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I.
THE NEW CHARISMATIC FAMILIES:

A FRUIT OF CHURCH-COMMUNION
1. A TIME OF COMMUNION

People began to affirm “it is time for the lay people” in the years leading up to the Second Vatican Council and continued to repeat it frequently after the Council. This was based on the foundations established by the Council itself so that lay people could take an active role in the Church and in evangelization.  John Paul II joyfully observed this reality, at the beginning of his encyclical Redemptoris missio (1990): “The commitment of the laity to the work of evangelization is changing ecclesial life” (RM 2).


The “time of the laity” has reminded us of the common ground from which we all come, the common soil of our roots: we are all born to faith and we enter the church as “laity” (members of the Christian people).  Within this common framework, we are called to exercise certain functions in service of the ecclesial community, to live certain characteristics that belong to the common patrimony in a significant or prophetic way, and to serve the common mission from within our charisms and concrete ministries.  The “lay” dimension of “belonging to the people” is always with us: some are living it in a meaningful way, (the “lay” Christians); others, those called to priestly or hierarchical ministry, and those called to consecrated life, must live this dimension as a constant reference that reminds them for whom and in favor of whom they exercise their ministry and are signs of consecration, respectively.


But, might this burgeoning of the active laity in the Church not have a dark side, the decline of religious life?  Many voices, inside and outside religious congregations, have echoed this suspicion that unites the consequence of both phenomena: the era of religious life is winding down; it is the time of the laity.  The dry-spell in vocations that many congregations experience, especially in developed countries, seem to confirm these fears.  If such is the case, the relationship between religious and laity simply becomes a matter of “transferal of competence” from the former to the latter.


Nevertheless, there are many signs that contradict this over-simplification and invite us to judge this era we are living in the Church as a “time of communion,” at least in those things that refer to the relationships between laity and religious life.  Some of the most precious fruits of this communion are the so-called charismatic or gospel families.  The process these relationships have followed has overcome many of the ambiguities and vacillations that we encounter especially at the beginning, and finally end up becoming a model of response to the challenge that John Paul II made to Christians at the beginning of the third millennium: “To make the Church the home and the school of communion” (Novo millennio ineunte, 43).


This is the soil and the framework in which the relationship between laity -religious is growing over the last decades, and in which the new charismatic or evangelical families are taking root. And these are the basic principles of Church-Communion:

- reference to the Sacraments of Initiation as the source and foundation of all Christian life;

- the common call to holiness;

- common and unique dignity;

- the sole ecclesial mission, shared by all;

- the common right and duty to participate in the evangelizing mission of the Church.

2. A CHANGE OF HISTORICAL CYCLE: A NEW ECCLESIAL “ECOSYSTEM”

2.1 Between pyramid and communion.


The soil and the common framework that we just discussed were clearly present in the great documents of Vatican II and later pontifical documents; but they were not so clear in the minds and hearts of the vast majority of those who were going to be the protagonists of the process of communion, religious and laity.  They were even less aware that there had been a great shift in historical cycle that was going to substantially affect the inner life of the church, and more concretely, the way of living consecrated life in the church.


In the beginning the language used was far from that of a “common soil,” rather the religious institutes considered themselves to be at the center as the “sources” that they generously opened for the laity, who came to them to slake their thirst.  We hear expressions like “participating in the institute’s mission,” and “the charism of the institute”…


We needed to make a qualitative leap from one way of thinking about and considering ourselves as a pyramidal church, to a way of thinking and considering it in terms of communion.  And the leap was only posible after going through a process of conversion.  Because what was at stake was not a change of theoretical schema or vocabulary, or replacing one set of structures with another. We were dealing with an authentic Exodus: abandoning one ecclesial ecosystem suffering from sclerosis, made up of forms of Christian life that were perfectly classified and separate, in order to enter into a new ecclesial ecosystem whose definitive name is “communion”.  In this new system there are no more exclusive demarcation lines, only areas that are significantly emphasized in benefit of all.  In this “communion” ecosystem the starting point is a series of common sources, a common mission, a common spirit, to recognize later diversity, the various forms of participation in what is common.  The starting point is unity; differentiation of complementary ways of living that unity comes later.


The change from one ecosystem to another only happens when we learn a different way to breath, nourish ourselves, relate with others… a way that has little to do with the previous ecosystem.  
In this process of “acclimatizing,” one factor marks the difference between some institutes and others, even within the same institute, between some provinces and others.  It is whether or not they think of the new situation “alone” (religious separated from the laity) or they think about it together, and decide together what strategies to follow.  The same can be said of the formation offered to the laity about the charism, separate from the religious, or a formation where lay and religious share their experience.  Clearly, the journey toward communion is more secure and happens best when it is done in communion.


The process of relationship between religious and laity is triggered when the latter seek out the former with the desire to participate in the charism that we traditionally attribute to religious institutes.   The relationship between the two groups is not new; it has existed for a long time and in some cases is institutionalized, as is the case of the “third orders.” The newness resides first in that now we are not talking about participating in some aspects of the spirituality of the religious institutes or in some ancillary tasks, but in the same mission the religious carry out and with the same charisms.  In second place, we are not necessarily talking about a relationship of dependency (the laity under the control of the religious), but rather of communion, of being side by side complementing each other reciprocally.


What is more, the ecclesiology of communion that simultaneously developed, legitimated this participation by reminding all not only of the unity of the ecclesial mission, but also that these charisms belong to the church and the possibility of being participated in by  persons distinct, in principle, from those to whom it was granted (Cfr. Christifideles laici, 24,3).


2.2 Religious faced with the advances of the laity.


Religious have interpreted in several different ways the arrival of the “newcomers” to the mission formerly considered the domain of “the religious”:

For some this supposed expansion of the charism is no more than a strategy on the part of the institutes themselves and provinces of religious who have few vocations.  They use the laity to fill in the gaps in the corresponding apostolic works.  According to this perspective, where there is no shortage to religious vocations, this “ingestion” of the laity into the charism and mission “proper” to religious need not be encouraged.


Other, in a more positive light, see this participation as a beneficial situation for the laity and, for that very reason, feel it is appropriate to encourage and accompany it.  But they continue to see it as an external phenomenon that ought not to affect the life and organization of the religious.  It suffices for the superiors of these institutes to name some members to accompany these groups of lay persons, while the religious communities continue their life untouched by these relationships.


