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VII CONFERENCE GENERAL (6)

Sri Lanka, 22nd to 25th September 2005
General Conference – 22nd September 

The pathways of mission for the Institute 

Marist mission
Today was entirely devoted to the[image: image1.wmf] mission. The morning prayer recalled Mary, the Marist apostolate and the signs of the times mentioned by Brother Seán for the Conference. These signs trace our pathways of mission.

The work was led by the president of the Mission Commission, Brother Emili Turú, with the participation of Brothers Pedro Herreros (Laity), Dominick Piuja (BIS) and Juan Manuel Anaya, Secretary.

Brother Emili first showed a power point on our works. “Let us centre our reflection on these children to make them stronger. We exist for them. Champagnat created us for them.” With these words, he invited the participants to take on audaciously and clearly the challenge of Marist mission.

At the service of the poorest and excluded children and young people 
It was a matter of 1) deepening the sense and the urgency of the call of the XX General Chapter to commit ourselves to the poor and the excluded, 2) giving a glimpse of the vision of the General Council and the reflexion made in the Institute, 3) sharing on the pathway travelled in the Provinces by retaining the essential for planning for the future, 4) presenting to the Superiors new international initiatives such as the defence and the promotion of the rights of the child before the UN and the International Marist Mission Assembly.

We started with this call: “Go forward, brothers and lay persons together, in a clear and decisive way, drawing closer to the poorest and most marginalised of young people, through new ways in education, evangelisation and solidarity.” (Choose Life, 31)

Then there was an exchange in groups – some of the missions discussed included the following: Brasil Centro-Norte supports forty-two social works; México Central has looked after centres for the indigenous people of the Chiapas for forty years; Rio Grande do Sul has a centre that counts more than 120 brothers and laypeople actively engaged; India has developed a project that looks after people with AIDS.

“International Marist Mission Assembly” 
After this, Brother Juan Miguel Anaya presented the project of the International Marist Mission Assembly which will take place at Mendes in Brasil from the 3rd to the 12th September 2007, in order to respond to the wishes of the XX General Chapter.

The Preparatory Commission for this Assembly used the expression: “The International Assembly constitutes a new stage in the life of the Marist Institute, which offers the brothers and laypeople the opportunity to reflect together, on equal terms, concerning the mission of the Institute at the present time and in the future, as well as on their own identity.”

The assembly will be an important moment to evaluate what has been done and what is to be done in the Provinces and in the Districts.

Brother Seán in his letter of convocation recalled that: even though we are an international Institute, we have not always acted as one. The Institute is now offering to brothers and laypeople an occasion to have an experience of international communion, to feel as an active member of this body that surpasses the frontiers of each Administrative Unit. It is not so much an historic event for our Institute, but a rebirth for the people involved in Marist mission.

The slogan for the Assembly is “One heart, one mission” and a logo has been designed by the Marist faculty of Fortaleza (Brazil).

Journey taken to prepare for the Assembly
The XX General Chapter asked the General Council to “create support structures they judge to be needed for the shared mission of the brothers and laity in their educational and evangelising work among the poorest and the most marginalised children and youth… setting up international forums on aspects of Marist mission.” (Choose Life 48.6)

This Assembly in 2007 will be thus an international forum. The Administrative Units received a questionnaire and the majority showed they are very much in favour of this, giving suggestions for the method, the themes, the participation etc.

In June 2004, the General Council approved the project of an Assembly and constituted a Preparatory Commission formed by Alphonse Balombe fms (R. D. Congo); Chema Pérez Soba (Spain); Dilma Alves Rodrigues (Brazil); Erica Pegorer (Australia); John Y Tan fms (Philippines); and for the General Administration Brothers Juan Miguel Anaya, Michael Flanigan, Pedro Herreros and Emili Turú. The Commission has met twice (December 2004 and July 2005) to fix the practical details in accord with the General Council. 

Why an International Assembly? 
As well as the reasons mentioned above, it will serve as an occasion to strengthen the restructuring and internationalisation of the Provinces at the start of this 21st century, to dialogue between brothers and laypeople on our concerns in the service of young people.

Its preparation and celebration will be occasions to question our selves on Marist mission itself, on our convictions and on our vocations as apostles, to reread the text “In the Footsteps of Marcellin Champagnat, A Vision for Marist Education Today”, and to deepen our understanding of the XX General Chapter.

Finally, the suggestions and the recommendations of the Assembly will be able to be studied by the participants in the XXI General Chapter (2009), if they wish, and will be able to contribute in setting directions for the Marist world.

