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INTRODUCTION

First of all, I would like to thank you sincerely for the invitation to share my thoughts with you on such an important occasion as a General Chapter. I will do so out of my own experience, feeling as a Brother among Brothers recalling the closeness I have had with the Marist Brothers firstly in Guatemala and now in Rome.

Your chapter theme is both suggestive and dynamic. By choosing life we are making an act of faith in God, but we are also making an act of faith in ourselves. It is an expression of belief in the validity of our vocation and of our charisms that today go beyond the limits of our Institutes and are open to new possibilities, particularly in relation to laypersons. We believe that the life and growth of the Institute is dependent on the mystery and power of grace. It is equally certain that, thanks to the gift of free will, God has placed its destiny in our hands.

The title of my presentation is based on a theme that I developed with my Brothers in my first pastoral letter. In summary, the theme is concerned with a two-fold questioning: Who are we? What do we wish to become? We are faced with a theme which has recurred often in recent years, that of our identity. This time, however, it is not only within the context of the life of the Brother, or of religious life in general, but also in that of the current political, cultural and social climate. Our renewed questioning is born of the profound changes in frames of reference
 in our milieu in recent years.

The times in which we live are particularly significant, so much so that we speak not only of an epoch of changes, but of a change of epoch. We must therefore regard ourselves in a radically new way if we are to come up with solutions for this generation for the problems of this generation. Let us not forget that the school is one of the institutions which has changed least of all in history, and that teachers are psychologically more inclined to repetition than to innovation.

It is not only we who experience a crisis of identity: most of our contemporaries also do. In our case, we now need to consider:

· the Brother in the context of mission and charism which are shared and no longer a heritage exclusive to ourselves;

· the religious Brother within a Church which has staked much on the laity, but which paradoxically reinforces its clerical elements;

· the teaching Brother in schools that suffer increasing pressures in modern society, in situations where the educator tends to be less appreciated, or in places where the state takes complete charge;

· congregations of Brothers founded for the Christian education of poor children and now largely committed to working in institutions for the middle class;

· the Brother with a pastoral and catechetical mission now absorbed in professional and administrative matters; 

· the large number of Brothers who, approaching the age of retirement, are uprooted from what had constituted the raison d’être of their lives, and wonder how they can start again.

We need to consider our identity within the concrete day-to-day issues of our lives. Our identity is not static. It is something which we have to build up and live out day by day. It is a dynamic reality.

A document on Identity produced during the 43rd General Chapter of the De La Salle Brothers last year points out a specific cause of our difficulties:

But, in a climate of increasing uncertainty and insecurity brought about by ongoing changes such as globalization, questions about the identity of the Brother persist. This is most obvious in situations where the Brothers have lost roles that traditionally and exclusively belonged to them. They have lost their functional identity, an identity expressed in terms of DOING rather than of BEING (Circular 447, p.40).

I am of the opinion that at times we confuse our identity with the role that we are expected to play in our times on account of the dramatic changes that the world has gone through. Today, we speak of new paradigms which invite us to open new ways, to embark on new ventures based on new intuitions. We cannot stay trapped by the past and turn our backs on the realities of our times.

On several occasions, I have shared with my Brothers the thought of Br Benito in one of his circulars: Our commitment is not to preserve what we now have, but to discern and accept that “some things must die in order that new realities may be born.” In our ministry of leadership, we must act on intuition not only on what is safe (Walk Peacefully, yet with a Sense of Urgency p. 36). 

We can react in two ways to the new realities of our times: regarding the present moment as something negative and uncertain, or living through it with passion as opening new paths for the future. I think that this is the basic reason for our talking so much about refounding. Father Kolvenbach, Superior General of the Jesuits, comments on the term. “The word refounding expresses our awareness that, in order to genuinely live out our charism in these times, we need to do something more radical than simply adapting things here and there, introducing an occasional innovation, or some change by force of circumstances. We need to make a profound change.”
Without pretending to give you a complete picture of the Brother today, I would like to reflect on some aspects of our identity that are relevant and that will help us to make “this profound change.” 

INTEGRATION OF THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF OUR VOCATION

I think that the best way of living our identity is to integrate and bring into harmony the main elements of our vocation as Brothers: in the Church, and on behalf of the world of young people, particularly the poor and those in situations of risk. This kind of balance will prevent us adopting a kind of disincarnate spirituality, or becoming a therapeutic community centered only on satisfying our own needs, or from adopting an activism that hinders an interior life that enables one to find God at the heart of our being. I would phrase this integration in the following way:

Consecrated to God, in community serving youth, particularly the poor, by way of education and evangelization.