And finally, others perceive it as a sign from the Holy Spirit that points to a profound change in the internal ecclesial relationships.  They see this as a direct call to the religious to situate themselves in another way within the church, to enter into an authentic communion with other Christians in the new ecclesial ecosystem.  The comparison of the previous situation with the new is inevitable, and sentiments may vary, above all when we note the diminishment in the number of religious.  But if we take the long view, this last perspective leads us to evaluate the new ecosystem as a raising-of-the-bar in terms of ecclesial maturity.


2.3 The Exodus of the religious: from cloister to communion.


We now note the most characteristic moments in the relational process between laity and religious, that is, the conversion of one group to another in order to enter into the ecosystem of “communion”.

When religious begin their journey, they are coming from a space (real or symbolic) called “cloister,” that is: separation from “those who not like we are,” separation “from the world” and from those Christians, who, because they are secular, belong to the world.  The mutual relationships that exist at this time are based on the principal that each group carries out its baptismal life in radically different ways and in separate places.  Lay Christians are seen as the recipients of the mission of the religious, not as companions in that mission.  The religious help them spiritually, but from above with the benevolent gaze of the wise who teach the ignorant.


In successive steps the religious will discover the laity as “collaborators” in the mission.  Later they will recognize that they are called to share their experience of being “experts in communion,” “spiritual guides”… That is to say, they discover themselves as signs for other Christians.  They have taken giant steps from cloister toward communion, from “being far from them” to “being for you.” The next and definitive step toward this new ecosystem can be expressed this way: “we are with you in the same mission, and together we give witness of Christian faith to society”.


The most graphic examples of this process are those cases in which religious and laity collaborate in social works, for examples schools that originally belonged to the religious institutes.  The process has received a name: sharing the mission, or “shared mission,” but it has different levels of implementation:

- The laity come to this mission simply as substitutes for the religious; they are employees on contract for concrete jobs.  The religious consider them as outsiders to the mission, collaborators in the work but not as possible bearers of the charism that opens into mission.

- In the second stage, the laity is entrusted with roles of responsibility in the guidance of the works, but only under strict supervision by the religious, who are the “bearers” of the charism.

- In the next stage they are now considered bearers of the Spirit that comes from the religious institutes to continue their social works, but there is a clear hierarchical criterion: the key positions in the administrative councils must be filled by religious, who are the only guarantors of the charism.

- The definite step comes when the laity are also considered as participants and protagonists in the mission to the fullest extent, and therefore, they are also bearers of the charism.  Then we can begin to talk about being “associated” in the charism for the mission.

2.4 The Exodus of the laity: from the crumbs to the banquet.

The process of integration of the laity into the new ecosystem together with the religious will be every bit as laborious. We might represent it in the following image: from being content with the crumbs from the table, to participating in the banquet.


This phenomenon of association is intimately linked with that of new lay movement.  John Paul II affirmed that we are in “a new era of group endeavors of the lay faithful” (Christifideles laici 29).  Lay Christian no longer come to the religious seeking crumbs from the spirituality of religious institutes, but rather for “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” (ChL 29).


Those who have entered the process through the spirituality of an Institute, such as “third orders,” have had to discover the undeniable aspect of mission that gives meaning to the spirituality and, if absent, leaves the spirituality with no meaning.  Once they have discovered themselves as protagonists in the mission formerly attributed to the religious, they also discover that spirituality as their own, with its lay accents, not as a copy or a mere participation in the spirituality of the religious.


Those who entered the process through collaboration in specific tasks have had to discover the profound meaning of these tasks, that is, the spirituality that integrates them into the mission. First, they feel like collaborators with the religious; next, they feel like participants in the mission of the religious (the mission “of the Institute”); finally, they feel that the mission is theirs, our mission, because it is the mission of the Church, and they carry it out with the same integrity as the religious, together, in service of the Kingdom.


To a great extent, the rhythm and quality of these processes has depended on certain factors driven by the institutes themselves, especially in the early stages:

- Above all a close relationship among religious and laity, person to person and in a community that welcomes others and shares its experience of life.  And in this fraternal atmosphere, shared reflection on the development of the processes.

- A formation adapted to the diverse levels that begins in the experience of the recipients, the gospel journey of the founders and the new ecclesiology of communion.

- Participation in experiences of communion (of laity among themselves, of laity with religious) and in the responsibilities of the mission.


Thanks to these formative elements, the laity feel that they are integrated into the same story that the religious were narrating alone before, and that continues to be animated by the same charism, even though it is a new chapter.


2.5 Arrival of the “associates”.


This is the ambit of the “associates”.  It is the term the many religious institutes use to designate those lay people who have established some strong links with the institute, in terms of participation in the respective charism.  The term continues to be imprecise and varies from one institute to another, but also from one province to another within the same institute:

- As far as terminology of the subjects goes, some speak of lay people associated with the religious, but also of a mutual association between laity and religious, and lay people who associate among themselves.

- In terms of the object or motive of the association, the various documents speak of “associates in the spirituality of the institute,” associates “to continue the story and spirit of the institute,” associates “in the charism,” associates “for the mission”, etc.

- As for the bonds established in that association, it may range from a diffuse sort of relationship, or the attitude of communión that is maintained from one day to the next but without institutional signs, all the way to formal contracts, with rites that are similar or parallel to the rituals of religious consecration.

- In terms of the commitment attributed to the associate, this varies from submission to the superiors of the religious institutes, to benevolent collaboration in the works of the institute, up to the point of co-responsible action along with the religious in everything that refers to the inspiration of the charism for the mission.


But within this ambiguity, it is interesting to observe that, to the extent that the processes of participation in the charism advance, and the links of relationship mature among religious and laity, the language used in the documents is centered less on the respective institute and makes more and more references to the communion of lay and religious in the common charism (not the charism “of the institute”), on a basic footing of equality.

3. NEW CHARISMATIC FAMILIES: CHANGE OF PLANETARY MODEL

The new style of relationships between laity and religious is giving way to another type of groups different from those that appeared in the previous period.  We can characterize the new ecclesial ecosystem under the general heading of charismatic or evangelical families, that is, ensembles made up of institutions and groups of believers united by the same foundational charism, or the same “charismatic root,” embracing different states of life and with different emphases of the same charism.  The strength of the charismatic family does not come from the dominant institution that pulls the others along in its wake, but of the communion between the various institution and groups, all serving the same mission that is enriched by the particular charisms of each group.


