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Left to right, front row: Brothers Seán Sammon, Emili Turú, John Thompson, Pedro Herreros, Michael de Waas, Michael Green, Julian Casey, Maurice Berquet, Tony Clark. Second row: Brendan Neily, Paul Gilchrist, Bill Senden, Tony Robinson, Antonio Ramalho, Luis García Sobrado, John McMahon. Third row: Barry Burns, Darren Burge, Théoneste Kalisa, David Hall, Peter Rodney, David McDonald, Iulio Suaesi and Michael Sexton. Fourth row: Nevil Bingley, Dominic O’Sullivan, Neville Solomon, Fergus Garrett, Ken McDonald, Henry Spinks, and Carl Tapp. (Photo, Brother Lluís Serra)

OUR MARIST LIFE AND MISSION IN THE REGION OF OCEANIA
Three facts about the countries that make up our Marist region of Oceania:

	MARIST PRESENCE IN PACIFIC REGION

	Country
	Area in sq. miles
	Population
	Marist Foundation Year

	1. Australia
	2,948,366  
	20,065,717
	1871, Sydney

	2. New Zealand
	103,736 
	3,837,065
	1876, Wellington

	3. Fiji
	7055
	831,641
	1888, Suva

	4. Kiribati
	277 
	85,198
	1974, Bairiki

	5. Tonga
	270 
	99,760
	1978, Ha'Apai

	6. Samoa
	1209
	159,353
	1888, Apia

	7. Solomon Islands
	11,500 
	478,565
	1936, Marao

	8. Papua New Guinea
	178,260 
	5,032,337
	1959, Wewak

	9. Vanuatu
	5700
	207,136
	1981, Lololima

	10. New Caledonia
	7367
	224,115
	1873, Numea

	Countries with official ties to Marist Provinces in Oceania

	India
	1,195,063
	1,041,143,988
	1974, Trichy

	Cambodia
	70,000
	13,775,952
	1995, Phnom Penh

	East Timor
	5741
	778,505
	2000, Baucau

	
	
	
	


Visit from the General Council

MARISTS IN OCEANIA
The General Councilors have finished their visit to the brothers, communities, and Marist ministries in Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific Islands. They began their travels on March 18th and completed that phase of their work on May 7th. Brothers Théoneste Kalisa, Emili Turú, and Michael de Waas (a delegate of the General Superior) visited the Province of Sydney, Australia; Maurice Berquet and Pedro Herreros, the Melbourne and New Zealand Provinces; Luis García Sobrado and Peter Rodney, the Pacific Islands; and Antonio Ramalho and Ernesto Sánchez, secretary of the Religious Life and Vocation Ministry Commissions, the region’s formation centers.

These brothers met May 8 – 11 to draw up reports about their visits. The process concluded with a meeting of the expanded General Council May 12 – 18 in Mittagong, Australia. This gathering included the General Superior and his Council, the Provincial Councils of the Provinces of Sydney, Melbourne, and New Zealand, and the Superior and a Councilor from the District of Melanesia. 

So far the General Council has visited Africa, Asia, Brazil, the Cono Sur region of Latin America, and Europe. Each visit consists of three phases: holding retreats, visiting the brothers and communities, and a final meeting with an expanded General Council. The aim is to support the living out of God’s dream for Marists in every part of the world, in this case, Oceania.

Their story began in Sydney in 1871

THE MARIST BROTHERS IN AUSTRALIA
Australia covers 2,948,366 sq. mi. and has a population of 20 million people. The Marist brothers have two Administrative Units in the country: Melbourne and Sydney. The Melbourne Province, with Brother Paul Gilchrist as Provincial, has 100 brothers in 18 communities. The Sector of India, with 26 brothers in three communities, as well as a community of brothers in East Timor are attached to this Province.

The Sydney Province has 217 brothers in 29 communities. Brother John Thompson is Provincial. The District of Melanesia (more news from that part of the Marist world in future issues) and our mission involving two brothers in Cambodia are dependent on this Province. 

