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Almost two years ago, I received a call from Rome asking me to become a member of the Preparatory Commission for the 20th General Chapter. Pleased with the confidence placed in me, I said yes, I would like to work with such an international group. I welcomed the opportunity to be open to the richness of other cultures. Now, coming from the community at Notre Dame de l’Hermitage, the place where our Institute started, I have been deeply moved by the responses coming into our Commission from the four corners of our world.

The Commission first came together in November 1999. Its task was to put together the initial survey questions and send them out to the Provinces during the month of December. By the end of March 2000, Provincial Secretaries had collected and forwarded to us the responses that they had received from communities, fraternities, and groups with brothers and lay people together, as well as from brothers who responded individually.

From April 13th to 19th, 2000 three of us on the Commission examined all these responses. While José, excellent in English, took care of those in English, and Juan Miguel went through the large number of responses that came in from Spain and Latin America, I worked on those in French, Italian, and Portuguese. Fortunately, my knowledge of Spanish helped me understand the written Portuguese! In all, we studied 734 responses. The work I did animating communities in my Province prepared me well for this task, as I had taken part in some twenty meetings working on this questionnaire in various communities.

Most responses were well written and quite long, and at times they took up more space than we had provided. I felt that people took this initial survey very seriously, and that communities took the time to give in-depth answers. Without shortchanging our consideration of Question 1, we devoted most of our attention to Questions 2 and 3. 

I am conscious of our responsibility to render the thinking of the brothers as faithfully as we can in order to clearly understand their hopes and desires. Besides that, for me, the time-consuming work of reading has been an undeniable source of personal enrichment.

I wish that every brother in the world would enter into dialog and become a participant in all this preparation, as our Constitutions ask of us: "Through the General Chapter every brother participates in the life and mission of the Institute, and shares co-responsibility for its government." (Article 138) The Chapter should truly be a matter of great interest for all the brothers in the Institute. I feel that it’s very important to ask each brother, community, fraternity, and lay group to live our Marist Spirit by being involved in this process.

The initial survey proposed completely open-ended questions that allowed for the freest of responses. We began by reading a number of responses and came up with about 30 ideas concerning Question 2 and 25 relating to Question 3. After that, we carefully read all the responses, counting the number of times that one of these ideas was mentioned. That led to the emergence of more precise questions and hopes. With this as a starting point, the Commission has now come up with a set of topics to work on.

I feel that this Chapter will offer valued continuity to our last one – the same topics have reappeared. What we have therefore is a call to delve into them more deeply. Priority will probably not be given to producing many texts, but above all to helping brothers see how they can put into practice the texts we already have – especially those pertaining to Marist Apostolic Spirituality.
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