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CONCERNING OUR MATERIAL GOODS

Dear Brothers,

A few months ago, I shared the contents of this Circular with Provincials and their Councils. I was hoping to develop these ideas further before offering them to you. Now, however, even though I feel that this version isn’t as complete as I would like it to be, I offer it to you, shortcomings and all. I’m sure that when it’s published, the end result will be better than what’s written here.


As this is quite a complex topic, I think it is important that we take a closer look at it in order to more clearly understand its place in our lives as consecrated religious. It seems to me that this is an area that cuts across our personal and communal lives, and it can have important ramifications for the vitality of our charism, and of course, the refounding of the Institute. By not being sufficiently clear and in command of this subject, and not keeping our cool when discussing it, we have experienced a good deal of confusion and bewilderment in this area. Sometimes we have shown a certain amount of belligerence in our approach to the topic. And then again, to tell the truth, up to this point we haven’t accomplished much in concrete terms.


It seems to me that the beginning of Advent is a fitting time to provide you with a few thoughts and concerns, some quite troubling, about the way we look upon our material goods. Besides, we are coming to the end of the Jubilee Year, a special time that makes us take note, encouraging us to change, convert, and purify our lives. This is a time for us to energize our LIFE with creative fidelity. And so I invite you to not only be firmly grounded in the present, but to travel into the future. We can’t survive on nostalgic memories nor become bogged down in the world of today. We need to visit the future repeatedly. That is a trip that I wish we could take quite often, personally and communally. You and I need to “dream.” Before all else, we should do so out of fidelity to the calls of God. Also, so that we can spread our contagious enthusiasm to others, implanting in them the charismatic way of doing things that Marcellin so desired for the Little Brothers of Mary when he founded us.          

   

My reasons for writing this letter

1. 
For quite some time now, I have been concerned about how I might draw more attention to Gospel criteria relating to the use of material goods and the way that they are administered. There are many aspects to be considered, among them: the origin of our resources, and what they are destined for; the reserves we store up and the funds we create for contingency planning and hypothetical emergencies; the part played by Brothers serving as Treasurers; our administrative structures (the transparency of monetary operations, and the distinction between community resources and those devoted to the maintenance of our facilities); our vocation to share in solidarity; the establishment of a “cap” on savings to allow leeway for times of uncertainty and reliance on Divine Providence…


In all of this, different situations throughout the Institute have considerable influence on both our procedures for handling money and material goods and our way of trying to keep a proper balance between our means and the quality of our witness to the Gospel.


At first, I thought I would give some reflections on “capitalization,” as recommended by the 1985 General Chapter. Brother Charles Howard paid particular attention to this subject. As I was thinking things over, I began to feel that it might be better to consider this matter from a wider perspective. New situations are arising, having a bearing on important aspects of the way we use material goods. Also, of course, on the decisions that are made at both the local and provincial level. Besides, I have the impression that because not much has been said about this topic for quite a few years, some Provinces are experiencing growing confusion in this area.

2. 
Some Brothers feel very strongly that it doesn’t make sense to campaign for a revivified charism and the processes for refounding without careful discernment and decision-making about using material goods in accordance with Gospel norms. It really is clear that the use and administration of our goods does have a significant effect on our Marist life. The vow of poverty is not just the concern of Brothers individually – it has a very definite collective and institutional dimension to it. Yet it is not easy for us to separate the notion of poverty in the economy from our own. In our mission of bringing the Gospel to young people – by preference, the poor – the administration of material goods is closely linked to a life of evangelical poverty.  And it is both individuals and institutions that live and witness to poverty, because both draw from the same resources.


Personally I am convinced that our “dreams of refounding” will remain at the level of wishful thinking unless we come to grips with Gospel options in regard to our collective and personal poverty. The management of our economic affairs, the volume of goods that we are acquiring, and the future of our patrimony and funds are factors that will have a great deal to say about our refounding and the revitalizing of our Marist charism. The study of how we are using our material resources in accordance with Gospel values is a crucial one going to the heart of our identity as Brothers today.


Poverty and prophecy go hand in hand. Our credibility is at stake, and for that reason our Congregation – on a personal and community level – needs to once again discover its sparkle and originality, freeing itself of dross and recovering its simple lifestyle and mobility for going to places where Christ is dying on the Cross. You are the salt of the earth. But what if the salt loses its taste? How can you restore its flavor? …Your light must shine before men and women so that they may see goodness in your acts and give praise to your heavenly Father. (Matthew, 5: 13 and 16)


Collective and institutional poverty is at the very heart of these reflections that I am going to share with you. I will hardly refer to personal poverty, for it is not my intention here to invite every Brother to a poorer and more austere way of life. Unless the Institute as such – Provinces, Districts, and Communities – adopt evangelical attitudes about being poor, about simplicity and moderation to the point of self-sacrifice, I think it will be difficult to engage individual Brothers on this issue.


I accept the fact that we need to be converted as individuals, but some personal attempts at conversion will turn out to be extremely difficult if at the same time we do not modify collective ways of doing things in our Congregation. Dealing with the issue of “poverty” is a must. I know Brothers who lead very plain and simple lives, but I don’t know how they manage to do so living in places where wealthy conditions and creature comforts abound.
Putting this study in context

I will write about three aspects that will pinpoint my thoughts and put them in context.
a) I am very aware of the different situations that exist throughout the Institute.

3. An Institute with communities in 75 countries has to be flexible. Necessarily so. It cannot deal with every reality using a uniform, universally valid set of solutions. Situations vary, and it must be acknowledged that they call for diverse responses.    

· The variety of social, cultural, and economic situations. This rules out my being able to provide simplistic solutions applicable always and everywhere.

· The variety of responsibilities and circumstances facing the Brothers and their works. Obligations and benefits vary from one country to another. For example, some governments do not provide social security, medical care, or pensions for Brothers. Quite a few do not give financial support to private schools. Some Provinces have to rely very much on their own resourcefulness, and to seek aid from benefactors in caring for the needs of the sick and the elderly. 

Some depend on financial assistance to start up new apostolic projects and to maintain their mission commitments. Over and above that, there are countries where teaching does not provide a living wage, and the Brothers have no funds for their formation programs. 

-   The differing economic and organizational capabilities of each Province. We have Provinces that are very poor with many worries, and others that are financially well-off.  


In some cases, Province funds are depleted because of internal disagreements and financial mismanagement, and yet some of their individual communities and apostolates are living on easy street. 

-  Different ways of conceptualizing “poverty,” and seeing the relationship between “quality and effectiveness in ministry  and the possession of economic resources.”  This happens with schools and ministerial projects. We have very different ways of understanding the vow of poverty and its connection with spending measures that we believe are necessary for running a good school, youth group, or other mission. The social milieu that surrounds our communities and apostolates has a lot to do with this. And so it happens that Brothers who are working every day among the poorest of the poor become somewhat skeptical when we speak or write on this subject. I have the impression that it all sounds like empty rhetoric to them, and that our Institute is continuing to lose credibility in the area of collective and individual poverty.    