3.1 Religious institute: geo-centric or helio-centric?


Lay Christians discover the soul of the mission and the origin of spirituality for living the mission in contact with the religious, that is to say, the institutional or foundational charism considered to be the patrimony of the congregation that Church-Communion has now reclaimed as its own.


Lay Christians are more comfortable with these foundational charisms no longer seen as something borrowed, but now as their own, allowing them to live a life program different from which characterized the religious life.


Of course, the religious institutes have had to undergo a conversion, which we can briefly represent in three major stages:


1st. The starting point is a minimalist conception, characteristic of the pre-conciliar period, when religious life was considered as a “state of perfection.”  The predominant characteristic of the time is that lay Christians are no capable of receiving the full potential of the charism embodied in the religious institutes.  They could only access minor aspects, “accommodated” to their situation as lay people.  Thus the lay Christians interested in living their Christian life with the spirit proper to an institute (no one spoke of “charism” at that time), often assumed a kind of diluted form of religious life in a “third order.”  They received small doses of spirituality, or, more accurately, of piety, as lived in the corresponding institute and their participation was reduced to minor aspects, always under the supervision of the religious.


2nd Religious life interpreted the vindication of the universal vocation to holiness and the participation of all the faithful in the mission of the church by Vatican Council II in two ways.  The first is “geo-centric”: the institutes see themselves at the center, but are open to Christians who desire draw near and to participate in “their” charism and in “their” mission.  We speak about “degrees of belonging” to the institute… The lay people associate themselves to the institute; they enter into a dependent relationship with the superiors of the institute who, logically, are responsible for accepting or rejecting any requests for association.


We might represent this situation as a planetary system in which there is only one planet (the religious institute in question) with satellites (groups of lay associates) that are in orbit around the sun (the specific mission entrusted to the institute).  The charism is something like the force of gravity that draws us to the mission and keeps us moving around it, responding in the appropriate way.


In this mono-planetary model, there is only one way of responding to the mission.  There is only one orbit or way of living the charism and, therefore, whoever wants to enter into the “system” corresponding to this charism must become part of the planet or situate himself in orbit around it, assuming the role of satellite.


3rd. The progressive incorporation into the ecclesiology of communion pushes the religious institutes toward a more “helio-centric” position by returning the charisms and mission to the heart of the church.  The conviction grows around the criterion that the laity can live the foundational charism of the institute from within other forms of life than those typical of religious life.  Not only that, but they can also live it in an integral manner, in relation to the different facets of the person, not the full potential of the charism the fullness of which is beyond any group.


It is up to the institute, especially in the early stages, to help and accompany the new associates to enter into the charism and deepen it.  But there is also respect for the initiative theses associates might take in seeking out new community and mission structures.


Following the model of the “planetary system,” it is no longer one but various planets in orbit around the same sun.  This is the model that corresponds to the new charismatic families.  The foundation charism calls forth diverse autonomous “orbits,” even though these are harmonious and complementary.  Each orbit symbolizes one way of sharing the identity proper to a charismatic family in the Church.  It is a specific vocation that bears a global interpretation of the foundational charism, with the corresponding incidences in the way of living and serving the mission, but also in the style of community life, in spirituality and in general, in the development of the Christian life.


3.2 The charism, source of identity and place of encounter.

In this new ecclesial dynamic the foundational charisms progressively assume new importance, as proof of the protagonism that the Holy Spirit deploys in the new ecclesial ecosystem.  In the end, these charisms are gifts that the Holy Spirit has given to the Church, and they resist being enclosed behind the institutional barriers of the orders and congregations.  Today they are available to any type of believer.


The foundational charisms with their unavoidable reference to the persons of the founders/foundresses and to their spiritual journeys are a new force field within which the members of a charismatic family weave their relationships with each other: religious, laity, priests, and other groups that make up the family.  The charism is also like the blood of the family, or said another way, the spirit that gives life to the family and to its members.  It is the unifying element, the bridge that enable encounter to take place, the root of mutual relationships, the link that unites and diversifies identities.


We must, however, first recover it its roots and originality.  The majority of cases we need some type of recovery, since the charisms are often confused with institutional programs that have molded them in parallel with program of consecrated life that embodied their original form. 


The laity who unite with a charismatic family do so not only to participate in the mission or spirituality of the institute that is the origin of that family, but also to participate in the foundational charism of that family which they discover as a particular way of living the Christian identity common to all believers. More specifically, the recovery of the foundational charism must begin in baptismal identity, since it is a gift for living this identity, for incarnating the gospel with a global perspective that is characterized by a way of serving the Kingdom of God, and brings with it as a way of belonging to Christ and to the Church.  They must rediscover the foundational charism in the light of the gospel journey of the founder, but also in the reflection and dialogue among the various groups that live out the charism, lay and religious.  This confrontation prevents the charism from being confused with the projects in which it is concretely embodied.


Creative fidelity, necessary for maintaining and continuing the aforementioned charism in the Church, no longer depends only on the institute that represented it up to this time, but on the diverse groups that make up the charismatic family and on those who are associated within it.  All of these people continue the narrative that has its origin in the gospel journey of the founders, and today continues with new chapters in the Church-Communion.


And even though it is not possible here to go into great depth on this topic, we must at least note that flowering of these foundational charisms is not limited to the confines of the institutional church, but overflow its borders and expands, not only among Christians of confessions different 
from Catholicism, but also to believers of others non-Christian religions.  These are people who feel called to participate in the mission of salvation, side by side with Christians (lay and religious), as transmitters of God’s love and mercy.  The Founder becomes for them a master and guide that uncovers for them the depth of the human tasks they carry out.  This phenomenon is not an oddity when seen from the perspective of Christian theology, and was made manifest in Vatican II where we read about the “seeds of the Word” (Ad Gentes 11.2; 15.1) present in all cultures.  The universal action of the Holy Spirit, who blows where it will, is not bound by the borders of the institutional Church.  This extra-ecclesial openness of the charism and its implications for the composition of these charismatic families with associates from other religions is beginning to develop as a real possibility for part of some institutes.


