation to another, without knowing how it’s all going to end. Everything seems an emergency and yet nothing is permanent. God alone knows what's to happen, but he doesn't say anything. Al! we can do is believe, hope and go on loving, and that s what we do, riding out the uncertainty of it all, as if on horseback”.
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Appendix II.

List of the Brothers who have met with violent deaths, and who may be considered as martyrs of faith, since the beginning of the Institute

1. –l list them by continents.

2.- Information on each Brother, except in the case of those from Spain, I give in this order: name in religion (only for the older ones, who died before 1965), christian name, followed by surname(s), country of origin, year of birth, country where he met his death, and the year.

3. - Those who died in Spain between 1936 and 1939 are grouped according to the current canonisation processes. Where these involve several people, information is given only on the head of the group, and the place where he died, if it is the same for the whole group.

4. - The list does not include Brothers who died in the battlefield, these being considered as combatants.

ln Africa

Algeria Br. Henri Vergès, *France 1930 +A1geria, 1994

Rwanda Br. Étienne Rwesa, *Rwanda, 1942, +Rwanda, 1994 Br. Fabien Bisengimana, *Rwanda, 1949, +Rwanda, 1994 Br. Gaspard Gata1i, *Rwanda, 1950, +Rwanda, 1994 Br. Pierre-Canisius Nyi1inkindi, *Rwanda, 1950, +Rwanda, 1994 Br. Joseph Rushigajiki, *Rwanda, 1953, +Rwanda, 1994 Br. Christopher Mannion, *Eng1and, 1951, +Rwanda, 1994
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Zaire ( Democratic Rep.of the Congo) Br. Christian (Édouard Ettinger), *Belgium, 1914, +Zaire, 1964 Br. Lucien Cyrille (Lucien Vandamme), *Belgium, 1932, +Zaire, 1964 Br. Fernando de la Fuente de la Fuente, *Spain, 1943, +Zaire, 1996 Br. Miguel Angel Isla Lucio, *Spain, 1943, +Zaire, 1996 Br. Servando Mayor Garcia, *Spain, 1952, +Zaire, 1996 Br. Julio Rodrîguez Jorge, *Spain, 1956, +Zaire, 1996

ln America

Guatemala Br. Moisés Cisneros Rodrîguez, *Spain, 1945, +Guatemala, 1991

ln Asia

China Br. Jules André (Marie Auguste Brun), *France, 1863, +China, 1900 Br. Joseph Félicité (Joseph Planche), *France, 1872, +China, 1900 Br. Joseph Marie Adon (Joseph Fan), *France, 1874, +China, 1900 Postulant Pablo Chen, *China, +China 1900 Br. Léon (Jean Raymond Vermorel), *France, 1879, +China, 1906 Br. Maurice (Marius Maximin Durand), *France, 1883, ~ China, 1906 Br. Joseph Amphien (Armand Paul Guillot), *France, 1885, +china, 1906 Br. Prosper Victor (Prosper Paysal), *France, 1877, +China, 1906 Br. Marius (Jacques Rosaz), *France, 1886, +China, 1906 Br. Joche Albert (André Ly), *China, 1910, +China, 1951

ln Europe

Spain Br. Lycarion (François B. May) *Switzerland, 1870, +Spain, 1909 Br. Bernardo, (Placido Fabrega Julia), *Spain, 1889, +Spain, 1934 Brs. Laurentino, Virgilio and 44 companions, killed in Barcelona, Spain, 8 October 1936 Br. Crisanto (Casimiro Gonzalez Garcia), *Spain, 1897, +Spain, 1936 Br. Aquilino and 3 companions, killed in Las Avellanas, Spain, 3 September 1936
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Br. Cipriano José and 20 companions, killed in different parts of Spain in August and September 1936 
Br. Guzman and 41 companions (in the cause of beatification of this group are included two laymen leaving 40 Brothers), killed in different parts of Spain between July 1936 and July 1938.

