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1. ‘CHURCH AS COMMUNION’ : A NEW ECOSYSTEM
The Second Vatican Council left the Church with a complicated and difficult undertaking: to replace an ecclesial system represented by a pyramid with one that could be represented by a circle, and a horizontal circle to boot. The Church was not longer to regard itself as a “perfect society”, hierarchical in character, but as a Church defined as “communion”. In this Church-as-Communion, all its members would be on the same level, inter-relating and working out strategies for the accomplishment of their common mission.  
The change from seeing the Church as a pyramid to seeing and thinking about it as a communion required a profound change of attitude, that would only be possible by undertaking a process of conversion. What was at stake, was not only a change of theoretical structures and formulations, or of one set of structures for another. Essentially it meant a genuine exodus: abandonment of an inflexible church ecosystem comprising perfectly classified and separated forms of Christian living for an ecosystem where boundaries and exclusivity would disappear and where the only significant differences would be among opportunities to work together for the good of all. 
The basis of this ecosystem-of-communion would be a common origin, a common mission, and a common spirit. Diversity would come enter the picture only in the variety of ways of contributing to what is held in common. With unity as a starting point, any differences would be regarded as complementary aspects of living out this unity. Using communion and mission as the focal points, we will proceed to deepen our understanding of the vision of church as an ecosystem. 
1.1 COMMUNION FOR MISSION

“Communion for mission” is perhaps the most fundamental element of post-conciliar ecclesiology. Even better is the expression “Mystery of communion for mission”: the Church’s own definition of itself. It includes the notions of God’s plan being revealed in the Church, of the covenant, of communion with humankind, and of humanity within the Church itself. 

From a sociological point of view, communion for mission becomes apparent in a different way: in the association of believers in different states of life – consecrated persons, layperson, priests – with the same charism and at the service of the same mission. What concerns us directly is what happens deep within an ecosystem that enables it be the ecosystem, “Church-as-Communion”. I use the term “ecosystem” deliberately as an image representing the wide range of living persons that comprise the Church today. The kinds of relationship currently developing within the Church increasingly reflect the very expression we’ve underlined: “Communion for mission”. 
The two ecosystems differ not because they comprise different members, but because of the different kinds of relationship that develop among them. Relationships in the Church-as-Communion are qualitatively different from those that characterised the pre-conciliar Church. The internal dynamic that moves the new ecosystem is born of the awareness that, at the Second Vatican Council, the Church re-appropriated its proper identity: revealed firstly as “People of God”, and developed later on as “mystery of Communion” and “community of communities”.  A superb snapshot of this kind of reaction is to be found in Christifideles laici:  

“In Church Communion the states of life by being ordered one to the other are thus bound together among themselves. They all share in a deeply basic meaning: that of being the manner of living out the commonly shared Christian dignity and the universal call to holiness in the perfection of love. They are different yet complementary, in the sense that each of them has a basic and unmistakable character which sets each apart, while at the same time each of them is seen in relation to the other and placed at each other's service.” (CL 55.4) 
“Coming together for the sake of mission” is not a new phenomenon in the history of the Church, but it is true that “in modern times such lay groups have received a special stimulus, resulting in the birth and spread of a multiplicity of forms: associations, groups, communities, movements » (CL 29). In the same section of the document we find reference to « a new era of group endeavours of the lay faithful ». Furthermore, in referring to laypersons participating in the charism of institutes of consecrated persons, Vita Consecrata says: “… a new chapter, rich in hope, has begun in the history of relations between consecrated persons and the laity” (VC 54). 
There are a number of possible reasons for fostering such associations or families but, according to Christifideles laici, there is a “profound convergence when viewed from the perspective of their common purpose, that is, the responsible participation of all of them in the Church's mission of carrying forth the Gospel of Christ, the source of hope for humanity and the renewal of society” (CL 29). Citing Vatican II, the same document adds another ecclesiological reason for justifying and even demanding such associations. It is a “sign of communion and of the unity of the Church in Christ” (Apostolicam Actuositatem, 18).
Mission takes priority: it’s for mission that we come together; it’s for mission that we meet within the Church; it’s mission that motivated different orders and religious congregations, secular institutes, and new forms of consecrated life; and even today, mission is the motivation behind new families, whether charismatic or evangelical. The very reason that today we can speak of a new form of communion, and of new relationships among all members of the Church, is that mission has become a focus of all the components of the Church, or, to put it another way, the Church has deepened its awareness of the centrality of mission.
The very goal that justifies the existence of these new associations implies a challenge that becomes a guarantee of the authenticity of the mission that each family must make a reality. It’s the same challenge that John Paul II put to the whole Church at the beginning of the Third Millennium:

