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1. WHERE DO OUR PATHS LEAD?

Paths exist, or may be traced, only if there is a geographic area in which to locate them. Are we familiar with this geography?


When we speak of the Marist fraternities today, we must refer to a type of geography, or better yet, to an  ecosystem to which the Marist fraternities belong, and only in which they have a future, only in which they can be revitalized. We are speaking evidently of the Church-Communion ecosystem. Can we move easily within it? Do we know the laws of relationships among the people who compose it?

Two ecosystems are differentiated, primarily, not because they contain different living beings, but by the different type of relationships that develop among those living beings.  In the Church-Communion, relationships are being developed among the members of the Church that are qualitatively different from those that characterized the pre-conciliar Church. The internal dynamic that powers this new ecclesial ecosystem arises from the awareness that the Church has acquired of its own identity because of Vatican II, expressed primarily as the “People of God”, and developed later as the “mystery of communion” and a “communion of communities”.


In the ecosystem Church-Communion each one of the members lives in relation to the others, without losing his or her unique identity; this enriches everyone. We find a wonderful “snapshot” of this interaction in the following text from 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.” (ChL 55.3).


Let us begin with a "geographic" view of the ecosystem welcoming us and let’s learn to move around in it. We need to familiarize ourselves with the landscape and territory through which our journey will take us.

Let us take note, at the outset, of the “common ground” that sustains all the members of this ecosystem and that is made up of the following basic components:

- a ministerial Church, where the mission, the only mission of the Church, is shared by all;

- with the Sacraments of Initiation as the source and common foundation of all of 

Christian life;

- where everyone has equal dignity: that given through Baptism;

- where lay people, as well as everyone else, are actors, and not just the “objects” of evangelization, this status not ceded to them by the hierarchy, but theirs by virtue of the Sacraments of Initiation;

- where the common priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial priesthood of those in orders are related one to the other without supposing the preeminence of either;

- where each individual, from his or her vocation, from his or her charism, from his or her ministry, becomes a sign for the rest;

- where all are called equally to holiness, and where the call to evangelical radicality is presented as a baptismal characteristic that can  be lived in a wide variety of Christian vocations.


The system  is anchored by a center of gravity, who is Christ. The whole Church is gathered around Christ. The entire Christian community, every ecclesial institution, has Christ as its center. In his turn the center is found in the interior of a relation of love that is the Trinitarian mystery. It is this communion of life and love which serves as a mirror for the Church to recognize its true identity: mystery of communion for mission. As image of the Trinity, the Church is called to be, before all else, a community of brothers who share in the plan of salvation and in the covenant of God with all humankind.


Beginning from this center point, simultaneously Christological and Trinitarian, the two aforementioned axes, communion and mission, branch out, from which we can identify the four cardinal points of reference:


1 – The north, towards which the compass always points, and which the Church should seek above all (cf. Mt. 6:33)—the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom is not the Church, with which it was unfortunately identified in another time, but is rather the horizon toward which the Church is journeying and what directs all its activity. The Church is at the service of the Kingdom and has as its mission to proclaim it and make it present among the people (LG 5; EN 14).

The Kingdom is present in daily events, but it is also beyond them. And above all: the Kingdom is personified in Jesus and presented in the Gospel as the fundamental task of every follower of Jesus.

2 - The Holy Spirit is recognized as the central player in the entire ecclesial mission (Redemptoris Missio, 21). It is the Holy Spirit who acts in us and through us in the development of the saving work which has its basis in the paschal mystery of Jesus. The Spirit is the Gift that has been given to the Church for its mission. But at the same time the Spirit is the free Being par excellence; the Spirit’s presence and action are universal, with no limit whatsoever; the institutional Church cannot stop the Spirit’s acting in the hearts of men through the “seeds of the Word” (AG 3.11.15).


