Vitality of the Institute

Brothers, I have always been fond of a story about a Benedictine prioress whose name was Mother Sylvester. By all reports, she was a rather formidable woman. A “no—nonsense” type of person some might say! 

Twice each year Mother Sylvester made her way over to the monastery’s novitiate to meet with the young women in formation. And on each occasion, she had but one question for them. “Sisters,” she would ask, “Why have you come to religious life?” 

Unfortunately, among all the responses given over the years, Mother Sylvester never was able to find the reply for which she was looking. And so, twice annually, she dismissed the answers given by the novices and eventually provided her own: “Sisters,” she would say, “you come to religious life only to seek God.” That’s right: “Only to seek God.” 

Brothers, the remarks I will make this afternoon are based upon this deeply held conviction: whatever renewed identity we decide upon eventually for our Marist way of life, at its heart this simple truth must be evident, our way of life is all about finding God. 

Have no doubt about it: when Jesus and a passion for his mission are at the heart of our life, then Mary will find her privileged and contemporary place in our spirituality, the Word of God will be proclaimed among poor children and young people, our communities will be centres of prayer and reconciliation, and the revolution of the heart, for which we all long, will come to pass for us and for all those who cherish the dream and charism of Marcellin Champagnat. Religious life is all about Jesus. We must never forget that fact. 

20th General Chapter
Why begin this reflection with the story of Mother Sylvester and her novices? If it does nothing else, the tale reminds us about the importance of priorities, of putting first things first. And that is what we must do today.

The past six weeks have been a rich and productive time for each of us and in the history of our Institute. Yes, as we approach the end of our days together in Chapter, we have a great deal for which to be thankful. However, we must admit also that several important issues continue to preoccupy us. Concerns such as our seeming inability to attract vocations in parts of our Marist world, for example, continue to call for ongoing study and decisive action. With that said, however, I suggest that today even more urgent challenges face us in the areas of spirituality and meaning. As a consequence, I plan to address each in turn this afternoon.

Spirituality, meaning, and the calls of our 20th General Chapter
About three weeks into our 20th General Chapter, we received a list of five calls. It was the fruit of a number of days during which we followed a process of group discernment that involved periods of prayer and reflection. 

On first glancing at the list, I imagined myself looking into a mirror. And though, in keeping with the principles of discernment, I had committed myself to an attitude of disinterest, I found, after but a moment’s notice, that I was strangely ill at ease with the image I saw. On spending some time reflecting, however, I realised that I was uneasy not so much because of what I saw, but rather because of what I found missing. 

The first draft of the calls included many fine points, points to which we have returned time and again during the course of our Commission work. However, on the morning I first received the list, I found myself asking this question: If these calls are the fruit of three weeks of prayer and reflection, why is Mary missing from the inventory? And, why does the description of our response to persons who are poor appear so anaemic? 

Admittedly, there was an encouraging statement about brothers and laity needing to draw closer to children and youth most in need. Nowhere among the five calls on the list, however, did I find a declaration that I could describe personally as a stirring call to action. 

Brothers, in retrospect, I believe that the list of calls that we received halfway through our Chapter presented an accurate picture of the way in which a number of other people see us. I might even say that, taken together, these calls represent the picture that many young people see when they take a look at one or another of our provinces. And perhaps that is part of the reason why some are not joining us in any great numbers in various parts of the world. 

Be that as it may, my response when first seeing the list of calls is what is more telling still. Rather than stay for a while looking at the calls as first written, instead of allowing myself to be uncomfortable any longer, I rushed in and began to quickly, and without much personal cost, revise the list that was before me. Mary was found and reinserted into the picture. And I agreed to build-up the rather anaemic description of action to be taken on behalf of poor children and young people.

Perhaps I would have served the Chapter and its work better had I lingered a while longer and taken a hard look at the printed list that lay in front of me. To do so might have reminded us all that the work of developing a contemporary spirituality that is both apostolic and Marial, of rediscovering our identity, and of building communities marked by prayer and reconciliation might just be more challenging than we first imagined and will take time.

Spirituality
During our discussions of the past six weeks we have often used the word spirituality. However, more than once I have had to ask myself whether or not we all share the same understanding about this important area of our life. 

For example, if you called upon me to explain the meaning of the word spirituality, I’d begin by telling you that it has more to do with an unquenchable fire that burns within me than with any pious practices I might follow. Furthermore, I would let you know without hesitation that my spirituality is the source of much of the love, creativity, and hope that I bring to life. 

Less willing might I be, however, to acknowledge that often enough I experience this very same spirituality as a hunger, an inner longing that leaves me restless, frustrated, and dissatisfied. 

And so, if you pressed me and asked me again, “In the midst of all your hopes, unrest, or whatever, Seán, just what is spirituality?” I could only respond by saying that for me ultimately, it is what I do with my passion. 