“To make the Church the home and the school of communion: that is the great challenge facing us in the millennium which is now beginning, if we wish to be faithful to God's plan and respond to the world's deepest yearnings” (Novo Millennio Ineunte, 43)

The home is the place where communion is lived out. The school is the place where it is taught and learned. Each evangelical family has to become a place where mission is lived out and learned, and, in so doing, becomes an image or icon of the Church-as-Communion. 
1.2 A “GEOGRAPHIC” VISION OF THE NEW ECOSYSTEM
Let us now place ourselves “geographically” within the ecosystem that welcomes us, and let’s learn how to move about it. We need to familiarise ourselves with the countryside and the terrain across which we’re moving.
Let’s begin by listing the common “ground” that supports the members of this ecosystem: 

· The sacraments of initiation as source and foundation of all Christian life;

· The common call to holiness;

· Our common and unique dignity;

· The single mission of the Church as shared by all;

· The right nay, the duty, of everyone to take part in the evangelising mission of the Church.

To continue the image, there are two main axes round which we will draw our map. Mission and communion will allow us to understand, or rather, introduce us to the identity or mystery that is Church. Theological reflection on the nature of the church since the Second Vatican Council has followed an ever deepening spiral round these two axes – ever accentuating the identity of the church and its faithful:  

« Communion and mission are profoundly connected with each other, they interpenetrate and mutually imply each other, to the point that communion represents both the source and the fruit of mission: communion gives rise to mission and mission is accomplished in communion » (CL 32.4) 
And since we’re talking about axes, let’s also use cardinal points to orient ourselves: 
1. Christ is the centre. The whole Church gathers round Christ every Christian community and every church institution is centred on Christ.

2. Together with Christ, the Word of God, we have his message: the Kingdom of God manifesting itself especially in the person of Christ, Son of God, and Son of man (LG 5). Christ and his message constitute the centre round which revolve the entire Church and its activities. At the same time, Christ and his message are the horizon towards which the Church is journeying.
3. The change of focus has brought with it a new appreciation of Baptism. It had been largely seen as a simple sociological rite of passage into the Church and a condition for salvation. The emphasis is now on it being a participation in the paschal mystery of Christ and involving a commitment to taking part in building the Kingdom of God in history. Admission into the new people of God does not resemble acquiring an identity card indicating attachment to a group, but rather receiving a dynamism inserting the baptised ever more deeply into the Body of Christ and its Mystery. The fundamental consecration of the Christian occurs at Baptism, and any other form of consecration is but a development of that one.
4. And lastly, the presence of the Holy Spirit in every mission of the Church (Redemptoris Missio 21). It is the Spirit who acts in us and through us in actualising the work of salvation founded on the paschal mystery of Jesus. The Spirit is the Gift given to the Church for its mission. At the same time, the Spirit is the Being that is free par excellence; the presence and action of the Spirit are everywhere and without limit; the Spirit goes beyond the institutional Church, acting in the hearts of people by means of “seeds of the Word” (Ad gentes, 3.11.15 ; Redemptoris missio 28).
1.3 FINDING OUR COMMON HIDDEN TREASURE
Drawing a new map of the Church helps us to find our “common treasure”. Relationships in the Church-as-Communion are based on what unites rather than on what divides us. Former “ecclesiastical ecosystems” emphasised differences among members of the Church, separation, distance, privileges, and greatness of some compared to others. Today, we are rediscovering the awareness of being on the same level. This is the valuable treasure making us equal with regard to fundamentals, with a common dignity, common tasks, and common rights. 