3.3 The charismatic family, the gospel visage and icon of the church.

To the extent that the foundational charism has developed as the central place of reference for the relationships between religious and laity within the charismatic family, to that same extent, the division between laity and religious based on the difference of states of life has diminished and the communion of communities for the mission has gained ground.  These are communities with the same charism but with different existential or vocational programs.


The charism, as the perspective from which we contemplate the gospel, makes the charismatic family a “gospel family”
 : it presents to the Church and to society a face of the gospel that underscores in a harmonious way certain attitudes of Jesus, certain values of the Kingdom, a form of mediating God’s salvation.  Within each family, the same face of the gospel becomes tangible in different existential programs in the corresponding ecclesial communities that make up the charismatic-gospel family.  Each existential program, with its ecclesial and social dimensions, becomes a channel for the diverse personal charisms and attempts to incarnate the foundational charism in forms of lay or religious life.


The foundational charism, in the light of present ecclesiology that presents the church as “mystery of communion,” is one way to live out communion for the mission.  In this sense, each gospel family presents itself to society as an icon of the Church.  The more they live in the communion among Christians of diverse identities, lay and consecrated, the better the expression, like a rainbow that expresses unity in diversity.  It is communion for the mission, channeled and energized by the charism.  Within this dynamism, we see the birth of mixed communities for the mission, with representatives of the different vocations, lay, religious, priestly.


3.4 The challenge of the institutes: re-foundation in the foundational charism.


This integration of old institutes into the new charismatic families is not automatic, even though they are at the origin of these families. In order for this incorporation to be both real and fruitful, and not just nominal, the religious institutes must accept the challenges of recovering, or clarifying their identity in some cases, taking as their reference their foundational charism.  This challenge is more pressing in the congregations of apostolic life that developed from the 16th Century on.


The Code of Canon Law in effect during almost all the 20th Century contributed to a loss of the originality of the foundational charisms.  This code promulgated the wide-spread notion among religious that their foundational charism, rather than being a way of being Christian and of living the gospel, was an add-on to their religious state, hardly worth noting.  In institutes of apostolic life this became “apostolic activity,” a narrow view of the mission.  The lack of a theology of religious life appropriate to these institutes contributed to the weakening of their identity and the corresponding crisis that occurred when lay people entered into the places of apostolic action formerly the domain of the religious and shared their mission.  The loss of clear and defined boundaries between the “states of life,” between the places for mission… has revealed the insecurity and lack of foundation of many religious who defined their identity based on what separated or differentiated them, or even in the apostolic activity previously reserved for them.


The challenge has two complementary sides of the coin.  The first coincides with the recovery of the charism in terms of baptismal identity.  We have already discussed this. This is the discovery that we are first Christians with a particular global perspective of the gospel and a way of serving the Kingdom of God.  This is the aspect we share with other baptized people who live the charism expressed in various lifestyle.  We must return to all believers the three dimensions of Christian life towards which the charism tends (for a long time hidden in religious life): consecration, mission, and communion.  These three dimensions must be proposed in the light of the foundational charism to the whole charismatic family before any one group or institution within it can assume them in its particular existential program.


The other side of the coin consists in discovering and affirming the charism as the origin and root of consecrated life for the religious in this institution. It is the particular vocation to a community and institutional program for living through which people integrate themselves into religious or consecrated life. Living this program constitutes them as “experts in communion”, and “spiritual guides” at the service of Christian people and above all, makes them signs and prophets of the very charism that unites them to so many other people.


Accepting this challenge (conversion to the charism in the double-faceted way we have just seen) changes the attitude of the religious and of the institutes:

- From a reactive attitude, one of resignation, frustration or defensiveness when faced with the threat of being displaced from the central position in evangelization or seeing their identity absorbed by the laity…

- To a proactive attitude of joyfully valuing their charism and knowing how to make the first step toward assuming the place and function that corresponds to them and, from that place, promoting communion of the whole body or charismatic family in service of a common mission.


The challenge that comes with it means that the religious institutes assume the commitment to be the guarantor of the charism in their respective charismatic families, without being able to lay exclusive claim to it.  The religious institute or institutes that received the charism directly through their founders continue to be the original wellspring where one goes to slake one’s thirst for the charism.  We must not confuse the well with the water: and the water can seek other outlets to the surface.  But the institute will always be responsible for offering its well and a guarantee of the authenticity of the charism, and the members of the charismatic family, not just the religious, can demand an accounting of their responsibility.


3.5 New wineskins for new wine.

There is still pending work to be done.  Even though we have begun we must put in place new structures for communion and animation that allow us to develop the relationships between the laity and religious, as well as that between the diverse groups and institutions that make up the new charismatic families.  It is important because it is a means the powerfully conditions the progress and quality of these relationships as well as the acceptance of co-responsibility in creative fidelity to the charism.


In the post-conciliar era that we are analyzing, this relationship began by taking advantage of the structures that already existed in orders and congregations for example, chapters (provincial and general chapters, councils…etc.).  Some lay people are nominally invited by the religious to participate in them, but these structures are frequently subjected to canonical regulations that impede the full participation of the laity.  That is, they make use of old wineskins or traditional structures of religious life to incorporate new wine, these new relationships between lay and religious.  The risks were foreseen in the gospel.  This situation is necessarily provisional.


The next step consisted in the setting up of new structures: assemblies, councils, work commissions that gathered religious and lay together in equality of voice and vote.  The error that often happened was to apply the schema and method of the previous structures to the new.  The success was in the valuing and promoting the capacity to see reality with new eyes, to discern the calls of the charism and the invitations of the Spirit with new sensitivity.  To do this, the organization of said structures must facilitate interpersonal encounter, mutual listening, and shared discernment.


The change of vocabulary is significant also, even though the new terminology does not always correspond to new realities.  The term “third order”, that designated the lay people associated with some religious order or congregation has practically fallen into disuse.  It was replaced first of all by secular or lay order, and later on by lay communities or fraternities, or also by lay movement.  What is more important is that the change of name normally goes along with the change of relationships between the lay persons and the religious, as we have described.


The new terms being used to designate the process indicate, within a certain variety, the coincidence in the principal lines of the evolution.  The term family is, without doubt, the one most employed to designate the overarching reach of groups, communities and institutions that participate in the same foundational charism.  But the terms society or fraternity are also being used with the same meaning and, at times, simultaneously with family.  In some cases the classic term order is utilized as equivalent to or nearly the same as that of family.