This approach to spirituality is not what most of us were taught during our early years of life, and surely not during formation. No, we got off to a false start because we were led to believe that to be fit for God, we had to painstakingly ascend a ladder of virtues. 

Any relationship with Jesus, however, comes at his initiative, and not ours. Teresa of Avila, for example, often said that when she lacked the words for prayer, she went into her convent chapel and sat before the Blessed Sacrament, so that the Lord could look on her with love. Are we willing to accept the fact that God loves each of us in such an unconditional way? 

The Founder’s spirituality
Marcellin eventually accepted God’s love for what it was: a gift given freely. However, to arrive at this understanding, he had to pass through an ongoing process of conversion. As a young seminarian, for example, the founder emphasised self-discipline in his personal life and a well thought out program of prayer and penance. With the passage of time, however, he came to rely on the rule of law to achieve a certain serenity of soul. 

Eventually, he built his spirituality upon the foundation of love of God and of other people. The founder came to love the Lord in his very human nature. He also loved people and enjoyed spending time with them. 

Simply put: Marcellin Champagnat was caught up in an ever-deepening relationship with God. He was a holy man because he lived his ordinary life exceptionally well, and did ordinary things with extraordinary love. He took seriously the Good News of Jesus Christ. We can do no less. 

A loss of meaning
But the founder also lived within a particular historical context and during a period wherein the Church faced a crisis of innovation. The world in which it found itself had changed quickly and decisively, and the Church’s response had to be resourceful. 

Brothers, we are members of a Church that resembles, in part, the Church at the time of the founder. And just as he did, we need a spirituality, apostolic in nature and Marial in character, that will be up to these challenges. At the very least, such a spirituality will demand of each of us a total and permanent self-surrender to God without condition, without qualification, and without reservation. 

The text of the first article in Chapter II of our Marist Constitutions tells us that God leads many of us into the desert where he speaks to our hearts. In recent years, God has done the same favour for our Institute. 

Through all the years of renewal that have passed since the Second Vatican Council, and under the capable and inspiring leadership we have had in the persons of Basilio, Charles, and Benito, God has been leading us to a point wherein we might begin to allow ourselves to be disturbed by the gap that exists between what we profess about ourselves and the reality of our lives. In light of that fact, we will be called, during the years just ahead, to test our credibility by making some fundamental choices about the essentials of our life together, our mission, and the future direction of our Institute. 

If we have been tempted, in the past, to determine credibility by using criteria such as the size of our membership, the reputation of our institutions, and the prestige in which our Institute was held, we must find a different standard of measurement today. And what better criteria to use in determining credibility than those established by Jesus: Do we live as if the Spirit of the Lord is upon us? Are we bringing Good News to poor children and young people? Freeing the oppressed? Giving sight to the blind? Announcing the favour of the Lord? 

Spirituality and too much activity
Are there some obstacles to avoid in our spiritual life today? For starters, the excessive activity that marks the lives of some of us borders on the pathological. It constitutes a serious threat to our interior life and contradicts our stated belief that “it is the Lord who builds the house” and not us! 

Activism, more often than not, leads to excessive self-concern, a preoccupation with efficiency that does violence to a listening heart, and a restlessness that bears little, if any, fruit. All three elements constitute a problem when it comes to growing in the spiritual life: they weaken our ability to develop the spirit of solitude that is so necessary for a life of prayer. 

Spirituality and Matthew 25
You might find yourself, though, wanting to ask me if I am talking about genuine spirituality here or a “Jesus and I” cult of self-indulgence, one that is oblivious to the world and its problems? And if you did ask, I would tell you that there is no doubt in my mind that involvement in creating justice for people who are poor must be an essential element of the spiritual life. 

For Jesus, there were two basic commandments: love God, and love your neighbour. In spelling out their details, He bluntly tells us that we will be judged on how we treat people who are poor. The way in which we treat them will be equated to the way in which we treat God. 

We are kidding ourselves if we think we can relate to God without—at the very least—also continually looking at how the weakest members in our society are faring and how our own lifestyle is contributing to their plight. Genuine spirituality cannot be cut off from women, men, and children who are poor and their concerns, and the need for a just society.

Spirituality and Mary
Mary, though, must be our ultimate example when it comes to our life in the Spirit. After all, our Church tells us that she is the first disciple, the model of what it means to be a Christian. And we know full well that her dynamic relationship with Jesus was the foundation upon which her life was built. 

Today each of us must ask: Can I mirror her spirit at the Annunciation and be as willing as she was to take in God’s Word, even when I find it troubling? Can I echo her instruction to the table servers at Cana, “Do whatever he tells you,” and not be surprised by what might be asked of me? Can I fundamentally rediscover in a new way, a way appropriate for our time and place, the fire that was in her heart and that must be in ours, too, if we are ever to credibly give witness as her Little Brothers? And can we as an Institute do the same thing? 