As we have already indicated, the mission of the Church on this map becomes a single mission shared by all members of the Church, a mission to which all are called, and a mission in which everyone, through the Sacraments of Intitiation, has the right and the duty to participate. In the light of our common vision, differences arising from individual vocations,  personal gifts, ways of ministering, and those belonging to different institutions no longer justify dividing lines. Such elements are valued insofar as they contribute richness to a shared mission.
The internal structure of the Church can no longer be summed up in the trio “clergy – religious – laity”, but rather by the duo “[community] – [ministries and charisms]”. It must be noted that unity (the community) comes first and is the common foundation of the distinction (represented by different ministries/services and charisms that build up the community). At one stroke one highlights both the common Christian condition and the free and varied interventions of the Spirit, namely the origins of the ministries and charisms for the common good within the Church. Differences are recognised and valued, but only as complementary and subordinate to unity.  
We have thus “decanted” the idea of either-or characteristics regarded as “exclusive”, whereas, in truth, differences are merely significant. They are parts of a unified whole.

· The two characteristics traditionally “attributed” to the laity – secularity as a way of being within the world, and the lay state as a way of being within the Church - have become characteristics of the entire Church, and thus of every group within the Church.
· Reciprocally, the three dimensions that seemed to define special forms of consecration – consecration, communion, and mission – have been recovered as applying to Christian life in general.
The new associations for mission offer new treasures for the faithful - the treasures of the founding charism. Taking part in any kind of Church mission is not merely a response to a need but a participation in a particular charism. Awareness of participation in the same charism gradually gives rise to a spiritual affinity (CL 24) among all participants in a given ministry. One can already speak of a common identity. Since the charism is already recognised by the Church, one can speak of an identity within the Church and a spiritual family. 
The shared charism is the axis that builds up the identity of and forms the associates or members into a spiritual family. It provides the orientation for the process. The charism implies a manner of acting, a special sensitivity in the face of certain needs, the choice of beneficiaries of the services provided, the criteria for initiating a work, and the manner of evaluating the ministry. 
The collective charism is the source of the specific spirituality of the group. It becomes apparent through an historical heritage that brings a specific culture with itself. Within this heritage, the founding period and the faith journey of the founder, for example, have a privileged place. This heritage, however, needs to be made real in the world and Church of today.
1.4 FOUNDING CHARISMS
Reflection on founding charisms and their current influence on relationships and ministry within the Church is still in its infancy. What we can assert, however, is that a founding charism is an application of the role of the Holy Spirit in the church’s mission, in the Kingdom of God, in the mystery of Christ, and in Baptism as a participation in this mystery. Even though the theology of founding charisms is still in an initial phase of development, it already provides a solid basis for understanding the current evolution within the Church’s institutions of consecrated life among themselves and with other Christians.
Let us examine some essential aspects of our reflection:
Charisms are gifts that help the Church to be faithful to its raison d’être, namely to be on mission, to evangelise. Every charism is a reply to the question “How do we evangelise now?” The reply given by significant charisms is all-embracing. They give us a global view of the Gospel, a global manner of understanding life in the light of the Gospel.

