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VII CONFERENCE GENERAL (4)

Sri Lanka, September 15th, 16th and 19th,  2005
General Conference - 15th September
Provincial leadership in initial formation 

Feast of Our Lady of Sorrows
Today, the participants in the Conference celebrated the feast of Our Lady of Sorrows. Yesterday, before the Mass there was a small procession with the Cross, celebrating the liturgical feasts of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross. These are two feasts that remind us of our sorrowful Saviour. And together with the Lord and his Mother we remember all the people who suffer from cruel injustice. Brother Adolfo Cermeño, Provincial de América Central gave all the brothers a beautiful cross made by ex-drug addicts with a seed from the locust tree! And all in detail! 

Change of timetable in the calendar
The revision of the first week of work was subjected to an evaluation on the part of the participants in the Conference. The observations made concerning the rhythm of daily work, the work sessions and their organisation and the liturgical session led to a suggestion of some changes in the timetable. From today the morning work session has been shortened by fifteen minutes and it finishes with Marial prayer and the afternoon session will start fifteen minutes later.

The calendar programme also underwent a slight modification. The 21st September had been set-aside for school visits but this happens to be a school holiday. Hence, the morning programme of the 28th will be moved to the 21st and there will be a visit to Stella Maris College on the morning of he 28th September. 

Initial formation under seven magnifying glasses
As we said yesterday, we are sharing today some details of the reflection reports from the groups of brothers about initial formation. The total reality of initial formation has been organised into seven themes and each theme has been studied by a group of brothers. In the presentation that follows we start with a reference to Marist documents. Following this there is a summary of the group’s report, followed by the reactions of the Assembly. 

Theme 1

The programmes of theological formation (religious identity)

In respect to the Novitiate the Marist documents propose that the Provinces have to develop programmes of theological formation to help the novices “to deepen their faith and their awareness of the love of God.”

The young men need a good orientation on what this stage means. Sometimes one aspect of formation at this stage is accentuated to the detriment of another. On the other hand, the brothers have verified that the difference of situations in the various countries makes it difficult to have common criteria. The repetition in themes does not signify an obstacle in the process of formation since each stage is treated from a different perspective. Despite the difficulties that are experienced in various places, it can be verified that the formation plan for the novitiate is one of the ones that holds greatest consistency in the Institute.

In respect to the post-novitiate the documents stress that the theological and personal studies occupy a good part of the time during the first stage of professional qualification “for the apostolic tasks of the Institute.” The objective is to form a good Marist apostle, who will be at the same tie a good teacher, capable “of making Jesus Christ known and loved.”

At the novitiate, the accompaniment is close and intense. As the young brother accomplishes apostolic tasks, he must act independently in choosing himself the fields of apostolate and study. During this period, he is not only a student in search of a diploma but also a religious in search of a solid religious formation. The formulas can vary, but the common centres for several congregations, with a theological and pastoral orientation are a valued formula.

Theme 2 

The influence of human sciences on formation
Our documents speak of human sciences as a preventive and pedagogical aid; that is the case with psychology that guides the human and professional growth of candidates through accompaniment.

Accompaniment, which is diversely understood in the Institute, was treated first. The group saw the accompanier as one walking with the candidate: a warm, encouraging and open presence to the young person to support him in his growth. The aim of accompaniment is to help the brother to fully realise himself. As a consequence, the accompaniers need not be experts or therapists.

We then spoke about human development (competence, sexuality, etc). Here also our houses of formation present differences. The group recommends that they exchange more amongst themselves and that their programmes of formation be revised to better take into account cultural differences and to better integrate the brothers.

Finally, the group discussed the need to evaluate the programmes of formation. In seeing the great differences in programmes and points of view, the group suggested revising the Formation Guide, or at least bringing it up-to-date.

Theme 3

[image: image1.wmf]Place of the houses of formation
The General Chapter asked the General Council to encourage the brothers to create new presences in the works for the poor, so that the houses of formation, while respecting the proper objectives of each stage, can be situated in neighbourhoods favourable to a style of life that facilitates the communion and co-operation with the local Church.

Our documents specify that the postulancy house must be simple and adapted to the work of formation, and that the novitiate must be simple, welcoming and favourable to reflection, to prayer and to community life. Finally, the house of the post-novitiate must be in a place where one can easily access study centres, where one can engage the poor face-to-face and where there is a relative autonomy between the two groups of the community, there where a community in formation and an apostolic community co-exist.

