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VII CONFERENCE GENERAL (3)

Sri Lanka, September 12th, 13th and 14th,  2005
General Conference - September 12 th 

New structures for new times 

Celebrating the Holy Name of Mary 

"...And the Virgin's name was 'Mary'." 

[image: image1.wmf]Our Institute's name, "Marist"; its members, the "Little brothers of Mary." People call other religious congregations by their founders' first or last name - the Franciscans, the Combonians, the DeLaSalle Brothers.... Ours comes from Mary. As Marcellin used to say, she has done everything for us.

Regionalization 

Work in the morning session began with a sharing of personal thoughts on different aspects of the government of the Institute. Provincials and District Superiors made use of three different-colored cards to express their agreement, disagreement or doubts. Brother Peter Rodney spelled out personal or collective situations in a province, and the brothers held up one of the cards to express their opinion. This allowed for getting a quick sense of everyone's thinking, while acknowledging the absence of nuancing.

Vicars Provincial 

Together Brothers Xavier Barceló, Provincial of the Hermitage Province, and Pedro Marcos, Provincial of Santa María de los Andes, explained new approaches incorporated into the government of their Provinces. For the first time in the Institute, these two Provinces have created the office of Vicar Provincial. Ratified by the 20th General Chapter, this involves a new figure, different than that of the Vice Provincial. He is the Provincial's Vicar and ranks as a major superior, empowered by Canon Law to represent the Institute before civil and ecclesiastical authorities. 

In the Hermitage Province, the Vicar works side by side with the Provincial in animating the brothers, who can approach him as they would the Provincial. Authority is not duplicated, just exercised in "concert." 

This experience has been a very positive one. The Provincial and Vicar Provincial live in the same community and work as a team. When the Provincial Council finishes its work, together these two set up a calendar to coordinate their activities and visits.

To animate the Province they have established two Sectors: France and Catalunya.

Follwing Brother Xavier's presentation, Brother Pedro Marcos, Provincial of Santa María de los Andes, explained the new governmental structure in his Province, which encompasses Bolivia, Chile, and Peru. Three Vicars, one for each Sector, have been named, to serve as official representatives before the civil and ecclesiastical authorities in their respective country, and as animators for the brothers and their work in education. The Provincial Council reserves the right to name school board members and administrators. Brothers as well as lay people have been very positive about the idea of having a Vicar for each Sector of the Province.

New models of government introduced in Provinces 

A panel consisting of Brothers Claudino Falchetto, Provincial of Brasil Centro Norte, Primitivo Mendoza, Provincial of Compostela, and Demetrio Espinosa, Provincial of Cruz del Sur, shared the initiatives that each of their Provinces has undertaken for its process of animation. These three brothers highlighted the complex situation that has arisen from the restructuring process, and the creative ways in which needs have been addressed. 

The Province of Brasil Centro Norte, born in 2003 as a result of bringing together the former Provinces of Brasil Norte and Río de Janeiro, illustrates just how complex this restructuring process can be. Extending over approximately 4,000,000 square kilometers, the Province started out with 28 schools, 32 religious communities, 35,000 students, more than 40 social programs, 4500 teachers and staff members, two teachers colleges, and a considerable presence at the University of Brasilia, with its 18,000 students. To spearhead this operation, it has relied on just 146 brothers. Adding to this complexity, the Province operates under the aegis of two organizations or civil societies, in two jurisdictions, subject to all kinds of legal and bureaucratic redtape.

Brother Primitivo Mendoza, Provincial of the Province of Compostela,  spoke about the new structures in his Province, one that brought together the  institutions of the former Provinces of Portugal, Castile, and Leon. 

Taking his turn, Brother Demetrio Espinosa, Provincial of the Province of Cruz del Sur, presented the initiatives involved in reorganizing the former Provinces of Argentina, Uruguay, and the District of Paraguay.

From new Provinces to renewed Provinces 

Brother Peter Rodney, General Councilor, led the afternoon session. He proposed as its objective taking a close look at the most important aspects of the challenges of the 20th General Chapter, and directing all the dynamic forces and expectations brought about by restructuring toward the vitality of the Institute. During his talk he referred to several of Brother Benito's writings that speak of restructuring as an opportunity to enhance the vitality of the Institute, and to No. 37 of the Letter from the 20th General Chapter.

