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Thinking of Marist Apostolic Spirituality
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Introduction

He has shown them both hands and feet

The ignominious death of Jesus on the cross left the apostles disturbed. They were in the Upper Room with both doors and windows closed, fearing to show themselves as disciples, thinking of persecution and condemnation. They were apostles, they had been chosen personally by Jesus. But, however, they were paralysed. They were missing a calm and clear motivation to work, they were missing oil for their lamps, and they were missing an apostolic spirituality.

Then, Jesus appeared to them: “Why are you so agitated, and why are these doubts stirring in your hearts? See by my hands and my feet that it is I myself. Touch me and see for yourselves; a ghost has no flesh and bones as you can see I have.” And as he said this he showed them his hands and his feet. (Lk 24, 38-40)

To be acknowledged, Jesus could have shown the wounds produced by the blows on his back and his legs, or the wounds made by the crown of thorns on his forehead. Instead he preferred to show them both hands and feet where they could see the signs of the crucifixion. They were the tangible signs of his being in our midst. Therefore, seeing these feet that have walked everywhere in Judea and Galilee… (cf Ac 10, 37-38) and those hands that used to bless, to heal, always doing good… (cf Mt 19, 13), the apostles recognized him. They understood that true spirituality has both hands and feet, and is confirmed into action. The spirituality that has neither flesh nor bones, that is only rhetoric, is ghost spirituality. The risen Lord shows himself saying he is both flesh and bones; he asks for food; he introduces himself referring to both hands and feet, twice. It was in this way, an incarnated and concrete way, he wants to be acknowledged: “Yes, it is I” (Lk 24, 39).

Incarnated spirituality

The spirit of the risen Lord, welcomed into the heart and fed with love is the everlasting motivation leading both the being and the action of the disciple. To have an apostolic spirituality is to be “a man of God”, this is to say, to fill our flesh and our bones with God, so that He may be seen in the activities of our hands and feet. It is to place our heart in God and, at the same time, to acknowledge him in the hearts of men and women living around us, where we live and act. To have an apostolic spirituality is to have an incarnated spirituality.

Marcellin Champagnat had a way of being and acting that lead him to holiness. It was the same for the first brothers. In our days, in our condition of lay and Marist religious, we are the followers of both Champagnat and the first brothers. Therefore we should keep on living their dreams, updating and being faithful to the charism they left to us. This is the reason why we need to find what has been the engine of their dynamism; the oil of their lamps; and “la raison d’être” of their enthusiasm and holiness. It is of great importance to find the characteristics of the Marist apostolic spirituality!

In this article I hope to thread some reflections on this point, looking at the theme in four parts:

a) questioning and concepts

b) spiritual elements in Marcellin Champagnat

c) spiritual elements in the first brothers

d) conclusion

I  - QUESTIONNING AND CONCEPTS

One’s own perfume

To proclaim the reasons of our own faith, it is an essential way to establish the identity of the Christian people. Saint Paul is firm and clear in his doctrine: “I know in whom I believe” (2 Tm 1, 12).  Are we, Marist Brothers, capable of proclaiming our identity? What are our own characteristics? 

To be involved in the Christian education of children and young people, to practise the virtues of humility, simplicity and modesty, to have a devotion to Our Lady, is all of this central to our spirituality? If we have a look to the dimension of “doing” we cannot state that the Christian education of young people is one of our characteristics, in fact many other Congregations have this scope. If we have a look to the dimensions of  “ascetics”, we see that the great Marist virtues: family spirit, devotion to Our Lady, practice of humility, simplicity and modesty, are not exclusive. What founder, led by the Spirit, would not recommend to their people these virtues and devotions? We can conclude, therefore, that the spirituality of the Congregation does not lie both only in the “hands and feet” (to do) and in the “head” (the motivations). Essentially it lies in the “spirit”, this is to say, in what has moulded the being and has motivated the “acting” of the first pioneers; and what keeps moulding and motivating the followers of Champagnat. How to characterize our own “spirit”? How to identify the Marist perfume?

A surviving factor

Religious Congregations don’t have the promise of eternal life; the Church does. However, History is showing us Congregations that weaken, dry out and die when we see others which grow, renew themselves and last. “The ones dying are those that do not have a clear identity; the ones surviving are those that are showing a clear and well defined identity”(1 Note: This thesis is defended by Raymond Hostie, in his book: Vie et mort des Ordres religieux, Éditions du Cerf, 1972).

We have to ask ourselves if, in the present moment of our history, have we stopped, or are we going back or dying or instead, are we moving ahead through the recommended ways of the creative refounding. I wonder if what we have received from Champagnat and his first Brothers, and that we are handing on to the next generation is a true line of spirituality, or it is only an heritage of devotions, of attitudes and ways of doing that label us as Marist Brothers, but, in fact, they don’t define us as such? We know that Champagnat did not publish fully his “original idea”. Besides the letters he wrote, we have very few writings of his own. Champagnat handed on to his brothers his “original idea” through talks; this is to say, in an oral way. What happens is that the Champagnat “word” was re-transmitted to the brothers in written texts elaborated by Brothers François, Louis Marie, and mainly by Brother Jean-Baptiste. The latter was worried to fulfil the literary void of the Founder. Therefore he wrote several important books on the topic of Marist spirituality. (2 Note: Besides the “Biography of the Founder” he is the author of “Avis, Leçons, Sentences”, “Biographie de quelques Frères”, “Le bon Supérieur” and “Meditations”. He is the main co-author in the following books: “Règles”, “Guide des Écoles”, “Principes de perfection” and “Direcrtoire de la solide piété”). In practical terms, up to the decade of 1950 the “Champagnat” presented to the different generations of brothers was the one mirrored and described by Brother Jean-Baptiste. Are we capable of taking into account the personal, religious and psychological context of the official biographer of the Founder? Are we capable of shading the colours that he used to portray him?