Every “founding charism” is a global charism, not limiting itself to a particular way of implementing mission, but includes how to live mission, how to be an evangeliser, and how to live out communion for mission. At the end of the day, it shows us how to live out the Mystery of Communion, the mystery of the Triune God within the Church.   
Founding charisms are no longer confined to the institutional structures of religious life. Today we are invited to situate them “at the centre of the Church, open to communion and participation by all the People of God” (Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated life and Societies of Apostolic Life: “Starting Afresh from Christ”, 31).
We can compare them to great rivers born from the fountainheads of all Christian life, namely the sacraments of initiation. Produced by the Spirit, they spread throughout the Church and even beyond it because, like the Church, they are at the service of the Kingdom of God and are a source of vitality for the Christian life that they represent. They show forth the saving mystery of Christ and the good news of the gospel in communion with the great variety of groupings within the church. Each one has its particular “flavour” bestowed by the Spirit at its birth.
Every founding charism, therefore, is a way of living the Gospel, like the Church, in a two-fold manner: evangelising and being evangelised (EN 15).
At one stroke, charism unites engagement with reality that is damaged in heart, and engagement with the Word of God throwing light on what is happening in the heart. Charism provides a key to understanding the Gospel leading a person to experience consecration and being sent on mission in a unified matter. The person discovers that he/she is him/herself a mediator of the salvation of God. Those who embody a charism become aware that their experiences are filled with the Spirit and that they are sent to fulfil the Kingdom of God being accomplished in their own persons (Lk 4,21).
Similarly, every founding charism is a way of coming to resemble Christ, such affinity being shown particularly with one of his mysteries. In other words, a charism throws new light on particular aspects of the mystery of Christ. A charism generates life by representing a certain mystery or aspect of the image of Christ for the Church and society. It is also a means of identifying oneself interiorly with Christ, as Paul experienced: “From now on, I no longer live, but it is Christ that lives within me” (Gal 2,20)
Resemblance to Christ goes hand in had with the building up the Kingdom of God. In so doing, the person lets himself be fashioned by whatever mystery in Christ’s life is highlighted in the charism.
When the founding charism is a “global” in nature, it tends to come into harmony with many other such charisms. This facilitates its insertion into local realities such as expressions of Christian faith and local culture. The charism is then able to respond more effectively to the immediate needs of mission. Rightly, then, it is essential that a founding charism appeal to many believers: people who feel an affinity for the charism will incarnate it in the local situation. The finest expression of charisms is not in their individuality, but in their harmony with others in their surroundings. Every founding charism promotes, in its own way, that communion for mission which is the essence of the Church.
A charismatic family, then, can be seen as the ensemble of responses arising from the charism or, to be more precise, the aggregates of projects of “communion for mission” born of the charism.
2. THE CHARISMATIC FAMILY: A MEANS TO FORM IDENTITY AND FOSTER COMMUNION
2.1 THE CENTRAL ROLE OF THE CHARISM
Charismatic families can be counted among the most representative of the fruits of the new ecosystem, Church-as-Communion. These families bring together institutions and groups of believers united by the same founding charism. Though rooted in a single charism, they have different forms of life and lay stress on different aspects of the charism. The source of strength of a charismatic family does not lie in the dominant institution pulling the others along, as in the past, but in the sense of unity among the diverse institutions and groups, communion put at the service of the same mission, a mission enriched by the particular charism of each group. 
Within the charismatic family, the founding charism is central to all relationships between consecrated persons and the laity. Given this common focus, the divisions between the states of Christian life so stressed in previous ages are weakened. Accordingly, the image of the Church as a community of communities for a common mission is strengthened.
These “states of life” (better termed in our times as “permanent ways of life”) resemble recipients or moulds holding the charisms and giving shape to them. These recipients may be quite empty of any charism and remain simply “states of life”. Now, married life (even when consecrated by the sacrament of marriage) may be lived outside of any Christian charism, without any reference to the Gospel, without vision, without any participation in the mission of the Church. In the same way, forms of consecrated life may be lived out as mere structures where the person does not wish to be really confronted with the Spirit. On the other hand, it can be affirmed that any state of life can become a channel in which a charism can be experienced, developed and communicated.
When the founding charism takes hold of a person, it affects his/her lifestyle, relationship with God and his Kingdom, identity within the Church, choices in life, and manner of fitting into society. Charism becomes vocation, and the person responds to this vocation in his/her life project. The charismatic family arranges and structures these personal life projects within the appropriate ecclesial community. 
2.2 THE TWO VECTORS OF CHARISMATIC DYNAMISM 
How does the founding charism energise the heart of the charismatic family? How does it bring about both different identities and promote communion among them? Let us use an analogy from physics to move towards greater understanding.

As an expression of the Spirit, the foundational charism is a dynamism, a force deployed in the direction of two vectors producing two planes, one horizontal and the other vertical. The combination of these two planes produces a space that we’ll call the “charismatic volume”.

· The “communion” vector develops along the horizontal plane: it’s the force in the charism that unites, creates solidarity, and promotes communion for mission in the Church.
· The “prophetic” vector develops along the vertical plane: it’s the energy in the charism provoking commitment to the Kingdom and draws people to the most radical values of the Gospel.