Objectives
To encourage dialogue and the commitment of all in Marist mission so as to: 1) to relook at the Marist mission from the life of Champagnat, his passion to announce the Good News, his desire to be with young people, especially those most in need, his attitude of constant discernment, his capacity to adapt to the changing needs of his environment. 2) Clarify and deepen what we understand by ‘Marist vocation’: what is proper and common to brothers and laypeople, etc. To promote co-responsibility among those who share the mission especially by offering models, structures etc that promote it. 3) Better understand and appreciate the diversity of the Marist mission in the world of today and to see in its internationality a strength from which we must profit.

Stages 
Three stages are planned: Local, Provincial and International. Each Province fixes the dates for the Local and Provincial stages. Here is the calendar:

2006 January: start of Local and Provincial phases

2006 December: end of the Provincial phase, a summary is sent to Rome, election of the representatives of each Province

2007 January – August: possible regional action, preparation of participants

2007 September: International Assembly.

Local Phase
Mixed groups will be formed of brothers and laypeople, with people from different environments who identify with the Marist charism (schools, universities, special education, fraternities, pastoral centres, etc)

All is done on a voluntary basis.

The Commission will provide the material for the meetings at the local level.

The webpage of the Institute will also be a place for exchanges, discussions etc.

Provincial phase
Each Province determines the way of proceeding: number of meetings, their duration, the process used, etc.

[image: image2.png]At the end of this phase, a summary is sent to the Preparatory Commission which speaks of the spirit present in the Province meetings, the recommendations from the Province for the International Assembly, under the form of a ‘credo’ which summarises the shared convictions and suggestions of the Province.

Each Province chooses the delegates (they must have participated in the Local and Provincial phases to be eligible) who take on Marist mission and who represent more the Provincial reality rather than just one local work.

It will be good to assure a good representation of works in which laypeople participate in Marist life and mission, to seek a balance between the number of men and women. 

International Phase
The Assembly will take place at Mendes, Brazil, from the 3rd to the 12th September 2007. This place was chosen because it is the region of the world where there is the greatest number of works. 

The aim of the Assembly is not to produce a document but to share, to live together and to celebrate God who calls us to this Marist mission. Perhaps a message or some suggestions will be written for the next General Chapter but this is not its main aim. 

Its composition
- 1 brother per Administrative Unit (31 brothers)

- 1 layperson for each Administrative Unit (31 laypeople)

- 1 lay person more for the 16 AUs that have the most apostolic works (16 laypeople)

- Members of the General Council (8 brothers)

- Members of the preparatory Commission (4 brothers and 3 laypeople)

- Translators and people in charge of other services, (about 15 persons)

Reactions of the brothers at the Conference 

The brothers expressed their satisfaction as to the preparation of the project and its clarity of presentation. The worries concern the costs that will be charged to the Administrative Units, but the number of two or three participants seems reasonable for the Administrative Units.

Mission and Solidarity: a fire that embraces and consumes 
Brother Dominick Pujia, responsible for BIS, presented the project of collaboration with Franciscans International (FI).

The General Chapter asked the General Council, amongst others, to assure the representation of the Institute before international organisations of education and solidarity.

BIS is particularly responsible for this work of representation.

Strategic Plan for BIS
In 2004, a special committee of the General Council evaluated BIS and formulated 37 recommendations, praising its work of co-ordination and organisation of projects at the same time encouraging the General Council and BIS to develop activities in the areas of education, network working, communications, animation and defence of rights.

By BIS, the Institute is present before important organisations of the United Nations to promote the defence of the rights of the child in the name of the Institute. For that, we collaborate with FI which is an NGO of the Franciscan family with “a consultative status” before the United Nations (Economic and Social Council – ECOSOC). This new Marist presence is a new pastoral mission realised on behalf of the entire Institute.

Our situation at the UN
Our work in Geneva is part of our mission of working for children, especially those most neglected. It is done in the setting of the Convention of the Rights of the Child and its Committee in which FI officially participates.

FI
Franciscans International is a NGO with a consultative status with the United Nations and it is sponsored by the Franciscan family (OFM, OFM CAP, OFM CONV. TOR, OFS. IFC-TOR) to promote the Franciscan ideal on the International scene (Forums and agencies of the UN) in four domains: development, human rights, work for peace and protection of creation.

FI brings testimonies of the violations of human rights to the sessions of the Commission of Human Rights (UNCHR) of the United Nations and other forums of the UN, as much as at New York as at Geneva. FI organises sessions on human rights for the Franciscans and those who work in its office. It animates the Franciscan world by distributing information and educating by its programmes.

