Vitality

Lluís Serra i Llansana 

Next September 4 in Rome the 20th General Chapter of the Marist Brothers will open. A total of 117 Brothers, representing 75 countries from five continents will meet for a month and a half to elect the Brother Superior General and to consider matters of major importance related to the nature, the purpose and the spirit of the Institute, and the renewal and renovation of the Institute, safeguarding always its spiritual heritage.

The vitality of the Institute is the central theme chosen by the Preparatory Commission of the 20th General Chapter. “Choose Life” is the motto that sums up the theme. Its inspiration comes from these words from Deuteronomy: “I call heaven and earth today to witness against you: I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. Choose life, then, that you and your descendants may live, by loving the Lord, your God, heeding his voice, and holding fast to him. For that will mean life for you, a long life for you to live on the land which the Lord swore he would give to your fathers….” (Deut. 30:19-20).

Religious life today is at a true crossroads. First-world societies feel their foundations shaking, because they find it very difficult to open themselves to life, and their materialistic economic viewpoint does not fit in very well with living religious values. These two facts have a direct impact on religious life. The age pyramid of the Institutes, statistics, and projections of personnel in the coming years back up this assertion. Nevertheless, the contribution of religious life continues to be very important for the Church and for society. But the changes in the world are such that it is difficult to know how to defend one’s identity or how to define one’s mission. Society has taken over responsibility for education, for health care, etc., and this has reduced the need to appeal for help to men and women religious. The laity have taken on an increasing role in the Church and this seems to have blurred the distinction between the laity and those in religious life. In many countries, the function of substitution is still very much alive. In the democracies, men and women religious contribute educational and social services that are very desirable in the context of diversity.

These questionable situations are not negative because they call forth deep reflection and reinforce the special contribution of religious life: its prophetic aspect. The problems it faces are of such proportions that what is required is a new way of seeing in order to take on a new viewpoint, and a formation that goes along with it. The priority is to choose Jesus, live as brothers and sisters and dedicate oneself to mission, seriously committed to spiritual values and to people, especially the most needy. This is why men and women religious are on the cutting edge, why people hear them denouncing injustice or defending the poor, and why their voices are silenced when they cause too much discomfort to the powers that be. If who they are or what they do is worthwhile, everything else is extra. It is not a matter of maintenance but of re-founding, which is not easy because, as happened with the grain of wheat, we must die in order to live (Cf. Jn. 12:24-25).

Religious life must strive to make its gifts understandable to the upcoming generation and must let go of the worldly ways that prevent it showing an open and up-to-date face to the world. It must return to its founding roots and give priority to the person of Christ and to solidarity with all men and women. On the other hand, it must be kept in mind that today neither giving oneself for others nor following a vocation to serve are very popular. But then Padre Pio and Mother Teresa of Calcutta, as well as millions of other, anonymous, people, give witness to values that the Church and society cannot do without..
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