The Provinces of Sydney and Melbourne work together in many areas and are carrying out several joint ventures, especially in the field of solidarity, youth ministry, formation, and educational programs and networks (see the interview with Brother Michael Green, President of the Association of Australian Marist Schools, in Marist Bulletin 129). These are enriching our Marist life in Australia, and inviting the involvement of other countries in this part of the Marist world.

January 1838, Michel Colombon first Marist brother to set foot on New Zealand soil 

THE MARIST BROTHERS IN NEW ZEALAND
New Zealand has an area of 103,736 sq mi. and a population of about 3,800,000. Our Marist Province of the same name has 120 brothers in 21 communities. 90 of them work within the country and 30 on the islands of Fiji (area of 7055 sq. mi., population 831,000), Kiribati (277 sq. mi., population 86,000), Samoa (1209 sq. mi., population 160,000), and Tonga (270 sq. mi., population 100,000). All these places form part of the same Administrative Unit. The Province is organized into two regions, Aotearoa New Zealand and the Pacific Islands. Brother Barry Burns is Provincial; Brother Henry Spinks, Regional Superior of New Zealand; and Brother Iulio Suaesi, Regional Superior of the Pacific Islands.

This Province is home to wide variety of languages and cultures, and is answering the challenging call to provide a Christian education to all the children and young people in its care.

Brother Edward Clisby, who has taught in schools throughout New Zealand, Tonga, and Kiribati, researched and translated the correspondence of the pioneering brothers in Oceania, and currently serving as the archivist and historian for the New Zealand Province, has highlighted many interesting aspects of our Marist brothers’ presence in these countries (Refer to Marist Bulletin 123).

Marist presence in fascinating places

DISTRICT OF MELANESIA
The District of Melanesia is comprised of four countries: Papua New Guinea (178,260 sq. mi., population of 5,000,000), The Solomon Islands (11,500 sq. mi., population 478,000), New Caledonia (7367 sq. mi., population 225,000), and Vanuatu (5700 sq. mi., population 207,000). This Marist District was established in December 8, 2003 and belongs to the Administrative Unit of Sydney. It has 64 brothers in 11 communities. The District Superior is Brother Brendan Neily.

As with all the lands of the Central and South Pacific, these islands are breathtaking in their natural beauty. Presenting the Good News of Jesus within the process of inculturation presents quite a challenge in this mosaic of cultures and languages. Educating children and young people, especially those in greatest need, is a Marist priority.

Marist vocations today in Oceania

FORMATION CENTERS
Marcellin, whose heart knew no bounds, wound up saying that “every diocese in the world figures in our plans.” Time is confirming his vision. All over the world more and more young people are tuning in to his spirituality (being with Jesus as Mary was, i.e., in His company, listening to His Word and putting it into practice, being practical and ready to help, alert to people’s needs, committed in solidarity with those subjected to modern-day crosses) and committed to His mission (“I cannot see a child without telling him how much God loves him and wanting to teach him about our faith”).

In recent weeks, Brothers Antonio Ramalho, General Councilor, and Ernesto Sánchez, Secretary of the Religious Life Commission, have visited the Interprovincial Pre-Novitiate in Fitzroy, Melbourne (one aspirant and one postulant), and the Pre-Novitiates in Honiara, Solomon Islands (10 postulants) and Wewak, Papua New Guinea (16 postulants, not counting the 7 who are living in communities). They have also visited the Novitiate in Lomeri, Fiji, which has 14 Pacific Islander novices preparing to enter fully into our Marist life.

These young men testify to the fact that the Lord continues sending out invitations and that Marcellin’s dream is as vivid as ever.
	12 MAY 2004


BROTHER SEAN SAMMON OPENS THE MEETING

 “I greatly admire the vitality of the Marist brothers in Oceania and the mission they have opened up in this region and the entire Institute.”

May 12th: This morning Brother Seán Sammon, General Superior, began the expanded General Council meeting for the region of Oceania. After a meditative time that included biblical readings in Maori and English, Br. Seán welcomed the participants, representing ten countries in the region. These days of meetings will bring to a close the General Council’s visits to the Administrative Units in Oceania in the last few months. 