[image: image2.png]Following this, Brother Maurice Berquet shared with the brothers the General Council's efforts to find ways to collaborate with Provinces in regard to spiritual animation, mission, formation, the laity, community life, solidarity, communications, lay volunteers, new ways of being present, education, and government. Brother Maurice noted that these efforts to be of assistance have come about from the Council's having lived and worked together over the past four years, and pointed out what was most significant. Today the words restructuring and regionalization are being applied throughout the Institute to two distinct but complementary processes. Regionalization is a consequence of restructuring. 

First, there was a presentation concerning the structure of the five great areas in which the Administrative Units of the Institute have been grouped together to foster cooperation and collaboration - basically, areas that coincide with the five Continents. The General Council has named Brothers Pedro Herreros and Antonio Ramalho for the Region of the Americas; Brothers Peter Rodney and Emili Turú for Asia and Europe,; and Brothers Maurice Berquet and Thóneste Kalisa for Africa and Oceania. The Councilors have been visiting Regions, not Provinces. The expanded General Council that has concluded these visits and in which the Region's Provincial Councils have participated, have assembled throughout these last four years in Nairobi, Kenya; Hong Kong, People's Republic of China; Mittagong, Australia; Maryknoll, USA; Madrid, Spain; Cochabamba, Bolivia; and in Guatemala. 

Following this presentation, four Provincials were invited to share their experience in this regard. Brother Lawrence Ndawala, Provincial of the Province of Southern Africa, was the first to take up this invitation. His is a very complex Province, young and growing. Then Brother Jacques Scholte, Provincial of West Central Europe, emphasized the need to move on from individual to shared leadership, going beyond the traditional model contained in the Constitutions.

Brother Tercilio Sevegnani, Provincial de Brasil Centro-Sur, was the third brother to speak. He described the complex task of restructuring as a challenge requiring creativity, one that has helped to revitalize the mission. It has provided an opportunity to raise awareness and focus the attention of the brothers and the laity, and to question and take stock of the habitual way of doing things in our establishments. It has brought brothers and lay people together to examine each existing structure and procedure in place up until now. 

Challenges are open-ended. Is restructuring a process that only deals with reconfiguring lines on maps, or is it one that also goes to the heart of the religious life and mission?

Brother Samuel Holguín, Provincial of the Province of Ibérica, was the last speaker at this session. He related his experience of the restructuring process in his new Province, which has brought together the former Provinces of Norte and Madrid plus the communities in Romania. The Province came into existence on January 2, 2004. It's small in size when compared with those of West Central Europe or Brasil Centro-Sur. "Right from the start," affirmed Brother Samuel, "we proposed to build the Province the way Champagnat built his - building  a unified community at the same time he was constructing the Hermitage." Brother Samuel expressed his deep appreciation for the leadership shown by the team of people that have bonded together to direct the Province. He emphasized what a great support it has been for the Provincial Council to have spirituality, mission, and finance Commissions, composed of brothers and lay people. The Expanded General Council has been a new structure in which the Provincial Council and Teams of Specialists have been able to contribute in making decisions concerning organization and government.

The objectives of restructuring are helping to accelerate the union of the two former Provinces, through encounters, retreats, and meetings involving as many brothers and lay people as possible on commissions.

A Marist vision of five Continents 

Asia
Brother Manny de Leon, Provincial of the Philippines, gave a presentation on Asia. This Region consists of the Marist Provinces of China, the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Pakistan, and Korea, plus the Sector of India and the Marist communities in Cambodia, East Timor, and Japan. It is a Region that is home to ancestral cultures and religions. The vast distances and the variety of languages involved are major drawbacks. As in others parts of the world, people in this Region use English as their common language.

Africa
Brother Eugène Kabanguka, Provincial of the Province of East Central Africa, talked about Africa. He presented the structure of Marist Africa, which takes in the District of West Africa and the Provinces of Nigeria, East Central Africa, Southern Africa, Madagascar, and a community in Algeria.

Two great initiatives connected with the regionalization of Africa have been the Marist International Centre (MIC) and the Conference of Superiors on the African Continent (CSAC). The General Council established the MIC at the urging of Brother Charles Howard. The CSAC started out by bringing together 20 Superiors from 19 African countries to oversee the MIC and Marist animation throughout the Continent.

