GATHERED AROUND THE SAME TABLE

The Vocation of Champagnat’s Marist Laity

PRESENTATION
Dear Members of the Marist Family,

The campus of New York’s Columbia University is the setting that Chaim Potok chooses for his novel The Promise. The book continues the tale of Reuven Malter, an inquisitive and thoughtful rabbinical student and his friend Danny Saunders, whose decisions in life thus far have alienated him from the Hasidic Jewish community of which he is a member.  

As the story unfolds Potok invites his readers to make a pilgrimage with Reuven and Danny as they struggle with conflicts that inevitably arise when the traditions of their faith come face to face with the values of the world of the 1950s. Though its author never uses the word, The Promise is a tale about identity and the journey that each of us must make to achieve one. 

Since the close of the Second Vatican Council many lay Catholics struggling to find a new place in our Church have found themselves making a journey not unlike that of the main characters in Potock’s book. The reasons are obvious. Prior to that historic gathering, only priests and men and women religious were thought to have what was called a “vocation;” laywomen and men were judged to have no true calling of their own. Thankfully, by the time the Council came to a close this misconception had been corrected and laypeople, at least in theory, had been restored to their proper place within the Church. 

During the years since, many efforts have gone into clarifying the identity of lay men and women and also their place and role in our Church. No matter the cost, this is a task that we must see through to completion. For the documents of Vatican II are crystal clear: the call to holiness is universal; by merit of baptism each of us has responsibility for the Church’s one mission, proclaiming God’s Kingdom and its immanence. 

As they sought to clarify their identity during the years subsequent to the Council, more than a few lay persons found the charism of one or other religious congregation came to feel like a home port. Men and women religious were also becoming more aware of the fact that the charisms that had guided their congregations for so long had were in fact gifts of God to the Church at large.  

The book, Gathered around the same table: The Vocation of Champagnat’s Marist Laity, will I believe add greatly to the conversation underway about the vocation of laymen and women in today’s Church. More importantly, the text will help us all take a large step forward in appreciating more fully the important role that Marist laity play today in the life of the Institute and Church and the responsibility they share with brothers for living the charism and furthering the ministry that came into our Church through Saint Marcellin Champagnat. 

Written by a small editorial commission, the book includes the reflections of a much wider group of Marist laity. Its content is also based on the everyday lived experience of Marist laymen and women from throughout the world. These elements give the text a rich and international flavor; the many personal testimonies placed throughout the book cannot but help the reader to identify more closely with the topics discussed. 

Clearly God has raised up in our day and age Marist lay vocations. Gathered around the same table will provide its readers with a handbook for deepening their appreciation of this blessing for our Church and Institute. At the same time they will have an opportunity to explore more fully at least three elements that feature prominently in this way of living: its ministry, its spirituality, and its shared life. 

I encourage you to read and study this document and to reflect on it by yourself and with others. May it be the first of many publications written by lay Marists from throughout the Institute and world. May it also be a reminder of the vitality and viability of the charism that came into our Church and world through Marcellin Champagnat and from which each of us draws our identity and brothers and lay Marists. 

I am grateful to the members of the editorial commission for their hard work: Annie Girka (L’Hermitage), Bernadette Ropa (Melanesia), Carlos Navajas (América Central), José María Pérez Soba (Ibérica), Sergio Schons (Rio Grande do Sul), and Brothers Afonso Murad (Brasil Centro-Norte) and Rémy Mbolipasiko (Afrique Centre-Est). Thanks, too, to Anne Dooley (Melbourne) who was a member of the Commission for most of its life and contributed significantly to its efforts and also to Noel Dabrera (South Asia) who also contributed greatly to the work but died before the document was completed.  

Special thanks to Brother Pau Fornells who shepherded this project from start to finish. Without his efforts and those of the editorial commission I doubt that this document would have ever seen the light of day. They worked steadily and patiently to ensure that deadline were met, content rewritten, revisions made. Truly theirs was a labor of love. 

Thanks also to Brother Pedro Herreros and the members of the Laity Commission of the General Council, and later Brothers Emili Turú, Pedro Herreros, Juan Miguel Anaya, and César Henríquez of the Commission for Mission and Laity for their advice and for steady support that they gave throughout to those working on the project. Thanks also to Brother Antonio Martínez Estaún, Director of Communications for the Institute, who recorded in pictures the work of the Commission and also designed the layout of the publication. 

Reuven Malter and Danny Saunders, the two young friends around whom Chaim Potok built his novel, made a long and challenging pilgrimage as they sought to form their identity. The journey that all of us who love this Marist way of life and mission have made since Vatican II to form our own respective identities is just now bearing fruit. The document Gathered around the same table: The vocation of Champagnat’s Marist Laity is but one example of that fact. May it enrich your understanding of Marist life and mission and encourage your faith. 