I think that cultural factors have a greater influence on us in relation to the vow of poverty than to the vows of obedience and chastity. Being poor means different things in different societies, depending on family ties, the state of national economies, etc. India has its tradition of the holy mendicant; in Africa, wealth is considered as a blessing from God; in industrialized countries, consumer societies give a different slant to the idea of poverty. The location of our communities within countries also needs to be taken into account.  


Does that mean that when we speak of poverty, everything is relative, given these variations and how rapidly the world is changing? When it comes to economic decisions, the means we use, and lifestyles-which has more of an impact, the Gospel or public opinion polls? How is it possible to train young people in the virtue of moderation when they have never been taught about sacrifice, and they live in luxurious surroundings? How is it possible to help other young people to discover the value of being poor and unselfish for Christ when they regard religious profession as a step up on the social ladder, or come from a life already marked by the scourge of extreme poverty. 

b) My own personal Story

4. 
I have my own ideas about the value and use of money and the advantages of a simple lifestyle which lead me to feel more closely tied in with some of the uneasiness in the religious life or the lives of some of our Brothers. All this makes it difficult for me to fully comprehend some things that are happening nowadays. During my childhood and teenage years, I lived through privation and want on a continent devastated by war. On top of that, my country suffered the consequences of an international blockade that lasted until 1955. I think that I belong to one of the last groups that sometimes went without basic necessities in our training houses. Some of our companions contracted tuberculosis from insufficient nourishment. Brothers already out teaching suffered a similar fate. In such circumstances a sense of privation, thrift, and the need to economize was drummed into us. Since money was scarce, it was valued. That is an aspect of my training that is still with me. It serves me well, and gives direction to my efforts at moderation in my life. It may be the reason underlying my desire to offer my views on the evangelical use of the Institute’s material goods and on the social standing of communities. Aware of my own experience, I will try to offer reflections with reference to our documents, and to perceptions in Religious Life today.

c) The General Council’s view

5. 
We devoted time to this topic in two plenary sessions. To me, the Councilors’ exchange of ideas was a rich and open one, and helped me to compose this Circular. However, the contents of the Circular are not exactly the result of a synthesis of the Council’s collective effort. Neither is the Circular indicative of a consensus on the Council. 


Having said all this, I will continue on and present my ideas under three headings, followed by a concluding section. The train of thought that runs through this letter is a simple one.

· An effort to examine reality (our material goods, and what they are used for in our community life and our apostolates).
· Making some evaluations.

· Pointing out criteria for further thought and action.

I

THE MATERIAL GOODS OF THE INSTITUTE

AND THEIR INTENDED USE

Where does our money come from today?

Some things that have changed, and the resulting consequences. 

6. 
Today, most of the Brothers no longer live off the fruits of their labor. Some Provinces depend more on profits that flow from the stock market than on the salaries that are earned by the Brothers. And it is not at all unusual that inflation pressures raise returns on stocks and increase their profitability. 


New ways of generating money and enlarging stock portfolios have produced a completely new environment for our religious life. In many cases we have reached a level of security that we never dreamed possible. Our spark of evangelical boldness and daring can easily be snuffed out when money becomes “no problem.”  Without even realizing it Brothers can get caught up in a “bourgeois” lifestyle, more in keeping with the tenets of economic neoliberalism than with the teachings of the Gospel.


Furthermore, easier access to money can raise questions and heighten concerns for us in the area of formation. Now, beginning with his first day in the Novitiate, a young man becomes part of a group of men who have enviable economic resources. In most instances, what they have at their disposal is more than that enjoyed by their families and the majority of the population in their country. And these young religious will need to be very alert to avoid the dangers that such an inheritance can pose to personal integrity and the idealism of consecrated men-on-a-mission in the service of needy youth.


And even in our latest projects with the poor we ought to be very careful. In recent years, a sense of solidarity has given rise to a number of new communities, to provide an ecclesial presence in marginalized areas and to serve as a mission “ad gentes.” Frequently they lack sufficient resources and are supported by their Province. There are two ways of looking at this. On the positive side, the Province is showing its solidarity by redistributing the resources within the Congregation. On the other hand, such new communities may reveal their tenuous existence if the Brothers remain unable to support themselves by their work. This reminds me of Father Champagnat’s concern when he drew up contracts that were reasonable but at the lowest possible cost for the localities involved. We too will need to be creative in our solutions.


With money comes power. The temptations that Jesus endured are also our own. We know that the material goods and power that a person wields are a two-edged sword. They are valuable when used for good, but they can also corrupt us and take us away from reality, especially from the harsh reality lived by that segment of society comprised of people in dire poverty and distress. How easily we can take the road toward a more professional world than an apostolic one. We can fall into the temptation of pleasing authorities and wealthy benefactors, instead of holding them accountable in terms of social justice and the common good. We can fool ourselves, thinking and working as if the prosperity of our institutions were the goal of our lives. 

The use and current destination of material goods in the Institute
7. 
Our Constitutions indicate the preferred places for the use of our material goods, and point out to us the objectives and ways of putting those goods at the service of the Institute. The financial resources of the Province should be used primarily to maintain the houses of formation, the houses of study, infirmaries and retirement houses, to establish and develop educational works and other apostolic activities, and also to set up contingency funds. (Article 167,7)

In Provinces throughout the Institute, legal and administrative realities require that we draw a clear distinction between material resources that we allocate for “the life of the Brothers,” and those that we assign to “Apostolic Works,” most notably in the field of education. Economic resources used for one or the other, as well as the demands and responsibilities involved, are certainly different. To consider these two areas as separate categories can help us in adopting criteria as well as in making practical decisions. 

I think that sometimes, without much thought, we use the same criteria for making judgments about these two realities, and this has led us to justify standing idly by and endorsing situations that make little sense. I will now write about these two realities, keeping them separate and distinct from the outset.

Poverty in the Institute, looked at in two ways, as the accumulation of wealth – capitalization, and what we use that wealth for, raises points that have not been sufficiently thought out. The 18th General Chapter in 1985 did address this issue. The apparent excess of funds that some Provinces had developed led Br. Basilio to ask for a study of this situation. From that came a proposal concerning  “Capitalization.” Later, the Council launched a study of this topic, and held some meetings with groups of Provinces, with contrasting results.

I do not want to fill up this letter with a host of supporting texts and documentation. I will limit myself to recalling a few references that I consider very important. These would include calls from the Church emanating from Vatican II, Perfectae Caritatis, no. 13, and the papal documents Sollicitudo Rei Socialis and the Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata. We must also remember calls coming from within our Institute, especially from our origins, the Constitutions, and the last four General Chapters, which look upon poverty in terms of our paying preferential attention to the poor, of education and dedication to peace, justice, and solidarity. They also insist on both personal and communal poverty: simplicity, moderation, etc. 

The key to interpreting Article 167,7 in our Constitutions, dealing with the use of Provincial resources, can be found in other Articles: 32, 33, 34, 83, 156, and 159, among others. And of course, in the documents of our 19th General Chapter. It would prove interesting to reread the documents Our Mission and Solidarity (Numbers 12, 14, second paragraph, 15, 16, 17, and 20). Another document to keep in mind is Br. Charles Howard’s Circular, An Urgent Call: Sollicitudo Rei Socialis.