Restructuring has brought about a sharing of novitiates - Kumasi for the District of West Africa and the Province of Nigeria; Save for the Provinces of Madagascar and East Central Africa; and Kutama for the Province of Southern Africa. After the novitiate, the young brothers go to the Marist International Centre in Nairobi.

Oceania
Brother Paul Gilchrist, Provincial of the Province of Melbourne, spoke about the Region of Oceania. This Region is made up of the Provinces of Melbourne, Sydney, New Zealand, and the District of Melanesia. A vast Region, one that requires long travel times between destinations and uses many languages - English helping to bridge this great divide.

Europe
Brother Manuel Jorques, Provincial of the Province of Mediterránea, was given the task of explaining the complex situation in Europe and the new Spanish Marist Conference, which traces its origins back to 1942 and Spain's former Marist Assistancy, looked after by an Assistant General.

On October 2 and 3, 2004, during the General Assembly in Valladolid, the focus of that regional structure was shifted to Europe. At this time new statutes are being drawn up.

The Americas
Brother Laurentino Albalá, Provincial of the Norandina Province, gave a very enlightening presentation on this part of the world.

Until 2004, Latin America was divided into the following Regions: 
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Arco Norte: consisting of the Marist Provinces of Mexico Occidental, Mexico Central, América Central, and Norandina. 

Cono Sur: made up of the Provinces of Santa María de los Andes, Cruz del Sur, and the District of Paraguay. 

Brazil: formed by the Provinces of Brasil Centro-Norte, Brasil Centro-Sur, Rio Grande Del Sur, and the District of Amazonia. 

The Latin American Conference of Provincials (CLAP), established in 1979, has been the central organization for animation at the level of Latin America. Over the past 25 years it has held ten assemblies. 

Beginning in 2004 the Provinces of Canada and the United States entered the picture. Since that time North and South America have made up the Region of the Americas, and the Inter-American Conference of Provincials (CIAP) has become the organization for animation.

CIAP is made up of the Provincials and District Superiors of the Americas. Invited brothers and lay people may also participate. It holds a General Assembly every four years and serves as a source of animation for Marist religious life throughout the Americas. It may convene additional gatherings whenever necessary.

The Latin American Conference of Provincials (CLAP) has supplied know-how and helped bring Provinces together, supporting Provincial programs in initial and ongoing formation and encouraging the exchange of materials used for ministering to youth, vocations, and education.

Among its limitations, one needs to highlight the difficulty involved in finding animators and time periods that fit into everyone's calendar, the cost of international travel and accomodations, and the need to devise programs for narrow timeframes.

General Conference – 13th September

VOCATIONS MINISTRY IN THE INSTITUTE 

The service of Vocations Promotion

The first working session today presented objectives and a plan for the day which was to be entirely devoted to Vocations Ministry in the Institute. The day was directed by Brothers Théoneste Kalisa (General Councillor) and Ernesto Sánchez (from the Commission for Vocations Ministry).

Today’s objectives were intended to foster reflection on vocations ministry starting from what has already been achieved in the Administrative Units and what is required for the future. Hence: the sharing of experiences and reflections among Provincials and District Superiors, offering an improved service of animation to the A.U.s, and the sharing of reflections and projects. 

The personal call which each of us has received from God is a gift freely given. Jesus and Champagnat insistently beg us to develop and share it, transmitting from one generation to the next. Nowadays we experience great difficulty in transmitting this gift. This is a generalized phenomenon in the Church. What worked almost spontaneously during much of our past, no longer works in today’s world, in spite of the great efforts that are being made in the Institute.

Attempts to explain this situation have habitually concentrated on external reasons. But currently there is growing insistence on reasons which penetrate to the inner life of the Church, of religious institutions, and to the personal life of the religious themselves.  

In our Provinces and Districts. 

The General Council’s Commission on Vocations Ministry singles out with gratitude the interest and great effort which many Brothers have brought to bear on vocations in all the Institute’s Provinces and Districts over the last four years.    

Generally speaking we could say that during the “Marist Year of Vocations” the sensitivity of the Brothers regarding vocational animation has noticeably increased, and many are those who have committed themselves to it. A good number of communities are showing enhanced openness to welcoming young people in their midst.