Neither vector develops independently of the other. They need each another, they complement each other, and they urge one another onwards. On the other hand, it does happen in practice that the founding charism may grow along one of these planes, ignoring or reducing the other and so diminish the “charismatic volume”. This happens, of course, because the growth of charisms is dependent on human beings, on historic circumstances, and on the prevailing model of church. Some of those who have tried to develop their charisms according to the lights received from the Spirit, namely founders, have known of these limitations only too well. They have been rejected by society or misunderstood by the Church.        

What we can assert, however, is that no charism has reached its full potential without having harmoniously developed these two energies symbolised by the two vectors. What are the implications for us today? The fruits of any charism will depend on the measure to which the each of the two energies is helped and fostered by the other.   
2.3. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COMMUNION AND PROPHECY
History shows that in the great majority of cases, the initial development of the founding charisms of existing charismatic families was not marked by a communion among its members, nor by a single and shared ministry, nor by a common dignity, nor by a common call to holiness. What was in fact evident during the founding period was the deployment of the prophetic vector by responding to certain needs of the Kingdom and specific values of the gospel ... but only in the context of a dedication to a life of consecrated celibacy. The other vector – concerning communion – was enclosed within the limits of institution of consecrated persons, without extending to faithful belonging to other states of life. In practice, the founding charism was based on and limited to the original project of forming a group living a consecrated life.
It is clear then, that it was the “prophetic vector” that gave rise to the existence of religious congregations and societies of consecrated life. The charism took shape within the Church. It lived on through time through forms of consecrated life made up of communities with a common purpose. Their subsequent institutionalisation within the Church provided the most favourable conditions for the survival of the charism. The model of Church prevailing during the birth of the charism did not help, and even hindered, the growth of the charism. Older church models did not promote the communion-dimension of Church that would allow the charism to extend to persons with different life projects.    
The Church-as-Communion model recovered by the Second Vatican Council has provided the impetus to enable founding charisms to develop in the communion-plane, that is to touch the lives of a variety of kinds of believers. The fruits of this development are seen in these new charismatic families.
Urged by those needs of the Kingdom highlighted by the charism and attracted by the corresponding gospel values, many believers feel called to enter into the same family. The founding charism provides the opportunity and the energy by means of which relationships are gradually formed among members of the family and among groups contained within the family. 
The charismatic family then becomes an evangelical family thanks to the prophetic vector of the charism that makes it become a sign for the Church and society of an aspect of the gospel that harmoniously highlights the attitudes of Jesus such as specific values of the Kingdom, a form of mediation of divine salvation … 
Every individual belonging to a charismatic family adopts an aspect of the Gospel characteristic of the family as an image that makes sense of his/her life, orients his/her engagement to resemble Christ, and inspires his/her life project. In like manner, every group or community belonging to the family has as its foundation and motivating force within the same aspect of the gospel, accepting it as a gift and trying to reflect it to society. In the past, this role of groups was reserved, almost exclusively, to groups of consecrated persons.  
The prophetic vector also comes into play by interweaving with the communion vector. Without the dynamism that prophecy gives to communion, the family would be a lifeless grouping with a variety of projects but which one could well do without since no member contributes anything special to the whole, and thus to the mission that justifies the existence of this family in the Church. Over-enthusiasm to create a spirit of family carries with it the risk of neglecting the prophetic dimension that is the source of life and growth of the family.
The prophetic vector, in particular, gives rise to the initial signs of community, institutional signs that strongly attract attention, and lead the whole towards fundamental values of mission. The consecrated life, no doubt, is one of these prophetic signs. Communities of laypersons, or mixed communities, opting for a communal life-project constitute another such sign. Ministry to the very needy, or other ministries making heavy demands on time and generosity are also prophetic signs giving life to the charismatic family. 
We should note that the charismatic family does not replace the prophetic role of the relevant institute of consecrated life. Rather, the charismatic family strengthens and amplifies the prophetic role of the institute, making it more fruitful and credible since the charism is now lived in other forms of life and in different situations. Moreover, it places the institute in the same frame as and in communion with a number of other diverse vocations within the Church.
The states of life – consecrated, lay, celibate, married – are of secondary importance within a charismatic family. They do not form the basis of separation or distinction within the group, nor are they decisive when grouping individuals or communities. The structures and classification to be found in canon law still remain: institutes of consecrated life, and lay associations. However, in the light of their common evangelical outlook and common mission, charismatic evangelical families become so adaptable and flexible that they go beyond involvement in joint projects into creating living communities.   
And this is where the prophetic vector makes a significant difference – it becomes a call to form community so as to live out the charism in a more radical and significant way.  Traditionally, communal living was associated with a consecrated form of life. The prophetic call to community, however, can also be responded to with other stable lifestyles in new structures of communion such as those in charismatic families. Differentiation – always a source of richness – no longer arises from separation of locality and of functions (such as “pastoral” compared to “secular”, “ecclesial” compared to “social and worldly”) since the evangelical family accommodates all of them. Differences arise only from the contribution each makes in his/her way of being a disciple.   
2.4. A DOMAIN OF TENSION
I believe that the relationships among different identities within a charismatic family should be seen in the context of a “domain of tension” formed by the two charismatic vectors: communion and prophecy.