Material goods in service to the lives of the Brothers

8. 
Our lifestyle: The location of our communities and resources. In general our communities have been closely tied to the work that they were doing, with a preference for the field of education at the primary, secondary, and university levels. No distinction was made between sites and facilities intended for the Community and those of the school involved. Often enough they depended on the same services. It never dawned on anyone to make a distinction between expenses originating in the religious community and those resulting from the community as a teaching staff. 


This being the case, as our schools and installations changed, facing growing demands to upgrade in size and quality, so did the style of housing for our Brothers. In many cases, especially in the early stages of a school’s development, these changes did not rupture the simple lifestyle in our homes. In fact, on some occasions in very poor areas, such changes left the Brothers with living conditions similar to that of our early Brothers.  However, one cannot say the same today, and it seems to me that we need to examine and take action on this point, because I think it is having a profound effect on the way we are living out our religious consecration today.        


Our possessions are meant to express who we are and claim to be. And so the relationship between our preferred means and ends is not an inconsequential one, and it merits serious thought and discernment. Other factors that we ought to take a good hard look at include the location of our education centers, the proximity of many of our residences to such centers, the social and economic standing of the neighborhoods in which we live, and the way in which we are obliged to meet legal requirements for maintaining the quality of our educational establishments.


In certain countries, the high income that Brothers earn as teachers is problematical for the practice of our simple and moderate lifestyle. Communities having Brothers who bring home big paychecks can run into trouble when it comes to realistically maintaining their choice to lead a simple lifestyle.


Separating elements of financial management. Today the tendency is to clearly separate the financing and budgeting of costs for the Brothers on the one hand, and for our educational and apostolic works on the other. In many cases this is already being fully implemented, albeit for a variety of reasons. Likewise, there is a clearer separation of sites and services.


This separation of locations and administrative systems can and should favor courageous decisions about the way we use money as individuals and communities, notwithstanding possible pressures to enhance the quality of our educational services. This approach would allow us to lead lives more in keeping with our customary statements about simplicity, witness, and solidarity. 


Our calling to lead an unpretentious and prophetic way of life. We still have not positioned ourselves to interact in a prophetic way with the freewheeling economy and consumerism holding sway in today’s world. This kind of economy can seep into the fabric of our personal and communal lives, as when we opt for top-of-the-line goods and services, upscale cars, expensive hobbies, and living standards associated with prosperous schools adjacent to our communities. It can also lead us to value people more for what they possess than for who they are. By taking a prophetic stance, the religious life will experience the loss of power, influence, and prestige, but it will find these losses more than offset when it proclaims its uplifting call to life and hope. 


In your Province, in what aspects of the Brothers’ personal and community lives do you see this prophetic option most clearly revealed? What aspects tend to conceal its appearance?

Some criteria and pathways for deliberating and taking action
9. 
Some Provinces are now establishing communities in new locations. Although Brothers continue working in the classroom, they are choosing to live at some distance from their school, e.g., in poor neighborhoods and sectors, so in need of the presence and witness of the Church. Rather than construct something new, these Brothers are choosing to live in already existing homes in their poor area, or they are building a place to live on property owned by the school or available in the area. Sometimes this type of community brings together Brothers from different age groups and ministries, thus enhancing diversity.


Such developments should help bring about a series of transformations:

· The practice of a new community dynamic in interpersonal relationships, in faith-sharing, and in being open and accessible to young people.

· A better knowledge and understanding of the lives of ordinary working people resulting from moving to their neighborhoods. 

· Greater involvement in the local Church, educating its members and solving parish problems.

· A heightening of awareness concerning community budgets and the need to formulate community responses to uplift the poor.

· The development of a community lifestyle more in keeping with the economic standards of the people among whom the Brothers live.

It goes without saying that the Provincial Council must closely regulate exchanges between the Province fund and community budgets, keeping in mind the need for solidarity among communities.

Material goods destined for mission

10.
To what ends are we devoting our money? Appraisals; pathways for deliberation and action. To a greater or lesser extent, the setting up and the maintenance of our apostolic works involve the use of sites, facilities, and payment of personnel and other services that presuppose money. Projects in education, a field in which the Institute is heavily involved, require special installations and services, although situations vary greatly from one country to another.          


I think that when we are reflecting on this area of our lives, we should do so in a more precise way. Sometimes I hear people say that ministries would not be possible without money, that our mission cannot be realized without economic resources. Put it those terms, the statement seems self-evident, and we do not go more deeply into its content and see that it is based on a mistaken notion. We really need to look at this matter more closely and objectively, with reference to the mission that the Institute feels itself being called to today. Words can confuse us, and we can fill them with very different meanings.


Our earliest Marist days come to mind. Marcellin, starting out without money or property, undertook projects for his parish church. He began communities in LaValla, at the Hermitage, and elsewhere. Mother Teresa of Calcutta, penniless, got involved in a host of charitable works. I am familiar with the “The Community of San Egidio” in Rome, an association that brings together a considerable number of lay people, most of them quite young. It is a community very committed to ecumenism, projects for justice and solidarity (it succeeded in bringing peace to Mozambique), providing food for the poor and helping bring hope throughout the city. It is a community deeply committed to evangelization, and yet it has no inherited wealth, and I don’t think its bank accounts are yielding it any big payoffs.


I am afraid that we are continuing to play games with words, without getting to the heart of things by seeking and being attentive to what God is asking of us. We do need money to realize our mission, and yet there is this paradox: the growth of means and economic nest eggs in our Provinces usually does not go hand in hand with the vitality of our charism. 

11.
In quite a few countries, it is standard for us to be the owners of educational institutions. It seems that ownership gives us a free and independent hand in running them. However, in the long run, this way of doing things ties us down to those institutions – at times, even to buildings – and adds to the burden of our economic obligations. At the time of our founding, Father Champagnat’s criteria were somewhat different and they were more than adequate.

12.
It seems to me that some requests that come to the General Council simply prolong and enlarge works that ought to be redirected. We continue expanding projects that later on justify increased funding for additional risks and responsibilities. We are trapped in a vicious circle from which we have no exit strategy. We design state-of-the-art facilities to satisfy the desires of family organizations and to provide top-of-the-line services to attract more people. Doing so, however, demands more personnel as well as increased budget outlays for maintenance. Ordinarily, these needs used to be financed by raising student tuition and school fees, and increasing enrollment numbers. Later on, such new facilities would then require improvements to keep up with the times, and more guaranteed collateral. Why go through all that?     


I have spoken several times about the topic of our works. Once, at a meeting I had with some Brothers, I told them that I receive a good number of invitations to attend festivities for schools celebrating their 50th, 75th, or 100th Anniversary. But – few and far between are the invitations I receive to “baptize” sites and communities in harmony with the calls of our 19th General Chapter and the inclination of today’s Religious Institutes to “refound.”


In this whole consideration about means and investing to provide a “quality” education, the key expressions are our mission and the recipients of our efforts. In no way should prestige or competition win out due to dwindling numbers of students. Nor should we acquiesce to a select group of families who lobby for lots of fluff and frills in our academic programs, so that students who can only afford an “ordinary” education get left out in the cold. 