The participants in the Conference reflected on the directives of our documents. The group that discussed this theme is of the opinion that we need to give priority to a poor and simple style of life, rather than the choice of a place. The place certainly has importance, but it is not an objective of formation. Since the objectives are different at each stage, the place must also be a way of serving these objectives. The important thing is to be able to achieve the objective at each stage without expecting the young person has every possible experience; there needs to be an balance the ministry, the studies, the immersion, the psychological equilibrium, etc. in order to create the conditions that will permit him to face the great challenges as an adult brother. The houses need to be simple and in a poor area, but without necessarily being immersed entirely among the poor as for an apostolic community. 

As a reaction, the members of the assembly posed a question without answering it: What did Champagnat have in mind when he constructed the Hermitage as a house of formation?

Another intervention recalled that we have the experience of a great variety of houses of formation: some co-exist with other communities, sometimes with elderly brothers, others group together novices from different Provinces, sometimes they live in small house, in a rural environment or in an apartment in the city, etc. All of this has negative and positive points. It seems that the choice of place of the house responds more to the worry of formators than the needs of formation. 

The majority of speakers highlighted that the atmosphere and spirit of a house are more important than the geographical situation and its architecture. It is the style of life that must guide our judgement. 

Theme 4

Ongoing formation
All the stages of formation follow the objective of forming men capable of giving their life to God at the heart of a Marist apostolic community. The Institute is concerned that this be solid and adapted to the personality and culture of each person. 

The group that reflected on this subject saw a problem in the lack of criteria demanded to pass from one stage to another, visible at the same time in the objectives and contents of the stages. This lack of co-ordination is still more apparent when the candidates are poorly prepared or when the formators work too independently.

The brothers added the lack of follow-up during the period of the novitiate to perpetual profession. People are not aware what is done in the other novitiates of a same region. Sometimes, there are divergences between the Provincial Council and the team of formators as to the type of formation.

The assembly recommended following the Formation Guide, at least to evaluate it. It is basic to have a Provincial formation plan, with objectives, contents, method and clear criteria, as well as regular meetings for the formators.

Theme 5

Post-novitiate – First Stage

To harmonise the studies and the apostolic activities with prayer life and community life. Duration of the first stage. 
Our documents propose that the brother continues during this time to reflect on the meaning of his consecration, in a systematic and balanced way, until final profession. The brother adapts himself to the needs of the Church and of people according to his personal qualities and the charism of the Institute.

The Conference participants stressed that the post-novitiate stage is the most decisive for forming the identity as a religious. One notes that sometimes there is a rush to send young brothers into community as soon as possible, once they have finished their novitiate, without being well prepared. Upon leaving the novitiate, the professed are not usually prepared for the apostolate. The balance needed in each preparation is the responsibility of each person, but it is also part of the formation that the young brother must assume with the help of his formator.

On refecting on the conditions necessary to bring the Marist identity to maturity and to live an integrated life, one realises that it is necessary to have a minimum number of brothers in a group. How can an identity be formed in a novitiate with only one novice or in a “scholasticate of individuals” inserted in a community?

We need brothers specifically formed to accompany the young people who leave the novitiate, as well as communities motivated to welcome them at the start of their apostolic life.

The assembly expressed the wide spread conviction that we need to be prepared to adapt whenever faced with changes.

Theme 6

Post-novitiate – Second stage
The first years of apostolic activity are of premiere importance for the temporarily professed brother when he assumes his formation in a responsible manner in an appropriate community. He participates fully in the life and mission of his community. During this stage, he prepares himself seriously for perpetual profession.

The group stressed the need to integrate the young brother in the activities of the community and to those of the Administrative Unit as far as possible, to help him to evolve his own personal prayer style to forms more adapted to the apostolate, to admit him to vows after dialogue with the community and to invite him to stay in periodic contact with the Brother Provincial.

Theme 7

Inculturation
While respecting the values of a culture, formation helps to liberate yourself from some of these values in the concrete expressions: attitudes, gestures, customs, and symbols.

