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Introduction
The Marian basis of Marcellin’s spirituality

Marcellin’s understanding of himself and his mission, his specific actions, and the expressions of his spirituality were creatures of their time.  And so they must be: Marcellin was a man of his time, as are we.  We all live in time and place.  The wonder of our Christian faith is that it is that God has pitched his tent in our midst; it is in the people and events of our lives that we approach, encounter and respond to the eternal God.  What is important for us contemporary Marists who draw inspiration from Marcellin’s spirituality, is to look at his fundamental intuitions rather than be distracted by concrete expressions that belong to his time.  It is in his intuitions that we discover the essentially Marian nature of his spirituality.  
The threefold Scriptural image of Mary we have from Luke, and one which featured in the self-identity of the early Marists,  provides a key:  first, with Mary of the Annunciation, he is profoundly aware of the movement of God within and around him, open to all to which God calls him and, through the power of the Holy Spirit, able to allow God take hold of his whole being;  second, with Mary of the Visitation, he sets out in haste to the hill country, with news of a God who loves, and the sure promise that a reign of  justice and faithfulness is at hand; and third, with Mary of Pentecost, he builds church around him, among the dispirited, those whose hearts are broken, and those who seek reason to hope.   Doing all of this with Mary – rather than for Mary or in honour of Mary – is also at the core of Marcellin’s spirituality.  As with each of the leaders of the Marist founding time, he saw himself sharing in the work of Mary.   “It is your work,” he said so frequently.  
In this sense, the Marist spirituality that we learn from Marcellin aligns itself with the Church’s first and most authentic understanding of Mary in Christian life:  that she is Theotokos, bearer of God.  The ancient prayer of the second century Christians of Alexandria, known in Latin as Sub Tuum Praesidium, includes this name for Mary later formalised by the Council of Ephesus.  It is fitting that it remains a hymn sung in many parts of the Marist world for it goes to the heart of the identity and mission of the Marist: to be, as Mary, Theotokos.  With Mary as disciple, the Marist, first, attends to the God-life seeking birth in his own heart.  With Mary as apostle, he goes out from his communion with God, looking to bring Christ-life to birth in the hearts of others, and ready to do so in the most unlikely of people and uninviting of places.  With Mary as mother, he draws family around him, standing with l’église naissante. 
These theological and scriptural bases of our Marist spirituality suggest the three pillars that support it.  First, it is in an Annunciation perspective that we source our Marist way of prayer.  Second, from a Visitation perspective, we source our Marist way of ministry.  Third, in the Pentecost perspective, we source our Marist way of community.   Prayer, ministry and community are the three dimensions of the life of any Christian; for the Marist, they are modelled on Mary.  Then, to this theological and scriptural foundation, we bring the man Marcellin himself.  From him, we colour our spirituality with a distinctive human style: one that is simple, modest and humble.  From him, we inherit an approach that his perennially attractive in its lack of pretence, in its down-to-earth way of relating, in its family spirit, and in its focus on the education and care of young people.
Until his dying breath, Marcellin associated himself and his Little Brothers of Mary with the wider Projet Mariste, of which he was a co-founder.  It was a multi-faceted and broadly conceived dream, and one which the course of time has seen develop a diversity of structure and expression that was not imagined by its founders.  It would, however, be negligent if not dishonest if present-day realities caused us to lose sight of the importance that Marcellin placed on this wider Marist context.  In his room, he kept one of three copies of the pledge the Marist aspirants made at Fourvière in 1816.  Even though he had both reason and opportunity to go his own way on more than one occasion, he did not.   At the same time, he resisted successive approaches to merge his Brothers with others than had been founded in the region, keeping his Brothers apart from groups that he saw as qualitatively different.  That is, it was a key intuition of Marcellin that the Little Brothers of Mary were part of a wider Marist movement, and that this movement was distinct from other initiatives and works of the Church.  The spirituality to which we are heirs challenges us to safeguard this dual integrity – neither blended with other traditions, nor cut off from its primary association with the Marist family.  There are, today, different Marist spiritualities that have grown from our founding time, but life-giving root of each is in its Marist-ness.
Disciples, not clones