I think we need to reflect a bit more on how we use and where we direct our own possessions, as well as on how we make use of material means in our mission. And we should undertake this analysis with more frequent reference to our Constitutions and the guidelines of our General Chapters, in order to judge our plans, budgets, and balance sheets in light of the Gospel. In that same light, we need to single out superfluous or nonessential expenditures, and account for what we spend in terms of the values that we hold dear.


There are those who express their fear – and they are quite up-front about it – that this way of looking at things amounts to little more than “economic populism,” and “a lack of discipline and understanding concerning the complex economic issues behind certain projects.” In addition, there are those who are afraid that the standards and perspectives being proposed are not very compatible with the effective and responsible management of the works and apostolic ministries in education that we are being asked to direct these days. As far as I am concerned, there is no need to confuse the issues and feed unfounded fears.


We undertake to discern the appropriateness of plans and projects from a Gospel perspective. Then, once decisions have been reached, the necessary resources are made available to implement them. Naturally, to be credible, we need to assign the essential funding and resources necessary for projects that advance our primary goals and objectives. Buildings, services, economic support – by all means. But here again, our own possessions and what we are striving to accomplish in our mission need to express what we are and what we are trying to do.

13. 
Our reflection on this theme ought to take us in two directions:

· When we begin apostolic works, let us try to leave behind the “man-made” logic that only sees as “viable” projects with strong economic backing. Let us remember “our origins” and the prophetic dimension of our lives and work as Brothers.

· When we mull over the use of our material goods and works, buildings, facilities, etc, let us apply the axiom that “the greatest support is earmarked for priority goals.” And let us remember also, concerning the “style” of the installations that we are referring to, that the debate over the relationship between “educational means and ends,” and “economic resources vs. educational effectiveness” is an ongoing one. One can find many defenders of the “effectiveness” side who nevertheless make a strong case for “moderation” with regard to the allocation of means and resources.

Experience is demonstrating that the quality and funding of facilities has little direct bearing on a “quality education.” A quality education seems to be much more closely tied in with the capacity of educators to promote positive relationships among everyone involved in the educational process. Indeed, this, achievable without great financial input, is at the very heart of our Marist way of educating.

14. 
Some suggestions concerning our works. I understand that we can be in agreement about theory and general principles. Difficulties arise when it comes to putting things into practice. To illustrate this point, I will offer you some criteria and suggestions. I hope you will find them helpful.

· Communities should be separate legal entities from our educational centers. There are Provinces where this is already the case. Others are moving in that direction. Still others are not affected because their Brothers are working in schools that the Institute does not own.

· Our mission plans should help transform our schools, leading them to greater solidarity. 

· The development of our works should respond to genuine needs, and not be swayed by social pressures and a desire to outdo the competition.

· Innovate, try a new way of examining and evaluating your works.

· Avoid raising the cost of education, directly and indirectly.

· Steer clear of promoting activities such as class trips and social functions that are beyond the means of poorer students in your midst.

· Make the facilities in your schools and your sports fields available for use by those unable to pay for them.

· Avoid the negative publicity that can be generated by the construction of lavish and imposing buildings.

· Promote the creation or increase of schools for the common people, in collaboration with other institutions. 

· When making new plans, involve the laity and the local community that will be directly affected.

In concrete terms, aren’t we giving the perception that we are investing large sums of money on big schools, to the benefit of a segment of society already privileged and well-off?  

Solidarity: sharing, even things that we are entitled to keep for our own use.

15. 
The everlasting reasons: the plan of God, and the calls of the Gospel. Every page in the Gospel speaks of “solidarity” – of God’s never-failing solidarity with men and women, of Christ’s embrace of suffering and death as part of our human condition, and of our Father’s definitive intervention in history through the Resurrection of Jesus, our Brother and Savior. Everything will turn out well in God’s Hands. Our humble efforts to be in solidarity with our neighbor can hardly compare with those of Jesus. Yet, this is what He told us: “I assure you, as long as you did it for one of the least of my brothers and sisters, you did it for me.” (Mt. 25, 40)          


For Christians, the text on the Last Judgment in Matthew, Chapter 25 is of the utmost importance, even more so for religious, who have publicly professed their desire to lead lives guided by the Beatitudes. (Constitutions, Article 14) The text concerning the Last Judgment leaves no doubt that what counts is solidarity in action. It is so true that acts done in solidarity lead us to the unexpected discovery of our main objective, the presence of God. “If we have eyes to see,” we will understand that when we relate to others we are already relating to God. How different from the Gospel are the messages we hear from the “world.” “Be sure to take care of your own needs first.” “Charity begins at home.” “Trust in the markets.” And then there are the siren calls of the various  “-isms” – economic rationalism, neoliberalism, capitalism, and socialism. On the other hand, in the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus gives us a resounding yes to the rhetorical question of Cain, “Am I my brother’s keeper?”            


What plan does your Provincial Council have for evaluating and animating schools with a dynamic of solidarity that goes beyond the running of occasional campaigns and collections for charitable causes?


How vivid the calls that we are hearing today! Differences are more in evidence; more in evidence, too, the possibilities! In this age of “globalization,” we find enormous differences in resources among countries and peoples – even among those who live very close to each other.


If we don’t make a careful analysis of the worldwide processes behind neoliberalism, exclusively driven by market forces, we run the risk of getting caught up and carried away with the benefits it seems to confer. We will not perceive that when our society is awash with selfishly affluent people, it is because other people are being made sorely wanting by the system. We will be oblivious to the huge number of people sacrificed to the god of economic efficiency. To millions of workers laboring long hours for next to nothing; to children enslaved in grown-up work; to generation after generation of men and women condemned to lives of poverty and stunted development; to millions dying of hunger in countries held hostage by foreign debt. In its latest report, the UN has noted that the gap between the richest and poorest nations is growing at an alarming rate. 


These and other realities, plus the dangers lurking in a freewheeling neoliberal environment, are not lost on the minds and hearts of a great many men and women of good will. They are realities that give rise to powerful actions in solidarity  - to NGO’s, campaigns for the cancellation of foreign debt, Jubilee Year initiatives, etc. 


We have a strong awareness of the possibilities that such organizations offer us, and of the calls that are coming from a new world order filled with innovative developments. These are all signs of the times that reinforce and put into context the calls that the Gospel is sending out to us.  

16.
Taking concrete steps: Our life and our mission demand them. Solidarity is on the march, urging us to turn our talk into action. It is part of a Gospel imperative. As such, for Christians, it turns out to be a fundamental preference. It is not an arbitrary, “take it or leave it” proposition. Morally speaking, we must embrace it and put it into practice because it is basic to the Gospel, and for us, a matter of returning to our roots. 


Both domestically and internationally, countries are struggling to find a new economic order that will strike a balance between the lure of personal gain and the need for social responsibility. We should contribute to this search because we are members of a Church whose social teachings are unequivocal, as well as of an Institute that lives in an interdependent world. 