The team presented two experiences of the Administrative Units: one in the novitiate at Medellin (Columbia) and the other at Cochabamba (Bolivia). Found in well-populated areas, these houses receive young people from different countries of Latin America. The international and multicultural aspects are highlighted. In the area of Chipas (Mexico) some young autochthones feel attracted by the vocation to be a Marist Brother. Their integration in the process of formation demands from them a very strong uprooting.

The advantages of having formators who share the same culture as those in formation were stressed.

The role of the Provincial or District Superior is to build and prepare good teams of formators (because it is these who mark the young) and to assure that the programmes of formation are serious. On considering inculturation, we need to know that there are aspects that one cannot negotiate no matter the culture, for example in that which concerns sexuality.

Today’s afternoon allowed the Provincials and District Superiors to work in Regions or by Conferences of Provincials. The General Council held a regular meeting.

General Conference - 16th September
On-going formation of the brothers 

Objectives and themes
On-going formation touches various aspects of Marist life and mission and affects all the brothers. That is why the General Council and the Religious Life Commission proposed to the Provincials and to the District Superiors to reflect on the on-going formation courses offered by the General Council or those carried out in the Administrative Units, and to dialogue on the animation of Marist apostolic spirituality, especially in respect to NETWORKS.

We spoke particularly about the on-going formation that continues on from the initial formation of the brothers because later on we will study the on-going formation of laypeople during the day reserved for the Laity Commission.

To reflect on on-going formation is part of the two first calls of the General Chapter which directed this to the heart of each brother and of each community to encourage a conversion and to find new responses to new situations. 

Action of the General Council 
The General Council has made the animation of these two first calls one of its priorities. From 2002 to 2005, Brother Seán and his Council have started their visits to the Administrative Units by animating retreats based on the calls of the Chapter. The first circular of Brother Seán treated spirituality and his most [image: image2.png]recent is on community life. Also, the Religious Life Commission was created to support the work of the General Council and of the Administrative Units in the animation of the religious life of the brothers and of communities, to establish structures and to form support teams for initial and on-going formation in their growth, according to the first two calls of the XX General Chapter. The Commission is formed by Brothers Antonio Ramalho (chairperson), Théoneste Kalisa, Peter Rodney and Ernesto Sánchez (secretary).

Spirituality and third age: Manziana and El Escorial
Courses of on-going formation (spirituality and third age) are offered regularly at Manziana and at El Escorial in English, Spanish and Portuguese. In 2005, courses have also been offered at Manziana in French. The co-ordination of these courses is under the responsibility of certain General Councillors who keep in regular contact with the animation teams:

Spirituality, English language (Manziana): Peter Rodney.

Spirituality, Spanish and Portuguese languages (Escorial): Antonio Ramalho.

Spirituality, French language (Manziana): Théoneste Kalisa.

Third age, English language (Manziana): Peter Rodney.

Third age, Spanish and Portuguese language (Manziana): Pedro Herreros.

Thirds age, French language (Manziana): Théoneste Kalisa.

The brothers reflected in five language groups. In general, the groups recalled the satisfaction experienced by brothers who had participated in these sessions. On their return to their Provinces, these brothers say how they have been personally helped and motivated to continue their services, especially by being more available and open. Nearly all the groups spoke of the visit to the Hermitage as an unforgettable and enriching experience; A difficulty does come about when one does not enter into the dynamic of the group, mainly for personal reasons; the Institute must find another way of helping them. It was also suggested to the General Council to organise courses of the same kind but shorter for a Region or a Province and to develop a course especially for the brothers from fifty-five to sixty-five years of age.

Course of animators of community: Nemi and El Escorial
The Commission tried to promote the formation of leaders in the Administrative Units that have such programmes of animation, of discernment and personal and community accompaniment as the General Chapter had asked.

As a response to the Chapter, they also offered three courses for the animators of community who help the Provincials in their task of animation of local superiors. Forty-seven brothers took part.

The majority of participants came with the idea of being able to share later in the mission of animation in their own Administrative Unit. This was not a course for Superiors of communities, but for the animators who would collaborate in animation with the Provincial and his Council. For some, this objective was not perhaps very clear on their arrival, but this situation was quickly clarified during the session.

The Brothers who participated appreciated the course that brought a new dynamic to their lives. It is an initiative that has a lot of future as it affects very positively the community life that is fundamental to our religious life. The Religious Life Commission should ensure that it continues.

