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1. Marcellin’s search for meaning and his path to self-realization 
First of all we need to look upon Marcellin’s life as a path or process. It’s quite easy for us to fall into the temptation to be caught up in the wonder of the finished “painting” and overlook all the preliminary sketching and touching up that the artist had to do on the way to completing his masterpiece. 

The human and spiritual identity that we contemplate and admire in Marcellin is the result of a path involving a historical context, a road that presupposes a confluence of events through which the Lord revealed Himself to him. When we say that Marcellin was a man with wide-ranging goals and ambitions, I think of the room that you can visit today in Le Rosey, the one people say was Marcellin’s own. Gazing out on a seemingly boundless field from the window in that room can help us understand this man blessed with the broadest of visions, who throughout his life kept reminding us: “Our plans include every diocese in the world,”[1] …“To become a brother is to commit yourself to become a saint,”[2] …“How many children...?”[3]
At the same time, however, we know that Marcellin was a man with both feet on the ground, full of get-up-and-go. It was concrete situations that led him to seize opportunities and capitalize on them in practical ways. His childhood experiences left their mark, and all through his life he took a stand on things: we remember his first day in school; the experience he had in his parish as he was preparing for his first Holy Communion; his time with the young Montagne; the warm family atmosphere in the little house in La Valla; how he sought legal recognition for the Institute...

Marcellin was someone who allowed himself “to be affected” by his surroundings. When it came to the personal and social realities of his time, he didn’t get wrapped up in his own little world. He always kept a door open to… yes, even to the call to become a priest – having a plan, a paradigm, taking whatever steps were necessary to achieve his goal… Wasn’t this a constant trait during his entire life?

The image of the woman pilgrim from Nazareth served as the basis for his own life’s journey.

 

2. Marcellin’s path to God
Rosey – Marlhes: growing up in his family; a time for establishing the human and spiritual foundations of his personality.

Verrières: at the minor seminary; developing a spiritual way of life firmly grounded in greater self-knowledge and self-denial.

Lyons: in the major seminary; developing a spirituality geared to self-control and the reinforcing of his ideal in life.

La Valla: in his parish; practicing a spirituality of openness and wholehearted commitment to God and others, while seeking harmony and balance in his own personality.

The Hermitage: immersed in his mission; seeing his spirituality put to the test. God claims the central place that is His alone: “If the Lord does not build the house…”

The Hermitage: 1836-1840; the spirituality of total abandonment into the Lord’s hands; the final test.[4]
 

In today’s terms, as Marcellin’s spiritual life developed, we can say that an evolution took place, from the image of a God Almighty to that of an all-loving God and Father of Jesus. 

 

3. Marcellin’s way of building community and interpersonal relationships
Without a doubt the key feature that characterized Marcellin’s way of creating community was to be constantly present among his brothers - as a father, not a boss.

When calling to mind the memory of Fr. Champagnat, Brother François tells us “he was resolute, no doubt about that; just hearing his voice or receiving one of his glances was enough to shake up anyone. But, above all, he was GOOD, COMPASSIONATE, a FATHER…
When he founded his Congregation he wanted to create a family, in which the father would be the head of the household and the older brothers would protect and look after the youngest ones. And so let all of us be his family, his children…”[5]
Expressions of kindness, compassion, and fatherly concern are found throughout our Founder’s letters to his brothers.[6] Brother Lawrence’s testimony highlights this: “No mother ever showed as much care and tenderness for her children as Father Champagnat did for us.”[7]
In this sense Fr. Champagnat’s moving from the parish rectory to live with the brothers in the little house in La Valla during the earliest days of the Institute is highly symbolic, very telling.[8] The image of Marcellin that his first disciples have handed down to us is one of a father who forged a way of life with his children.  He lived and worked with them.[9] He was always around, always ready to help, especially the neediest - the sick and the suffering, the poor, children...

 

Without a doubt an aspect that makes Marcellin’s vision so attractive is its sense of family. In our tradition we refer to this as “family spirit.” Here the twin elements that Father Champagnat bequeathed to us are linked together - being present to… and alongside… For me the expression that best sums this up and makes it so appealing in today’s world is, “By building a home, he created brothers.”

 

4. Marcellin’s way in the apostolate
As article 11 in our Constitutions reminds us, side by side with Father Champagnat the first brothers experienced the call to accomplish a mission. Marcellin drew up his plan with certain people in mind, and his entire life and the lives of his brothers took shape around their needs.[10] 

Marcellin and the first brothers “discovered and experienced God in the everyday situations appropriate to the ministry that they performed, and they looked upon the world as a place for listening to, serving, and loving God.”[11] The social milieu that surrounded the life of the newborn Institute, especially the conditions faced by children and young people in rural areas, became a meeting place for God, mission, and the call to holiness.[12]
Marcellin and the first Brothers devoted their pastoral work to meeting the human and Christian educational needs of children in the countryside that’s where Marcellin’s earliest project, to provide a holistic education, was born and nurtured.[13]
We must always keep in mind the diverse settings in which Marcellin and his disciples were present – in schools, catechism classes; among orphans, the elderly, deaf-mutes…. Marcellin and the brothers tried their best to respond to the “needs” of the particular time and place in which they were involved.

Based on those early days of the Institute’s development and acknowledging the path we have travelled on down through our history, what attracts and draws the attention of our friends and acquaintances today is that primal spark: Marcellin “founded the Institute to provide a Christian education for children and young people, especially the most neglected.”[14] 

How we meet and respond to this challenge in our time and place is up to us.
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