Our Marist identity
Timothy Radcliffe, the former Master General of the Order of Preachers, is fond of comparing today’s religious priests and brothers to blacksmiths in a world of cars! Yes, he insists, we appear to be running about looking for something to do.

Radcliffe’s comment brings to the fore another central preoccupation of this Chapter: the question of identity. And though our Commission work focused more on the identity of those laywomen and men who cherish the charism of Marcellin, the Chapter as a whole was conscious of the urgent challenge we face as Marist Brothers to redefine ourselves, to be able to answer with assurance and enthusiasm any person who poses to us these two questions, “Just who are you, and what do you stand for?” 

During the years subsequent to the Council many of us put aside a number of the old and evident symbols of religious life. And we did so with good reason. Often enough, these externals had come to be associated, unfortunately, not only with the fact that our vocation was different than others in the Church but that it was also somehow better than the rest. Be that as it may, putting aside these externals, eroded for some of us a clear sense of who we are and what we are all about. 

Another long-standing and distinctive indicator of our identity fell when brothers in some of our provinces and districts moved away from what had been seen traditionally as our ministry and toward others judged to be more in keeping with the needs of today. As necessary as any of these changes may have been, each one brought with it certain consequences. For example, today in some countries our brothers are just about invisible to most of their fellow citizens. 

Our identity as brothers
Now, without a doubt, we hold a great deal in common with sisters and religious priests, but, as brothers, we also face some unique challenges in terms of our identity. These spring from our singular position as male vowed religious who exercise our ministry through non-sacramental service. But today many of us feel marginalised in terms of decision-making in our Church, and report that our vocation more often than not is overlooked by local Church authorities and misunderstood by many laymen and women.

As brothers, however, you and I face an additional extra challenge when taking up the task of forming a clear post-conciliar identity. And it is one about which we are often reluctant to talk: the loss of meaning that has occurred for many of us since the Council. Let’s take a moment to develop this point further. 

First of all, as brothers we are a pragmatic lot, and, prior to Vatican II, this characteristic served us well. As long as the basics of religious life were clearly defined, we knew what was expected of us in terms of the vows, spirituality, ministry, and community life. This knowledge gave us the freedom to get on with life in community and with the daily work of our apostolate.

However, for many of us, this system of meaning collapsed during the years following Vatican II. Subsequently, we continued about our work, but without a clear understanding as to what the vows, spirituality, or community life required of us. However, our failure to acknowledge honestly the collapse of our system of meaning gave rise to a great deal of unspoken grief. You can see it surface from time to time when some of our brothers reminisce about the past. The question of identity that we face today as Marist Brothers, then, has more to do with the rebuilding of meaning than with anything else. 

Until we fully acknowledge our losses, however, and grieve for them, we will be unable to fully form a new identity. So, why do we resist this process of mourning? Perhaps because we know full well, that the release of our grief will, for many of us, be as painful as it is healing. 

Elements of a new identity

As mentioned earlier, forming an identity is never easy. To do so, we must answer these two questions, “Who are you, and what do you stand for?” 

Within the first few months of this new administration, I plan to write to you more extensively about the question of our identity as brothers and as a Marist Institute. Consequently, I will only make three brief comments about the topic here. 

Point one: More often than not, any process of identity formation, reformulation, or refounding, that involves a group, is made up of three phases.

· First of all, in light of its charism, the signs of the times, and the calls of the Church, the group works together to find an honest answer to this question: "Which ways of being in our world will foster a radical dependence on God and further the mission of Jesus?" 

· The second stage of identity formation is crisis ridden! Why be surprised: crises usually follow upon any period of exploration.

· The third and final step in the process of identity formation involves commitment.

If we want to forge a new identity for our Marist life, we cannot escape the process of assessment and choice. Time after time, in the Survey results that came in prior to the Chapter, this consistent challenge was present: please clarify the nature and purpose of our Marist life today. 

Point two: In attempting to rise to that challenge, and after listening to the discussions of the past six weeks, I cannot help but suggest that in our efforts to form a new identity we must reestablish—where it has diminished—our physical presence among children and young people. 

And though in so doing, some of us may feel ill-equipped for the task or a bit like an anthropologist who has stepped into a culture that is foreign, we will quickly learn that the needs of poor young people today are as urgent as they were in Marcellin’s day and that we are better equipped to meet them than we might ever imagine. 

Point three: Should our founder walk into this Chapter hall this afternoon, he would be stunned by the resources for evangelization that we have available. Spiritual resources, human resources, financial resources.

My intuition is also that, considering the humble circumstances in which he brought his dream to life, Marcellin would have little patience with our concerns about the future. Instead, he would be up and doing, among poor children and young people, with simplicity, and in the manner of Mary. 