Where there are already community animation projects, this course strengthened the conviction that these projects are necessary to energise community life. The on-going formation teams should include this dynamic and these courses in their programming. In Brazil, all the brothers who participated in the session have been grouped together, in order to help each other to animate communities.

We support this initiative and recommend that it continue.

Spirituality and networks of Marist apostolic spirituality
The General Chapter asked the General Council to encourage in the Institute the four linguistic networks of Marist apostolic spirituality, in the aim of clarifying and developing it more.

Several years ago, spirituality networks were established by languages throughout the entire Institute to promote Marist apostolic spirituality. Where they set their roots, they flourished; the networks were transformed into a precious instrument for deepening the awareness and experience of Marist apostolic spirituality. However, the cultural complexity of the Institute meant that this model was not effective in some parts of the Marist world.

Leaving the animation of Marist apostolic spirituality to spirituality networks had differing results according to regions; if they were satisfying in Latin America, they were nul in Asia, in Africa and in Oceania where there are no longer any networks.

Some Provincials expressed their disorientation and said they did not know what to do faced with the imprecision of such an expression: Marist apostolic spirituality. On their arrival at the Conference, they were hoping to find a document guide them. The General Council dedicated some time to this study but the work remains imperfect. Until the present, the reflection has been very open and it appears clearly that spirituality and identity are linked and that one must develop slowly so as to not create more confusion. The brothers highlighted, however, the need to get past this impasse. 

Programmes of on-going formation in the A.U. 
There exists an ordinary on-going formation, made by the individual from everyday things. The Constitutions propose this by ordinary means such as the revision of the day, spiritual reading, etc. But there is also an extraordinary on-going formation, proposed by the Institute at different levels. The two types should normally be united. On-going formation lasts the whole life; it is not an extraordinary thing, done at precise moments, reserved to a few people and concerning only some aspects of the person. 

The brothers consider the animation of on-going formation in the Administrative Units as one of their fundamental responsibilities as Provincial or District Superior

In the groups, the brothers noted that the Provinces organise meetings, courses or workshops in which a lot of brothers participate. The Provinces produce material to help with personal reflection and to share this material. In several places, the Provincials are very happy that the brothers develop a personal life plan. The community project also needs to be taken seriously and the Provincial needs to follow this up during his visits to the communities. It is proposed that a formation plan be created that is well thought out, or at least, to profit from organised courses, offered by the Church or by other religious [image: image3.jpg]


Institutes.

Among the comments made at the assembly, it was stated that it is not clear if on-going formation is a process of personal and continued growth or indeed something that is optional. It was also mentioned that we need to help people who suffer from personal problems.

It was proposed that the General Council organise courses for formators in Spanish and Portuguese to help in on-going formation.

In the light of these exchanges, the Religious Life Commission will develop its plan for the four following years, knowing that it is about supporting the Provinces and the Districts in their work of animation of religious life of the brothers and of communities.

Brother Seán made a final point in the reflection by thanking the brothers for the work accomplished during this week and he thanked the Religious Life Commission for having guided the reflection of the brothers today.

Brother Seán said that formation is one of the means of feeding the fire in our heart. The General Chapter’s call to centre our lives passionately on Jesus Christ is the most prophetic call of all. It is very strong to talk of passion, but this is part of the fire that we must kindle because it is part of religious life. Love centres us bit by bit on Jesus Christ and the time is coming when we will not be able to satisfy this fire without giving our whole life.

The General Conference with the tsunami victims
Read more
The brothers of Sri Lanka invited today two exceptional witnesses of the tsunami to speak about their experience to the brothers during the homely at Mass. Father Juan Gladwin Peters from Payagala and Sister Calixta Mallikkararchchi, from the Sisters of the Charity of Jesus and Mary, both had worrying times during the tsunami at Payagala where the force of the water had carried away a large part of the annex to Holy Cross College. This week, the reconstruction of this annex has started.

The General Conference wanted to be united to the many families who lost loved ones in this natural disaster by celebrating the Eucharist with the parish priest of Payagala and the sister who runs the convent St. Marys of Matara. The Marist choir from Stella Maris College accompanied the hymns.

To create an appropriate ambiance for the Mass, a video of some of the tragic moments that this country suffered was shown.