Brother Seán reminded everyone of the key ideas of the 20th General Chapter as well as its five most important calls, which were based on responses Marcellin might give to our current challenges. Seán pointed out four objectives for this meeting: a) presenting to each Provincial, District Superior, and the brothers of each Administrative Unit the findings, encouraging words, and recommendations coming from the just-concluded visits; b) as a group, developing a greater understanding and appreciation of the Congregation’s riches in this region, and also of the challenges that its members are facing; c) exploring the means available to help members formulate plans for meeting these challenges in the future; and d) dealing with the topic of restructuring. 

A HISTORY OF FIDELITY AND EVANGELIZATION

Our Marist work in Oceania began in 1837, when the first brothers accompanied St. Peter Chanel, proto-martyr of the Church in that part of the world. Marcellin Champagnat was still living and had trained the brothers who first set foot on the Island of Futuna. Today in New Caledonia, people can visit the tomb of Tarcisius, a Marist brother and nephew of Marcellin. The Society of Mary, consisting of the Congregations of the Marist Fathers, Sisters, Missionary Sisters, and Brothers, has made tremendous contributions to the evangelization of Oceania. As a woman associated with our ministries has pointed out, in Oceania the Church has a Marist flavor.

A MOSAIC OF COUNTRIES AND CULTURES

The Marist brothers have three Provinces in the region – Melbourne, New Zealand, and Sydney, plus the District of Melanesia. This District coordinates its efforts with the two Australian Provinces, although officially it belongs to the Province of Sydney. The ten countries with Marist brothers are Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, Kiribati, Samoa, Tonga, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, New Caledonia, and Vanuatu. We should note their official ties and cooperation with India, Cambodia, and East Timor. 

Indigenous cultures are a source of great wealth and variety in these countries. In Australia alone, there are 250 languages spoken by different segments of the population. 

The following brothers are participating in these meetings of the expanded General Council:

· Brendan Nelly and Ken McDonald from the District of Melanesia 

· Paul Gilchrist (Provincial), John McMahon, Julian Casey, Anthony Clark, Paul Kane, and Michael Sexton from the Province of Melbourne 

· Barry Burns (Provincial), Nevil Bingley, Fergus Garrett, Henry Spinks, David McDonald, Iulio Suaesi, and Carl Tapp from the Province of New Zealand and the Island Nations of the South Pacific 

· John Thompson (Provincial), William Selden, Michael Green, Neville Solomon, Darren Burge, Mark Inkston, Anthony Robinson, David Hall, and Dominic O’ Sullivan from the Province of Sydney 

· Seán Sammon, Luis Garcia Sobrado, Maurice Berquet, Pedro Herreros, Theoneste Kalisa, Antonio Ramalho, Peter Rodney, Emili Turu, and Michael De Waas (Provincial of Sri Lanka and Pakistan and Delegate of the General Superior) 

· Lluis Serra, Director of Communications for the General Administration 

· Terry Gilsenan, Support staff

MITTAGONG, THE SETTING
Mittagong is located 110 kilometers (about 70 miles) from Sydney, the Marist city par excellence as it is home to 13 Marist education centers. The brothers arrived in Mittagong in 1906. Soon after that they added on a juniorate (what today might be called a prenovitiate) and a novitiate for Australia and New Zealand. In 1948, the Provinces of Melbourne, New Zealand and Sydney were established, Sydney maintaining this complex, which is located in the Australian State of New South Wales. Mittagong continued being a novitiate until 1984. Currently it serves both as a center for adults – the Farmhouse, able to accommodate 40 people – and a retreat house, The Marist Centre, with facilities for up to 100 students and young people. For more information, you can check out their web site: 

http://www.hinet.net.au/~frmhouse/index.htm
Mittagong encompasses 494 acres. Australians think big. 30 acres are used for vineyards that produce an exquisite wine and a farm with more than 200 calves… Cultivation of olives, potatoes, and various other products is quite extensive.

May falls within the autumn season in the Southern Hemisphere. Mittagong right now is bathed in yellow ochre and reddish tones alternating with year-round greens, filling the eyes with spectacular beauty. This afternoon, the sky regaled us with a deep-hued rainbow.

