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VII CONFERENCE GENERAL

Sri Lanka, September 5-7,  2005
As all would be aware, the General Conference started on the 5th September in Sri Lanka and will last until the end of the month. You can find a great quantity and variety of material on the site www.champagnat.org: from the Conference programme to the prayer booklet for each day; from the daily chronicle to the official speeches (some of which appear in the reserved area); from photographs of various moments to messages that you yourselves can send…

From this edition of Update onwards, we do not wish to add material that has already appeared but send, especially to those who have difficulty in accessing the Internet, the daily chronicle containing a summary of what is happening at the Conference. They will be quite regular and not too “heavy”. We think that this will be a useful service.
September 5th
Bishop Frank Marcus greets the VII General Conference 

The morning of white soutanes 
[image: image1.wmf]Today was a day of the portico, of the beginning. The day of the white soutanes, yes! The participants in the VII General Conference had an appointment in the entry hall of the house at nine o’clock in the morning dressed in formal wear to receive the authorities. The space was filled with white clothing. A good number of brothers were wearing a white soutane. Not only brothers from Sri Lanka, which is usual for them, but also from other parts of the world. Also a large group of children from Stella Maris College were dressed in white which is usual in this country for a gala day. The college is not mixed. Only boys attend classes here. Their teachers attended to the finest details so that everything was perfect. Each student carried betel leaves in their hands for the brothers.

The arrival of Bishop Frank Marcus was punctual; there was no need to wait. He is a former student of Stella Maris College and the brothers of Sri Lanka wanted him to be present at the start of these working days of the Conference. The brothers who work in this country were also present. After the acts of protocol with the bishop, various teachers with their students won the hearts of all the participants when each brother received a child who accompanied him, hand in hand, from the door of the house. The little ones treated the brothers with betel leaves and a deep bow before each one with both knees on the ground. Ancient tradition between these welcoming, happy and close people!

Welcome with the flavour of the house
With the sound of the “hakgediya”, a sea conch, song and dance was convoked to greet the visitors. A group of musicians and dancers in their festive attire accompanied all the participants from the door of the house.

In the Conference’s meeting room, the wicks of the candelabra were lit culminating in a rooster, repeating a gesture similar to that which welcomed Brother Seán Sammon on the first day.

Following this, Brother Mike De Wass welcomed all to the General Conference in Sri Lanka. He highlighted, in the first place, the history of the country where the brothers have realised their missionary work. He thanked everyone for the help received from the Institute to overcome the consequences of the tsunami. He gave a description of the attractions of this country and invited the visitors to enjoy his country and the welcome of its people. He welcomed all to the VII General Conference on behalf of all the Provincials of Asia and thanked the General Conference for having chosen Sri Lanka to represent Asia.

The colour saffron 
A procession was organised from the session hall to the chapel, with the statues of Mary and Marcellin with the local tradition of being accompanied by musicians and the voices of students from Stella Marist College. They enjoyed the use of liturgical vestments, their colours and symbolism.

Vestments: Saffron robes. The colour saffron is the traditional colour of the religious in South Asia. 

Lotus flower: The most cherished flower in religious observances in the island. 

Blue Lotus ‘Nil Manel’: National flower

Naa: National tree

Arriconut flower: Peace, Tranquillity 

Coconut flower: Prosperity

Two young people carrying the lit fire and burning aromatic wood approached Brothers Luis García Sobrado and Seán Sammon at the start of the Mass to place on their foreheads the “potu”, a custom coming from India, a saffron coloured mark that symbolises the reception of the person.

In his homily, the bishop highlighted his personal links with the brothers from when he was a child until he became a priest. He remembered how on the first day that he arrived at the college as a priest, the Brother Director accompanied him to all the classes and asked the students, “Who wants to be like him?” He also mentioned how the brothers always promoted priestly vocations. Following this, he shared some anecdotes about his personal relationship with the brothers. He stressed the need to promote the Marist vocation more, underlining that the vocation of a brother is not always well understood. The vocation of a brother has meaning on its own and within the Church. He then shared some of the difficulties that the Church in Asia experiences, concluding by wishing everyone the best for the Conference. 

