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GENERAL CONFERENCE 

Sunday, 28th September, the members of the General Conference were able to take a break, relax, see a little of Rome and generally refresh themselves in preparation for the last week of the Conference.

In the evening, three young Brothers from the Spanish Provinces arrived at the General House to participate in the World Congress of young religious. They were joined by three other Brothers from the International College who also participated in the Congress, some acting as organisers.

The work of the General Conference for Monday 29th September continued on the theme of restructuring, led by the Government Commission of the General Council.

Together we tried to clarify the main lines of discussion and action on our juridical structures and government which must be undertaken between now and the General Chapter of 2001.

Brother Benito addressed the Assembly explaining what had been accomplished up to the present on the viability and vitality of the Provinces and Districts. From now on, our reflections would need to be directed towards restructuring.

He explained the role of the General Council in this process and, following the recommendation of the General Chapter, he outlined the ways in which the vitality, viability and restructuring of the Institute were to be addressed.

We must not wait for magic formulas, nor resort to going over old ground again. While accepting the responsibility of the

General Council , it is at the level of the Regions and Continents that the solutions must be found. In speaking about the conclusions, the prices to be paid and the fruits to be gained, he insisted on two points: 

* Being creative and looking to the future.

* Avoiding the danger of seeing in restructuring a substitute for vocations ministry.

Restructuring is part of the challenge of refunding the Institute and must not be simply a cosmetic change.

«Once again, I wonder what God wants of us Marists, in Asia, in America, in Europe, in the Pacific and Oceania ? If we believe that God is asking us to terminate our presence in a country because our mission there is completed, let's accept that with dignity and prepare to leave without distressing the Brothers. If, on the contrary, we believe that God is asking for a rebirth so as to continue our mission... We must discern how, and under what conditions we must face the future and how we must organise ourselves in view of the present reality, which is rather different from one Continent or Region to another.»

On Monday evening a «open microphone» plenary session took place on the theme of government.

Tuesday, 30th September, most of the members of the General Conference took part in the celebration of the young religious, and we attended a papal audience together with other religious. It was a festive occasion and also a great experience of Church.

In seeing so many men and woman religious together, filling the great Paul VI Audience Hall, some couldn't help wondering: «So where is the vocations crisis?»

The words of the Pope were of encouragement and invitation to follow the radical message of the Gospel.

In the evening we began various regional meetings, programmed outside the General Conference, to try to deal with specific problems.

Then followed meetings of the Conference of European Provincials (CEP), that of the Asia-Pacific Superiors, that of North America and that of Latin America with the laity. Wednesday, 1 st October, regional meetings continued: CEP, the Pacific Region, the Conference of Latin-American Provincials and the Brothers from Africa and Madagascar.

Today, the Eucharist was animated by the lay people. Small crosses, each bearing the name of one Conference participant, had been placed on the altar. Each person took a cross at random and gave it to the person whose name it bore saying: «May the Lord bless you, may the Lord keep you, may the Lord give you his peace.» We found this symbolic gesture of "sending out" quite striking.

Thursday, 2nd October, was a day of prayer, reflection and synthesis. After some short instructions, each member of the Assembly, in an atmosphere of prayer, was able to ponder the issues that the General Council needs to give greatest attention to over the next four years.

We then shared the fruits of our discernment in small groups and in the Plenary Assembly. In the evening we thanked the lay people for their presence among us and gave our best wishes to Annie of the Hermitage who was leaving the following day.

In the course of the Eucharist, in the homily of Brother Alexis Turton (Sydney) we heard clearly the voice of Mary, of Marcellin and of Brother Benito.

Throughout Friday, 3rd October we proposed concrete action on the urgent themes that the Institute must face in the course of the next four years: Marist Apostolic Spirituality, Mission shared with lay people, and Vocations ministry.

The 50th birthday of Brother Barsen of Peru was celebrated fittingly by all but especially by those of the 50s Club led by Br Maurice Berquet (Beaucamps-Saint Genis).

The day ended with the outdoor meal in a festive family atmosphere.

The General Conference closed on Saturday 4th October. During the first meeting of the day, the Brother Vicar General thanked all the Brothers who, in so many ways, had contributed to the success of the Conference. They were numerous and the work of some, by its nature was carried out anonymously and in silence. A sincere thank you to all. We listened with attention to the message of the young Brothers which was redolent with sincerity and their love of young people. While recognising the difficulties they experience we remembered the challenges and the convictions they have at heart and which they want to live with all the other Brothers of the Institute.

The lay people who participated in the Conference also expressed their feelings and delivered their own message to us.

For them, our most important challenge is that of Marist Apostolic Spirituality which is not to be lived individually but in community, and it is precisely the community. That is the best means of living and expressing and thus witnessing to what Marist Brothers really are about.

During the Eucharist, Brother Benito, to sum up the General Conference, which had endorsed again the Conclusions of the 19th General Chapter, shared with us his hopes. From the Chapter Hall, where we had celebrated the Liturgy of the Word we processed to the Chapel where gifts were exchanged as a symbol of fraternity.

The hope of a new dawn inspired by the Holy Spirit was celebrated in the communion under the affectionate eyes of Mary and of Champagnat, whose name we hope to see raised to the altars before long.