Brothers, vitality has been the theme of our Chapter. The calls we have received as a result of our days together challenge us to renew our Marist Brotherhood by living out our passion for Jesus and the reign of God in the midst of our diverse culture, and countries. They are also calling us to ask this question, “In our efforts of the past 40 years, what has been of the Spirit and what has not?"

A final word about community and lay partnership
One day a wise old rabbi 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 rabbi. 

“Could it be,” asked another, “when you can tell that a tree across the field bears figs and not peaches?” Once again, the rabbi 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.”

Every human community is flawed in one way or another. You and I are not perfect, and neither are those with whom we live. And neither is any human community. Yet despite this fact, genuine community is something that many young people long for today in a number of places throughout our world. 

Let us admit also that it is easy to point to many aspects of community life that are unattractive. How much more difficult, though, for us to acknowledge that being called together by God is what transforms our life in community into a moment of grace. As a consequence, a spirit of reconciliation must be at the heart of the everyday life of any religious community that claims to have moved from darkness toward the light. 

Reconciliation entails a process wherein I choose not to let the hurt I have suffered get in the way of continuing my relationship with another person or with the group, and decide to respond to whoever has hurt me rather than hold on to my pain. What was done is forgiven for the sake of the person who did it. 

Why then do we so often avoid the experience of forgiveness? Because it is 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. 

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 in community and see that person as my brother. In gradually developing that capacity, we come to know full well that regardless of the time, it is no longer night for us. 

Lay partnership
Brothers, you may recall that near the end of the days we spent together with 17 of our lay partners, one of them made this statement: “We want to share in your mission and charism, and we want you to be part of our lives.” On hearing his comment, I thought to myself, “What a refreshing way of reminding us all about the heart of Marist lay partnership today!

Our Marist charism is a gift of the Spirit given to our Church. In living out our consecrated life within the Institute, we have a special responsibility to cherish and promote this charism, but it belongs neither to us nor to the Institute exclusively. Its proper home is among all of God’s People.

Since Vatican II, we have been blessed by our growing relationship with a number of laywomen and men who have embraced our Marist apostolic spirituality and taken up the mission that we call Marist. Despite our other commitments in life, we share a common love of Father Champagnat and of his dream and charism. So, now is the time to come to understand better all that we hold in common and hold dear. Let us commit ourselves to both gladly learn and gladly teach! 

Finally, Marist partnership has an added lesson for our Church as well. Unfortunately, from time to time aspects of our Church’s life appear to be built around an ecclesiology based on power and position more than on anything else. Through our mutual respect, attentive listening to one another, and our openness to the action of God’s Spirit among us, those brothers and laymen and women who make up Marist partnership remind our Church about what it can and must be. They are a living witness for our Church, and all of us who make it up, that it is capable of an ecclesiology of communion. 

In conclusion
Brothers, we came together six weeks ago, under the theme of Vitality, with the slogan “Choose life!” During our weeks together we have worked to respond courageously to God’s invitation. Yes, we have made a good beginning. But we all know that the real work of this Chapter lies ahead.

Before closing, a word of thanks for the confidence you have placed in Luis, Antonio, Emili, Maurice, Pedro, Peter, Théoneste, and me. As I mentioned last week, we will work hard but be ever aware that it is the Lord who builds the house and not us. We will also count on your continued support, advice, and any challenges that you send our way. Believe me when I say that we are here to work together with all of you to animate and govern our Institute and to guide its life and mission into the early years of this new century.

As we start our journeys home, let’s recommit ourselves to the process of discernment that we fashioned especially for this Chapter, and began in a formal way over two years ago. And as part of that process let us never fail to practice the simple, and yet difficult, art of listening. It is this quality that marked Mary at the time of the Annunciation, and Marcellin also as he struggled to bring our Institute to life. 

I have a growing conviction that in many parts of our world today, a new day is about to dawn for our Marist life. The first rays of its morning light will be there for our Institute as a whole if we can, like Mary long ago, open our hearts to God’s grace and do some of the things that we have been promising ourselves that we would do for quite a long while now. 

John Paul II reminds us that the future of the world and the Church belong to the younger generation, to those who, born in the 20th century, will reach maturity in this first century of the new millennium (Tertio Millennio Adveniente). 

And standing with them here at the beginning of this new century, what is our challenge as Little Brothers of Mary? To seek out from among this new generation those poor children and young people for whom there is no one else to proclaim God’s Word. What a privilege we have, to give them this Good News: Jesus Christ is the answer to the question that is every human life. 

In calling this Chapter, Benito longed for a new Pentecost. As we conclude today, let our faith cause us to believe that the rediscovery of fire and passion, so essential for the vitality of our Marist life, is at hand. And let us pray also that in discovering both we may be given the gift of that new Pentecost for which we also all long. Thank you.
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