Exchange on the visits to Asia. Light and shade
The planning of the first two weeks was based on the following principles: That there be sufficient time to situate oneself in this new cultural context (Asia, Sri Lanka) and that the brothers be able to start to share amongst themselves about their experiences. It was clear that we have not come to Sri Lanka exclusively to listen to presentations or expositions from the General Council but to offer significant contributions from one’s own personal experiences and as leaders of the Institute.

With this objective in mind, the afternoon was set aside for one of the two sessions planned for the visits that the brothers had undertaken in various countries. 

The objective of these two sessions was to ensure that the brothers could speak amongst themselves about these experiences. It was an opportunity to share experiences, impressions, etc., but above all else to centre our attention on Asia and to have questions to pose to the assembly in a later session.

The brothers were divided into six groups. The following are some of the contributions: Some highlighted “the style of life of the brothers for its austerity and simplicity of life” and the “sense of communion and integration of towns of various cultures and religions”. The felt they were “treated nobly and humanely” during their visits. They had visited countries ranging from the Philippines, Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Korea, Cambodia, Japan and continental China.

“They have so much youth, so much life”, affirmed another group, but “the Marist presence is quite small in this immense continent”. Nevertheless, “the dream of Marcellin lives on in Asia” in relation to the millions of children and young people who need education.

The communication media and the thirst for power on the part of many international organisations “is undermining the cultural and religious values” for all young people.

Through the larger religions and the multi-secular traditions of Asia, “the mission is a challenge for the Asian brothers and also for the Institute”. There was a testimony that “the religious community is called to present” Christian communities.

Two significant anecdotes
One of the brothers who visited continental China shared during one of these meetings, “It impressed me to be with a brother who had been in prison many times for having evangelised.”

And another time, there was this observation. In the visit to continental China we could only communicate with a few small gestures, especially with the older brothers who did not speak English. But all participated when we sang “Salve Regina”.

The family of the day
All the community celebrated the birthday of Brother Lawrence Ndawala, Provincial of the Province of África Austral/Southern Africa. During the evening, the animation team organised a small feast. 

Help on the web page
In the section of the webpage, champagnat.org, dedicated to the General Conference, are included the prayers that are being used each day. The leaflet prepared for each day gathers together texts in the four official languages of the Institute. The brothers and communities who so desire can find in this place some resources in order to share the prayer of the brothers who are participating in the General Conference.

06 September 

An ecclesiology from Asia (1) 

Asia as seen by the specialists
[image: image2.png]In the work plan of the General Conference, today was dedicated to the reflection on the challenges that Asia poses for the Church and for the Marist Institute. Asia needs a pathway to God. And we also need the richness that Asia brings to be close to God. It is not a matter of a study or of an intellectual analysis but of a “very fine and greatly sensitive evolution” for that which Asia means for each one of us, for the Church and for the Marist Institute. The work that was realised this day intended that each one of the participants in the Conference have an “affective heart-felt contact” with the reality of this great continent. This proposal is in accord with one of the objectives of the General Council that intends to re-establish the mission “ad gentes” for the entire Institute. Four experts were invited to share their experience and their knowledge of Asia, through a panel, to motivate reflection. Here are some features that were highlighted in the presentation to the assembly.

Father Aloysius Peiris S.J. 
A Jesuit priest, founder and director of the Tula Research Centre in Kalania, Colombo. He has studied Hindu themes. His doctorate was entitled “Buddhist Studies ever awarded to a non-Buddhist” in the University of Sri Lanka. He has made an important academic contribution in North America, Europe and Asia as a professor and researcher in civil and religious universities. He has published more than 160 articles, has collaborated for the magazine “Concilium” for eight years and has written five books. The first of these was about liberation theology in Asia. Some of these have been translated into nine languages. As well as this, he has cultivated his musical talent, giving public organ recitals. His personal life style is simple and austere.

Sister Noel Christine Fernando
Sister is a member of the Congregation of the Daughters of Charity of Jesus and Mary. She works with poor working women from the now called “Investment and Promotion Zone” of Katunayake, close to the international airport. Previously this was called the “Foreign trade zone” or “Free trade zone”. Sister works with poor people trying to educate them so that they can defend their rights.

