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Seán D. Sammon, FMS

One day a wise old teacher asked his students, "How can you tell that night has ended and the day is returning?" 

"When you can see clearly that an animal in the distance is a lion and not a leopard," suggested one. "No," answered the wise man. 

"Could it be," asked another, "when you can tell that a tree across the field bears figs and not peaches?" Once again, the teacher replied, "No." 

Growing impatient, his pupils demanded, "Well, then, what is it?" 

"It is when you can look on the face of any person and see that that woman or man is your sister or brother. Because until you are able to do so, no matter what time of day it is, it is still night for you."

Now, why tell this story about a wise old teacher and his students here at the outset of these remarks about what Marcellin Champagnat might have had in mind when he instructed his brothers to form "good citizens and good Christians." And what does the message of this story have to say to us as we mark one hundred years of Marist life and mission in this country and region that are so important in our world and in the life of our Church and Institute? 

A word of thanks

Before going any further, though, a word of thanks to each of you for your invitation to be here with and among you these days. It is my first trip to Syria and the region, and I am delighted that I came. I am particularly grateful to Manuel who first suggested that I put aside the time to be here for the centenary, to George who sent the invitation and has been so helpful to me in the all details of planning the trip. And to all of you who have been so welcoming. I have felt very much at home, and I am grateful. 

It has also been a privilege also to be part of the vow renewal of Toni, Fadi, Bahjat, and Milad. Each of you gives us great hope that a new day is dawning for our Marist life and mission here in the Middle East. A word of thanks to your families, too, for their generosity in encouraging you in your vocation. 

Finally, thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today. I pray that our time together can be of help to all of us as well. One hundred years ago, 900 of our brothers left France out of necessity and in reaction to laws of secularization. We could say that they faced a crisis of innovation. 

And we know well the outcome of their story. Due to their courage, daring, faith, and hard work, our Marist Institute and its mission is found today in 77 countries, and touches annually the lives of tens of thousands of administrators and teachers and also the lives of hundreds of the thousands of young men women who are our students. In other parts of our world, new needs have demanded a different type of innovative response. So programs other than schools but meeting the needs of young people and focused on proclaiming God’s love for each of them have been established and have flourished. 

As a Marist community and as a Church here in Syria, you have had to be as innovative as anyone else and you have more than risen to the occasion. You have done that for a century now and we have gathered these days to celebrate that fact. And that is why this centenary anniversary is so important. For it gives witness not only to God’s fidelity and to what those of us associated with Marcellin’s charism have seen and done in this country for 100 years now, but also because of what all that has transpired has meant for our Church and for the gospel. 

Marist life and mission in Syria

We know the story well. Marist Brothers first arrived in 1904 in this region that so many rightly call the cradle of civilization and of Christian faith. We came at the request of the Armenian Catholic bishop and quickly took up work at the Armenian school in Aleppo. 

By 1930, a second school had come into existence, followed by still a third several years later. Since 1967, however, our brothers and their lay partners have concentrated their efforts on the community in Aleppo and poor children and young people in the area. 

The city of Aleppo and the region that surrounds it has also been generous to our community with vocations and the birth of two Champagnat fraternities in recent years. Yes, there have been many blessings indeed. 

Back to our story

Being given responsibility for educating a child is a sacred trust. For education can never be solely about book learning, stellar performance, or the amassing of academic credentials. 

In describing Marist education in particular, we best name the process as an affair of the heart. Marcellin knew that a loving heart was a very effective means of changing our world and to heal its divisions and pain. Therefore, a sense of community, where forgiveness is a habit and reconciliation no stranger, must always mark any educational undertaking that calls itself Marist.  

Marcellin Champagnat was a country priest in love with the Lord, full of fire, and blessed to have Mary as a sister in faith. He was also a man who saw education as an important, and perhaps for his day the best, means for evangelizing young people. He longed to tell young people just how much Jesus Christ loved them. After all, how often did he say, “I cannot see children without wanting to tell them just how much Jesus Christ loves them.” 

The passing on of faith, then, the work of evangelization, the direct proclamation of God's Word to poor children and young people: those are the elements that lie at the heart of Marcellin's vision of education. He did not set out to establish a school system per se but rather to bring our faith to the world of young people in desperate need of hearing some Good News. 

Marcellin Champagnat


The founder gave his early brothers this sound advice: “To become a brother,” he said, “is to undertake to become a saint.” He came to this awareness through the hard lessons of his own life. Yes, not born a saint, Marcellin Champagnat spent a lifetime becoming one.


Marcellin’s mother, Marie Thérèse, and aunt, Louise, were the first to awaken a spiritual life in the young boy. Their example and direction were foundational. He absorbed from both women practices of piety and the spiritual heritage of the high plateau region.  


The founder was fortunate to grow up in the district of Marlhes. A region of deep faith, it claimed Saint John Francis Regis as its patron and made his shrine a place of pilgrimage. This saint impressed young Marcellin, and influenced his spiritual formation. 