Let’s take a look at the resources we devote to assuring the well-being of our Brothers and communities. Do we share from the substance of our lives, or do we merely give from our surplus and the economic benefits that the law provides for us? Does moderation and simplicity in the use of material goods have a part to play in how we share? Does the way we share take into account our lifestyle as religious, or only considerations relating to efficient financial management?


And when we think about our apostolic projects, how do we handle our resources? Do we give priority to projects closely tied in with solidarity and which involve sharing our resources, or do we prefer to expand already existing works and fund projects that really “go overboard.”    


We run the risk of “building up our reserves” and promoting or holding on to works because they facilitate economic growth. At the practical level, we need clear, concrete guidelines to refer to in reconciling sound financial management with adventurous evangelical initiatives. I look at this from several angles. For example, from the point of view of criteria used by the General Council and our Provinces with regard to certain plans, building projects, and styles of housing.  And I think there is a lack of evangelical discernment to guide the way we make economic decisions and administer our material resources.

In your Province, what are some genuine signs that show that we have chosen to involve ourselves in the creation of a culture of solidarity, and that we are firmly committed to educating young people in and for solidarity?       

We cannot disassociate our collective witness from the choices that we make to demonstrate our solidarity. Our faith requires deeds and a clear and consistent response to the calls that God is sending us, calls accentuated by the canonization of Marcellin. Being clear and consistent involves much more than simply sharing our resources. It demands dedicated people, and of course, rolling up our sleeves to do the work at hand.

The steps that we plan to take in solidarity need to be visible to us and to everyone else. It is important, however, that they arise as an expression of our vow of poverty and in response to what God is asking of us as disciples of Jesus. Since 1993, what has happened in your Province in regard to each of the following points? (It would be interesting to list these occurrences and reflect on them in community.) 

Places where I see progress

17. 
Some positive things have been happening in relation to the goods of the Institute. It’s my impression that mutual confidence and the flow of precise information are continuing to grow. Indeed, the generosity of Administrative Units, and sometimes of lay people who are very close to us, has been very much in evidence at times.   


I see progress and more transparency in areas having to do with internal solidarity. Plainly visible realities – Units freeing up Brothers for important needs, contributing financial aid for projects of solidarity, and setting up funds for needy Administrative Units, based on the expectation that the latter will be able to operate on their own in years to come.


There is also an openness to support projects sponsored by the Bureau of International Solidarity (BIS), nongovernmental organizations (NGO’s), and other associations that have similar aims in our Provinces.


Very interesting and genuine is the increase in programs for volunteering, going on mission, and acting in solidarity, involving both Brothers and lay people.


Some Provinces have created affordable local schools, and care centers for children and young people with learning disorders and those coming from dysfunctional backgrounds. This is being done with the personal support and collaboration of lay people. 


We are showing more sensitivity and openness when it comes to justice and peace concerns, antiwar campaigns, the plight of refugees, and human rights in general. On the other hand, our championing of the rights of the child is less in evidence. 


Continental and regional meetings of Provincial Administrators are helping to provide these Brothers with administrative and economic know-how, bringing about greater accuracy in their bookkeeping procedures, and giving them an increased understanding of the situations in which they find themselves these days.

II

ADMINISTERING MATERIAL GOODS BASED ON GOSPEL STANDARDS

To see ourselves as, and to truly be, humble administrators

18. 
“The Brothers put in charge of the administration of the goods of the Institute are not owners, but simply administrators, of the goods of the Church.” (Constitutions, Article 156) It is obvious that all of us are administrators, even though we may delegate certain tasks to Brothers who help us get things done. It’s a matter of taking care of what belongs to others for the benefit of others.


Administering involves paying attention not only to “safeguarding and increasing” the material holdings of the Institute in sound and prudent ways. It carries with it the meaning of “allocating resources” and applying them in accordance with the aims of our “works” – communities and apostolates. 


Often enough, having to administer possessions has been looked upon as a “necessary evil” in religious life. Sometimes it is accepted reluctantly because there’s no way to avoid it, and we wind up not giving it the attention and follow-up that we do indeed lavish on other areas of our lives.  Nevertheless, it is an important aspect, and we must not be intimidated by the topic. Sometimes it happens that a Provincial and his Councilors see these matters as “too complicated,” and consequently, they feel uncomfortable when they have to face them. Routinely, they entrust the Provincial Econome with all this responsibility.      

I gratefully acknowledge the service rendered to us by the Brothers in financial administration. I know that their work is not easy, and that their assignments can contribute to a numbing of their apostolic hearts; that frequently, they get all wrapped up in their work and become like professionals and experts in business administration. But many of them have shown themselves to be “true-blue” sons of Champagnat, good stewards of our material household, exercising their responsibilities with honor and integrity.


If our administrations have been operating without scaring us half to death and with only one or another blunder every now and then, it’s due to the integrity and good will of our Provincials Treasures more than from any guarantees from the system that we have in place. In many cases, it’s an “all in the family” system, a makeshift way of doing things; work without clear-cut oversight and verification procedures necessary to avoid risks from certain financial operations and to insure respect for the established procedures that are found the Constitutions. Those two signatures needed for signing checks – isn’t it a just a mere formality? Personally, I really don’t know if that is a satisfactory way of doing things today.

19. 
In carrying out his duties and responsibilities, a Provincial Treasurer is to show concern for the common good, justice, poverty, charity, and the apostolic labors of the Brothers. (Cf. Constitutions, Article 158) This means that he is to feel a shared responsibility for animating the Brothers. He is to serve us by pairing up justice and charity, animating, sensitizing, and being a social conscience and motivating presence at the very heart of our works and communities. He can open up new ways for us to be in solidarity in dealing with challenges all around us. Knowledgeable in his field, and with the information he has at his fingertips, he can help us to check and see if the construction and maintenance of our educational works makes sense – whether or not we are wasting money in some cases. The time when budgets and financial reports are being drawn up is an opportune one for getting the Brothers to do something about such situations. What means does the Provincial Council have for keeping the Brothers informed and helping them to reflect on the financial state of affairs in their Province? What kind of analysis and evaluation does the community, the Province Finance Team, and the Provincial Council make in regard to construction projects and plant improvements? Devoting time and thought to budgeting and bookkeeping, what effect does this have on the community?  


I’m concerned about the qualifications needed by a Provincial Treasurer. It goes without saying that he needs to be an honest man, transparent in his dealings, trustworthy, and firmly committed to his vocation. And we must not forget that he needs to be well trained and very competent in his field. Given the complexity of economics, it is not prudent to place all responsibility in the hands of one single man. The Constitutions ask each Administrative Unit to establish a finance commission. In some places, commission members are lay people, and I think that’s a good idea, provided that we train these co-workers and instill in them our spirit. Any old money manager won’t do. We need individuals who, being competent and upright in their profession, also keep in mind the best interests of our Institute, its goals in mission, and the concerns we face as Brothers in today’s world. Plus, laymen must commit themselves to abide by the internal norms and rules that govern our Congregation.               