While the man Marcellin remains an inspirational and foundational figure in the particular strand of Marist spirituality that is ours, we must be careful not to be his modern-day clones.  The charisms of the great saints of the Church, which have developed into its rich spiritual traditions, are gifts of the Spirit for the work of the Church.  Marcellin was such a great saint, called to found what Lumen Gentium calls one of the “more remarkable” spiritualities.  While there is a certain degree to which the personality of the founder of such a spiritual tradition will always contribute to the defining nature of the spirituality, it is important to be vigilant against its becoming anything of a personality cult.  If a spirituality does not lead to Jesus, and does not bring its adherents into closer communion with the life and mission of the Church, then it is not an authentically Christian spiritual tradition.
We can exemplify this thought with the experience of the first Brothers.  There is little doubt that the humanly compelling personality of Marcellin was a major factor in attracting his first recruits.  And there is little doubt that they loved him, even adulated him.  He was their master in the way of the Gospel, their spiritual guide, their pedagogical mentor, and in many ways, their human father.  That would have been the experience of François, of Louis-Marie, of Jean-Baptiste, and of hundreds of others.  We know, however, that they did not pretend to be little Champagnats.   Even though contemporaries described François as being a copy of the Founder, he was not.  Indeed, in personality, in demeanour, in his interests and writings, he was very different from Marcellin.  Even more so, Louis-Marie and Jean-Baptiste.  And as for someone such as Sylvestre or Laurent, there we people of different manner and character altogether.  Yet each of these quite distinctive personalities was authentically Marist in the Champagnat way.  They were with him from the first years, and gave their lives to this way.  That way, for each, led to a deep experience of Jesus, of Mary, and of Church’s life and mission.  
Another example is Brother Ludovic Laboureyras, the affable and energetic Frenchman who led the first Brothers to establish schools in Australia in 1872.  Ludovic was too young to have known Marcellin directly, but it is clear that Marcellin was a very real figure for him, a deep source of inspiration.  Just before he set sail for Sydney, Ludovic left his preparations and his confreres in Paris to make a private pilgrimage down to Lyon and St Chamond.  He spent a few days, making his own journey to the Chapel of Notre Dame de Fourvière, then travelling on to l’Hermitage where he prayed at Marcellin’s tomb, and indeed slept in his bed.  He spent time with the old Brothers who knew Marcellin, including the then retired François. Only then did Ludovic feel he was ready to undertake his mission.  Ludovic wanted Marcellin’s spirit to seep into his very bones; Marcellin was everything for him.  Yet, in Ludovic’s extensive writings subsequently, we do not see reference to Marcellin.  Of Jesus, yes; of Mary, frequently; of his love for his Brothers and the work of the Church, all the time.  But not of Marcellin, his primary inspiration.  Ludovic’s later life proved him to be a most worthy son of Champagnat, but he was his own man:  a Marist spirituality allowed him to meet God, to give himself generously in God’s service, and to instil a Champagnat-like spirit in a new Marist province.
Three foundational themes of Marcellin’s spirituality
With Mary of the Annunciation
God found Marcellin, and Marcellin allowed himself to be found.  Like Mary, he was alert for the movement of God in his life, even if when God came, in the person of the priest recruiting for the seminary, it was rather unexpected and unsettling.  That does not suggest that Marcellin’s relationship with God was simply a passive or reactive one. His pilgrimages to La Louvesc, after his less-than-encouraging year at St Saveur and then again after his poor first year at the minor seminary, show him to be earnest in his searching.  His written resolutions reveal someone who was resolute and sincere, but well aware of his own need for God.  While the answers did not always present themselves readily, his fiat, as with Mary’s, was wholehearted and life-long.
Marcellin’s practice of the “presence of God”, formalised from the time of his seminary training, but no doubt the fruit of the faith he had learnt from his mother, aunt and other childhood experiences, is central to understanding his spirituality.  Marcellin consciously sought to be always aware of God.  His relationship with God was, therefore, an unsurprisingly intimate and trusting one. So, too, in his relationship with Mary. Marist spirituality is uncommonly grounded and affective:  its words and images are typically familial.  At a time when, in the French Church, there was a hankering for a return to the pomposity and remove of the old ecclesiology and spiritual practices, Marcellin’s preferred manner of approaching God was as Father.  For Mary, he used the peasant term Notre Bonne Mère.  It was to their hearts, rather than their majesty or power, that he had recourse. It did not seek to employ symbols or imagery that did not speak to the experience of ordinary people. The type of spiritual tradition that has developed from these intuitions is one that everyday people find accessible and engaging.  There is an intuitive preference among Marists, in both their own spiritual journey as well as in the kind of spiritual experience they offer to others, for a language and image of the Divine that speaks readily to their lived experience.    For this reason, Marist spirituality has been easily enculturated in the various parts of the world to which Marists have taken it. This goes, of course, hand in glove, with a similarly grounded and familial approach from Marists to their ministry.  In their work, Marists are unpretentious and relational, seeing themselves as brothers and sisters, fathers and mothers, to those whom they serve. They seek to create a family spirit among themselves and within their ministries. Thus there is a complementarity between their spirituality and their ministerial style.
Despite a gruelling and time-demanding lifestyle, and a natural disposition to be pragmatic and active, Marcellin understood that time with God was not something that could be compromised.  Time for prayer, time for meditation.  An authentically Marist spirituality will always safeguard such time apart.  For a Marist in the world of today, a world that for many people is increasingly secular and frenetic, there is a salutary challenge here.  Like Mary, Marists are called to ponder, ponder in their heart.  
With Mary of the Visitation