We know also that the founder had great devotion to Mary, the mother of Jesus. He lived in the Marial district of bishops Pothin and Irenaeus, and in a country influenced by the writings of Mariologists such as Olier and Grignon de Montfort. The future saint’s devotion to the Mother of God was shaped initially by the religious practice and theology of late eighteenth and early nineteenth century France. 


Jesus, though, and not Mary, was the destination of Marcellin’s journey of faith. The mystery of the Incarnation was at the heart of his spirituality. The founder’s Christology emphasized Jesus in his human nature. 

Relationships: the heart of Marist education

We are told that Marcellin often used this phrase, "You cannot teach children without loving them first, and loving them all equally." Several years ago, our Institute took time to spell out more clearly just what that phrase mean concretely. And so, a publication entitled the Educational Project, or In the Footsteps of Marcellin Champagnat came into being. Its many principles remind us all that Marist education is about the transformation of hearts, and the awakening in young people of a responsibility for our world and Church. It is about community, simple living, and being a disciple of our Lord Jesus Christ in the same what that Mary was. 

At the heart of this document are five foundational elements. They are meant to help us all understand better what characteristics we share in common as Marist educators. 

a. A simple presence among the young. 

First of all, a simple presence among the young. The word among is the most important in this phrase. A Marist educator exemplifies a simple presence among the young. We are privileged to have been given entrance into the world of the young and we go among them as their older brothers and sisters, and in no other way. 

To be among the young as a Marist educator means that we are about helping each of them to be the passionate person that God had I mind in the first place. At the same time, our presence among young people is meant to help them to understand the important place that community has in the lives of each of us. Unfortunately, in our world today, a lack of community has led to so much misunderstanding and strife. 

A presence among the young means to be attentive, welcoming, trustful, open. 

b. Simplicity.

Simplicity is the second characteristic that marks the Marist educator. Just as a spirit of poverty should be evident in any follower of Francis of Assisi, so also simplicity should characterize anyone who calls themselves Marist and a brother or sister of Marcellin Champagnat. After all, it was the characteristic most memorable in his own life. 

As Marist educators, then, we show a preference for simplicity in our organizational structures. And our way of educating, like Marcellin's, is personal, practical, and rooted in real life. His was a practical Christianity and we work to instill the same in the lives of those whom we teach. 

We also lead young people to adopt simplicity of life as a value for their own lives, encouraging them to be themselves in every situation, to be open and truthful and to have the strength of their own convictions. In a world distracted by the superficial, we help them to value themselves and others for who they are, and not to be seduced from this important learning by possessions or fame. 

c. Family spirit.

Marcellin challenged his early brothers and he challenges each of us who would claim to be a Marist educator to relate to one another and to the young people entrusted to our care as though we were the members of a loving family. Whenever we are among young people, therefore, we strive to build a sense of community. Warmth of welcome, acceptance and a sense of belonging should prevail in our schools and other educational ventures. 

Once again, our way of relating to young people is to be a brother or sister to them. And so we share with them their joys and disappointments in life, their failures as well as successes, 

In a school setting our sense of family spirit stands in contrast to an assembly-line or results-oriented education that does not respect the individuality and uniqueness before God found in each person. On the contrary we give preference to those whose needs are greatest, who are most deprived, or who are going through hard times. 

d. Love of work

Marcellin was a builder; he showed us the importance of rolling up ours sleeves so as to do all that we can for the sake of our mission. In a school setting, love of work implies the careful preparation of lessons, thorough correction of students' assignments, accompanying those students who are experiencing difficulty. 

Through pedagogy of serious effort, we help young people develop strong character and resilient will, a balanced moral conscience, and solid values upon which to build their lives. We foster a spirit of team work, cooperation, the common sharing of personal talents. 

e. In the way of Mary

Finally, Mary was central to Marcellin's life, his faith, his approach to education. For Marcellin, though, Mary was not only his Good Mother, she was also his sister in faith. 

Why deny the fact that Mary’s life was a genuine human journey. To deny that fact and take her out of the ranks of humanity is unfair to her and to all of us. She was a woman of her day who observed the Sabbath and all the practices associated with the special fervour of the anawim, or poor of Yahweh, among whom she was numbered. Hers was a commonplace and obscure life. Here was a woman who searched, felt anxious, laughed and cried, did not understand everything, and had to find her way from one stage to another as she travelled life’s journey. And life did not treat her gently. She lived through the human lot that falls to us all: tears, distress and bitterness, courage and greatness, agony and death.

Though artists have for centuries pictured Mary as reading the last book of the Old Testament as she waited expectantly for Gabriel’s visit and the news that would assure her inclusion in the first book of the New Testament, the Mother of Jesus was, in all probability unable to read like the vast majority of men and women of her day. 