Brother Emmanuel Nicholas, FSC
Brother is a member of the Congregation of the Brothers of the Christian Schools. He has been a teacher and the Director of a secondary school in Pakistan where the teaching was carried out in the mother tongue and in English. He has also been Inspector of Schools and Director of the Committee for Catholic Education in the Diocese of Multan, in the province of Punjab, Pakistan. He is a Master of Psychology and Educational Administration from the University of Fordham, New York, Doctor of Education from the University of Columbia, New York and member of the Executive Committee of the World Council of Curriculum and Instruction. As Provincial of the Brothers of the Christian Schools in Sri Lanka and Pakistan he urged the young brothers to be close to the poor and he is personally committed to the communities of the suburbs of Colombo. 

Lae Wijesinghe
A layperson, with a degree in sacred Scripture from the Biblicum in Rome. He has a Doctorate in Biblical Exegesis from the University of Louvain. He is well recognised as a professor in the University of Kelaniya, in Sri Lanka and in religious circles within his country.

Asia today: religious and cultural aspects and the place of this region in the world 
[image: image3.jpg]


The theme, “Asia today: religious and cultural aspects and the place of the region in the world”, was entrusted to Father Aloysius Peiris S.J. Some highlights from his first talk in the morning follow:

To evaluate the Asian reality and the Christian option in Asia, one has to start from two concepts used habitually: Occidentalism, created in the West and its opposite, Orientalism, also created in the West, which has given origin to a eurocentric vision of Asia. This mentality has been largely accepted even though it is theoretically unsustainable. “The West contemplates world wide nature of its own culture as an operation of salvation that the Asians, scientifically behind, politically indecisive and incorrigibly indolent, must accept for their own good and an East that perceives this process as an invasion of its own cultural space, a violation of its political sovereignty and a desacralisation of its religious patrimony.” The nuclear powers of the West, for example, manifest their own confidence in their own moral rectitude for the utilisation of atomic energy, but show themselves to be not only suspicious and fearful but critical and severe with the idea that Asian countries, such as Iran or North Korea, can use nuclear energy.

This mentality, admittedly unconsciously, proceeds from the Christian eurocentralism, born of the eurocentric Christianism, and ignores that the eastern Churches, neither western nor colonial, have made valiant and peaceful missionary work in central and eastern Asia from the first centuries of the modern era.

Dilemma of Christianism 
The geopolitical implications of this vision of Christianism are alarming. It is understandable that Blair condemned the terrorism of the “extremist Moslems” for the fifty-six innocent victims of London. But also we understand the group of Moslems who reviled a group of “extremist Christians” from the West for the loss of more than 56 victims during each day of the first days of the unjustifiable invasion of the Moslem Iraq. 

We see that India and China, the two principal Asian civilisations, are transforming themselves into two great nuclear powers and are associating commercially, which makes it possible for Asia to exercise a great influence in the international political area. But the Christian participation in the emancipation lends itself to a geopolitical interpretation. The patriotic Church and the subterranean Church are perceived in China as a tension between the Christians allied to the West (Vatican) and those that are faithful to their own nation. Through this perception, one meets the explicit accusation that Christianism is drawing benefits from the Western world power and of the growing Eastern poverty. 

In this context Father set the new paradigms in which the Asian religions deal with separating themselves from every type of discourse based on the geopolitical East – West, two false concepts when applied to religion, and those that ground the reconstruction of Christianism.

The first way of exiting the western – eastern bog is that all religions find their common Asian sources of spirituality in the idea of a life of detachment not idolatry. Every model of development or of education that militates against this pan-Asian spirituality must be avoided. The contrary can be interpreted as an anti-evangelical connivance with anti-Asian forces of universality. And the second is to dewesternise the received Christianism consulting the Asian sources of Christianism in order to meet the God of Moses who claimed to be the one and only God who participates in the liberation of slaves and of servitude. Yahweh revealed the distinct sign of the true God defining himself as the guarantee of the Alliance for the liberation of the slaves for all time. It is He who goes out to our meeting in Jesus, God made man, who was born poor and who knew the ignominious death of a slave on a cross, crying out until his spirit left him for all to understand: “It is Me, Your God, Whom you kill when you rob my people of their life”. 