Information and testimonies coming to the attention of the Commission from Provinces and Districts, give evidence that Brothers are reaching out to the young in order to listen to them, and they discover in these young people a genuine appreciation for religious life. At the same time, Brothers are questioning their own vision and strategies for vocational promotion, and are showing themselves open to change.  

The Commission’s Point of View

Considered from the Commission’s perspective, the work of vocations ministry in the Provinces has achieved three major results. It has animated us all to keep working in spite of our own reduced numbers, and—in some regions of the Institute—the fewness of candidates entering. It has also revealed the weakness of our vocations ministry. And, finally, it has moved us to invite our agents of vocational promotion to engage in a profound and serene reflection on what has happened in the past, and from there to engender new creativity.   

The Commission would like to thank Brothers Provincial and District Superiors for their commitment and work of animation in this general movement which is observable across the Institute. It is a very clear sign of the vitality which our Institute retains.   

Contribution of the Groups

The Brothers have now brought to conclusion a labour of long personal reflection concerning the signs of hope they observe in their A.U.s, on the obstacles they are encountering, and on the challenges that are currently presenting themselves as they face the future.

Each Provincial and District Superior shared his reflection in the interregional groups, until the end of the morning. The dynamic of the meeting allowed for the group sharing to be presented during the afternoon plenary, with all Brothers present. This was to be organized around three significant contributions as outlined by the group.

Contribution of the Brothers
The Brothers’ contributions feature echoes of the Marist Vocations Year just finished, and many allusions were made to the experience of it. It was certainly a grace-filled event for the Institute and there is a generalized satisfaction regarding its results.

[image: image4.jpg]


The first and second groups seemed to complement one another in their presentation. One the one hand, the importance of giving visibility to the vocation of “Brother”, utilizing all possible means to make it present in the Church was underlined. One the other, the need to vigorously present the Marist alternative as a valuable solution. For them, the issue of where to exercise presence and accompaniment of the young is precisely where the Church has ceased to be meaningful. 

The third group brought out the pastoral challenge facing a Brother who would dare to launch a direct and personal invitation to young people to commit themselves vocationally. Such a gesture provokes an important support for a possible candidate in clarifying his vocation, since it places before him the question of what God wants of him. And for the Brother himself in his turn, it surfaces the fundamental changes he needs to make in his heart so that his involvement may have authenticity.

The fourth group emphasized the idea that we must make Marist vocation openly visible in the midst of the Church and the world. If we remain shut up in our communities we are not giving ourselves to be known. So if people do not know what a Marist Brother is, it is not their fault. Hence they singled out the importance of work with families through youth movements, the Champagnat Movement of the Marist Family and other similar apostolates, in order to make Marist Brotherhood attractive. 

Those in the fifth group brought out the importance of a systematic province plan for Vocations Ministry with well defined strategies for attending to young people in their vocational development. Such a plan must explicitly include tertiary students. Also pointed out was the situation common today where young people will say: “Why be a Brother if I can be Marist without being one?”

The sixth group summarized their reflection with an idea which complements that of the previous group. Provinces need to have a Province plan for Vocations Ministry which includes structures of welcoming in the Brothers’ communities, allowing candidates to live with them for a time. Secondly, that there be provision for Vocations Ministry teams—made up of Brothers and lay associates—whose functioning is coordinated with all the apostolic movements of the Province. And, finally, that there be opportunities for work with the poor and marginalized.

Challenges and Goals

After the break there was time to hear observations and suggestions from the Provincials relating to vocations promotion in their A.U.s in the future.

Paramount amongst the concerns expressed was the need to make our saintly Brothers known, since they are the models to be imitated. Also raised was the possibility of organizing at international level a clearly identified Marist youth movement with well-defined processes. This approach remains open, and it is suggested that options be taken in its regard. A further possibility was raised: that, in view of the upcoming World Youth Day fixed for 2008 in Sydney, an Institute-wide meeting of all Youth Ministry animators might be held.

The day’s timetable had set aside some minutes for the Commission itself to offer reflections. Br Théoneste Kalisa emphasized that the General Council, in forming the Vocations Commission, intended to foster the search for new paths and harmonious collaboration with the Provinces. He asserted that the biggest limitation encountered so far has been the lack of adequate reflection on what is going on in the field. The Commission has stimulated networks which strengthen exchanges, regional workshops, youth meetings, and information exchange via the web (www.champagnat.org ) as well via the print media. The most significant achievement, without doubt, had been the organization, popularization and completion of the “Marist Vocations Year”. Before concluding his presentation, Br Théoneste expressed his gratitude, on behalf of the Commission, to all the Brothers for the effort of vocations promotion which has been achieved across the Provinces. Finally, he presented a power point synthesis of the events which the “Marist Vocations Year” had stimulated throughout the Institute.