Urged by the spirit of communion, we construct relationships based on the common charismatic call to mission, a call that has a common source in Baptism and the Spirit who calls. Our relationships affirm the equal dignity of all, and the co-responsibility of all in the mission of the charismatic family. 

Thanks to the spirit of communion everyone who joins the family has a role in its collective identity. It’s not just a question of relating in the abstract, nor just an ambience of affection. Integration into the group presupposes that the person can honestly say “us” because of a strong sense of solidarity and of belonging to the group. It also implies that everyone enters into the “narrative” of the group, discovering that they are inserted into a story, a narrative that frames and orients them in the same direction. The charismatic family has a living history, an itinerary that continually develops in creative fidelity to the founding charism. 
On the other hand, urged by the prophetic vector, we begin to recognise and appreciate personnel charisms, aptitudes, abilities, and ways of living. These various elements are continually evaluated within the context of the whole in a climate favourable to evaluation. It is important to cultivate general awareness within the family of the need for ongoing broadening of the prophetic vector. In this way, everyone feels responsible for promoting this vector and leads to a vocations ministry inviting others to take on projects incarnating this dimension in another way.
The founding character is by nature challenging: it creates signs, and calls persons to become signs, particularly signs of community. These prophetic signs give life to the ensemble of the family, keep everyone alert, and in tension ever-ready to go beyond the past. As an example, consecrated religious offer specific signs to the family of their life of consecration: free dedication for the sake of the Kingdom; community life; and ongoing search for God. In a similar manner, signs of prophetic witness also spring up among laypersons, single or married, whose life-project is strongly marked by the charism.
The aggregate of persons and communities in a charismatic family is a kernel that can be described as the “heart, memory and guarantee” of the founding charism. It plays an essential role in the rapport that generates the collective identity of the family and it enables those who join it to appropriate this collective identity. It goes without saying that the members of this kernel or core group continually interacting with other members, and are particularly involved in accompanying new members.
At the beginning of this presentation, we used a phrase taken from John Paul II in which he challenged the Church “to be a house and a school of communion” in the new millennium. This same challenge must be taken up by the charismatic family so that it becomes an image of the Church-as-Communion. Once again, we emphasise that this summons doesn’t lead us to a state of undisturbed harmony, but rather to an on-going tension between the two charismatic vectors: communion and prophecy. Both are needed to carry out God’s plan for humanity, a saving mission based on our founding charism.
QUESTIONS FOR GROUP REFLECTION:
1. Do we sense that our Marist Fraternities truly belong to the ecosystem we’ve described as “Church-as-Communion”? What specific evidence would you have to support your answer? What aspects need to be improved so that we adapt more deeply to the new ecosystem?
2. To what extent are we satisfied with the relationships existing among the various groups composing the Marist family? Do we allow everyone to fully appropriate the founding charism in accord with their character and lifestyle? Are we moving towards co-responsibility for mission among Brothers and laypersons? Are there aspects in these relationships that need to mature, to change…?
3. In our Family, what signs are there that the prophetic vector is growing stronger and that it’s doing so in harmony with the vector of communion? Are there some aspects that we need to strengthen? … or to correct? 
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