3 – The theological reality of the “People of God” defines the identity of the Church and gives it its universal dimension. From this consciousness of the “people” we appreciate the common ground of our roots: all of us are born into the faith and we enter the Church as “laity” (members of the Christian people); sharing this common identity we are called to exercise certain functions in service to the Church community, to live in a significant or prophetic way certain characteristics that belong to the common patrimony, and to serve the common mission in concrete charisms and ministries.


4 - Baptism, given its true meaning, ceases to be a simple sociological rite of entry into the Church and a requirement for salvation and recovers its original meaning of participation in the paschal mystery of Christ and commitment to participate in the building of the Kingdom of God in history; and therefore, the entry into the new People of God. But this entry is not like a membership card showing we belong to a group; it’s rather a vital dynamism that puts us, more and more, into the Body of Christ, into his Mystery.


Baptism is recognized as the basic consecration of the Christian, and all other consecrations must be seen as developing from it.

2. RECOGNIZING THE COMMON TREASURE

The design of the new ecclesial map has enabled us to rediscover the “common treasure”. The new relationships in the Church-Communion are established on what unifies, not on what separates. This did not happen in previous “ecclesial ecosystems”, that preferred to highlight the differences among the members of the Church and, as a consequence, forced the separation, the distances, the privileges and the greatness of some over others. Today we are rediscovering awareness of our common ground, and this is a great treasure that makes us all equal in what is fundamental, in a common dignity and in common duties and rights.


As we have already pointed out, the ecclesial mission is marked on this map as a unique mission shared by all the members of the Church, to which all are called and in which all, through the Sacraments of Initiation, have the right and the duty to participate. In this common mission, the differences that arise from each one’s personal vocation or from the gifts that each one has, or from the ways of serving the mission, or from belonging to different institutions, are no longer cause for separateness. All these elements are valued as riches for the entirety of the shared mission.


The internal makeup of the Church is no longer described as a trinomio: “clergy – religious – laity”, but as a binomio: “[community] – [ministries and charisms]”, where the unity (the community) is anterior and forms the basis for the distinctions (represented by the different ministries and charisms that make up the community); the common Christian condition is stressed and at the same time the free and varied initiatives of the Spirit, that raises up in the Church the richness of ministries and charisms for the common good; differences are recognized and valued, but in a complementary way and subordinated to unity.


What followed was the transfer of characteristics that used to be considered “exclusive” one from another, and that, in reality, were only significant, from some in respect to the whole.
- The two characteristics “assigned” traditionally to the laity: secularity, which implies a way of being in the world, and layness, as a way of being in the Church, have come to be understood as applying to all members of the Church, and thus to each of the groups of which it is composed.

- Reciprocally, the three dimensions that used to be reserved and gave form especially to the consecrated life: consecration, communion and mission, have been recovered and applied also to the Christian life in general.
The new associations for mission bring with them new treasures shared among the faithful who have distinct identities. These treasures are the founding charisms. Participation in an ecclesial mission, whatever it might be, does not consist only in responding to a need, but in doing so from a concrete charism. Awareness of sharing the same charism generates a spiritual affinity (ChL 24) among those who share a certain mission. From this we can now speak of a common identity. And when this charism is recognized in the Church we can speak of an ecclesial identity and of a spiritual family.


The collective charism is the constructive axis of the identity and the formation of the associates or members of the same spiritual family. It is the orientation that is imprinted on the whole process and that implies a style, a special sensitivity if face of certain needs, some preferences upon selecting the recipients, some criteria and choices for the approach to the response and a way to value the mission.

3.
THE FOUNDING CHARISMS

It is not coincidental that sea in this "Church and communion" ecosystem y con the cardinal points that orient it, where ecclesial reflection has begun to develop around the founding charisms and the whole relational dynamic that they promote in the Church. It is consequence and application of the prominence given to the Holy Spirit over the ecclesial mission, the Kingdom of God, and the absolutely central character of the mystery of Christ and of Baptism as participation in the mystery. If we seek ways to revitalize our fraternity, we must inevitably refer to the founding charism that justifies our presence in the Church. 


