Letter to my Brothers

Br. Benito Arbués

Superior General

Dear Brothers,


I would like to take this opportunity to express my warmest fraternal greetings to each of you and share a few thoughts that come to mind as we prepare to celebrate our next General Chapter. 

On one of my visits to the Provinces, I remember a meeting in which a brother asked me how I viewed the immediate future of the Institute, and what I felt were life-giving signs that might nourish our hopes. In response, I recalled some of the signs of vitality that I look upon as real and concrete, and which have given me a good deal of satisfaction. However this brother was not very satisfied, and he in turn responded “I can well understand that you would paint a rosy picture because that’s what a Superior General is supposed to do – radiate confidence even when things aren’t going well.”

I must confess that I was taken aback and thrown off stride by this response. I have never seen myself acting in such a way. Brothers, I don’t know how you view the service of animation that I and your Provincials and Councilors have been trying to provide for you. It certainly wouldn’t be good if we’ve left you with the impression that we have deliberately swept difficulties and weak points of the Institute under the rug in an effort to avoid displeasing you, disagreeing with you, or adding to feelings of uncertainty that you may have. 

We are all vessels of the charism of our Founder. That being so, we must all be mediators to one another, each according to the grace he has received and his special function (Constitutions, 40). We are all responsible for the vitality of our charism (Constitutions, 165). In our pastoral role in the Institute, we would not be acting responsibly if we attempted to hide difficulties, ignore mistakes, justify fuzzy thinking, or squelch the legitimate concerns of the brothers and the Marist lay people with whom we share our mission and spirituality. That would benefit no one.

Now is the time to speak

Preparations for a General Chapter include certain minimal official structures especially aimed at consulting and listening to the Institute, collecting and sorting out responses in order to present them to the Chapter Assembly. Besides these consultations, it is desirable that Provinces and communities study and reflect in groups – just as Chapter Delegates are being encouraged to do on both inter-provincial and regional levels.

It is important for us to share the calls that are coming our way from the world and the Church, above all from youth and the poor. That’s the only way we will be capable of finding a new formula for expressing what we hold dear in the religious life, remaining faithful to our charism. That’s the only way we will be able to identify the privileged places where we should be present and the things that we should be doing, activities that we feel are most in keeping with our being disciples of Jesus. And it is from this starting point that we are to work together to reframe our horizons and clarify our choices for the future of our Marist life.

Now is the time for us to talk about what it means to follow Jesus today.  About a discipleship that urges us to journey on and not allow ourselves to give in to tiredness or misgivings – not allow ourselves to surrender to the mild-mannered god of run-of-the-mill results. That sensible, courteous god who never ruffles anyone’s feathers and won’t ask us to take chances – much less do highly unusual things. That god of half-measures is not the God of Abraham, Moses, and Jeremiah, of Paul, of Marcellin, of Jesus Christ!  I’m wondering to what extent we have transformed this biblical God of epic deeds – of bold action that demands wholehearted commitment and lays out new and uncharted paths in front of our weary feet. I’m wondering to what extent we have traded in that God for the god who plays it safe, the one who is cautious, wary, strictly logical, pragmatic, and shies away from making waves. How can we break with the god of half-baked outcomes, that god of the easy-going who doesn’t rock anyone’s boat, and get ourselves excited again about – be passionate about – the God of Jesus!            

Now is the time for us to talk, to share our thoughts and concerns. We are entitled to dream about up-to-the-minute developments coming from the Spirit. Entitled to talk out loud as we look upon quite a number of Provinces that are suffering fallout from the vocation drought. I’m not suggesting that we take a nostalgic stroll down memory lane, trying to resurrect a once proud past that will never return. Nor am I talking about dreaming up moments of future grandeur. Clearly we live in a time marked by humility and scarcity, as has been the case at previous times in our Marist history and in the history of the Church in Jerusalem. 

We can view the “drought,” and the social and cultural problems that are affecting our mission and our very lives as religious, as either stumbling blocks or as opportunities to re-center ourselves on what is essential. We can see these difficulties as giving us a chance to stay focused on our efforts to refound the Institute, in a spirit of creative fidelity, in accordance with the vision of Marcellin. John Paul II invites us, in Vita Consacrata, to build the future (V.C. 110).

Now is the time to open up, to look at the future together, starting from a rereading of our past. This might well give rise to a “general confession,” in which we recognize what’s holding us back and name the idols that are holding sway in our personal, communal, and provincial lives. Things that make it difficult for us to lead a genuine, exciting, and resilient religious life, one filled with creativity in our efforts to keep up with Jesus. 

We need to talk! I may be mistaken, but it seems to me that in our community life, there are too many areas characterized by silence on vital issues. This robs us of riches and contributes to weakening the unity of our hearts, minds, and spirit.

But talking requires knowing how to listen. Listen to God, the world, youth, our brothers, our own heart. Brothers, how can we foster listening and speaking with each other in our communities?

Now is the time to listen!

Listening requires having a good ear… the good ear of a heart that loves, respects, knows how to value, welcomes.  Listening not just as a simple exercise in demonstrating good manners, but doing so with the conviction that God can and wants to speak with us through others. Listening, then, attentively, respectfully, with warm concern. Having a good ear leads to each one being convinced that others constitute part of our very own existence. Having a heart with an attentive ear will make it easier for our brothers to speak and share the word that God is putting on their lips. That’s the way we will be able to create a climate of communion in community. “Two important helps in coming to see things as the Father sees them are spiritual discernment and sincere and frank dialog with the superiors and one another.” (Constitutions, 41) And as I am listening, what’s going on in my head? What motives are dominant in our communal and provincial life?

I entrust you to the care of Mary and St. Marcellin. May they help you reaffirm your belief that God is calling each of you to be witnesses of Jesus and brothers and friends for youth.
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