20. 
Accompanying Provincial Treasurers in human and religious ways is every bit as important as tending to the needs of formation personnel and directors in communities. For the life of me, I can’t figure out why administrative jobs are so often considered to be incompatible with tasks directly tied in with evangelization, as for example catechizing, animating Marist Fraternities, moderating youth groups, working on solidarity projects, etc. I’m referring to ministries that allow for flexible scheduling, and which don’t take place every day. The Provincial, each community - what can they do to inspire and get these Brothers involved in apostolic work?              


The preceding paragraphs apply to Provincial Treasurers and Brothers who are responsible for the administration of material goods in schools. But the same set of standards can also be applied to anyone in administration – directors of communities, groups, and associations. All of them, because of the jobs they occupy and the information they have at their disposal, have access to economic resources and make decisions about budgets and spending in areas in which the religious dimension is not always clear. It often happens that they get into the habit of making decisions and spending money without letting anyone else know what they’re doing. What can be done to help these Brothers live more responsibly as members of our religious family and be more forthcoming about their expenditures and personal budget as members of a Marist community?    

Administration: transparency and evangelical orientation

21. 
Economy and good management are important services in our Institute. Thriftiness is part of the fabric of our lives. That’s the way it is – no getting around it, only to see how we can approach this reality. The way we view money and the building up of financial resources has evolved in the religious life. Marcellin manufactured nails and had looms for weaving. Today, our material well-being is likely to depend upon salaries and other means provided by society. 


Accounting methods are written into the laws of each country, conditioned in part by financial systems and institutions. But above and beyond legal considerations and those of the marketplace, we have Gospel values and ideals, as well as the guidelines of our own documents. Certainly we need to be in compliance with civil laws in any given country, but not beholden to pressures and arbitrary rules dished out by banking institutions, marketers, and consumer groups.


We really have to keep our distance in this regard because, though our structures may be similar to these kinds of enterprises in some ways, the means and ends of religious institutions are markedly different from them. We are not about amassing a financial fortune. What we’re interested in is using money well, being aboveboard and managing it wisely, and above all, placing it at the service of spreading the Gospel in accordance with our very own Marist charism. And this obliges us to uncover and eliminate conditions that are debasing our administrative system. We must find new methods for making the administration of our material goods more in tune with Gospel priorities. 




Sharing our mission is requiring us to organize and separate the accounts and legal responsibilities of our religious communities from those of our apostolates. A lack of clarity in this regard makes it difficult for families and co-workers to understand how we manage our financial affairs, creating a certain mystery about the fees we charge and where the money ends up. Sharing our mission means that we also need to provide clear and transparent information. In this regard, as Brothers, we can and must set standards and adhere to Provincial guidelines even if we don’t have specific administrative responsibilities.   

New ways of having money available require 

pastoral care and accompaniment
22.
Throughout human history, there have been various ways of facilitating commerce and the maintenance of purchasing power. Today we talk about “money,” and now the use of personal credit cards, requiring a bank account, is growing in popularity. These cards are becoming quite common in some countries, and for a number of reasons, including convenience and security. In our case, Brothers who need to travel quite often, buy community supplies, etc., usually make use of them. Can men and women in the religious life stand aside and avoid having anything to do with this new reality?    

III

ASPECTS CALLING FOR DISCERNMENT AND CONCRETE ACTION

In the lives of the Brothers and their communities:

23. 
The standard of living in communities: locations, housing, facilities, service, management, and budgets.


A community’s home plays an important role because that is where we live together as a family and look after our basic human needs: psychological ones and those of intimacy, and spiritual ones proper to the consecrated life. Equality carried to the extreme is usually at odds with charity and fraternity. Maybe all points of view and sensitivities can’t be accommodated, but it doesn’t make sense to make decisions without thinking things through or simply to avoid offending certain Brothers.  


Sometimes it can be difficult for a community to reach agreement on the meaning of “detachment,” particularly in what affects the community as a whole, and I’m not just referring to Marist communities. Nevertheless, people assume that we in the religious life ought to be experts on that subject! Our Constitutions define the minimum commitment that the vow of poverty requires of us: “We renounce the right to use or dispose of money or any material goods of whatever value, without authorization.” (Article 29) They also point out the high ideals essential for anyone who dares to follow the Lord, “who became poor – emptied himself – for our sake.” (Cf. Philippians, 2) They show us what those ideals mean in our own lives, other people’s lives, and the life of the entire Church. What signs reveal these ideals of ours to those with whom we live and work?


I’m under the impression that in general, throughout the world, religious communities are enjoying a standard of living equivalent to the upper middle class of the country in which they are located. It seems to me that many people see us in this light.  I share their view, although I have not found any studies on which to base this personal feeling. Maybe I am mistaken or indulging in sweeping generalities. How would you assess what is taking place in your own Province? I think that we should have the courage to undertake a serious study of our financial health, sincerely recognize what it reveals to us, and take the necessary measures that, because of their clarity and above-board nature, will give us credibility with the people of God.     

24. 
I am not saying that every community in the Institute should have the same standard of living. We can’t lose sight of the fact that circumstances and social contexts vary from place to place. The financial situation in each Province notwithstanding, as Brothers we are to make certain that we live in dignified and acceptable conditions. We realize that we cannot disassociate ourselves from relationships that we have with the people where we live. In a poor country, we should not live like rich people, and in the so-called industrialized countries, we ought to live lives marked by simplicity and moderation. And – God willing – may many communities dare to practice asceticism in order to share of their substance with those in dire need, to be “Prophecy in Action” and “The Good News of Jesus Christ” where they live and work. Wouldn’t those situations of extreme poverty be precisely the ones in which we are called to be countercultural prophets? 


Once, when I was visiting a Province, I noticed that the Brothers drank nothing but water at their meals. On the day of the Assembly, they brought out beer. I wondered about this, but I couldn’t have been more joyful when I listened to the Provincial’s response. “A beer costs about as much as food for the whole day here,” he said. “If we didn’t keep costs down in this way, we wouldn’t be able to work among the poor.” This brought to mind the experience of our first Brothers at the Hermitage, who lived temperate lives so as not to raise the cost of tuition in their schools.


Over the last few years, communities have sprung up among people in simple surroundings, and away from mainline schools. Doubtless they have reported back about various blessings and benefits. But we haven’t always seized the moment to reclaim a new way of living in community in these new places – not just with regard to housing and leading a simple and temperate lifestyle, but to the way we relate to people, the way we communicate and share with them. When I have visited some of these communities in their new surroundings, I have come away with the feeling that I’ve been in a community that was a carbon copy of those in the rest of the Province.  They even had more workers taking care of them in their residence. 

What criteria does your community use with regard to the quality, number and use of its cars, the number of service personnel it employs, and the standard of living to which you all aspire? 


It is a healthy sign when individuals and communities feel that we’re living too comfortably, and that, as a consequence, we decide to get rid of burdensome baggage and start to develop a greater awareness and sensitivity to the needs of the people around us. Good things happen when we open our windows and see what’s going on in our neighborhood, or maybe even next door. A community should know the needs of its local area and experience a sense of solidarity, just as it does when catastrophes occur in distant countries and when it supports projects run by humanitarian and charitable organizations in its own country.

25. 
Some suggestions. There are resources that may be appropriate for use in our educational ministries but which don’t fit in with community life. I would like to take the liberty to offer you a few suggestions to help you concretize this point and follow up on it. I have no doubt that if you think about this in community, you will come up with many other great ideas.       