Let us take a look at some essential data for this reflection:


Charisms are gifts that help the Church to be faithful to its reason for being, that is, to serve the mission, to evangelize. Every charism is a response to the question “how evangelize?”. The great charisms bring with them a response that wishes to be whole: they offer a global perspective of the Gospel, a global way of understanding life from the point of view of the Gospel.


Every “founding charism” is a global charism, that does not refer only to a particular way of carrying out the mission, but of living the mission, of being an evangelizer, of experiencing communion for the mission, and, definitively, of living the Mystery of Communion which is the Mystery of the Triune God in the Church.


Unlike other times when the founding charisms ere enclosed in the institutional structures of religious life, today we are invited to place them “at the center of the Church itself, open to communion and to the participation of all the members of the People of God” (Caminar desde Cristo, n. 31). We might compare them to great rivers born from the springs of every Christian life, which are the Sacraments of Initiation. They are produced by the Spirit and they unfold on the face of the Church and even beyond, for they are, as is the Church, an act of the Kingdom of God. In them life is made fruitful. Each one of them represents, above all, the Christian life, the saving mystery of Christ, the good news of the Gospel, and they allow one to live it in the communion of the great variety of ecclesial identities. But each one of them has its flavor, the characteristic potentiality placed in it by the Spirit that has brought it to birth.

Each founding charism is, then, a way of living the Gospel, and living it as the Church in the tension of the two poles: to evangelize and to be evangelized (EN 15).


The charism unites in the same movement the committed reading of reality, which leaves the heart wounded, and the reading of the Word of God, that illumines what happens in the heart. The charism gives a key for reading the Gospel that leads the recipient to experience, in him or herself, in a unified way, consecration and sending on mission; he or she discovers himself or herself to be mediators of God’s salvation, and he or she awakens to an awareness that this charismatic experience of being possessed by the Spirit and of being sent to make the Kingdom of God real is being fulfilled today in his or her person (Lk. 4:21).


Regarding “global” charism, the founding charism tends to harmonize with many other particular charisms that facilitate its becoming concrete and real, in the varied forms of Christian life and human culture, and they enrich it with multiple possibilities in order to more effectively respond to the concrete needs of the mission. This is, exactly, an essential property of the founding charism: that of attracting many believers who resonate with this charism. Together, they make the charism incarnate. The charism acquires its best expression, not in each person separately, but in the whole of those who live it. Each founding charism promotes, in a particular way, the communion for mission that represents the Church itself.

This is how the charismatic family appears, uniting the whole of responses made from the very charism, or more exactly, the whole of actual projects of “communion for mission” arising from the charism.

4. THE CHARISMATIC FAMILY: A PLACE TO GROW IN IDENTITY AND DEVELOP COMMUNION

Charismatic families are numbered among the most typical fruits of the new Church-Communion ecosystem. They are groups formed by institutions and groups of believers united by the same founding charism, or “charismatic roots”, but with different forms of living and with varied emphases of the same charism. The strength of the charismatic family does not arise from a dominant institution that pulls others with it, as happened in the past, but from the communion among the diverse institutions and groups, communion put at the service of the same mission and enriched by the particular gifts of each group.

4.1
The two vectors of the charismatic dynamic

What is the dynamic that the founding charism promotes in the heart of the charismatic family, and how does it give rise to different identities and to the communion among them? We will use an analogy, in this case taken from the field of physics, in order to understand better.


The founding charism, as an expression of the Spirit, is a dynamism, a force that unfolds along two vectors that cause two levels or fields of force, horizontal and vertical; the combination of the two levels produces the space or “charismatic volume”:

- The “communion” vector develops along the horizontal plane: it is the force of the charism which gathers together, solidifies, and promotes communion for the ecclesial mission.