CONSECRATED TO GOD AS BROTHERS

Consecration to God is an essential element of what we are. God is unfathomable mystery. Out of freely given love, out of sheer goodness, God has chosen us for the bewildering adventure of belonging fully to him. God, Trinity of Persons, presents himself to us as love that attracts all our being towards him and demands all our being. We are involved in an adventure of love, in a kind of infatuation, we have been seduced by God. Our fidelity to God is primarily a response to God’s freely given love. “The experience of this undeserved love can be so intimate and strong that the person feels obliged to respond by an unconditional surrender of his/her life, handing over everything to God, the present and the future” (Vita Consecrata,17).
On the first of January this year, two Brothers died in a motor accident in Guatemala. They were returning to their community among the indigenous Ketchies people on the Atlantic side of the country. One of them was a young indigenous Guatemalan aged 25. On the day of the funeral, his mother recalled that on one occasion she had asked her late son why some Brothers abandoned the congregation. He replied simply: “Because they have not fallen in love.” I am of the opinion that Adelso had grasped the essence of our vocation as Brothers. 

Afterwards, some of Adelso’s correspondence was published in the magazine of the District of Central America. I was deeply moved by them. In a letter to the Brother Visitor and his Council for the renewal of his annual vows, he had written: As I write to you, my imagination soars as it listens to the plan of God. It has penetrated my whole being. The plan I’m talking about is one of freedom, a freedom that extends the horizons and draws its inspiration from God’s wish to liberate humankind out of Love and for the sake of Love.  … And, after discerning in freedom of heart, I have freely decided to remain in the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools, by renewing my vows. I do so with the desire to make love, which is God’s face made visible, my religion, my standard and my faith (Guatemala, Friday 31 October 1997).
This is the ultimate goal of our life as Brothers, seeking above all the glory of God, and making of God our Absolute. This could perhaps be our greatest shortcoming. To what point is our religious life an experience of God? In an age that gives up on any search for the transcendent, are we able to offer a spiritual life, a mysticism that will attract others? Are we convinced that our religious life must be above all a following of Jesus in his surrender to the Father and to our brothers and sisters, and not a not a seeking for personal perfection that is centered on the self?

One of the priorities emerging from the Chapter preparatory survey is the deepening of spirituality. This should lead us to live our Consecration to the full, as it were, as a founding experience, an experience that embraces the whole man, and that can be measured by a radical change in meaning that it gives to one’s existence. It is the experience that God is the Absolute and that all our being is ultimately referred to Him. It means discovering Augustine’s, You have made us for yourself, O Lord or Saint Teresa’s God alone is enough, or Saint Ignatius’ Take, O Lord … give me your love and your grace, these are enough for me, or the In every way, I worship the manner in which God has led me during my life of St John Baptist de la Salle, or the experience of abandonment lived by Saint Marcellin Champagnat.

IN A BROTHERLY COMMUNITY

We have surrendered to God in the embrace of a community. Our engagement with God is mediated by the community of Brothers to whom we have also committed ourselves.

We cannot speak of fidelity to God if we are not able to live out our fidelity to others. Consecration is not only an alliance with God, but it is also an alliance with the men in my community, in my province, in my Institute. The words of the biblical Ruth have a profound significance for us: “Wherever you go, I shall go, wherever you live, I shall live. Your people will be my people,, and your God will be my God. Where you die, I shall die and there I shall be buried …[only] death will part me from you.” (Ruth 1:16-18).

Our consecration is also directed towards our Brothers. When we say, “You can count on me” to God, we are also saying it to our Brothers. One thing is sure, that our being Brothers to one another is our secret, our strength, and our greatest resource. We are Brothers open to everyone, able to hand over our own interests on the altars of the common good, pooling our resources, working with colleagues in bringing about common projects, incarnating our charism in the world of the poor, and being spiritual companions for the youth of our times. More than ever, despite appearances, young people are searching for a meaning to their lives and are thirsting for God.

The community is not a group of individuals brought together by accident or chance. It is an association of persons with ties of brotherhood, stemming from a common experience, that of having been “lured” by God into serving youth, particularly the poor. The community is pivotal to both consecration and mission. It enables each member to integrate the essential aspects of his vocation.