· It would be interesting for communities to be among the last families on their block to purchase some new item that at first glance seems to be useful for the house. And of course, it shouldn’t put money into anything that two-thirds of its members wouldn’t use.   

· There are certain things that the community (and Provincial) should refuse to accept, even though they are offered to us as gifts or on sale at bargain prices, because they raise our standard of living. 

· Would it be possible and realistic for us to adjust our standard of living to the level experienced by families who rank in the bottom half of the economic scale in our country? At the very least, communities situated in poorer areas should fit in with their surroundings, being careful not to offend the poor with a more comfortable and easy-going way of life than necessary. (Cf. Constitutions, Article 34) 

· We also need to give thought in our communities to the number of people that we hire to work for us. Little by little, we can fall into the habit of being “waited on.” And sometimes we are quite demanding and a bit lazy and inept at taking care of things that we ourselves could do around the house. Perhaps manual work is taking on other forms in many countries today, including services that affect our community living. One Brother living in a working class neighborhood commented to me that his community, wanting to be considerate and help someone waiting to reach retirement age, had retained the services of a woman to do the cooking. However, for the people living nearby, having a cook was a sign that the Brothers were able to afford something that wasn’t within the reach of the rest of the neighborhood.

· I think it would be very enriching for communities to forget their fears and do something concrete. I know several families who invite a very needy person to dine with them on Christmas, Easter, or some other important occasion during the year – an elderly man or woman living alone, an orphan boy or girl, someone just released from prison with no place to call home, etc. Sometimes they choose whatever man, woman or child that God sends into their lives. Brothers, wouldn’t your community be able to do something along these lines? 

· Community budgets – are they just a cold-blooded collection of numbers, or do they present us with a genuine opportunity to reflect on the impact of our economizing to help the poor, on our need to rectify financial mismanagement and demonstrate with deeds our desire to follow Jesus in his neediness?  Wouldn’t this be a good time for communal discernment about this subject?   

Capitalization: How much money do we need to keep in reserve?

26. 
Our lives, as well as our ministries and institutions, are inextricably bound up with our cultures and societies. While these cultures and societies sustain who we are and what we do, they also restrict our freedom considerably.  


We can’t “stop the world,” but we can take time out to size up our busy lives. We need to marshal all our faith, talents, and convictions to determine the extent to which our cultures and societies are influencing us as individuals and as a religious congregation. In this ever-changing world, we need to ascertain and choose those ways of relating to its realities that are in tune with the values of the Gospel. Society needs to see genuine fidelity in the lives of religious. People are aware of the drama of life taking place all around them, and in union with us they are committed to working for the good of humanity.  

1. Concerning Provincial funds, three very important areas to consider:

a) In terms of your Province’s social responsibilities, and keeping the need for prudence in mind – yet not forgetting about the dimension of economic insecurity that goes with choosing to follow Jesus – how much money (or investment) should your Province maintain in the form of a reserve fund?

b) What can your community and school do, together with your Provincial and his Council, to insure that initiatives on behalf of the poor are at the top of your agenda when planning new apostolic ventures? And that such planning won’t be sacrificed because of pressure from institutions more financially secure. What needs to be reoriented in your Province, and what new realities need to be created? All of this assumes that a discernment process has taken place previously, examining mission in a national context, priorities, and ministries to be carried out. Article 34 in the Constitutions is very clear on this.

c) For the sake of internal and external solidarity, What should we do with funds when there is a surplus? How can we motivate ourselves and make decisions at the community and Province levels in dramatic situations, which the Province could make plain for us?

2. Guidelines for deliberations on capitalization:

· Accurately describe our present financial commitments so that we can refer to that information when it’s time to make decisions. Without seeing the whole picture, our deliberations would take place in never-never land and go nowhere. 

· Identify needs to “cover” and “guarantee” anything having to do with the life of the Brothers, taking into account challenging uncertainties that go with our profession of poverty.

· Evaluate in a similar way the needs and challenges stemming from our apostolic works and plans already existing, and those about to be established.

3. 
Studying and subsequently discerning about a Province’s way of doing business and the administrative criteria that it uses; also about the most suitable organizational and operational methods that it can employ.

This assumes objectively describing and identifying:

· your sources of financial income, and the plans you have for using it;

· superfluous and excessive expenditures on newspapers, magazines, etc.

· the comfort-level and well-being of the communities for which that you are responsible; 

· responsibilities that must be reduced;

· the degree of solidarity required.

Then, with this study as a starting point, get a concise and accurate picture of the financial reserves that you want to keep in banks and investments in order to meet your fiscal responsibilities. However, keep in mind the “insecurity” that we are prepared to assume as vowed religious who have chosen to follow Jesus.

4. 
Concrete aspects relating to the plan for “capitalization.”

· justifying education costs, and when necessary, reducing whatever is “superfluous,” to make student fees and tuition more affordable;

· when a surplus results, finding out to what extent you can better the conditions for your co-workers, especially those with the lowest paying jobs;

· distributing whatever is in excess of the plan for reserves established by the Province: offering it for use in solidarity projects in the Institute and taking care of small humanitarian projects that usually don’t receive any assistance. In addition, we could create external “funds” and put them at the disposal of organizations and institutions that are dedicated to public education, the promotion and defense of children’s rights, and other similar causes. 

· starting to donate 10% of the Brothers’ salaries, interest payments from banks and dividends from stock portfolios;  

· donating 30% from the net income of a land sale and the high returns on an investment. 

Occasionally, windfall profits will come your way. They are not the result of your own efforts, but from the sale of property re-appraised and sold after several years, and from unexpectedly high income yields on your investments; 

· making a donation of approximately 15% of the proceeds from any ordinary sale;

· donating some 2% to solidarity when undertaking new construction or improving facilities at schools for middle to upper class students;

· when it comes time to draw up year-end balance sheets, distributing in solidarity everything that exceeds the amount that is needed for “capitalization.”

· I would like to add one last point that isn’t always easy to talk about: where do we deposit our money? There’s no doubt that we need to earn income on investments. However, we can’t sell our souls and do that at any price. I bring this up not only because of the risks involved in hunting for huge profits, but also because of the policies and objectives that are espoused by financial institutions. We always need to work diligently and be on the lookout for financial benefits; today, however, interesting alternatives are springing up. Have you heard about ethical Funds? In your part of the world, are you familiar with social initiatives that are being sponsored by various banking institutions, programs in which you can invest a part of the capital in your Province.        

The advantage of establishing auditing procedures

27. 
In some countries the law requires official verification of accounts by means of an outside, public auditing firm. It’s an exercise in control, and confirms the accuracy of your administrative records. I’ve learned that, based on a decision at its Chapter, one congregation is doing this at the level of its General Administration. Although this financial report and oversight is a bit costly, the members are happy because it gives them security and they receive updates and advice about risk and other aspects of finance.