- The “prophetic” vector develops along the vertical plane: it is the force of the charism that inspires commitment to the Kingdom, that attracts toward the most radical values of the Gospel.


Neither vector develops independently of the other. They need one another, the complement each other and se reclaman el uno al otro. But it is also certain that, in practice, the founding charism can adopt one of the planes, forgetting or reducing the other, thus losing (diminishing) its space or “charismatic volume”. This is possible because, after all is said and done, the development of the charisms is subject in great part to human will, to historical circumstances, and to the current model of the Church… This was well-known to founders and foundresses, that when the attempted to develop the charism as the Spirit enlightened them they met with social rejection or the misunderstanding of the representatives of the Church.


What is certain is that a founding charism will not have attained its full potential while it is not developing harmoniously in the two force fields indicated by both vectors. Let us see what this means for us today, the fruits a que da lugar the development of each of these two vectors, in the measure en que es ayudado subsidiariamente del otro.

4.2
The relation between communion and prophecy

In the history of the great majority of the charismatic families presently existing, when their founding charisms began to develop in the Church, it was not characterized precisely by the communion of all its members, nor by the unique and shared mission, nor by common dignity, nor by the common call to holiness… In this situation the charism unfolded its prophetic vector promoting sensitivity to certain needs of the Kingdom and the incarnation of certain Gospel values, but only along one line: celibate consecrated life. The communion vector remained enclosed by the limits of the institution of the consecrated, without coming to a commitment to the faithful from other states of life. In practice, the founding charism was based on and confused with the original consecrated life project.


It is, then, the development of the “prophetic vector” that brought about the existence of the religious congregations and societies of consecrated life. The charism took on flesh in the Church and assured it survival by means of the forms of consecrated life, which, by being composed of intentional communities and by its own institutionalization in the Church, offered the best conditions to guarantee the continuity of the charism. The model of Church in force at the moment of the charism’s beginning to develop did not facilitate, and in many cases was an obstacle to the prophetic dimension’s growing in harmony with the communion dimension, and to the charism’s being able to expand in the Church by means of diverse life projects.

The model of Church-Communion, recovered by Vatican Council II, eases enormously the founding charisms’ ability to develop on the level of communion and to reach very varied believers; the resulting fruits are the new charismatic families.


Urged on by the needs of the Kingdom shown by the charism and attracted by the Gospel values highlighted by the charism, many believers feel called to become part of the same family. The founding charism creates this force field within which are woven the relationships among the members of the family that little by little are formed among the groups that compose it. 


And the charismatic family sees itself also as a evangelizing family thanks to that prophetic vector of the charism which encourages it to be a sign for the Church and for society of a face of the Gospel that underlines in a harmonious way certain attitudes of Jesus, certain values of the Kingdom, a form of mediation of God’s salvation…


Each member of the charismatic family puts on that face of the Gospel characteristic of his or her family, as the particular icon that gives meaning to his or her life, directs his or her efforts in identifying with Christ and inspires his or her life project. At the same time, each group or community belonging to the family has its base and motivation in the same evangelical face, that intends to welcome as a gift and to be a reflection of Christ for society. That is the role that previously was practically reserved for the consecrated religious.


So the prophetic vector comes into play and joins with the communion vector. Without the dynamism that the first brings to the second, the result could be a “flat” charismatic family, with a variety of projects, surely, but each one of them perfectly dispensable because it does not have any special richness to offer to the whole group nor to the mission that justifies the existence of this family in the Church. This is a risk that it would be good to keep an eye out for, because the enthusiasm for promoting the charismatic family can lead to overlooking the prophetic dimension, which is the fount of life and growth for the family.


The prophetic vector especially stirs up community signs, institutional signs that strongly call attention to the fundamental values of the mission. Consecrated life is, without a doubt, one of those prophetic signs. Lay or mixed communities that have opted for an exacting community project of shared life, are another of these prophetic signs. Mission projects to especially needy people or that demand a special form of availability, are also prophetic signs that give life to the charismatic family.