The reconstruction of the Marist building at Payagala was able to start this week thanks to the many gifts received in favour of the victims of the tsunami. Brother Dominick Pujia, Director BIS, showed us photos of the work in progress.

General Conference - 19th September 

The Conference crosses the equator 

Cultural and religious visit
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Saturday and Sunday were programmed for visiting various significant places of the country. The first visit was to an elephant orphanage in Pinnawela. On this reserve there are about seventy elephants, of different ages in semi-freedom. The smallest broods are looked after with special care to ensure their subsistence. The flock is governed by a timetable imposed on them by the caretakers. Mid-morning they are taken to the river through the streets of the town. All the traffic stops to let them pass. Many people come to watch them as they bathe in the river.

The religious visit was to the city of Kandy, one of the paradigmatic places of Buddhism. The temple is famous as it conserves in a special place one of the teeth of Buddha. Hence it is called “the temple of the tooth”. The roof is covered in gold. The visit coincided with the beginning of the full moon which is a holiday par excellence for the Buddhists. For that reason the temple was very packed. It was an opportunity to have a first hand experience of how the people express the philosophy of life of Buddhism in a sacred space.

Another cultural dimension of the day was the visit to the tea cultivations. Sri Lanka is the main exporter of world tea. For hours we could see the extensive fields of tea from the bus. The great care they show in looking after these crops offers a beautiful view of hundreds of hectares appearing like a green carpet on the hillsides. The brothers had the opportunity to have the whole process of tea production explained to them.

In the celebration of Sunday Mass, Chile was particularly remembered due to the celebration of its national day. The brothers and all their works were special intentions during the Mass. Upon our return to the house we enjoyed dinner with Chilean music in the background and a nice red wine from the valley of the Maipo.

Open Forum
The weekend break gave some breathing space to the rhythm of the work of the group. Today the work rhythm recommenced with gusto. The open forum included some questions that had already been submitted in writing. Tomorrow’s time has been dedicated to treating these questions.

Marian dimension of the Institute
The first question made reference to the Marian dimension of the Institute.

When discerning the calls of the XX General Chapter, fruit of a long discernment, many thought about this question: Where is Mary in all this? Brother Seán Sammon, Superior General, remarked that the last Superior General to have written on Mary and the Institute was Brother Basilio. But he affirmed that, in the Institute, Mary continues to be present in the charism, apostolic spirituality, in the apostolate and in vocations ministry. And to confirm this, he gave a quick synthesis of the mariology that is found in the Constitutions. Mary’s strong presence exists in the fundamental documents of the Institute. But he also recognised that there is also a certain fear in many brothers that Mary can be seen to be more important than Jesus.

He recalled some initiatives developed by some Provinces to know Mary better by organising a Marian year or choosing this as the core topic for retreats. Brother Seán [image: image5.jpg]


promised that after writing the circular on mission and identity at the beginning of 2006, he will dedicate another one to Mary at the end of that same year. 

Some brothers intervened to highlight that it is important to be familiar with the renewed mariology as proposed in the Second Vatican Council in which Mary is seen as being an older sister in faith. Saint Marcellin supported the sentimental dimension of devotion to Mary: "I am a son of Mary." 

What challenges confront BIS? 
The first challenge that must be confronted is the one of balancing the different functions that have been commended: to promote the education for justice in the Institute, to collaborate with other institutions in the field of solidarity, to be present in international institutions that promote solidarity programmes, the defence of fair causes, to help in diverse projects of solidarity and to find financing for these projects. 

A second necessity is the one of looking for a coordinator of projects. 

And finally, it is indicated that the projects that the Provinces carry out with international organisations would have to be coordinated by BIS because it gives responsibility to the Institute, is more transparent and encourages the trust of the donors.

Cost of the general Conference
The third question made reference to the convocation of the VII General Conference in Sri Lanka. This question alluded to three types of problems: the cost of the Conference; the use of evangelical goods; and the socio-economic ambiance of the meeting. 

Regarding the first aspect of the question, the criteria for choosing Asia as the place for the Conference were recalled. An itemised account was given of the steps of consultation and programming taken by the General Council, the Preparatory Commission and the Brother Provincial of the Province of Sri Lanka and Pakistan and his Council that decided the place for the Conference. This hotel has been used by the Episcopal Conference of Sri Lanka for its meetings. The last meeting of the International Organisation of Catholic Education was held here. On the other hand, Brother Mike de Waas had shown the brothers of Sri Lanka were very happy for the Conference to be held here. A comparison was made between the costs of the VI General Conference held in Rome and the proposed budget for this General Conference and the costs for Sri Lanka did not appear to be superior. 