Open Forum

This was one of the richest moments of the day. The Brothers were able to express their personal vision of vocations ministry in relation to the apostolic challenges of the future. God is present in our world challenging us to undertake a complex and demanding evangelization. Our mission “ad gentes” of tomorrow will have no comparison with that of yesterday. The Marist charism is going to adapt itself to a better response. A new focus may be glimpsed, seen with new eyes. Since the final success is not ours, and does not depend on us but solely on God, we have to remain open to hope.

Our attitudes regarding the future of vocations ministry demand a revision of the criteria which are guiding us right now. The centrality of Jesus must prevail in our lives and in our passion for humanity. Bravery in making the Marist charism visible through our lives. Bravery in presenting ourselves before society with our own identity. Many times, the very ones with whom we work do not know we are Marist Brothers.

The “Marist Year of Vocations”, a year of grace. 

After a brief pause, the open forum continued with the sharing of reflections and experiences.

The General Council had met with young people from all over Europe in Sigüenza (Spain) in order to listen to them. In what does this “listening” consist? What were its results? Br Seán replied as follows: “We were with this group of young men and women to listen to them sharing their experiences on Church life and their spirituality.” One girl said to me: “In the group setting you [Brothers] are very different from Church authorities; you listen to us rather than preach to us.” 

Revisiting the statement made by some young people that “to be Marist they don’t have to be Brothers”, one Brother added the following comment: “This is true. One Brother in my Province went so far as to say that ‘the charism has passed from us to the lay people, and that’s how it will continue.’ Sure, it is possible to be Marist without being a Brother! Witness the numerous Fraternities which has sprung up in recent years.” But the Brothers need to have a very clear identity. The best means of vocations promotion is the shine on the face of the Brothers.

Another Brother observed that times are changing, for sure, but young peoples’ criteria for judging who is authentic have not changed. He continued, noting that Br Seán’s circular requested 20% of our time for vocations promotion. “For me this was a big challenge. I made up a plan, and promptly abandoned it. From this effort, one experience remained. For the first time I began to write regularly to my nephews, who are very secularized. One of them replied to me: ‘Your proposal interests me. I want to understand it.’ The influence of the vocations year in my life teaches me three things. To live the tension of vocational dialogue in a secularized society is one of the deepest sources of living my own vocation. I begin to understand that vocations apostolate is an integral part of all apostolate. I can’t live my vocation unless I communicate it. If I don’t speak to my nephew of why the Marist Brothers exist, he loses interest. But when I tell him that we dedicate ourselves to youth, he replies that any NGO could do this. The great centre of interest in all his questioning is ‘what sets my heart on fire?’ My reply is that what ignites my heart is the presence of Jesus and Mary. When that flame goes out, I lose my happiness. This vocations year has been a great grace for me.”

General Conference – 14th September

In search of the unification of criteria in Initial Formation
Initial Formation on the mat
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Today’s work sessions were dedicated to a reflection on the theme of Initial Formation. This theme was presented by Brothers Antonio Ramalho, General Councillor, and Ernesto Sanchez from the General Council’s Religious Life Commission.

The objectives that were proposed to the assembly are: to foster a reflection and dialogue on the important challenges in Initial formation, in view of evaluating what is seen to be positive; to have a clearer and unified vision of some important topics; to deepen the Provincials’ and District Superiors’ understanding of these themes in relation to their Administrative Units; and, finally, to shed light on the future work of animation of formation at the level of the Administrative Units and at the level of the Religious Life Commission.

A document was given to the participants to help them in their task. It described the style of visits to houses of formation during the last three years and gave general information on the current situation of novitiates and post-novitiates in the Marist world.   