Br. Eusebio and 58 companions, killed in different parts of Spain between July 1936 and September 1938 
Br. Lean Gaudencio (Laureano Vicente Sierra), *Spain, 1913, +Spain, 1937 
Br. Sixto José (Daniel Ruiz Castro), *Spain, 1884, +Spain, 1939

In Oceania 
New Zealand Br. Euloge (Antoine Chabany), France, *1812, +New Zealand, 1864

Solomon Islands Br. Hyacinthe (Joseph Chatelet), *France, 1817, +Solomon Islands, 1847 Br. John William (John Roberts), * Australia, 1910, +Solomon Islands, 1943 Br. Augustinus (Frederick Mannes), * Austra1ia, 1908, +Solomon Islands, 1943 Br. Donatus Joseph (Francis Fitzgerald), * Australia, 1910, +Solomon Islands, 1943

Total number of Brothers who have died for the faith

Africa .....................................13

America....................................1

Asia .......................................10

Europe.................................175

Oceania ..................................5

Total.....................................204       (one of these, a postulant)
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Appendix III.

Suggestions for a community celebration or meeting

1. For a community celebration

Setting: The chapel or oratory, on the altar a crucifix and lit candle; also perhaps a poster with the names of some of the Brothers martyred and their photos.

Dynamic: A hymn or a phrase that can be repeated at intervals throughout the reflection. After a pause, at the end of each reading, place on the altar: 1° a vase of flowers, 2° the Gospel, 3° the Constitutions, 4° the Circular. After the reflection, leave time for private prayer, followed by spontaneous prayers of praise. Finish with the Our Father, and the usual invocations to the Founder, our venerable Brothers and the martyrs. Final hymn: Salve Regina.

For reflection and meditation

a) Motivation

Remind ourseIves that since St Peter Chanel, martyred in 1841, until the death of our four Brothers Servando, Fernando, Miguel Angel and Julio in Zaire in 1996, passing through the Brothers in Spain, China, Algeria, Rwanda etc., the Marist lnstitute has given to the Church the witness of more than 200 Brothers who have met with violent deaths in the cause of faith in Jesus Christ and the work they were doing in the name of the Gospel. They were Brothers who had the same ideas as ourselves: spurred on by the charism of Marcellin Champagnat, called to be at the service of young people, lovers of the Blessed Virgin... Like us today, they too followed the Constitutions of the Institute. And the Lord gave them the grace of martyrdom. They are saints.
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b) From the Gospel

- "A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends" (In 15, 13).

- "Re had always loved those who were his in the world, but now he showed how perfect his love was" (In 13, 1).

- ''You too will be my witnesses, because you have been with me from the outset" (In 15,27).

c) From the Constitutions

"(We take) the risk of going into what may be unexplored areas where those in material and spiritual poverty await the revelation of Christ" (C 83).

"In de-christianised countries we lead young people and adults to discover the true face of Jesus Christ and of His Church" (C 90).

"We are Gospel witnesses in the school situation…. and contribute to the building of the Kingdom of God" (C 89).

d) From this circular

1. What we must do is not only collect their relies and erect monuments to them but imitate them, follow the example of their radicality, their attitude of witnessing, their reasons for living and for their decisions, and ensure that their blood brings forth fruit in the form of action that will live on. Thus we can ensure that they neither hoped nor died in vain (n° 5).

2. "Dedication to the point of heroism belongs to the prophetic nature of the consecrated life" (Vita Consecrata, n° 83). These "frontier" situations where our Brothers chose to live are, no doubt, a challenge to the love of comfort and the excessive securities that imprison us. They awaken our consciences and jolt us out of the rut of routine
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and pettiness. They witness to another way of living and looking at the world, different and non-conformist. By their dedicated lives they anticipate a society that is more just and fraternal but at the same time they make themselves a point of evangelical protest, denouncing an unjust and intolerant world. They faced danger with evangelical audacity (N° 27).

3. The road to heroism is not through conformity and submission. If Jesus had simply been a conformist they would not have crucified him.

The cross of Jesus is the consequence of his fidelity to his prophetic mission; it is the cross of the Messiah. The choice our martyrs made for Jesus is bound up with the cross of love, which renders one vulnerable and exposes one to suffering; it is bound up in the God's message of love for the least and most abandoned of society. It arouses hostility and the overthrow of the mighty; it is linked to hope and to life, and provokes the opposition of lovers of power and death (n° 27).

2. For a community meeting

a) Discussion of the Circular: what aspects have you found most interesting?

b) Of the martyrs of recent years whom do you admire most?

(Name two or three). Can you say why you admire them?

c) In what way do the martyrs of your continent enrich and challenge you?

d) There are various reasons why religious leaders (laity, bishops, priests, religious, brothers...) are killed. What are the common reasons which such deaths occur? How do you feel about the causes for which they died?

e) In conclusion, the Magnificat may be sung in thanksgiving for the witness of those people who could lay down their lives for their ideals.
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