And this is where the prophetic vector of the charism makes the difference. It is the call to live in a more radically and significant way communion for the mission. This prophetic call, that traditionally was related with the consecrated life, can be received also in other stable forms of living and can be responded to in new structures of communion that the charismatic family makes possible. The differentiation, that is always a richness, no longer comes through the separation of places and functions (more “pastoral” or more “secular”, more “ecclesial” or more “social and worldly”), for the evangelical family embraces all of them, but by the contribution that each one makes by his or her way of being a disciple.

4.3
An area of tensions

I believe that the relationship of the varied identities within a charismatic family must be situated in this context or “area of tensions”, made up of the two charismatic vectors: communion and prophetic.


Prompted by communion we build a system of relationships based on the common charismatic call to mission, from the common source of Baptism and the Spirit who calls us; a system of relationships that affirms the equal dignity and the co-responsibility of all in the mission of the charismatic family.

Thanks to communion, each person who joins the family participates in the collective identity proper to it. It is not a matter, then, of an abstract system of relationships, nor simply of a friendly atmosphere. Integration into this group presupposes in the person the ability to say “we”, out of an attitude of solidarity and a sense of belonging to the group. But it also presupposes the “narrative” perception of the group; that is: on becoming part of the family, the person discovers he or she also becomes part of a history, or better, part of a narration that has a plot that unites the events and channels them in a determined direction. The charismatic family has a living history that continues developing in creative fidelity to the founding charism.


Prompted by the prophetic vector we begin by recognizing and giving positive value to the personal charisms, to the differences that come from talents, abilities, and ways of living. But within the group we value the signs and promote a culture of valuing the signs. It is very important to cultivate the conscience of all the members of the family on the need for the prophetic vector to develop broadly in the family, in such a way that all feel responsible for promoting it, and of becoming involved in a vocation ministry that invites people to take on life projects that especially embody that dimension.


The founding charism is, by its nature, provocative: it creates signs, it calls people to be signs, above all signs of community. Prophetic signs give life to the whole family, they keep it alert, in creative tension, in constant “going beyond” where it is now. Along this line, consecrated religious offer the whole family the more specific signs of their consecrated life: their free self-giving for the Kingdom, their experience of communion, their witness to the search for God. Along with consecrated persons there must arise prophetic witness from the laity: celibate and married lay people whose personal or wedded project is strongly marked by the charism.


This assembly of persons and communities form a nucleus that we can define as “heart, memory and guarantee” of the founding charism in the family. Without this nucleus the charismatic family will not be able to survive. It plays an essential role in the communion that gives rise to the collective identity of the family and allows those who become part of it to take on that collective identity. Clearly, that active role depends also on the insertion of this nucleus in the relations of communion with the other members and, above all, on assuring the accompaniment of the new members.


John Paul II proposed to the whole Church as a challenge for the new millennium, "to be the home and the school of communion" (Novo millennio ineunte 43). It is the same challenge that the evangelical family should propose to itself and thus convert itself  into an icon of the Church-Communion. But this challenge does not lead us to a facile understanding of tranquil harmony, but to a creative tension via these two charismatic vectors: communion and prophecy. Both dispose us to carry out God’s plan for humanity, the saving mission, from the vantage point of our particular founding charism.

5. THE STORY THAT THE FRATERNITIES SHOULD TELL TODAY

The paths of revitalization of the Marist fraternities are described today in a story that we must tell with our lives. It is a story that must be made alive by the Marist charism, and must be directed to refounding the Marist project in our time, in this Church and in this society. It is a matter, then, of living the charism in the Church-Communion and in the post-modern society, it is a matter of reclaiming roots, the basic foundations that have their origin in Marcellin Champagnat and developing them today in a situation, in a Church, very different from what the Founder knew.


And so as not to deviate from the path, to not compose a story foreign to this charism, it is important to have clear the fundamental reference that expresses the charism, and that is none other than the figure of "brother".