Blessings and affection,

[image: image1.jpg]



Brother Seán D. Sammon, FMS

Superior General 

Rome, 6th June 2009 

Saint Marcellin Champagnat
INTRODUCTION

This document is a product of lived experience. The force behind it and the initiative that it has grown out of, is the experience of many lay men and lay women throughout the world who sense that God is calling them to a vocation: to be lay Marists.

It is the fruit of a long path of listening and reflection that the Marist world has been following over decades. The concerns of associations of former students searching for their identity within a renewed Church, courses in spirituality for teachers and parents, the processes of youth ministry and of solidarity, the appearance of the Champagnat Movement of the Marist Family, the deepening of shared mission, the canonization of the Founder – a gift for the entire Church -, the process of the international assembly on Marist mission leading up to the meeting in Mendes (Brazil), these have been some of the more important happenings that have helped us to understand more clearly what the Spirit was raising up in the hearts of many lay men and women.

The General Council, following the action plans of the 20th General Chapter, has wished to express this experience in a document that, on one hand, validates the reality of the lay Marist vocation and, on the other, to encourage its continued growth. To accomplish this, the Council set up an international commission comprising seven lay people and three brothers, from different language backgrounds, cultures and personal histories that has worked for three years developing the document.

This document is meant to be a response to the life of the laity of Champagnat. And so it has been developed based on their experience: ninety-two testimonials of lay people from around the world, some of which appear in the text, form the basic material from which we describe the lay Marist vocation and the elements that compose it. The observations of other lay people from each administrative unit, as well as what was learned at the International Assembly on Marist Mission and at recent meetings on shared formation and charismatic vitality, have helped improve each successive draft of the document.

Our wish has been to gather what is already happening in many hearts, present it to the Marist world and encourage everyone to build the future. Therefore, the style utilized is not the usual one found in institutional documents. It is edited in the first person plural because it is a confession, a shared experience. For this very reason, the language does not so much attempt to be rigorous, but to be suggestive, appealing not only to reason but, above all, to the heart. At times it will be necessary to go beyond mere words, which are always limited, to arrive at a picture of the vitality they attempt to reflect.

This document is directed to brothers and lay people who feel an interest in the Marist lay vocation. It does not matter if they are searching, if they know about Marist life for only a short time or if they have lived it for years. We wish to offer a reason to experience, to question, to delve more deeply what is lived, to decide and to continue on the road.

The text follows a simple outline. We begin from the basic premise of the document: God has raised up lay Marist vocations (Chapter 1). This vocation is expressed in three charismatic elements, a mission, a spirituality and a shared life, which are integrated into a unique way of life: being a lay Marist (Chapters 2, 3, and 4). The lay Marist vocation gives way, today, to varied types of association with the Institute of the brothers, depository of the foundational charism (Chapter 5) and, as with any vocation, it should be promoted, formed and cared for throughout a lifetime (Chapter 6).

These pages do not intend, nor are they able, to bring to a close the process of the growth of the Marist laity. Their mission is to help create an atmosphere where the Spirit, that blows where it wills, can continue nudging forward our personal and institutional history towards God’s dream for us.

To this end, we believe the best way to appreciate the document is to work on it in a group, whether of lay people or brothers. Actually it can be a good opportunity for the two groups to be together, sharing life. At the end of each chapter, we present some simple questions that can serve as a guide for these meetings.

The document is entitled Gathered Around the Same Table. The image and the experience of the shared table is the great symbol that Jesus used to explain the Kingdom of God. The table of the Eucharist gathers is around Him and makes Him present still, after two thousand years. In a similar way, the simple table at La Valla represents for us Marists the beginning of our vocation. Brothers and sisters around the same table, we share work, prayer and fraternity; as at the table of our families, we come together to celebrate our life in common. There is, in these pages, a desire to invite more people to sit down at this table, to have a part in this Marist family that God wishes to continue blessing.

We, the members of the editorial commission have formed a true community of life, faith and mission over the past three years. It has certainly been a graced time for us. We have been transformed by the mission entrusted to us: the power and the example of the testimonials from throughout the world, the richness of diversity and, at the same time, of commonality, the tremendous vitality of the Marist everywhere in the world, have changed our hearts. Our wish is that the fruit of this work will help others live this same experience, and will contribute to the strengthening and the spreading of the Marist charism, revealing new horizons, engendering renewed optimism to the Marist world, and multiplying the ties of fraternity among everyone.

Finally, we realize our limitations and we know we have not succeeded in responding fully to the expectations aroused. We beg your forgiveness for this, and we ask the Lord that, despite our weakness, it may be He, beyond the words, who speaks to our hearts and kindles in them the passion for living and passing on the precious gift of the Marist charism. May Mary, our Good Mother, accompany you in your reading, reflection and prayer.






The Members of the Commission