There was a veritable haste, at times almost imprudent in its urgency, in Marcellin’s undertaking of his various projects.   As it was for Mary.  Luke’s language for Mary’s setting out to visit Elizabeth is strong:  she left “as quickly as she could.”  With Mary, Marcellin goes into the “hill country” – leaving aside the security and safety of the familiar.  Here is an essential difference between an apostolic and a monastic approach to ministry.  The life of the monk is defined by the pattern and limits of the monastery; whereas the doors may be open, and a spirit of hospitality prevail, it is the visitor who comes to the monastery, rather than the monk who goes out in search of the one in need.  An apostolic spirituality calls a person to leave his home, to go into the world of the other.  The encounter is in the other’s place.  This is Mary’s way, as Marcellin’s.  From his first leaving of the presbytery to live with his first recruits in Lavalla, Marcellin was someone intuitively impelled to go out, to meet and accept the other wherever the other may be.  For a Marist, this is an imperative to go, both literally and figuratively, into the world of the young: to go into their space, to know and to share their culture, their concerns and their hopes, their joys and their struggles.   In Marist language, it can be understood as “presence”.  The Marist will seek out opportunities and reasons to be present in the lives of the young, so as to affect them by who he is, and the Good News that he carries in his heart.
Marcellin’s disposition to action came from his heart more than his head.  His care for the people of Lavalla, for his Brothers and their students, and for members of his own family, reveal an indulgent generosity.  It was a selflessness that was impelling for him, even exceeding what a reasonable person may consider necessary or wise.  His visiting of Jean-Baptiste at Bourg-Argental before getting lost in the snow, his instruction to give away his own bedding to an indigent in need, or his directive to the Brothers not give up on Jean-Baptiste Berne, all show this.  There was an urgency about what had to be done, and a daring in his manner.  The immediate recruiting of Granjon after the Montagne incident, the pressing on in 1822 and 1826 with the odds stacked against him, and the excessive debt undertaken for the building of l’Hermitage are examples of the confidence and sense of risk to which he was emboldened from his communion with the Lord, and his trust in Mary whose work he shared.  It was an enthusiasm that he nurtured in his Brothers, for example Laurent in his weekly trek up the mountain to Le Bessat, a sack of potatoes over his shoulder as his only material sustenance.
The Magnificat is the Marist anthem par excellence.  With Mary, and with Marcellin, the Marist is captured entirely by his experience of the love of God on his life – a love undeserved, but passionately embraced.  He sings it in his encounter with the other, and because of this encounter.  To the other he brings a message of dignity: “Why should I be honoured by a visit from the mother of my Lord?” Through the encounter with the Marist, a seed of new life, of God-life, takes root; the joy is contagious:  “From the moment I heard your greeting, the baby in my womb leapt for joy.”  Significantly, Luke places words of the great Magnificat prayer after Mary’s initial encounter with Elizabeth.  So also with the Marist, the encounter with the other causes an even deeper sense of God and of God’s news of justice and faithfulness.   The fruits of the encounter will be Jesus coming to birth, and the reign of God taking hold. Christ-life borne. 
Mary came to Elizabeth as sister.  In the Annunciation she is disciple, and later at Pentecost she is mother, but here she is sister.  These three Lucan images of Mary give the Marist a threefold expression of the distinctive style of Marist spirituality.  At the Visitation, Mary is the one who stands with, who stands in solidarity, but does so in the intensely relational and immediate way of sister. For Marcellin, the ideal of the teacher-student relationship was that of older brother and younger brother.  He also used the metaphor of being father.  The humility, modesty and simplicity of the Marist style sit easily with these images of a family-style loving and acting.
In one sense, the term “apostolic Marist spirituality” is a tautology.  A genuine Marist spirituality will be always apostolic.  In the Lucan perspective, the Annunciation and the Visitation are two sides of the one coin; neither is complete without the other.  It is instructive to note the failure of the one branch of the Marist project that was to be devoted to contemplative prayer and Eucharistic adoration.  Even with Colin’s personal interest in the initiative, it did not succeed, and Eymard eventually went his own way to found another religious congregation with a different spirituality.  
With Mary of Pentecost