 
But there are audits of an internal nature. Although not compulsory, companies, societies, and religious Provinces may decide to opt for this procedure. It involves periodic visits to administrative offices by experts. This requires a Province or Congregation to have clear ideas about the functioning of its administration, about the objectives and ends that it stands for, etc. It seems that these studies are not very costly, and they help administrations to better organize their work. These audits provide information on how to analyze costs, security concerns, and risk management for assets, and they help an organization to justify its spending policies. They also offer guidelines enabling Congregations to see how near or how far their spending habits are from the stated aims found in their official documents.

CONCLUSION

28.
Dear Brothers, I have presented a complex topic for your consideration, one which may seem to be intended for someone else, a subject somewhat difficult to understand. However, I think that it is important for us to increase our awareness of our potential and our growing responsibilities.  If we’re not careful in choosing a set of criteria to act upon, we can snuff out our desire to be faithful to God. Article 167 in our Constitutions reminds us, “Experience teaches us that the vitality of a religious family is closely linked to the way in which it practices gospel poverty." 


To help you go back over this letter and think about it, let me recall three aspects. I offer them to you as personal convictions. However, maybe each of you has another interesting perspective prompted by this Circular. I hope your reflections will enrich the community discussion which I am inviting you to undertake.

a) Revitalizing our charism. The processes for refounding will not be successfully carried out unless we modify, redirect, and even withdraw from some of the works that we are running today. To me, it seems necessary to initiate other projects that invite and encourage us to live plainer, simpler lives, close to the poor and youth on the margins of society. 

What I am proposing will require pastoral care and administrative support coming from the Provincial and his Council, and also a deeper awareness on the part of the Province community. It involves motivating ourselves, discerning the realities of our situation, and mutually coming to grips with challenges that at first may make us feel insecure and uneasy. However I am convinced that in the heart of hearts of most Brothers there are riches that are longing to be released. 

b) Choosing is deciding.  And that implies adopting processes that give rise to concrete methods and strategies. If we truly believe that the processes of refounding and revitalizing are important, and that children and young people living in poverty are our favorites, I invite you to take a good look at the economic report of your Province. Do expenditures reveal the vital choices and values that our Constitutions and the 19th General Chapter lay out for us? What aspects ought to be redirected?

c) 
Trusting in Divine Providence. In every one of his endeavors, St. Marcellin had his own special way of trusting in Divine Providence. If God wanted something to happen, God would provide. “Unless the Lord build the house, they labor in vain who build it.” (Psalm 127, 1) 

There is a very fine line between prudent planning for the future financial welfare of a Province and putting our openness and faith in God’s Providence at risk. This openness to Providence ought to characterize every religious movement. How far can we go before we sever our dependence on God? If we have the capacity to get involved in important apostolic works that challenge us to take an active part in alleviating pain and poverty in our world, the money will come. It is a matter of being in solidarity in a way that goes beyond the tenets and conventional wisdom found in the world of finance.  This is only possible if we have an attitude of detachment and confidence on God.

Dear Brothers, I am entrusting you to Mary, our Good Mother, and St. Marcellin. May they help you to grow in your understanding of what it means to follow Jesus, making his attitude towards material goods your own.  
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“Benito Arbués,

Superior General




ATTACHMENT 1

SUGGESTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION AT A COMMUNITY MEETING

It would be interesting to share in community the personal reflections that come to mind based on a reading of this Circular. During this time of sharing, it is important from the start that  we listen to each Brother. No questions or comments. Just listening attentively.

1. Time for prayer

The meeting begins with a song or a psalm placing us in an atmosphere of openness to God’s inspiration.

2. Time for sharing

The moderator may choose a few of the following questions to open the sharing in the community. Please include question d) if at all possible.

a) What statement or proposal in the Circular is most closely in accord with your perspective?

b) What points in the Circular seem unclear to you or are different from your way of thinking?

c) In terms of the quantity, quality and administration of material goods, what anxieties do you sense are operative in the religious life in your country today?

d) What texts from the Bible, the social teachings of the Popes, the Institute, or other literary sources inspire you in your practice of the vow of poverty and your striving to use material goods as Jesus did?

e) After you’ve listened to this community and shared you thoughts, what suggestions would your like to give to your Provincial?

f) Based on your knowledge and impressions, what aspects concerning the material goods of the Institute do you think it would be helpful to clarify or redirect?

g) Looking ahead to the next General Chapter, do you think that there is something that the Chapter should examine more in depth or define more clearly in this area of the evangelical use of material goods? As a group, do you have a suggestion you would like to make known to the Chapter?

3. Time for prayer

Those wanting to offer intentions are encouraged to do so. The meeting concludes with an invitation to join in praying the Our Father or some other prayer suggested by the moderator.       

ATTACHMENT 2

ON THE EVANGELICAL USE OF MATERIAL GOODS

Method used by the General Council in reflecting on this subject 

This is the method that the General Council used for studying and sharing on the topic of the Evangelical Use of Material Goods.  Perhaps it may prove helpful for a community or Province.

1) SEEING. The following questions helped to guide our deliberations on this subject:

a) Starting from reality, how do I see the problem as it exists throughout the Institute (your Province)? 

b) Am I in agreement with the way that the General (Provincial) Council is handling things in this area, or on the contrary, am I bothered and concerned about something?

c) Keeping in mind that it is our mission as a General (Provincial) Council to animate and govern, what’s our position when it comes to this problem. Do we assume an active role or merely a passive one? Do we offer guidance, or do we remain on the sidelines as spectators?

d) What are my thoughts and feelings in regard to way in which the General (Provincial) Council is approaching this subject?

Added note: After the intentions at morning prayer, we had time to write down our personal reflections, and then we shared them later, during our plenary session.

2) JUDGING.  As a second step, we did the following:

a) We looked for references to shed light on this topic. Council members contributed numerous texts from the Gospels and Epistles, stories relating to the life of the Founder and our first Brothers, and excerpts from our Constitutions, General Chapter documents, and documents on the Church and Religious Life.

b) We gave written responses to the following question: Concerning this subject, the evangelical use of material goods, what do you think that God is asking of us in our efforts to be faithful to our charism and the process of refounding?  Each Brother shared his thoughts on a personal level, as well as at the level of the Institute and the General Council.

Added note: As a result of our sharing all this, we came up with a series of core ideas that we wanted to look into in a deeper way.  

3) TAKING ACTION. The following questions guided our reflection and fraternal sharing:

a) What are realities and situations in the Institute that are calling for our special care and concern?

b) What standards – taken from the Gospels, Religious Life, the life of our Founder, our Constitutions and Chapter documents – do we see as being most important to enlighten our thinking on the evangelical use of material goods?

c) In your opinion, what are the most important guidelines that the General Council can offer to Provinces to stimulate evangelical reflection and action concerning the use of material goods? Do you have some practical suggestion(s) in this regard? 

Added notes: 
* We discussed this topic during the plenary sessions of June-July 1999.

* Then, during the plenary sessions of January-February 2000, we concluded by  

concretizing a few points, especially those relating to the elaboration of this “letter” which I was asked to write for Provincials. 



*  Throughout this whole process, we have deeply appreciated our times for prayer 

and personal reflection as a help for writing answers to the various questions. We have been able to do that as our plenary sessions were very enriching. 
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