 Today, we are rediscovering the value of our communal living. In citing a text for his document Fraternal Life in Community, John Paul II goes so far as to assert that the effectiveness of any apostolic mission depends on the quality of community living. Some theologians of religious life claim that, in the New Testament , prophecy is no longer given to individuals but to communities. Two examples frequently cited are the community of the Twelve, and the community in the Acts of the Apostles.

We can also reflect on this point in the light of the history of our congregations when the first Brothers were united to the Founder. At times, we risk attributing everything to him, forgetting the valiant Brothers who, united with him, brought about the birth of our Institutes, sometimes in heroic ways.

In the past, we used to think that we needed prophets to wake us up out of our lethargy. Today, we rather look for communities that can show us new ways of refounding our life. This is what Amadeo Cencini writes: “A single person cannot beget life, only a coming together can do so. In the same way, any fresh life which comes from renewing religious life can only be the fruit of a communal action, from a brotherly collaboration that discovers new styles of life and of service, and new dynamics between communal and apostolic life. Such discoveries are made without hurrying, but also without pausing. 
It is important, however, that the community not become self-centered, following a tendency in the world to prize intimacy. The culture of intimacy can lead to a private kind of life that gyrates round the development of one’s individuality. Personal fulfillment becomes a higher priority than the needs of a world in a process of change. The community is then seen and shaped mainly with a view to meeting the individual needs of its members and only indirectly with the needs of the outside world. One need hardly say that this is not the model of community proposed to us by Saints John Baptist de la Salle or Marcellin Champagnat. Community life is Christocentric, not egocentric. The cornerstone of our community is Jesus Christ. “You are built upon the foundations of the apostles and prophets, and Christ Jesus himself is the cornerstone. Every structure knit together in him grows into a holy temple in the Lord and you too, in him, are being built up into a dwelling-place of God in the Spirit” (Ephesians 2:20-21).
Our links with lay people also have a bearing on the type of community life we lead today. We must not limit our community life to those who share the same roof with us. Living community today means opening ourselves in ever-widening circles to all those who share our mission and labour to accomplish it. The thoughts of The Little Prince (of Antoine St.-Éxupéry) on friendship are applicable to our association with laypersons. It consists not in looking at one another, but in both looking in the same direction. Our communities are geared to the apostolate, and our links with others can have no other goal.

Community life continues to be fundamental for the Brothers for another reason. Contemporary society trumpets relationships based on commercial, discriminatory and utilitarian interests and downplays solidarity with others. An alternative way of living is witnessed in a community that lives out relationships that are freely-given, based on equality, designed to serve others, and full of consideration for its own members as well as for others. The Brothers’ community can be a pilot experiment for living-together in fairness and fraternity, a model for associates and for all of society.

You regard solidarity as a priority. This theme poses two main challenges. The first lies within the Institute where communal life is threatened by an ever-increasing individualism in society. The second aspect is concerned with apostolic outreach. Our choosing as a priority to serve the very poor and to respond to new forms of poverty and exclusion must be done in a spirit which unites solidarity with our mission.

TO SERVE AS EDUCATORS AND EVANGELISERS OF YOUNG PEOPLE PARTICULARLY THE POOR

A contemporary reading of the ministry of Christian education will lead us to develop three attitudes. The first one is to get to know the realities of our time and to respond accordingly. Poverty is real, and it affects the majority, three-quarters of humanity or 4000 million persons. Far from improving, the situation has become worse in the past twenty years. It seems unlikely that we can reverse this tendency as long as international pressures compel governments to adopt policies that curtail social services. Today, more than ever, poverty is seen in the face of the child: “One of the greatest tragedies for which humankind as whole should feel as much shame as agony is that we have created a world …in which the majority of the destitute are children and, still more seriously, in which the majority of children are numbered among the poor” (Manfed Max-Neef).

In the second place, we need to contemplate these victims with the eyes of God, the Father of life, and listen to their cries. We know that the mission of the Son of God to be solidarity with human history came to be because God looked upon the world. We are posed with the challenge to be merciful as the Father is merciful. This kind of mercy shows itself in three ways: 

a) allowing ourselves be touched by the sufferings of others; 

b) doing what is possible to alleviate suffering without fear for oneself and even of  death; and 

c) inspiring others with hope.

Thirdly, the following of Jesus means that we make his cause our own, the cause for life, the cause of the Father, the cause of the poor. Both the Old Testament and the New, particularly in Jesus of Nazareth, reveal that God took sides for the poor, the little ones, and the marginalised. Jesus reveals to us on what basis we will be judged: namely, on what we have done for the victims of history with which he identifies himself. We are dealing here with a love that is concrete and historical (Mt 25: 31-46).