We are always in the wrong place on the battlefield if we do not embrace a Christianism faithful to this original revelation, that Christianism that we have separated for so many centuries. (To continue)

Given the extensive richness of the intervention of Father Aloysius Peiris we will offer the continuation of this synthesis of his discourse in a second delivery of this diary chronicle. Also, once the whole presentation has been translated into the four official languages of the Institute, you will be able to read the entire text in the section entitled “Documents” on this webpage.

Brother Emmanuel Nicholas, FSC
Brother Emmanuel, conscious of the calls that the Second Vatican Council had made to the brothers to return to the sources of our charisms to encounter the poor, described his experience of being with the marginalised of society. “I am convinced that the Holy Spirit is working in us,” he affirmed. And as the Holy Spirit guides us towards the poor, we are going to discover the face of God. We do not go towards the poor to tell them something, but “to listen to them”, he affirmed. The poor and the poorest of the poor, so numerous in this part of the world, have a voice but “few are capable of hearing it”. The Church asks us as brothers to listen to the poor. This listening can make us disposed to tell them some good news that they can understand. The poor are calling us to be poor and simple with them and like them in order to be able to educate them. 

Lae Wijesinghe
Lae Wijesinghe affirmed before the brothers at the Conference that in Asia the poor are becoming more and more poor while the rich and becoming more and more rich. The Christians have interpreted this phenomenon in theological terms from the principle “create in order to liberate”. Before this growth in poverty, degrading for human dignity, he emphasised the necessity to pass over these theological principles and to go towards the true Jesus of history. Jesus lived close to the poor and shared their limits and reality.

He also emphasised the need of an education as a service and not as a privilege of the rich. For that, he proposes the creation in Asia of an educational service which is inspired by the spirituality of Exodus. God wanted to liberate the slaves and at the same time also the oppressors. 

Sister Noel Christine Fernando
Sister Christine gave the Conference Assembly her testimony as a religious committed to working with poor women workers. The daily salary received by these women is one dollar. Sister’s work consists in educating the women so that they know how to defend their rights when faced with injustice and exploitation. Sister Christine affirmed that there are a lot of people in this category and that they are victims of globalisation. How can this challenge be confronted through education?

Open questions and reflection in groups
The brothers posed some questions on various topics to the panel members. One of these questions concerned how to look to religion to bring science and faith into harmony. They answered that without technology, we cannot survive. The poor need a base technology, but “it is not the essential need of the poor” (Christine). There are technologies that isolate us and separate us from the poor. And then she asked, “What technology do we offer to the poor and where does this technology lead them?”

Another response used the metaphor of bread, as used by Saint Paul. Bread is good and we only have to produce enough of it to suppress hunger. If we share it, it is sacrament. If it stays in the hands of some, it is a sin. That can be applied today to technology.

The work of the afternoon started with the second part of the talk by Father Aloysius Peiris, the summary of which we will provide tomorrow morning. The Assembly continued its work of reflection in small groups, followed by a sharing in common of the groups’ work.

Messages of support
We have received a message of support from the brothers of Nairobi. The Assembly listened to the whole message and each of the names of the signatories. A large number of Brothers Provincial felt themselves linked to these names.

We have also received a message from the brothers at El Escorial and from Korea, addressed to the Brother Superior General and to all the members of the VII General Conference, expressing their best wishes and success at this Conference.

07 September 

A time for de[image: image4.jpg]


cision making! 
Opening address of Brother Seán Sammon 
In his opening address, ‘A time for decision making!’ Brother Seán Sammon, Superior General, proposed three areas of priority work for the next four years: identity, mission and leadership.

He highlighted that of all the times in which we have renewed the Institute, as requested by the second Vatican Council, the current time is the most perilous encountered in forty years. The cause of this perilousness is the type of decisions that we have to make today as leaders of the Institute. For forty years we have made decisions concerning the renewal of religious life. Today we need to make decisions regarding our identity.

Identity
The members of the XX General Chapter challenged us to clarify the identity of the brother and the identity of the lay Marist. To form an identity or reform the previous one, we have to take options and commit ourselves to living values or indeed choose other new ones.