In order that this affirmation not be misinterpreted from the outset I immediately add that the charismatic Marist figure "brother" is the fundamental reference point for refounding the Marist project today, as much for Marist religious as for Marist laity. So I am not proposing that the fraternities take as a point of reference the vowed Marist Brothers, but the charismatic Marist figure "brother". It is a figure rooted in the Gospels and in the Acts of the Apostles. Let us look at three dimensions in which this figure develops. Both religious and laity have to develop these three dimensions of the "brother", but each will place different emphases from the point of view of their own Christian identity, emphases which are always complementary. The Marist charism will be lived "more completely" to the degree in which it is lived in a complementary fashion, recognizing differences and bringing them as riches to the whole.


The first dimension of central axis of the story consists in being "brother". "Brother", which is a singular noun, has nevertheless a plural content that belongs to its own essence, for one can only be "brother" in the midst of "the brothers", in the context of the fraternity, never in the solitary state. To be brother always implies a plural relationship.


Taking seriously "being brother" is the first signal that one is living the Marist charism, and it is the first condition for revitalizing the fraternities. It is a matter of building a fraternity, not a pious group, not a group for intellectual formation, not even a group for apostolic action. The first thing is fraternity, communion, "being brother". It is lived, primarily, as a gift ("charism") that comes from God and refers to God, to the project of his covenant with humanity. This gift is the same one we share in the fraternity and that we dedicate to mission. In this way, and following its charism, the Marist fraternity contributes to creating that Marian Church, in the style of Nazareth or of the community at Pentecost gathered around Mary and thus creating that human family of welcome and integration that our world so much needs.


Secondly, the figure of the brother that aims at belonging to the People of God in the sense of "base", not hierarchical. "Brother" alludes to "lay person", member of the base of the People of God. "And you are all brothers" (Mt 23,8). The Marist fraternity takes seriously its lay-ness, su constitución en la base, without prior hierarchies; the roles inside it are roles of animation, that do not carry with them higher dignity or privileges. This does not mean that priests may not be members, as long as they assume this lay fraternal dimension, since it is an essential part of the charism

The sense of belonging to the base acts as a dynamic, not only directed inwardly, but also to outside the community: it give a special sensitivity to tune in with everything that affects the base, of the Church and of the human race, a sensitivity to suffering with the little ones of the people and to go to their aid.

Thirdly, being a Marist "brother" is equivalent to building a ministerial fraternity, that is, a fraternity for mission (understood as part of the ecclesial mission), that lives and is nourished spiritually from the mission, and sees itself as sent, as an instrument of God to communicate God’s saving mystery to the recipients of the mission. The Marist fraternity is a ministerial fraternity: it represents before the Church the ministry of Christian education lived from the Marist charism. The subject of the ministry is not an individual but the community, within which very diverse functions can be carried out. The entire community is constituted in guarantee of the mission that the Church has trusted to it.

SOME QUESTIONS FOR GROUP REFLECTION:
1. Do we feel our Marist Fraternities are totally conformed to the ecosystem that we have described as “Church-Communion”? What facts contribute significantly to a positive response to this question? Are there, perhaps, some aspects that should change in order for the fraternities to better fit the new ecosystem?

2. Are we satisfied with the relations among the various groups that make up the Marist Family? Does each group fully assume its founding charism , according to each one’s identity and way of life? Is progress being made towards co-responsibility in the mission among consecrated and lay Marists? Are there aspects in their reciprocal relations that should mature, change…?

3. What signs do we see in our Family that show the prophetic vector is developing strongly, and that it is doing so in harmony with communion? Do we think it would be helpful to reinforce or correct some aspect?

4. How incorporate the story we are telling with our fraternity the three dimensions referred to in the last section: brother (plural) in a lay and ministerial fraternity? Do we need to reinforce any of the three dimensions in particular?
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