Our spiritual life must give special place to the poor in whom can meet God, the poor as a fundamental means of mediation. By doing so, we will discover

· that sharing the lot of the poor becomes a renewed form of asceticism;

· that the values of the Kingdom will emerge and permeate our lives: simplicity, solidarity, compassion, patience and especially a sense of social justice;

· that by continually listening to the poor in a spirit of discernment and docility to the Spirit we listen to God;

· that our spirituality will be inspired by Mary, a woman in history, as mother of the people, as a co-worker in the project of salvation.

And now, moving on from the theme of integration, I would like to speak about two other characteristics of our vocation. Though they have been touched upon, I think it appropriate to study them further: a) the Brother as a spiritual companion;  and b) the Brother in the context of association with laypersons and sharing mission with them.

THE BROTHER AS A SPIRITUAL COMPANION

The survey you carried out put much emphasis on spirituality, particularly Marist Apostolic Spirituality. In my opinion, we touch here on an aspect that cannot be left out of the image or profile of the Brother. I prefer not to talk of ‘spiritual master’, because our richness is in being ‘Brothers’. In this line, it seems that the word ‘companion’ or ‘fellow-traveler’
 responds in a better way to the most characteristic aspect of our vocation and to our style of pedagogy. In the current situation of association with laypersons and shared mission, the responsibility for this aspect of our vocation is not exclusively ours. But I am convinced that it is the Brothers who bear the main responsibility. Personally, I am of the view that promoting this dimension today can renew our spirituality and dynamism. In speaking of the relations between laity and consecrated persons, the document Vita Consecrata says:

Whatever their activity or mission, consecrated persons should bear in mind their duty of being, above all, capable guides in the spiritual life, and that they should therefore cultivate ‘the most precious talent – the spirit’ (VC 55).

As Brothers, the greatest treasure we can give to young people is the person and message of Jesus: our being children of God, brotherliness, unconditional love and unbounded forgiveness. We can make our own the words of Peter when curing a lame person: ‘I have neither silver nor gold, but I will give you what I have: in the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene, stand up and walk’ (Ac 3:6). We need to say ‘stand up and walk’ to many young people unable to make sense of their lives. Gustavo Gutiérrez recently wrote that without giving people a sense of meaning, any efforts to make society more just would be in vain.

In recent years, it has often been said that the function of our lives as religious is mainly to keep alive the question about God. What the world expects of us is chiefly that we be searchers for God, that we offer to others a path for their own quest. We are to be guides, but humble ones, without pretensions, and aware of our own limitations and inconsistencies. At the same time, we must be able to accompany our contemporaries in their journey of faith, taking on their weaknesses, their doubts and their frailty.

One of these new forms of poverty is precisely a lack of meaning felt by many young people. According to recent surveys, few of them come across adults capable of giving them a hand. Enzo Bianchi, the well-known prior of the monastery of Bose in northern Italy, writes: 

‘The younger generation are open to a serious spiritual quest, but it is a search that turns less to religion and is increasingly inclined to destroy any sense of meaning. One does meet young people who desire to pray and to understand what prayer really is, but they have little help, and experience much loneliness in learning and practicing it. This is a bitter reality for those who are charged with handing on the faith to young people.’

Today, we Brothers must make it a priority to be spiritual “companions” and “fellow-travelers”. We must consider this to be a new call, and renew ourselves in prayer, the kind of prayer that is always surrounded by young people. Ever-present in the heart of a Brother are the needs of the world and of youth. Being a spiritual “companion” to people means continually interceding for them before the Lord. This approach is far removed from thinking that mission takes us away from God, as if what we give to God we take away from humankind!

Brothers, I have said it to my own Brothers and am sure that your situation is similar. As a rule, our students have no difficulty seeing us as excellent teachers and as persons close to them; but they do not always see us as men of prayer. We have to make this dimension more apparent. I am of the opinion that we have here a worthwhile reason for giving new impetus to our prayer life. Prayer can become one of the principal contributions we offer to a world that evaluates everything in terms of usefulness, immediate results, and the rules of the market. A life of prayer is a wordless, yet powerful, witness to the presence of the Absolute of God, and of the absolute in the human person. It provides a space for God’s free gift of love, a space that is needed more than ever in our times.