II.
ECCLESIOLOGY OF COMMUNION, THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS OF THE NEW CHARISMATIC FAMILIES
1.  THE CHURCH OF VATICAN II, 40 YEARS IN SEARCH OF ITS IDENTITY.

In order to comprehend the internal dynamism that has been creating the ecosystem that nourishes the new charismatic or evangelical family it behooves us to allude to the awareness or image that the Church has acquired of itself in this time of the symbolic 40 years following the Council: it has been a regular pilgrimage through which, in the several Synods and all the ecclesial reflection, the Church has been clarifying its identity.


In Lumen Gentium the Church described the initial nucleus of this identity, rediscovered as the People of God, leaving behind that other description as Society of Faithful Christians…  The posterior development has become more explicit as “Communion of Communities”, where it is the Community that gives origin to the Institution; where relationships come before organization; where basic and fundamental equality among everyone, supersedes the differences arising from positions and ministries; where the common call to holiness comes before vocational specificities...


In this ecclesiology of communion the schema of dichotomy that had previously defined the Church, such as “hierarchy—laity” and “religious—non religious” have increasing fallen into disuse, as well as the trinomial “clergy—religious—laity”, all those terms that put an emphasis on what is different from what is basically common.  And another binomial is being strengthened, one that is more representative of this ecclesiology of communion: "community - ministries and charisms", where unity is anterior and is fundamental to the distinction. We underscore both the common Christian condition and the free and varied initiative of the Spirit, which raises the variety of ministries and charisms for our common utility in the Church. It is a design, which, therefore, values differences, but in a complementary way, which sees them as being, subordinated to unity.


Let us see how this change of mentality has come about:


1.1  The two core concepts of the Ecclesiology of Communion.


Mission and communion are two concepts that should be viewed simultaneously if you want to understand their significance in the Church framework, and if you want to understand the meaning of the new charismatic families in that light.

Mission and communion are the two essential dimensions of Christian faith; they allow us to understand, or rather, they introduce us to the identity or the mystery of the Church. Church reflection over the course of the 40 years since Vatican II has been a spiral deepening, starting from these two axes, Mission and Communion, in order to make plain the identity of the Church and her faithful. "Only from inside the Church's mystery of communion is the 'identity' of the lay faithful made known" (ChL 8.6), just as all of us faithful, who make up the Church.


Ten years after Vatican Council II, Pope Paul VI, in his document Evangelii Nuntiandi, developed a synthesis of the identity of the Church around the concept of evangelization.  He presented the Church as a community that strives to be evangelizer and evangelized at the same time: “The task of evangelizing all people constitutes the essential mission of the Church... Evangelizing is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity. She exists in order to evangelize.” (EN 14)


The identity of the Church is forged in the dynamism established between these two poles: evangelizing and being evangelized (EN 15.5). Within that dynamism all the members of the Church are included.

“-The Church is born of the evangelizing activity of Jesus and the Twelve …

- Having been born consequently out of being sent, the Church in her turn is sent by Jesus. … And it is above all His mission and His condition of being an evangelizer that she is called upon to continue. …
- The Church is an evangelizer, but she begins by being evangelized herself. …
- Having been sent and evangelized, the Church herself sends out evangelizers. …” (EN 15)


1.2  The Mystery of Church—Communion.

Thirteen years after Evangelii Nuntiandi, the document Christifideles Laici (1988) articulated for us a synthesis of the identity of the Church with greater depth and clarity.


The “mystery of the Church”, that is to say, its most profound identity, now had a name: Church—Communion, that is identical to the central nucleus of evangelization: “The reality of the Church as Communion is, then, the integrating aspect, indeed the central content of the "mystery", or rather, the divine plan for the salvation of humanity.” (ChL 19.4)


And that tension of “evangelizing and being evangelized”, of which Paul VI speaks in Evangelii Nuntiandi, becomes specific in the dynamism established between mission and communion, but it is an intimate relationship where one cannot exist without the other, and where one becomes the other reciprocally: “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.” (ChL 32.4)


Communion and mission form together the vital ambit which joins the faithful as one and is dependent on all: “All the members of the People of God – clergy, men and women religious, the lay faithful – are laborers in the vineyard.  At one and the same time they all are the goal and subjects of Church communion as well as of participation in the mission of salvation. Every one of us possessing charisms and ministries, diverse yet complementary, works in the one and same vineyard of the Lord.” (ChL 55.1).


In this ecosystem of Church-Communion, all and each of the components live in relation to the others, without losing their specificity, which is a richness for the entire body.  The text that follows is fundamental as the expression of the new relational dynamism, and it would not have been possible to write it in the ecclesiology that preceded Vatican Council II:

“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.”  (Christifideles laici 55.3)

1.3  The Spirituality of Communion.

The reflection that followed with the Synods around the different states of life in the Church has deepened the mystery of Church Communion.


“Vita consecrata” (1996) added the concept of the "spirituality of communion": "The sense of ecclesial communion, developing into a spirituality of communion, promotes a way of thinking, speaking and acting which enables the Church to grow in depth and extension.” (VC 46)


The document, Novo Millennio Ineunte in which John Paul II welcomed the new millennium, developed this concept, putting it forward as "an educational principle in all places wherever people and Christians are formed, wherever altar ministers, consecrated persons, those who work in pastoral ministry are trained, wherever families and communities are built up.” (NMI 43). This spirituality is like the blood that runs through the veins of the whole body of the Church in order to reach all its members.
"– A spirituality of communion indicates above all the heart's contemplation of the mystery of the Trinity dwelling in us, and whose light we must also be able to see shining on the face of the brothers and sisters around us.

– A spirituality of communion also means an ability to think of our brothers and sisters in faith within the profound unity of the Mystical Body, and therefore as 'those who are a part of me' ...

– A spirituality of communion implies also the ability to see what is positive in others, to welcome it and prize it as a gift from God...