Therese of Lisieux reminds us that we love Mary not because the Mother of God received exceptional privileges but rather because she lived and suffered simply, like us, in the dark night of faith. Mary was a daughter of this earth; she had human passions, joys. She shared all the human concerns that we experience today.  But, Mary also waited expectantly for the coming of the Messiah. And because she always looked at the world through the eyes of faith, she was able, over time, to recognize him in the Suffering Servant who was her son. As an individual, she made difficult choices in life with courage, and grew, in time, to be an elder in the budding community of the Church. So, while we hold fast to Marcellin’s image of our Good Mother, today we are ever more aware of the fact that Mary is also our sister in faith, and a prophet among the Communion of Saints.  
A world Institute and Church

More than a quarter century ago, the late theologian Karl Rahner gave a brief commencement talk to the graduating class of the Weston School of Theology. Though short in terms of the time taken to deliver its words, this address was quite full of revolutionary ideas. At its heart, however, was this message: We are a world Church, and as such must welcome and encourage plurality and diversity, and, most importantly, must respect the variety of cultures that we find in our midst rather than impose one culture upon others. 

Rahner pointed out that there have been three great eras in he history of our Church: the world of Jewish Christianity that came after the death of Christ, Christianity as influenced by Roman and Hellenic worlds of the early centuries after Christ, and the Church that is coming into being today, a world Church. Today, however, we must ask ourselves: when will we begin to act like a world Church. The Mass as celebrated in the West after the Council is, if we were to be honest, nothing more than the Roman liturgy in the vernacular. This is one of the great challenges that we face today: are we willing to start acting like a world Church, a Church that respects the variety of cultures in our midst, a pluralistic and diverse Church that stops imposing western modes of thinking upon our all parts of our world. 

Reconciliation

Finally, that spirit of reconciliation with which we began our discussion needs to be at the heart of any school that calls itself Marist and religious. Everyone in life suffers some injustice at the hands of others. Unfortunately, some of us choose to nurture our wound, keep our anger alive, and reject any notion of reconciliation. Eventually, we become so wed to our hurt that we lose any ability to embrace the future with freedom and hope. 

Reconciliation is another way of addressing our anger. It entails a process wherein we choose not to let the hurt we have suffered get in the way of continuing our relationship, and decide to respond to whoever has hurt us rather than hold on to our pain. What was done is forgiven for the sake of who did it. While these decisions and choices are ours to make, cultural differences, lack of an adequate vocabulary for expressing emotional reactions, or a painful past history of managing conflict can make it more difficult for some of us to initiate the process of reconciliation. Not to do so, however, most often consigns us to the pain of our anger.   

While forgiveness involves a choice and a decision, it also entails a process. Any hurt takes time to heal; trust betrayed in a relationship is rebuilt only gradually. At times, therefore, we benefit from ritualizing the process of reconciliation. Through symbol and word, in an atmosphere of prayer, we admit that our relationships are fragile, and, despite that fact, recommit ourselves to the one that was breached. The healing that results from taking such action is not limited to the persons most directly involved; reconciliation is a grace for the entire community.  

Forgiveness is also a two-edged sword. There are few situations of hurt in life where only one party is to blame. In revisiting my hurt, I must also admit that I contributed to it. Thus, genuine forgiveness robs me of my hurt. I can no longer use it against you. 

Are there some disappointments and hurts in life that are impossible to heal? Not if we are open to God's grace and willing to take the time to be reconciled. In all of this, we do well to remember the Lord's directive about forgiving seventy times seven. We also need to keep in mind Marcellin's hope for the face of any community that could call itself his own: "Let it be said of the Little Brothers of Mary, as it was said of the early Christians, 'See how they love one another'." Understanding more fully Marcellin's hope and the message of the gospel lesson, we can better appreciate the wisdom that the old teacher was passing along to his students. Yes, we will know when the night has ended and the day is returning. 

Reconciliation, reminding us of our weakness, helps nurture in us a compassionate and loving heart. Such a heart is necessary if we are to be able to look on the face of any person and see that woman or man as our sister or brother. In gradually developing that capacity, we come to know full well that regardless of the time, it is no longer night for us. 
Permit me to close with a prayer to Mary. It is a fragment of a modern day litany to her and it includes some of the elements that we have been discussing today.

Mary, wellspring of peace... 
Be our guide. 
Model of courage... 
Be our guide. 

Model of risk taking... 

Be our guide. 

Model of perseverance... 

Be our guide. 

Comforter of the afflicted... 

Lead us to life. 

Cause of our joy... 

Lead us to life. 

Sign of contradiction... 

Lead us to life. 

Woman of mercy... 

Empower us. 

Woman of faith... 

Empower us. 

Woman of vision... 

Empower us. 

Woman of wisdom and understanding... 

Empower us. 

Woman, pregnant with hope... 

Empower us. 

First disciple... 
Empower us. 
Participant in Christ's passion... 

Empower us. 

Seeker of God's will... 

Empower us. 

Amen.