Marist novitiates in the world

	NOVITIATES
	Current number of novices

	SPANISH

	Cochabamba, Bolivia
	6

	Córdoba, Argentina
	1

	Medellín, Colombia
	13

	Morelia, Mexico
	3

	Seville, Spain
	0

	ENGLISH

	Kumasi, Ghana
	27

	Kutama, Zimbabwe
	10

	Tudella, Sri Lanka
	9

	Cotabato, Philippines
	7

	Ansan, South Korea
	3

	Lomeri, Fiji
	15

	Mittagong, Australia
	1

	Esopus, USA
	0

	PORTUGUESE

	Passo Fundo, Brazil (RGS)
	14

	Campinas, Brazil (BCS)
	10

	Mondubim, Fortaleza, Brazil (BCN)
	9

	Ji-Paraná (Amazonia) Brazil
	2

	FRENCH

	Save, Rwanda
	19


Marist post-novitiates in the world

	POST-NOVITIATES
	Current number of post-novices

	SPANISH

	Argentina
	4

	Paraguay
	3

	Lima, Peru
	2

	Bogotá, Colombia.
	6

	Guatemala.
	8

	Guadalajara, Mexico.
	11

	Europe: in Provinces
	4

	ENGLISH-FRENCH

	MIC: Marist International Centre- NAIROBI, Kenya
	75

	ENGLISH

	MAPAC: Marist Asia-Pacific Centre – 

MANILA, Philippines
	28

	PORTUGUESE

	Viamão, Brazil (RGS)
	18

	Florianópolis, Brazil (BCS)
	15

	Belo Horizonte, Brazil (BCN)
	14

	Amazonia: communities
	6


Visit to the houses of initial formation
During the visits to the regions by the Brother Superior General and his Council, from 2002 to 2005, a special team visited the novitiates, the post-novitiates and sometimes the postulancies. This initiative of Brother Seán is an integral part of the plan for the visits to Administrative Units.

More than responding to the need of a pastoral visit (canonical), these visits allow one to have a global vision of the formation in the entire Institute and to offer topics for reflection to each house visited and to the Administrative Units. At the end of the visit to each house, a document in the form of a project is produced in its final form, having been studied in the house during the visit and discussed with the Brothers Provincial and their Councils during the Extended General Council meeting.

Strengths and challenges 

Among the strengths, the following were highlighted:

· There are great efforts on the part of Administrative Units to offer a solid formation and to dedicate the necessary human and financial resources, and a great desire on the part of those involved to come to a better knowledge of Marist charism and to live it. There is a paternal presence of formators and a good family spirit. 

· The enthusiasm, commitment and devotion of the formators who carry out their mission in a working team in international and/or interprovincial houses of formation. For some this presents a strength, for others a challenge. 

· Unification of the work of formation by seeking continuity and coherence in everything.

· Attention to a formation adapted and personalised thanks to personal accompaniment.

· Always a greater effort to offer a formation that is adaptable and better immersed in the social, cultural and religious reality of the country.

· Unification of criteria of formation in all the novitiates of the Institute.

· Appreciation of prayer according to the spirit of Marist Apostolic Spirituality in many houses of formation. 

Challenges in Initial Formation 

The Religious Life Commission presented the challenges under the form of seven core themes to highlight the role of the Provincial or of the District Superior, and to shed light on what the Administrative Units can bring to others who are in a similar situation. It is important to share not only theoretical reflections but especially experiences.
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Some challenges have already been mentioned by Brother Seán in his letter of convocation to the Conference: “in parts of our Institute differences of opinion and competing ideologies also exist about how to best carry out this important work.” “Differences of opinion exist about issues such as the most appropriate theological formation for candidates and young brothers, the ongoing influence of the human sciences in the process of formation, and the best geographic location for a house of formation.” (cf page 18) Other than these three subjects presented by Brother Seán, the Commission proposed four more for our reflection: ongoing formation, the two stages of the post-novitiate and the inculturation of formation.

The future of initial formation

During the last three years, the Commission has visited, supported and encouraged initial formation in the houses that were visited as well as in the Administrative Units.

The Religious Life Commission organised for today and a part of tomorrow activities that permit the participants to give some directions to the Commission for the four coming years. We will give details about the contributions of the participants tomorrow.

A gift
Brother Laurentino Albalá, Provincial of the Province of Norandina, gave all the brothers present a CD with fourteen songs, produced by his Province. Its title is “Alégrate de ser marista” (Rejoice in being Marist). These songs are used during youth ministry and vocation ministry meetings.
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