– A spirituality of communion means, finally, to know how to 'make room' for our brothers and sisters, bearing 'each other's burdens'" (Gal 6.2). …” (NMI, 43)

2.  COMMUNION FOR THE MISSION.

2.1  Collaboration with everyone, in a broad sense of mission.

In this ecclesial consciousness that we have been referring to, we perceive a series of concentric circles which, from the outside in, point out the greatest intensification of mission and communion.  The largest circle includes all of humanity, based on the recognition of the universality of salvation and the presence of the seeds of the Word (Vatican II, Ad Gentes 11,2; 15,1) that are found in every culture: “Since God the Father is the origin and purpose of all men, we are all called to be brothers. Therefore, if we have been summoned to the same destiny, human and divine, we can and we should work together without violence and deceit in order to build up the world in genuine peace.” (Vaticano II, Gaudium et spes 92.5).


It is clear that in the background of this first circle there is a broad concept of salvation brought out by the Council itself, that includes the same amplitude in the communion and consequent collaboration: "For the human person deserves to be preserved; human society deserves to be renewed. Hence the focal point of our total presentation will be man himself, whole and entire, body and soul, heart and conscience, mind and will..." (Vatican II, GS 3).


So then, the dependence of mission and communion have here its first practical application, the first framework of understanding in the universalist spirit of Gaudium et Spes (cf. pp. 77.90-93): the working together of all men and women of good will to build a more just world, a more fraternal world, one that is in greater solidarity.


2.2  Evangelization, a task for all believers.

In the inner circle we arrive at a level which is more explicitly Christian, one that defines the mission as the work of evangelization, in the more global sense: a process whose ultimate stage is the explicit proclamation and the full adhesion to the Good News of the love of God revealed in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit (cf. EN 17ss).  The Church identifies with this work in such a manner that she comes to recognize it as “her deepest identity” (EN 14). And John Paul II says: “Such a mission has the purpose of making everyone know and live the 'new' communion that the Son of God made man introduced into the history of the world" (ChL 32,4).


The whole Christian People are seen to be the protagonists in the mission and not an elite as religious and priests might have been, nor, as it was affirmed before the Council, the Hierarchy, which used to “delegate” or have others participate...


But not only “The People”, in the corporate sense; each Christian in particular must become a witness to the light.  Each believer has the responsibility to be an evangelizer, even if only by the witness of his or her life: "The mission affects all Christians" (Redemptoris Missio, 2). “Above all the Gospel must be proclaimed by witness. ... All Christians are called to this witness, and in this way they can be real evangelizers.” (EN 21).


The ecclesial mission is the work of each and every one, and in no case can it be limited to the work of an individual: “Evangelization is for no one an individual and isolated act; it is one that is deeply ecclesial.” (EN 60.2).


The mission fans out into multiple forms, with an enormous variety of services and ministries, but it will always be the unique mission of the Church: "In the Church there is a diversity of ministry but a oneness of mission" (Vatican II, Apostolicam Actuositatem, 2.3).


And this ecclesial mission, the very same developed in communion, produces communion in such a way that between evangelization and ecclesial community a reciprocal relation of cause-effect is established: “Through evangelization the Church is built up into a community of faith...” (ChL 33.4). It is not an indirect consequence.  It is precisely its objective: “This re-evangelization... its purpose is the formation of mature ecclesial communities...” (ChL 34.9). Now it is no longer the members of a community who feel themselves impelled to evangelize, but whoever acquires the consciousness of being an evangelizer feels that he must be one urged by a community of faith, and the individual must, therefore, become part of a community.


2.3 The Laity break into the work of evangelization.

The leading role of the laity in the life of the Church began in many cases as an ancillary help to the action of men and women religious and priests; then, as the numbers of these decreased, they became almost the embarrassing replacement, seen to be as even “the lesser evil”; little by little they realized that what they were doing was not replacing anyone, but they were simply acting as protagonists in what was proper to them in the Church.  What they were missing was what religious and priests always had: formation.  Formation in order to be aware of what they already carried within themselves; formation to know their possibilities and their duties as believers; formation to discover their identity and what they could contribute from that identity, complementing the other ecclesial identities. “The fundamental objective of the formation of the lay faithful is an ever-clearer discovery of one's vocation and the ever-greater willingness to live it so as to fulfil one's mission.” (ChL 58,1).


And that is the responsibility of those who possess formation and the means to impart it.  In the field of Catholic education: “What is needed is to prepare the lay faithful to dedicate themselves to the work of rearing their children as a true and proper part of Church mission” (ChL 62.2).


The Council had affirmed the bases: “The lay apostolate is a participation in the salvific mission of the Church itself. Through their baptism and confirmation all are commissioned to that apostolate by the Lord Himself.” (LG 33). Then came the Synods like that of 1974, on Evangelization,or that of 1987, on the vocation and the mission of the laity in the Church and in the world, which developed and clarified the message of the Council: “The lay faithful, precisely because they are members of the Church, have the vocation and mission of proclaiming the Gospel: they are prepared for this work by the sacraments of Christian initiation and by the gifts of the Holy Spirit.” (ChL 33,1)


The reference to the common source is the starting point of a dynamism present in the interior of each Christian, that manifests itself in each one in a different way, always for the common good (cf. 1 Cor 12,7).  It is, then, an element both personalizing and creator of community: “Being "members" of the Church takes nothing away from the fact that each Christian as an individual is "unique and irrepeatable". On the contrary, this belonging guarantees and fosters the profound sense of that uniqueness and irrepeatability, in so far as these very qualities are the source of variety and richness for the whole Church. Therefore, God calls the individual in Jesus Christ, each one personally by name. In this sense, the Lord's words "You go into my vineyard too", directed to the Church as a whole, come specially addressed to each member individually. Because of each member's unique and irrepeatable character, that is, one's identity and actions as a person, each individual is placed at the service of the growth of the ecclesial community.” (ChL 28,2)


2.4 Unity, even before diversity.


One consequence of the recovery of unity has been an enriching decanting of characteristics that had been considered “exclusive” for one or for others, and which were only meaningful for some with regard to the whole.


The result of this transfer has been in many cases spectacular: elements traditionally used to indicate what “distinguished” the Religious from the Secular, like community life and dedication to the apostolate, but also consecration and evangelical radicality, are being taken on, without complications, by groups of seculars when they recognize the demands that are implicit in the Sacraments of Initiation.  In another form, of course, but not necessarily “diluted”; after the first trial runs in which frequently the external aspects of the Religious Life were copied—that is, the Religious Life was taken as model—they went on to another phase of creativity and originality in which the Religious Life is a sign that suggests, so as to find the modalities needed to live the mission, the community, the reference to God, the evangelical radicality, etc., from what is proper to the Lay Person: based on the condition of being secular and lay.