Theology is in the process of reverting to narrative language. In fact, the Christian faith traces its beginnings to saving events in history. It was under the influence of the Greek logos, that theology moved away from story telling towards an abstract formulation. Today, young people invite us to present our faith in narrative language, concrete, experiential and close to them. Jesus was able to construct a narrative theology because he spoke about what he saw and heard in intimacy with the Father. Such should be the language of our prayer, a prayer that is incarnated and rooted in life; a prayer which, like that of Jesus, is a personal, silent and deep openness to God as Father; a prayer that is at the same time a discovery of his saving will and a surrender of one’s life for those confided to us by the Lord.

Being a spiritual “companion”, a master of prayer, makes no provision for retirement. Think of how much good could be done by our senior Brothers in the accompaniment of young people searching for new horizons and answers to their lives. These Brothers have a wisdom born of lived experience and silent prayer. 

THE BROTHER IN THE CONTEXT OF SHARED MISSION AND ASSOCIATION WITH LAY PEOPLE

I suppose that, like us in recent years, you have lived through many experiences with lay people and shared the Marist mission with them. Some people might say that so many changes in our use of language and of policy indicate inconsistency and instability, just fitting in with the fashions of the time. Personally, I don’t think so. For me, the times we are living in constitute a “kairos” that can give us new impetus for the future, a sign of the times; a work of the Spirit; a call of God; a new chapter in the history of our Institutes.

Our charisms began as movements, and we have made them into institutions. That is an inevitable and necessary process. But from time to time we must rekindle the fire that brought us to light. Aren’t we living through a time of renewed freshness and charismatic vigor, with new blood, and a new interpretation made by the laity? And here I would like to cite an interview with Carmelite Father, Bruno Secondin, in the June issue of the Spanish journal Vida Religiosa: The laity do not merely help us maintain our mission in difficult times, they are persons called to impart new forms to a charism which was perhaps aging. They reveal new aspects of the charism to us, they give new flesh to it, they speak about it in another way, they reveal new aspects, they re-inculturate it (VR June 2001, no.6, vol.91, p.8).
For these reasons:

We, Brothers and laypersons, must put an end to a continual questioning of the needs of young people and the poor. We must make an effort at inculturation, to enter their world, often far removed from ours.

We, Brothers and laypersons, must get more involved in the call of the Church to a NEW EVANGELISATION; as ministers of the Good News, we have heard the call of God to spread it to others.

Our vocation has a lay character. We must live it in a mature and active way, modeling the Church as the People of God. Ours must be a prophetic approach, different from that of others that are more hierarchical and less evangelical.

Shared mission is a grace-filled movement of our times. It is a divine invitation to conversion, and to walk together with lay persons in facing the challenges posed by the service of youth, especially the poor. 

A sound formation will ensure that shared mission develops in a natural way. Such formation will take into account the final goal of responding more effectively to the educational, human and spiritual needs of the young, especially those in difficulty.

The very reason for our coming together, Brothers and laypersons, is a desire to bring about God’s plan for universal salvation, committing ourselves to building up the Kingdom, respectfully noticing the ‘seeds of the Word of God’ and the power of the Spirit in every culture and every religion.

We evangelize by the witness of our lives. This presupposes personal integrity and a community of faith, making visible an alternative model of society inspired by the values of the Gospel.

United by one baptism, we live out our vocations in complementary ways, based on mutual respect, understanding, dialogue, justice and trust.

We form a family because we have a common Father. We wish to keep his Spirit alive and to continue his mission. That is why we share in an educational project and regards ourselves as brothers and sisters.

CONCLUSION

Brothers, I cannot leave you without wishing you all of the best in this privileged moment of a General Chapter. As an Institute of the same kind,
 we feel very close to you, and assure you of our prayers. I would like to end with a Marian reflection which can help us live the essence of Brotherhood more deeply. 

In speaking to religious men and women in Caracas in 1985, Pope John Paul said these words:

In the Virgin of the Magnificat, we find [two] astounding examples of fidelity …fidelity to God and to his plans of merciful love, and a fidelity to his people. May you be faithful to God and to his plan. May you be faithful to his people. (To a gathering of Religious, Caracas, 28 January 1985).

� Spanish original: coordenadas, or co-ordinates


� Spanish original: acompañante. French: accompagnateur. In English, the word mentor may capture the idea.


� The Spanish original, Instituto hermano, literally means brother Institute, suggesting that we are kin, kindred Institutes, Institutes of the same family.