The Superior General indicated two impediments for carrying forward options that clearly affirm our identity.

First. Our respect for diversity that has been exaggerated and that has paralysed us. Internal differences have grown much in some regions. Differences of perspective exist in reference to the vows, the place and significance of community life, spirituality, apostolic work, the poor, formation, making it more difficult, if not impossible, to form a common identity and to give witness as a group. 

Second. The fear of thinking that to adopt new practices that identify us would be a regression to the past. We need to encounter new signs that define our identity and this task is one we need to accomplish together. The evangelical counsels, as well as the ideals of loving God, the compassionate concern for the poor and their needs, and the commitment to community life, should be translated in a unique Marist way of being, manifested in behaviours and practices that are clear and understandable for others.

Mission
Mission is at the heart of our identity. There is only one mission, the same mission as that of the Church: to proclaim the Kingdom of God and its imminence. Our apostolic works are part of this mission and directed at a specific group of people: the young and, among them, the poor. The members of our XX General Chapter reminded us that we need to undertake a valiant evaluation of our apostolic works in which we have been involved during the last four decades. As well, the Capitulants called us to get out of our offices more to be in more contact with young people. There are many valiant works but they are not the works of the Little Brothers of Mary founded by Marcellin Champagnat.

Leadership
A leader is not a good manager or a good administrator except if this helps others to dream as Champagnat did. The young people that the Founder met perceived that he was proposing something to them that was worth the effort of starting in their lives.

The Brother Superior General sees that there are optimistic signs on the horizon and that we are living in times of daring action. But the need also exists to modify the way in which we exercise authority. In some Administrative Units, the Provincial or District Superior has become only a co-ordinator, entrusted with maintaining the welfare and happiness of all. And in other places there is hardly any authority being exercised at all. It is not enough for us to be effective managers, or to assure a pastoral presence or even to be men of prayer. We must take the responsibility of working together in our Institute presenting to our brothers and to our lay collaborators, to the Church and the world, a wider vision than we are capable of leading. 

The Brother Superior General thanked the brothers present for all that they do for the brothers, the Institute and the Church. He finished his talk by saying, “I see these as special days that we are spending together where we have the opportunity to fix the course for the next four years.” 

Personal reflection on the document
With this proposal, the Brother Superior General opened the work of the Conference to develop proposals and directives for the next four years until the Convocation of the XXI General Chapter.

Each person received a text, written and translated into four languages, and was invited to have some personal quiet time to be open to the gifts that the Lords wants to give us and the grace which we are seeking by reading the text. It was very important that each of the participants would be conscious of the existential aspect of the moment. They were recommended to direct their attention to the signs of vitality in the Institute.

This reflection should give us a vision that is more unified from the calls of the XX General Chapter. For this, it was suggested to the participants of the Conference to revise the calls to see if there were new shades appearing. 

Pooling in common
After the time that they dedicated to rereading Brother Seán’s talk, question time was opened.

It was asked why this moment in time is interpreted as the most perilous time during the last four decades. He affirmed that the decisions that we can make now concerning formation, community or government, for example, are going to have decisive repercussions. Historically the decisions of the last forty years have concerned the renewal of religious life. The ones we are making now affect the identity of the Marists. There are young people in the Institute grounded in spirituality. They want a proposal offered to them for which it is worth living the life. The offers in the documents are clear and we believe in them, but we do not manifest clearly our identity.

The brothers’ interventions highlighted some criteria for reinforcing the sense of fraternity in new communities. We are brothers, but that cannot be taken for granted. As well, the phenomenon of structural change experienced in the Institute was alluded to. For some the change is an enigma. But it is a reality that must be taken on joyfully.

The afternoon tasks
During the afternoon reflection, there was a synthesis of the responses to the questionnaire sent to the Provincials by the General Conference’s Preparatory Commission concerning the calls of the XX General Chapter. All the responses from the Administrative Units were received. In a certain number of Units, it was the Provincials or District Superiors who responded personally; in others the response came from the Provincial and his Council.