And these characteristics that were so reserved to the Secular, frequently undervalued and even considered to be “hardly Christian matters”, only “left to them”—it now turns out that they are being taken up again by the Church as traits that are valuable for each and every one of the groups that compose it: secularity, that denotes a manner of being in the world and laicity which speaks of a way of being in the Church.

Secularity, “being in the world”, the immediate consequence of the Incarnation, leads to being situated in the world, recognizing the values that are proper to creation, to humanity, to historical evolution, and to cultures; at the same time it is dedicated to the transformation of the world, to its evangelization, within human structures.  It is the commitment to the world in order to convert it to the Kingdom of God.


Secularity allows us to rise above the division between the sphere of the sacred and the profane sphere.  At the very least it permits us to identify “holy spheres” simply as the signs that recall the presence of God and his Kingdom in the profane spheres.  The equivalency between what is “sacred” and “the presence of God” as opposed to the “profane” and the “absence of God” fades away.


On overcoming that division the classical designation between agents and spheres (sacred and profane) likewise is canceled out.  All the baptized are co-responsible agents in the process of mediation that brings salvation closer to history.  And in this joint projection toward the world in order to carry out the common mission there will be no exclusive territories but rather a blending of ministries and services, in harmony with the gifts and charisms of each one.


Laicity is like the internal visage of secularity.  It is the way of being that is manifested in a person, in a group of persons, when he or she is conscious of his dignity and responsibility as a human person, that are not bestowed upon him by any other person.  The believer—the community of believers—lives this identity by faith, which is none other than the growth of awareness upon reflecting that both dignity and responsibility have their origin in the fact of having been created by God, redeemed by Christ and indwelt by the Spirit. “Only from inside the Church's mystery of communion is the "identity" of the lay faithful made known, and their fundamental dignity revealed. Only within the context of this dignity can their vocation and mission in the Church and in the world be defined”. (Christifideles Laici 8.6)


This “transfer of characteristics” is mirrored in the existence, or better said, the co-existence, of the various ecclesial groups.  A new relation is entered into thanks to the common basis found and the complementarity that appears as of benefit to both and, especially, for the common purpose: “Encounter and collaboration among religious men, religious women, and lay faithful are seen as an example of ecclesial communion and, at the same time, they strengthen apostolic energies for the evangelization of the world. Appropriate contact between the values characteristic of the lay vocation, such as a more concrete perception of the life of the world, culture, politics, economy, etc., and the values characteristic of religious life, such as the radicality of the following of Christ, the contemplative and eschatological dimension of Christian existence, etc., can become a fruitful exchange of gifts between the lay faithful and religious communities.” (Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life:  Fraternal life in community, n.70. Rome 1994).
3.  SHARING THE MISSION THROUGH THE SAME CHARISM.

For some years now the expression “shared mission” has been used in ecclesial circles and, more specifically, in what relates to religious congregations.  By the term they want to point out that context of inter-relationship between the different ecclesial identities involved with the mission, indicating by this means its central motivation, which is none other than what justifies the existence of the Church itself: the mission.  The mission goes before all else, the mission is what convokes us, by which we are united in the Church; it is what inspired the different congregations, and it is that which today is motivating the creation of the new charismatic and evangelical families.  If today we can speak of a new form of communion, of new relations between those who make up the Church, it is, definitively, because a new reference to the mission has been established by those same components of the Church (or, if you prefer, because the Church has acquired a new level of consciousness respect to the mission).


3.1  Sharing a particular mission in the Church.

The mission or evangelization is of such breadth that no one can entirely take in its scope “in all its richness, complexity and dynamism” (EN 17): it is everything that refers to the coming of the Kingdom of God to men, from the freedom from enslavements of all sorts, passing through the cultural purification, the  growth of values, the proclamation of Jesus Christ and his message, the catechesis, until finally reaching the celebration of the faith in the sacraments and the contemplation of the Kingdom in prayer...


And now we must speak of the mission in a more particular and reduced sense: the mission that each Christian has, that each Christian community possesses, in that small little acre in the Vineyard of the Lord that He has entrusted to each one of us to cultivate, and for which we are especially responsible.


We cannot forget that our participation in the Church and in its mission of evangelization is not an anonymous one nor is it indiscriminate but it is fully personalized.  Each person must discover his or her place in the common mission starting from one’s own gifts and qualities but also by the cries one should perceive of the necessities of the world and of the Church (cf. ChL 28.2)


What we have just described for each particular Christian can also be affirmed with regards to a “social subject”: a group, a community, an association, a movement, a charismatic family…  Concretely, we can refer to the mission of the Lasallian Family: if this has a proper identity in the Church it is because it has a specific mission, through which it contributes to the great total mission of the Church.  And if it has a specific mission it is because the Church recognizes that it has its own charism.


3.2  Charismatic dynamism.


We can now speak of the “charismatic community” or the “charismatic family” in the typically Pauline sense of the term: charism is a dynamism which runs through and gives impetus to the whole life of the community, both in each member as in the entirety.


In the language of the New Testament, charism is a divine gift granted to a person for the good of the community.  In the final analysis, there is but one “Charism” given to men, and that is the Holy Spirit.  Its presence in us is manifested as a great force, a dynamism which is bringing about the Kingdom of God among men and women.


When we speak of “charisms”, lower case, in the Christian sense, we are referring to the diverse forms which that dynamism of the Spirit acquires in each one of us (cf. 1Cor 12).

The charisms are granted to all because the Holy Spirit works in all of us (cf. 1Cor 12.6).  Vatican Council II affirms: “From the acceptance of these charisms, including those which are more elementary, there arise for each believer the right and duty to use them in the Church and in the world for the good of men and the building up of the Church.” (Apostolicam actuositatem 3)


3.3  Our particular “charisms”.

“Whether they be exceptional and great or simple and ordinary, the charisms are graces of the Holy Spirit that have, directly or indirectly, a usefulness for the ecclesial community, ordered as they are to the building up of the Church, to the well-being of humanity and to the needs of the world” (ChL 24).