Terms of our collaboration
FI provides us with an office at Geneva and gives us access to its services and to the organisations of the UN, helping us to gain accreditation with ECOSOC. Sometime, they give us accommodation at their House of welcome. In return, the Marists bring their vast knowledge of the world of children and of education. They provide a collaborator with FI to work on activities relative to human rights.

Strategy for Marist collaboration
- See what is done in the Administrative Units in this area.

- Under the leadership of BIS and with the support of FI, our delegate and Marist expert will work with the UN for the rights of the child. 

Calendar
March 2005: signing of the agreement with FI

July 2005: César Henríquez, FMS (América Central) was appointed Delegate and Expert before FI and the UN, Geneva.

2006: Orientation, Preparation, and Regular Visits to Geneva from Rome.

2007: Establish a community in Geneva? 

General Conference - 23rd September 

The laity, absent from the Conference, but very much present 

The Laity Commission
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The morning started with an African chant: “Mtakatifu Mtakatifu Mtakatifu Bwana!”, led by Brother Théoneste Kalisa. Its captivating rhythm was easy to follow.

The Laity Commission, with Brother Pedro Herreros as President and Michael Flanigan as Secretary and Brothers Emili Turú and Antonio Ramalho completing the team, animated the reflection for this morning, starting with some contributions from the Provinces and Districts.

The objectives of this session
The objectives of this session were; 1) to be aware of the pathway travelled by the Institute in the field of mission shared with laity; 2) to share what has helped and what has hindered progress in this journey; 3) to share about the proposals of the General Council as communicated through the Laity Commission; 4) to offer a space where each Provincial or District Superior can look to future pathways adapted to the reality of his own Administrative Unit.

Work dynamics
Brother Pedro presented the work methodology for this morning divided into two parts. In the first part, the brothers responded to this question: Where are we as a Province, as a Region, as an Institute? And the second: Where do we want to be?

After this, based on a report on the laity developed from the questionnaire that was sent to the Provinces and Districts, everyone broke into five groups to look at five different areas: programmes of formation, Champagnat Movement, lay participation, belonging and being linked and the Marist lay identity.

Formation Programmes
Brother Pedro Herreros informed the total group that 74% of the Administrative Units have developed formation programmes of different types. There are eighty-one different programmes for the formation of laypeople, sixty of which are educational and the others are for fraternities, co-workers, auxiliaries and former students. These courses treat such topics as mission, solidarity, sharing, spirituality and mission, personal growth and prayer. Most of the programmes aim to present content to those participating while there are some programmes that are more experienced based. The participation is mainly voluntary and the duration of these programmes varies greatly from two years to one weekend.

The Marist Family Champagnat Movement
Brother Pedro Herreros noted that the Marist Family Champagnat Movement was directed at adults and so cannot be considered as a youth activity. The Institute is currently in seventy-seven countries. There are approximately 50,000 brothers and lay people having an influence on over 500,000 people. There are 257 fraternities that are part of this global picture. They are not equally distributed throughout the world with 75% in America and 19% in Europe. They hardly exist in Africa, Asia and Oceania but other types of groups do exist here.

The type of support they receive from the Provinces also varies greatly. Some Provinces have a Provincial team to accompany them whilst in other Provinces there are no structures at all. In ten Administrative Units there is a bulletin or type of publication to keep in contact with them but there are only two Administrative Units that work in a co-ordinated way with them.

The types of activity in which the fraternities are involved include prayer, solidarity, Marist education and evangelisation.

Participation of laypeople
There is a great diversity of situations in the Institute in the way laypeople hold positions of authority. Laypeople are present on teams and Provincial commissions, present at assemblies and Provincial Chapters, as volunteers and co-workers, and some are living in community with the brothers. 

Interest for the participation of the laity
There is widespread interest throughout all Administrative Units in the participation of the laity in the Marist mission.

Participation and links
The link to the Institute or to the Marist charism is not the same throughout the entire Institute. In some places, they are looking for ways of being linked to the Congregation, but they are not sure about who should decide the manner, the duration and the extent of this linkage. Some Provinces have sought the permission of the Provincial for these links to occur.

Identity
The General Chapter used the term ‘ lay Marist’ but what does ‘lay Marist’ mean? In nineteen Administrative Units there have been attempts to clarify the identity of a lay Marist through written material, meetings, dialogue, etc. Twelve more believe it is urgent that these concepts be clarified.

At the end of Brother Pedro’s talk, Brother Michael Flanigan presented some global impressions on these themes. He affirmed that there is a great vigour in the Institute in relation to the laity, but also a great diversity. There is no agreement on the identity of the lay Marist. In the Extended General Council meetings there has been discussion on the identity and participation of the laity. In some brothers there is still some mistrust of the commitment of laypeople. 