STUDYING THE REPORTS

Each General Council team that visited the Provinces made out detailed reports and distributed them to the respective Provincial Councils. Subsequently these Councils devoted three sessions to examining and discussing those reports. Prayer pervaded this first day of the Expanded General Council meeting, scheduled to conclude at noon this Saturday, May 15th.
	13 MAY 2004


OVERALL VIEW OF THE REGION 

Brother Seán opened the second day of meetings asking participants to broaden their horizons, to look beyond their own Administrative Units, with two objectives in mind: first, to come up with a portrait of the Region from three distinct perspectives: formation, strengths, and challenges, and second, to understand the process of restructuring as originally envisioned.

THE REPORT ON FORMATION

Brother Antonio Ramalho, General Councilor, presented a summary of the report that he co-authored with Brother Ernesto Sánchez, covering their visit to the formation centers in the Region. In addition, each center was given its own individual report. It should be noted that Oceania presents two different scenarios when speaking about vocations. The first reflects conditions in Australia and New Zealand, which have very secularized societies and few vocations. The second refers to life in the Pacific Islands, where there is a noticeable increase in vocations. The overall report analyses three main points:

Signs of hope: the creation of an inter-provincial formation team; the joyful involvement of the brothers in vocation ministry and personal accompaniment; the dedication of human and economic resources to support and maintain the formation centers in the District of Melanesia, the Pacific Islands region, the Novitiate in Lomeri, Fiji, and the MAPAC (Marist Asian Pacific Center) in Manila, the Philippines. 

Concerns: in Australia and New Zealand a negligible growth in vocations owing to the tremendous forces holding sway in a secular context; the feasibility of improving communications among centers on the same level, like those at the pre-novitiate and novitiate stage; the preparation of future formators, especially brothers from the Pacific Islands; and a plan for accompanying brothers in temporary vows.

Recommendations: 

To the Provinces: continue supporting formation programs such as the Inter-provincial Commission for Formation; bring about greater involvement of the communities in each Province; work on developing a network of brothers and laypeople who are dedicated to vocation ministry; and explore new areas in promoting vocations and sharing Marist life and mission.

To the District of Melanesia and the Pacific Islands region: continue supporting the Pacific Initial Formation Commission; identify and prepare future formators; and provide more years of formation to some postulants so they can better discern their vocation before entering the Novitiate...

The presentation of this Report led to a lively discussion, showing the participants’ great interest in the topics covered.

STRENGTHS AND CHALLENGES FOR THE REGION

This second part of the meeting took place in three consecutive stages: a) time for personal reflection based on a questionnaire covering two points, the strengths and the concerns of each individual Province or District; b) an exchange of views in four groups, composed of brothers from different Administrative Units, discussing the questionnaire; and c) a plenary assembly, with each brother having the opportunity to spontaneously express his viewpoint about the topics under discussion in an atmosphere of careful listening. The analysis was done in a realistic, humble and hope-filled climate, with no hint of any triumphal attitudes. 

IN LIGHT OF STATISTICS

Statistical data concerning the Provinces of Melbourne, New Zealand and Sydney, covering the period from 1967 to 2003, was collected and handed out to the participants. Brother Seán presented the results of this study, including the total number of brothers (in perpetual and temporary vows), their country of origin, and the average age in each Province. 

THE PROCESS OF RESTRUCTURING

The restructuring of the Marist Institute has followed different rhythms but come to a conclusion in most regions. In every case, efforts have been made to ensure the viability of the new Administrative Units as well as their vitality in serving the Institute and the Church. The region of Oceania has reflected on this process in due course but the circumstances have not been right for achieving concrete results in its restructuring efforts. 

Brothers Sean and Luis García Sobrado presented points for gaining an understanding of the process such as it was originally conceived, and indicated some future directions. The topic will be taken up again tomorrow.

Brother Barry Burns summarized this second day during a time of prayerful reflection. The meal took on a festive air with a birthday celebration for Brother Brendan Neily, the District Superior of Melanesia, who blew out the candles on his cake as the community sang “Happy birthday...” 