The natural aptitudes of a person are converted into charisms when that person, moved by the Spirit, places them at the service of the community.  The action of the Spirit perfects, fine tunes, the natural ability as it separates it from selfish interests and, at times, attains abilities that are totally new.  So, we find cases of persons, culturally and intellectually average, with an extraordinarily keen charism of counsel or discernment as proof that the Spirit has no need of depending on human wisdom (cf. 1 Cor 2,4-5).


Both the marital state and the celibate life can be lived as normal situations or “states of life”, but they may also be transformed into charisms: in a different form in each one of these two states, the person can aspire to the perfection of love and to the service of the Community and of the Kingdom of God.  The Spirit is the giver to the one and to the other.  Each must be faithful to the charism received.  The community, the charismatic family will have to appreciate, discern and encourage the personal charisms, and assist in discovering those qualities, talents and spiritual gifts… which every person, through the urging of the Spirit, can put at the service of the community and of its mission.


3.4 The challenge of the institutes: re-foundation in the foundational charism.


This integration of old institutes into the new charismatic families is not automatic, even though they are at the origin of these families. In order for this incorporation to be both real and fruitful, and not just nominal, the religious institutes must accept the challenges of recovering, or clarifying their identity in some cases, taking as their reference their foundational charism.  This challenge is more pressing in the congregations of apostolic life that developed from the 16th Century on.


The Code of Canon Law in effect during almost all the 20th Century contributed to a loss of the originality of the foundational charisms.  This code promulgated the wide-spread notion among religious that their foundational charism, rather than being a way of being Christian and of living the gospel, was an add-on to their religious state, hardly worth noting.  In institutes of apostolic life this became “apostolic activity,” a narrow view of the mission.  The lack of a theology of religious life appropriate to these institutes contributed to the weakening of their identity and the corresponding crisis that occurred when lay people entered into the places of apostolic action formerly the domain of the religious and shared their mission.  The loss of clear and defined boundaries between the “states of life,” between the places for mission… has revealed the insecurity and lack of foundation of many religious who defined their identity based on what separated or differentiated them, or even in the apostolic activity previously reserved for them.


The challenge has two complementary sides of the coin.  The first coincides with the recovery of the charism in terms of baptismal identity.  We have already discussed this. This is the discovery that we are first Christians with a particular global perspective of the gospel and a way of serving the Kingdom of God.  This is the aspect we share with other baptized people who live the charism expressed in various lifestyle.  We must return to all believers the three dimensions of Christian life towards which the charism tends (for a long time hidden in religious life): consecration, mission, and communion.  These three dimensions must be proposed in the light of the foundational charism to the whole charismatic family before any one group or institution within it can assume them in its particular existential program.


The other side of the coin consists in discovering and affirming the charism as the origin and root of consecrated life for the religious in this institution. It is the particular vocation to a community and institutional program for living through which people integrate themselves into religious or consecrated life. Living this program constitutes them as “experts in communion”, and “spiritual guides” at the service of Christian people and above all, makes them signs and prophets of the very charism that unites them to so many other people.


Accepting this challenge (conversion to the charism in the double-faceted way we have just seen) changes the attitude of the religious and of the institutes:

- From a reactive attitude, one of resignation, frustration or defensiveness when faced with the threat of being displaced from the central position in evangelization or seeing their identity absorbed by the laity…

- To a proactive attitude of joyfully valuing their charism and knowing how to make the first step toward assuming the place and function that corresponds to them and, from that place, promoting communion of the whole body or charismatic family in service of a common mission.


The challenge that comes with it means that the religious institutes assume the commitment to be the guarantor of the charism in their respective charismatic families, without being able to lay exclusive claim to it.  The religious institute or institutes that received the charism directly through their founders continue to be the original wellspring where one goes to slake one’s thirst for the charism.  We must not confuse the well with the water: and the water can seek other outlets to the surface.  But the institute will always be responsible for offering its well and a guarantee of the authenticity of the charism, and the members of the charismatic family, not just the religious, can demand an accounting of their responsibility.


3.5 New wineskins for new wine.

There is still pending work to be done.  Even though we have begun we must put in place new structures for communion and animation that allow us to develop the relationships between the laity and religious, as well as that between the diverse groups and institutions that make up the new charismatic families.  It is important because it is a means the powerfully conditions the progress and quality of these relationships as well as the acceptance of co-responsibility in creative fidelity to the charism.


In the post-conciliar era that we are analyzing, this relationship began by taking advantage of the structures that already existed in orders and congregations for example, chapters (provincial and general chapters, councils…etc.).  Some lay people are nominally invited by the religious to participate in them, but these structures are frequently subjected to canonical regulations that impede the full participation of the laity.  That is, they make use of old wineskins or traditional structures of religious life to incorporate new wine, these new relationships between lay and religious.  The risks were foreseen in the gospel.  This situation is necessarily provisional.


The next step consisted in the setting up of new structures: assemblies, councils, work commissions that gathered religious and lay together in equality of voice and vote.  The error that often happened was to apply the schema and method of the previous structures to the new.  The success was in the valuing and promoting the capacity to see reality with new eyes, to discern the calls of the charism and the invitations of the Spirit with new sensitivity.  To do this, the organization of said structures must facilitate interpersonal encounter, mutual listening, and shared discernment.


The change of vocabulary is significant also, even though the new terminology does not always correspond to new realities.  The term “third order”, that designated the lay people associated with some religious order or congregation has practically fallen into disuse.  It was replaced first of all by secular or lay order, and later on by lay communities or fraternities, or also by lay movement.  What is more important is that the change of name normally goes along with the change of relationships between the lay persons and the religious, as we have described.


The new terms being used to designate the process indicate, within a certain variety, the coincidence in the principal lines of the evolution.  The term family is, without doubt, the one most employed to designate the overarching reach of groups, communities and institutions that participate in the same foundational charism.  But the terms society or fraternity are also being used with the same meaning and, at times, simultaneously with family.  In some cases the classic term order is utilized as equivalent to or nearly the same as that of family.

AN EXTRACT TO THE DOCUMENT OF ANTONIO BOTANA (LA SALLE):

“BASES FOR AN ACTUAL MODEL OF THE LASALLIAN FAMILY”
� Here I follow the proposals suggested by Bernadette Delizy in “Vers de ‘Familles évangéliques’. Le renouveau des relations entre chrétiens et congrégations”. Les Éditions de l’Atelier. Paris 2004.
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