Following this, the brothers met in interregional groups to analyse together what helps and what hinders in this area.

The Identity of the laity 
The second work session this morning, under the direction of Brother Pedro Herreros, was dedicated to sharing the steps that the Provinces and Districts are taking. The most outstanding was the interest shown in the formation of the laity and the sharing of mission. But the theme that had aroused most interventions was the identity of the laity. Who are these people that are called lay Marists? Who can be lay Marists?

The XX General Chapter made fairly wide reference to lay Marists, but without eliminating any ambiguity. It is a bit like an unknown pathway that you have undertaken and on which you are making progress. Since Brother Charles Howard published a document on the Marist Family twenty years ago, nothing has been written since on the laity. It seems that the moment has come.

The brothers of the Laity Commission hope to prepare a document on the vocation of the lay Marist in order to deepen this subject. It is said that we need to recognise the character of the lay Marist but what does recognise mean?

It was emphasised that the XX General Chapter said that laypeople are a new living face of the charism and that lay people have taken it up seriously. Laypeople are asking themselves what they must give to the Institute, what the Institute will give them in return, what is a lay Marist and how to be one. We need to take what is new seriously and give hope to the future. 

Brother Seán concluded the morning session by saying that we need to advance in the discussions, with a new vocabulary and new structures.

Report on the procedures
Brother Juan Anaya, Procurator General, occupied the first session of the afternoon informing the brothers of the Conference on the procedures to follow in the special cases of Exclaustration, leaving the Institute, not renewing temporary vows, etc.

Inter-religious meeting for prayer
Father Hayalah Balagalla, Dominican, presided over this prayer that brought together the Venerable Madanpagama Assaji Thero, Buddhist, the Reverend K Kukeswara Kurukkal, Hindu, and Mohamed Shereef De Alwis, Muslim. 

Brother Joseph Peiris, Superior of the Community of Maris Stella College, set the ambiance for us by describing the religious plurality of Sri Lanka through a projection entitled ‘One Truth, Many Ways”, realised by the Vocation Ministry Commission of the Province.

At the start, Father Balagalla thanked the organising committee of the Conference for having included “an event as important as inter-religious prayer” on its calendar. He emphasised that the reflection on the vitality [image: image4.jpg]


of the Institute that the brothers had done during these days “demonstrates that they pay a lot of attention to the interior spirituality of their confrères.” He invited “the Institute, destined to education, to make an effort to dialogue with the religions of Asia, since education is the best domain for this apostolate.” He wished “that this VII Conference enlighten especially the brothers who work in Asia that they make an important effort to continue this dialogue with other believers.”

A Buddhist prayer was then recited for peace, praising the Lord Buddha and his sacred teachings, because he is the guide and the glory of the holy monks who follow his teachings. The Hindu rite invoked God by the vinakaya mantras. Then we heard an extract from the sacred Muslim book, the Koran. Final the Catholics chanted a religious hymn from Sri Lanka.

Brother Seán thanked our esteemed visitors and gave them a medallion of the Founder’s canonisation. He recalled that it was religion, that had often incited to war, that had brought us all together today before God to ask for peace for all.

General Conference - 24th and 25th September 

A time for interiorising calmly what has been experienced 

Feast of Our Lady of Mercy
Here is the chronicle of the Conference for Saturday and Sunday.

Saturday, Brother Xavier Barceló, Provincial of L’Hermitage, celebrated his birthday. It was a gift from God for his parents and for him that this future Marist was born of the feast of Our Lady of Mercy and that the Good Mother continues to watch over him lovingly. In doing this, she also looks over us! The brothers at the Conference thanked God and Mary for the gift of this confrère. In finishing the morning prayer, we all greeted him cordially, hoping that God would continue to accord him the grace to serve his brothers in joy.
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Today was a time for interiorising what had been heard and experienced at the Conference. At the Mass and the Marial prayer, a heart made out of heavy paper was given to the brothers so that they could write a word or a phrase that reminded them of what the Conference has invited us to integrate into our lives, our communities, our Provinces. At the Marial prayer, these hearts were placed at the feet of Mary to recall the covenant of the Lord with us and our response. Five brothers, one per continent, said aloud their prayer of thanksgiving. All the brothers of that continent then joined the brother to place their hearts at the feet of Mary. This act marked the debut of the period of interiorisation that lasted throughout the whole day. All appreciated this break, even the chronicler. 