Marist spirituality is essential communitarian, with a distinctively familial style.  The Marist way of creating community is best captured by Marcellin’s term, “family spirit”.  The essence of a good family, its very source and strength, is love.  Marcellin’s teaching that to educate a child “first you must love him” makes most sense in the context of a family spirit.  Family is a core metaphor for understanding Marist community and the Marist way.  Within the family are found love, a place for everyone, hospitality, forgiveness, lack of pretence, moral expectation, belief in each other, and a sense of belonging and being “at home”.  This family spirit is characteristic of every authentic Marist ministry and place.
Love is the fruit of prayer and communion with the Lord, and is sustained by such communion.  The type of love that is the glue that brings a Marist family together and sustains it, is characterised by a maternal-like intuition for nurture.  A mother loves resiliently and cares deeply.  A mother believes in the goodness at the core of a person.  A mother forgives.  A mother knows. A mother waits.  A mother gathers and unifies.  A mother guides, supports, and knows when to stand aside.  Marists, both men and women, are called to nurture in this maternal, Marian way.   And so, Church comes to birth – in down to earth, ordinary ways among everyday people.  They are led to feel at home in the Church – a Church with a Marian face, built on relationships and love rather than structures and authority.
Ultimately, the Marist family is a place where the Spirit finds life.  The Marist stands with the members of the family, nurturing them in readiness to be Spirit-filled and Spirit-emboldened, to become people of hope.

Marcellin’s attraction today

People yearn for story, to be part of a story.  We are all part of the story of Jesus, the story of salvation, but the revelation of a God incarnate allows us more immediate involvement.  For us Marists, we are part of a story within this meta-story: the story of Marcellin.  Here is the basic attraction of Marcellin for people, young and old.  They hear this wonderful, captivating story, from people who have been captured by it, and they come to see themselves in it.  They come to belong in the Marist story, begun by Marcellin and his first Brothers, and still unfolding today.  For most people, the entrée into this story are the Marists of today with whom they come into contact.   By deeper association they learn more of the story, not only of Marcellin but of the many women and men who have written the Marist story in their own part of the world and elsewhere. These stories are inspirational.  

Within the primary attraction of story, Marcellin holds a particular attraction for the young, and for those who share in Marist ministries.
Attraction to young people
The main attraction of Marcellin for young people is the way he was a person of action who was able to make a difference.  Young people’s search for meaning and identity is often best satisfied by their finding people of integrity, of passion, and of action.  The young are open to be inspired.  In Marcellin, they have someone who can do this.   His beating of the odds, his disposition to act, his integrity, his willingness to stick to his principles even in the face of resistance from authority figures
They also admire him as someone who was not perfect, not beyond their reach.  They are attracted by his being an ordinary person who achieved extraordinary things. The gangly teenager who struggled with his studies, who was distracted by the amusements of a tavern, but who was still an obviously popular and genuine young man is someone that young person finds attractive.  They understand a man who had to deal with his Curé’s being an alcoholic, with not having enough money, with being misunderstood, with being let down and left alone by his friends.  He is an accessible saint for the young.
Attraction to lay men and women

For those who come to know Marcellin as adults, their knowledge is usually after a prior attraction to the Marists whom they know or with whom they work.  Typically, they feel at home with these Marists.  They feel a natural resonance between their values and style, and the values and style of the Marist family, or Marist pedagogy.  
Marcellin’s pragmatism, his unpretentiousness, his common sense, his sincerity, and his resilience are features of his personality that are attractive to teachers.  They sense someone with a realistic understanding of what it means to work with the young and retain belief and idealism.  They enjoy is groundedness and humour. 
Conclusion:  spirituality at the heart of what we do

Because it is a document on Marcellin’s spirituality, Water from the Rock is more fundamentally important for us than its preceding companion text In the Footsteps of Marcellin Champagnat: A Vision for Marist Education today.   The latter document describes what we do and how we do it and, to some extent, why we do it.  It summarises something of our heritage and our founding charism.  It has been a most significant publication for us in crystallising and articulating our mission, and assisting in the formation of Brothers and Lay Members of the Institute.  But the heart of who we are, as Marist men and women in the Champagnat way, is the subject of Water from the Rock. This goes to the very essence of who we are as Marists. The great giftedness with which we have been entrusted for the work of the Church is not our talent or effectiveness as educators of youth, but our Marist spirituality.  It is a way of the Gospel, in essence.  It is a way of encountering God, having God’s reign take root in our hearts, and propelling us out to share news of that just and faithful reign.    If we are not spiritually Marist, and our schools and ministries are not spiritually Marist, then Marist we are not, at least not at heart.