Regarding introducing this realisation to the programme of reflection on the evangelical use of goods, it was said that the project of holding General Conferences began before the institutional reflection of the evangelical use of goods. 

Finally, some figures were managed on the social indicators of the economic reality of the environment where the Conference is taking place. 

The brothers were satisfied with the explanations that had been given. Also mentioned was the great welcome offered to all and effort of the inhabitants of this country to overcome the consequences of the tsunami.

The “hermanitas” (little sisters) and the Conference
Some brothers from the Province of Norandina, working in Ecuador, have noted the desire in some women “to be Marist Sisters in the style of the brothers.” They asked if anyone had thought of this possibility.

The brothers of the General Council, who have the responsibility of pursuing these initiatives, shared some situations where this is the case. All of these experiences had in common that there are women who have shown the interest to consecrate their lives according to Champagnat’s charism. At the present time there is a group of six women in Guatemala who are known as “las hermanitas”. Three are professed, two are novices and one is a postulant. 

The sisters at Guatemala are taking steps in personal and communal maturation. They base their consecrated life on Marist community and have contact with the brothers of the Province of América Central. They participate in the life of the Province and in some retreats with the brothers. This experience of consecrated life may well respond to the wishes that the brothers have noticed in some women in Ecuador.

The organisational management of the General Council
Sometimes the General Council has organised numerous activities for the whole Institute. But each Province has its own activities. On some occasions, difficulties can arise in trying to find a balance between the activities of the Institute and the Province. Planning and exchange of information through the established channels are needed as well as ensuring that there is a flexibility in the programmes.

Second visit of the General Council to the Administrative Units
The afternoon session started with a summary of the activities realised by the brothers in the visits they have made to the Regions, looking forward to the second round of visits. At the start and end of the visit, meetings were held with the Brother Provincial and his Council to programme the meeting with the communities, the fraternities, the governing Councils of works and their leaders. At the end of each visit a report was written and delivered. These are some figures that reflect the activity of the General Council during this first round of visits.

Retreats
	Region
	Dates
	Retreats
	Participants

	Africa
	08 – 09 2002
	10
	320

	Asia
	December 2002
	6
	160

	South America
	12/2002 01/2003
	11
	650

	Europe
	07/08/ 2003
	18
	1250

	North America
	07/08 2004
	6
	340

	Arco Norte
	December 2004
	9
	580

	Total
	60
	3.300


Evaluation of the retreats
In the evaluation that was done at the end of the visits, it was noted that the retreats encouraged the renewal and deepening of the calls of the XX General Chapter.

The brothers felt strengthened in their faith by the closeness and simplicity of the Brother Superior General and his Council and the sharing of their convictions.

They offered a wider vision and hope for the future on the mission and life of the Institute.

Extended General Council Meetings

	Region
	Place
	Date
	Brothers

	Africa
	Nairobi
	October 2002
	45

	Asia
	Hong Kong
	February 2003
	36

	Cono Sur and Brazil
	Cochabamba
	May 2003
	59

	Europe
	Madrid
	November 2003
	72

	Pacific
	Mittagong
	May 2004
	32

	North America
	Maryknoll
	November 2004
	25

	Arco Norte
	Guatemala
	May 2005
	36


Evaluation of the Extended Council Meetings
Particularly evident in this evaluation were the closeness and simplicity of the Brother Superior General and his Council gathered with the Provincial Councils of a Region looking together to the future. 

Preparing the second visit
Brother Seán finished this session by explaining the style of the second round of visits that the General Councillors will make in the next four years. He also added that a letter explaining these will be sent to the Provincials later this year.

The brothers dedicated a period of time to responding to two questions: “What was the greatest help that you received for your Province or District during these visits by the General Council? What would you change?

The valuation of the visits on the part of the brothers has been very positive. 

The report made at the end stood out as being very valuable. One obstacle that was noted was the speed of the visit.

The afternoon concluded with regional group meetings to contribute concrete suggestions for the organisation of the second round of visits from the General Council to the Administrative Units.
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