A man can have no greater love
than to lay down his life for his friends.

Jn 15: 13

On the first of July we recall the anniversary of the deaths of Brs. Chris Mannion and Joseph Rushigajiki (1994). To take a moment to remember them and to turn our attention to their friendship and their martyrdom is a fraternal duty. They will be, at the same time, a source of generosity for us. This prayer is also a time of thanksgiving to God, since every martyr is associated with the Lord’s martyrdom. 
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For all the saints, who from their labours rest, 
Who Thee by faith before the world confessed,
Thy Name, O Jesus, be forever blessed.
Alleluia, Alleluia!
Thou wast their Rock, their Fortress and 
Their Might;
Thou, Lord, their Captain in the well fought  
Fight; 
Thou, in the darkness drear, their one true Light.
Alleluia, Alleluia !
O blest communion, fellowship divine !
We feebly struggle, they in glory shine. 
All are one in Thee, for all are Thine.

Alleluia, Alleluia!

1-A mission at risk
Brother Chris Mannion had been a General Councillor only a few months when, in June 1994, he went on a mission to Ruanda to attempt to rescue the Brothers under threat in Save. He was 43 years old and the youngest member of the Council. He found his death in front of the novitiate and school of Save where the Brothers were. Like Christ, he paid with his life while his Brothers recovered their freedom. 
Brother Joseph Rushgajiki had offered to accompany Chris on this dangerous mission and was even more aware of the risk, since he belonged to the country. He set his life at stake for his Ruandan Brothers and for his superior, Chris Mannion. He was only 41. 
Thus are woven together two lives given, that of the Brother welcoming into the drama his country is living through, and that of the other come from Rome, witness of the interest of the whole Marist family in the Brothers of  Ruanda. For both the word of Jesus has become true: 
« A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends» Jn 15: 13.
O glorious King of martyr hosts,
Thou Crown that each confessor boasts,
Who leadest to celestial day
The saints who cast earth’s joys away;
Thine ear in mercy, Saviour, lend,
While unto Thee our prayers ascend;

And as we count their triumphs won,

Forgive the sins that we have done.
Martyrs in Thee their triumph gain,

Confessors grace from thee obtain; 
We sinners humbly seek to Thee,
From sin’s offence to set us free.
All laud to God the Father be, 
All praise, eternal Son, to Thee;
All glory, as is ever meet,
To God the holy Paraclete. 
2-Into the inner life of Chris… and of Joseph

The following thoughts tell us something of the quality of soul of Br. Chris Mannion

«More and more I’m convinced that it isn’t the length of life which is important but the passion and commitment with which you live it. This life is a gift to be enjoyed, to be used to the full precisely because it will end in death (MY DEATH) one unforeseen day… I must live this gift of life now without worrying about what will be afterwards. If I don’t, then what is the purpose of the Incarnation? » (Chris Mannion, 12 May 1994). (Brief moment of silence…)

Yesterday, during meditation, for a brief while and for the first time in ages, I had a sense of the presence of Christ, of the Lord, here with me, speaking to me, inviting me to « to remain in His love and keep His commandments.» There was a strong sense of my need to respond to the call to conversion… I need and want to come closer to Jesus; otherwise, this life is one of meaninglessness and of sterile protection from the world. To live life fully, Jesus must be at the centre. Otherwise… why be FMS? » (6 May 1994) (Brief moment of silence…)
Take time to pray, to relax, to be really yourself…Don’t get too serious, Chris! (6 May 1994)
Dennis Potter died yesterday of cancer.  His recent phrase, « the nowness of everything is absolutely wondrous, » is so true. God is in the now. When I’m dead, the Lord will ask me: « And did you enjoy my creation, Chris? » I want to be able to honestly answer YES – and to have LIVED fully before dying. (8 June 1994) (Brief moment of silence…)
We do not have the thoughts of Br. Joseph, but in the booklet Walking to the end of love, on the martyrs of the Great Lakes, the last paragraphs say:

« He, more than Chris, was aware of the danger; he was from the country and knew that the service that he was rendering Brother  Chris was full of risks. He had thrown in his life totally to help his superior in mission and to try to save his Tutsi brothers, he who was Hutu… We should also add that in the morning, Brother Joseph had also risked saving a religious sister and had snatched her from the jaws of death. He had hardly achieved that before he set out again, towards three o’clock in the afternoon, with Brother Chris for his final adventure dictated by love.

The FMS-Message of July 1994 offers this testimony: 

« Very practical and with a remarkable capacity for work, he was always an obliging confrère, attentive to the weak and the little ones; a man for difficult missions…”
Hymn :
Blessed feasts of blessed martyrs,
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Saintly days of saintly men, 
With affection’s recollections
Greet we your return again.
Mighty deeds they wrought, and wonders,

While a frame of flesh they bore;

We, with meetest praise and sweetest,

Honour them forevermore.
While they passed through divers tortures,
Till they sank by death opprest,
Earth’s rejected were elected,

To have portion with the blest.

By contempt of worldly pleasures,

And by mighty battle done,
Have they merited with angels,

To be knit for ay in one.
Wherefore made co-heirs of glory,
Ye that sit with Christ on high,
Join to our your supplication
As for grace and peace we cry,
That, this weary life completed,

And its many labours past,

We may merit to be seated

In our Father’s home at last.

Spontaneous prayer intentions:
Recalling that with these two Brothers, Chris and Joseph, other Brothers also lost their lives in those circumstances: Brothers Etienne Rwesa, Fabien, Gaspar, Canisius, and later, the four Brothers of Bugobe: Servando, Miguel Angel, Fernando and Julio… Let us also think of our old Brothers who walked in the way of fidelity and all our missionaries… of the coming General Chapter…and of the promise made to make Jesus the centre of our lives, as Chris Mannion did. (After each three intentions, we might sing a verse of the following hymn or something similar…)
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You are great, O Lord, for ever 
1-The whole universe, night and day, 

Sings your praises.
2-In all ages and everywhere, 

You extend your Kingdom. 
You are great, O Lord,…

(After the next three  intentions )

You are great, O Lord, for ever
You are the life, O Lord, 

You are the light.
You are the way and you lead 
Your people on their way. You are great…
4-Looking up to our Good Mother
Br. Richard Dunleavy defined Chris Mannion as « a soul on fire »… It is in the company of the Virgin Mary that Chris Mannion, Joseph, Etienne, and all the Marist  martyrs learned to make the choice for  the Lord right to the limit of love, for He was the first to walk right to love’s limit.  

As family and in union with Marcellin and all the generations of Brothers, let us sing the Salve Regina.
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