The task of integration of the chronicler
Today, I needed to put into order all that I have received and experienced during the Conference. I must start by familiarising myself with Marist geography: sixty brothers whom I must situate in each of their countries. I must first reconstruct a map of the Marist world quite different to the one I had learned in the novitiate. Restructuring has occurred and the Provinces do not necessarily coincide with countries: twenty-six Provinces and five Districts for seventy-seven countries. How fascinating it is to hear a Provincial say that his Province extends for more than four million square kilometres! Being a little brother in such a family must encourage humility. The fire of vitality must burn inside. One wonders how many dioceses, about which Champagnat dreamed, could be organised in this vast expanse?

I need to revise and bring my geography up to date! But the problem is that the geographical concepts that used to be my reference points have changed. Before, we used to speak of Provinces of our country, a nation, where there was a common language and where we had Marist maps to situate each community or each house. Today, our Marist geography is different. We have reorganised the continents and oceans by Zones and Regions. We use geometry to define “arcs” and “cones”. New concepts invite us to navigate on interior seas and to animate Administrative Units. And the navigation maps are also part of the indispensable baggage of certain Provincials even if their crafts belong to KLM or Royal Jordanian, and it is necessary to prepare our colour pencils when a hundred brothers start to move towards Asia.

Languages also take an interesting aspect. If four languages are official in the Institute, in some restructured Provinces we find eight or ten different languages, which makes the learning of a language not only a past-time but also a necessity.

The geography of the heart
It is about physical geography, but there is also affective geography. Where do we place a brother on this new map? What does he have in common with the brothers of the same Province? There are faces, ethnic groups, family names, languages, functions and responsibilities, etc. Put all that in its place, with electronic mail, addresses, telephone numbers, etc. Make a place for each one in his calendar and his fraternity, and especially that each one has a privileged place in the heart! What good will come from this time of interiorisation? Others could consecrate it to other things, for they have already learnt this new geography of the Institute at the XX General Chapter.

The mission ad gentes
There are papers to be put into order, but especially ideas. The Asian vision of the Church presented during these first days form a mosaic whose pieces can be seen from different angles. The cultures are moving towards a common credo: a doctrine where men and women feel themselves humanised by religions. But all must fit together discreetly.

To be a believer and a Catholic in Asia means belonging to a minority. Despite all, the Institute is launching its invitation to the mission ad gentes to many brothers. The Church in Asia is conscious of its smallness. The new geography of the Institute makes that each brother feels a little lost in the immensity of the mission ad gentes, as a small insignificant grain which does not have any other strength other than that within. Brother Seán speaks of a fire that embraces and impassions. 

The mission ad gentes and the International Marist Mission Assembly are clearer in my mind. On the other hand, we will have to reflect more deeply about the General Chapter Solidarity Fund and move into action. It is the same thing for the laity. The question: ‘what is a lay Marist?’ demands an urgent reply. One can guess a new life in gestation which is developing at the heart of the Institute, being nourished by its charism and the Spirit. It is still an unachieved task for the biologists of the spirit.

The internationality of the Institute
The Institute has been international for a long time. Brother Seán affirmed that we have not always made this dimension obvious. However, the Institute has arrived at the gates of the UN. The brothers feel themselves to be in communion in seventy-seven countries and have a better sense of internationality since restructuring. The help at the interior of a Province and the collaboration for interprovincial projects have placed new challenges before the brothers. Contrary to the past, the international communities are no longer the exception and they are no longer temporary as they were in the Second Novitiate. They have brought a new vigour to our fraternity. The internationality expresses itself better in the ecclesial and evangelical dimension where, in love, we share our goods, our talents, our realisations and even our difficulties. Let us love one another, recalled Champagnat, and that must be experienced in our meetings of the Conference as in our simple experiences in the house.

I put a final point to my task today. There remains the community prayer prepared each day in the four languages, rich with symbols and participation. There remain the anecdotes with the personnel of the hotel who are surprised that the group do not go out at night, keep their bedrooms in order, do not smoke, do not drink to excess, pray with beautiful hymns, do not waste food and learn new languages so easily. But that will be another episode, if God wishes it.

Mass in the Duwa area 
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On Sunday, we had to get up early to take a bus to a suburb of Negombo. The destination was Duwa which means island. It is in fact a small island of Catholic fishermen linked to neighbouring areas by a bridge. Father P. A. D. Kingsley Ivan is a good friend of the brothers at Negombo; he accepted with pleasure that the brothers take part in Sunday Mass with his parishioners. The reception was informal, but you could sense the welcome. Some people spoke about how they were helped when the tsunami flooded the area and the church. The brothers shared the Eucharist and exchanged a few simple words with the people, then returned to the hotel to attend to what ever they wanted to do. 
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