You can find more news about these meetings and the region of Oceania in the Archive on our web page: www.champagnat.org
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This third day of meetings in Mittagong centered on 3 events: Brother Seán’s conference; reflection and discussion on the viability and vitality of Marist life and mission in the Region of Oceania; and a celebration of our brotherhood.  

EXCERPTS FROM BROTHER SEÁN SAMMON’S ADDRESS TO THE PROVINCIALS AND COUNCILS OF OCEANIA

The following are excerpts from Brother Seán’s conference during this morning’s opening session, putting things in focus for everyone in attendance.

Brothers, if our 20th General Chapter convinced me of anything, it convinced me of the fact that religious life and our Institute in particular stands at a significant crossroads today. Why so? Because the risks and consequences are so great. Our Chapter members saw them as no less than a choice between life and death.  

And so, as their time together in Rome late in 2001 came to a close, they let the word go forth that a new Chapter of Marist life was about to unfold. It was to be one marked by a passion for Jesus and his mission, a spirit of sacrifice that would lead to transformation, and a rededication to the ideals that have always been at the heart of religious life. Quite simply, our 20th General Chapter reminded us all about who we are, and what we are meant to be about.

In solidarity with those Chapter members and their challenging Message, I must say that I believe more and more that the renewal for which we so long will come to our way of life and mission when we once again begin to be what we were meant to be: brothers, men of the Gospel, heralds of the mercy and Good News of Jesus Christ.

I must also admit that I am convinced today that we are where we should be in the process of renewal. We have suffered many losses during the last 40 years, and as was said so well yesterday, at times we have been humiliated. Perhaps we had become all too self-sufficient and needed to be reminded that Jesus Christ came as a Suffering Servant and not a conquering king. 

But why do I say we are where we are supposed to be in the process of renewal. Because all the evidence we have at hand from previous times of upheaval in our way of life tells us that it takes at least 40 to 50 years for any group to fall apart sufficiently so as to enter into the heart of the process of renewal. We stand at that doorstep today; the second of the three chapters that make up the book of renewal is about to unfold.

We all remember our 20th General Chapter’s theme well: Choose life! I do regret, however, that in putting forth the verse from Deuteronomy from which it is taken, we did not call attention to the verse that immediately precedes it. For that passage tells us that Yahweh will, first of all, circumcise our hearts. It is a powerful image, reminding us that like David the shepherd boy soon to be King of Israel, we must be hollowed out before God’s spirit can rush into us. 

…And so, in the years just ahead, we will have some hard decisions to make, but they are decisions that have always been at the heart of what we call religious life. We will have to read with courage and accuracy the signs of our times, reclaim Marcellin’s dream and charism for our day, age and circumstance, and most especially center our lives in Jesus and his gospel. This profound change of heart is the foundation upon which all else is built, for without it we run the risk of reading the signs of our times through the prism of our own fears and concerns rather than with God’s eyes, and of adapting for our own purposes the charism that came into our Church through a simple country priest and Marist Father whose name was Marcellin Champagnat.

Brothers, with this agenda on the table I must say I can think of no better time to be alive, and to be alive in religious life and in our Institute. But the challenges ahead are great, the work formidable, and the sacrifices significant. Pay little attention to the prophets of doom that exist in our world, our Church, our Marist Institute. Some are already encouraging us to go gently into that good night. I offer another point of view: quite simply, if our Institute and its mission are not renewed we will have no one to blame but ourselves. For God has been working overtime to bring about the change of heart that is so necessary. 

I mentioned the other day that I often wonder what went through the founder’s mind that evening of January 2nd, 1817 as he walked back to the presbytery from that small house in LaValla. He had spent weeks fixing it up, and was indebted in part to Father Corveille, who extended him a loan so that he could buy it. Back at the presbytery Father Rebod was drinking and already bitter about the activities of his young associate. Numbered among those two first recruits was Jean Marie, formerly one of Napolean’s Imperial Guard, who would later become quite eccentric and leave the Institute. 