Concerning the fist capitular call, there was an impressive unity detected in the thirty-one responses, even though there were some important differences according to the continents. There were strong expressions that appeared practically in all the responses. For example, the following: In respect to the first call: “we are centred in Jesus Christ”- “This call is current, urgent and necessary. It is our reason for being. It is an essential point in our lives. Our identity must essentially speak for itself and we must appear as witnesses before the world. People must see us as men of God, marked by Christ’s presence. Not to live this call is not to give meaning to our vocation, our apostolate and our relationships. In this call we encounter the roots of our Marist Apostolic Spirituality. And the inverse, if we live it, we will have Christ at the centre of our lives.” 

The first part of the session was dedicated to a personal reading of the document and then during the second part the participants shared their findings.

Remembering Brasil on its national day
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Today’s sessions started with a sincere and heart-felt greeting to all the Brazilian brothers present at the Conference. Today Brasil celebrated its national day. 

Brother Claudino Falchetto, Provincial of Brasil Centro-Norte, summed up the meaning of this day for Brazil. The people present then received a little souvenir. During the community prayer, we remembered the activities in which the brothers participate and the works that they support in this large country.



An Ecclesiology for Asia (Part II) 

We continue the synthesis of the vast exposé of Father Aloysius Peiris S.J. on the challenges posed to the Church by Asia.

An objective of the United Nations is to eliminate illiteracy by 2025. Half of the adults in South Asia can neither read nor write and a quarter of the people do not have access to a basic education. Every serious educational programme should be radical enough to eliminate the cycle of poverty and illiteracy and their consequences, such as the exploitation of women and of children. The adventurous amongst us who dare to take a basic education of children as their sacred mission hold the future of Asia in their hands. The illiteracy of the majority is the human sacrifice offered on the altar of Mammon in exchange for the riches produced for the world’s leaders.

On the contrary, the type of Christianism that appeared with the revelation of the God of Moses, such as the Abba of Jesus, would tolerate no form of creation of riches that meant at the same time the multiplication of poverty for the masses. But he would demand that we change our policies and our educational techniques in a revolutionary way to allow the poorest to participate in the production of the riches without allowing others to steal the fruit of their work.

The new instruction creates new forms of poverty
Basic instruction means the study of reading, writing and arithmetic in one’s own mother tongue and an emancipation of the masses. But the industry of knowledge is now monopolised by electronic technology which uses English as its means of communication. A worker in Bangladesh needs an income of eight years to acquire a computer while an American can acquire one with the salary of one month. The objective of the year 2025 will be unrealisable because each time more people are excluded from this form of instruction. 

The techno-science and the religions of Asia
The technical capacity of mankind to improve his good fortune on earth was not a European discovery, but an eastern one. Europe learnt from Asia, even though they say that Asia is lagging behind. Asia has always united religious wisdom with science and technology, whereas on the other hand Europe has separated science and faith with disastrous consequences.

Today the world is hoping for a rare species of humankind to unite science and faith. This will be the moment when East and West meet.

The Magisterium and the poor
The ideal of the first Christian communities was to share so as to eliminate the class of the rich as much as of the poor. God chose the poor not because they were holy but because they were poor. They start to become holy when they accept and live the call of God to unite themselves to Him and to construct a society where only God reigns. The mission to teach all nations or educate all nations, in other words evangelise the gentiles, reaffirms the call to holiness. But the people were unfaithful and copied unjust social practices. The same happens amongst we Christians.

Three principles guide Christian education: education (evangelisation) “for” the poor, education (evangelisation) “of” the poor and Education (evangelisation “of the rich for the poor”.

Science and technology united in education in favour of the poor
Father used in his conference the example of Latin America where the poor are described in the Universidad Centro-americana (UCA) as a group of men of great faith capable of moving mountains yet at the same time aware that the culture invasion is also Christian. The Christian professors of UCA suggest that all university or para-university activity have an effect on society in general and especially on the least educated. This model wants to go further than the liberal western model. Our apostolic intentions are often corrupted when we do not note the pernicious link that exists between liberal education without a social conscience given to the privileged classes and the social services without a free education given to the poor.

The challenge of the educational social project of Christian education is to offer a service that liberates the poor and the rich at the same time: the poor from their poverty and the rich from their wealth.
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