Marcellin had little in terms of worldly possessions that evening. He had a house that we could politely say was in need of repair. He had two rather uneducated farm boys in residence, and he was in debt. But what the founder also had was a dream, and that dream consumed him, as it must each of us. It was a dream, the heart of which contained these three elements: a love of Jesus and his gospel, the impulse to evangelize poor children and young people, and the intention of establishing a community of brothers who could to be a living witness to the Good News of Jesus Christ. Over the years that dream has spread throughout our world and touched the lives of countless young people; it has made a difference, it has changed the lives of so many.

So, let us be up and doing. The new day, about which Basilio spoke so often, is about to dawn. We have work to do, and with God’s grace we will do it humbly and we will do it well.

MARIST LIFE AND MISSION IN THE REGION OF OCEANIA

The remaining three sessions today were devoted to reflection and dialogue about Marist viability and vitality in the Oceania region. A plenary assembly, work in groups, and individual reflection and personal prayer provided different ways to get to the heart of this topic, so important for the present and future. 

The day concluded with Brother Darren Burge of the Sydney Province summarizing the day’s events.

There was a social hour at suppertime – a social is the word used in the English-speaking world to denote a relaxing time of informal conversation over some liquid refreshments. 

	15 MAY 2004 – FINAL DAY


ULURU, THE HEART OF AUSTRALIA

These Mittagong meetings that drew to a close today have let us take the vibrant pulse of our Marist presence in the Region of Oceania. It’s obvious that the geographical, cultural, and linguistic complexities in this part of the world are both its strong point and its challenge. The challenges in Australia and New Zealand are different from those in the Pacific Island nations. In the former, religious life – and Marist life in particular – is going through a dry and difficult time; in terms of mission, its contributions are highly defined, involving Catholic education, ministry, solidarity, and shared mission with the laity. In the latter countries, Marist presence is having a strong impact on society and presenting the dynamic face of a Church that is generating Marist vocations in ever-greater numbers.

Uluru is the Aboriginal name for a mountain that rises in the center of Australia, in the middle of a desert. The English name for this mountain is Ayer’s Rock. At sunset, it takes on a redness of awesome splendor. Because of this and its location, it is considered to be the heart of the country. To reach it requires going through large stretches of desert. That’s the way it is in many segments of the religious life, as it was during the life and times of Father Champagnat. The Marist brothers in Oceania are realizing that, whether conditions are favorable or not, they want to continue to get at the heart of their commitment as brothers. Marcellin’s dream has great relevance today and it is worthwhile to dedicate one’s life to make it come true.

A RESOLUTION AND ONE STEP FURTHER ON THE PATH

The brothers in Oceania are becoming more and more conscious of belonging to one and the same Region, with common challenges for those willing to work on them together. There are many effective inter-provincial organizations. Notwithstanding, one sees the need for the three of Provinces of Melbourne, New Zealand and Sydney, and the District of Melanesia to forge new approaches in their efforts to foster the viability and vitality of our Marist life and mission in the Region of Oceania. 

The following resolution was approved: “We commit ourselves to move forward within a model of regionalization. We therefore state our willingness to work together collaboratively with others in the region to see what new structures emerge.” To bring this agreement to life, the three Provincials and the District Superior will name a three-member panel exclusively devoted to drawing up a proposal that will lead to the agreed-upon goal.

CHOOSING LIFE

In a spirit of joy and thanksgiving a community prayer put the finishing touches on this meeting, which brings an end to the visit of our General Superior and his Council to the Region of Oceania. Brother Sean reminded us that the strength of Champagnat’s charism lies in a passionate love for Jesus and service to poor children and young people as members of the Church. He thanked God for the leadership of those who exercise their responsibility as animators and administrators, as well as for the commitment of the brothers and of the many enthusiastic lay people who share our mission. Brother Seán gave each brother in attendance a small souvenir with a picture of our Good Mother. The final song, “We choose life,” was a resounding hymn of hope and commitment that echoed the concerns and dreams of the last General Chapter. And with this we conclude our real-time chronicles of the meetings held in Mittagong.
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