The biggest weight

To understand the way of being and acting of the holy people it is fundamental to have had the experience of God. I may say that is like a small revelation, a facet of God that the privileged understands.  Out of this personal experience, he/she remains deeply marked in his/her way of being and acting. “The perception that each one has of God’s face explains his spirituality, his pastoral care and his moral conduct. It is easy to see how there are people living a servile and fearful Christian life close to others living it in a freely and fulfilling way.  The first ones have a concept of God as a great Judge, as the one who is taking note of our good works, our mistakes and faults to give us a price or to punish us afterwards; the second ones sense God as Father, as Love, as Mercy” (3 Note: This thesis is defended by Mattew Linn, Sheila Fabricant Linn and Denis Linn in the book: “Good goats: Healing our image of God”).

Marcellin had a perception of God that was quite positive. Although he lived in a time marked by a rigorist Jansenism, his “experience of God” was the one of bounty, filial love, and trust. The first brothers saw in him a “gentle and sensitive heart, fully of high and noble feelings, making of him a joyful, expansive, ardent and fair person” (4 Note: Brother Jean-Baptiste, in the description of the temperament and the character of Champagnat, “Life”, 2nd part, chapter I??? Check the quotations). The feelings that the Brothers sensed in Champagnat (goodness, sensitivity, trust…) were the ones that Champagnat sensed in God. These considerations help us to understand the greatest weight that has the “experience of God” component when we come to determine one’s spirituality. How to come closer to this inner grace given to Marcellin, a true gift of the Spirit? How to evaluate his unshakable decision to go ahead with the work of the brothers, despite so many difficulties, just knowing that this was God’s will? How determinant was the “experience of God” he had in the episode of the young Montagne for his mission of Father and Founder of the brothers? 

Unitarian and creative spirituality

In the 19th century, when our Institute was founded, religious life was considered as a “fuga mundi” and an occasion to give one’s self to divine contemplation. In the sacred atmosphere of the convents, the encounter with God was more guaranteed than in the profane world. The inevitable contacts with the world, needed because of the works of maintenance, of surviving and of apostolate, should be sanctified through prayers, offerings of the day, prayers of the hour and besides the true intention of doing everything for God’s glory. The sacred and the profane would fight continually.  

We have to take into account those evasive and dualistic aspects of the spirituality of Marcellin and of the first brothers. Today we face the request of a unitarian and creative spirituality, since it is no more needed to run away from the world to live both the authentic Christianity and the search of holiness. “Because the Word took flesh, the world and its human activities are sacred as well” (6: Note : Teilhard de Chardin doctrine: El medio divino; ensayo de vida interior, Edição Taurus, 1981). How to make the transfer of the spirituality of our beginnings to the modern world, where we proclaim, and it is God’s will, how much the world, the body, health, leisure, free time and social life are worth?
II – SPIRITUAL ELEMENTS IN MARCELLIN CHAMPAGNAT

A drawing of Goyo

Gregorio Dominguez González, Goyo, Marcellin’s painter, in one of his drawings portrays the Founder between the image of Mary with Jesus on her hands and the one of a child holding a reading book. It is a quite happy representation of the spiritual personality of Champagnat. In front of him, at the level of the hands, meaning the acting, ie, his pastoral commitment, we find the children and the young people welcomed for the teaching, the catechesis and the education. Behind him, at the level of his head, showing his motivations, we find both Jesus and Mary. With some few pencil strokes, the drawing discloses to us a little of Marcellin’s incarnated spirituality: clear motivations in the head, sparking light over his will, and concrete actions, the fruits of his doing. The design suggests that he was acting pushed by a great love for Jesus and Mary. 

He was not born a saint, he tried to become one.

In his talks to the Brothers, Champagnat repeated often: “To become a brother is to commit oneself to become a saint” (7 Note: We find the sentence in the dialogue of the Founder with two candidates asking to be accepted in the Institute: “Do you know what means to become a brother”? (Life, 2nd part, Chapter XVIII). We may accept, first of all, that he himself was living such a challenge, that could be translated in the following words: “Because I am called by the Lord to be leading this work, I commit myself to become a saint”. The Church proclaimed him as a saint, in 1999, in a solemn ceremony presided by John Paul II.

Marcellin moulded his spiritual personality developing his natural gifts and fighting what he sensed as negative for his human growing. He moulded it, as well, through the importance he gave to some elements of the ascetics preached in his time. All these elements were lived with the colours and the shades of his own experience of both God and the world. Let us see some of those elements.

Some spiritual elements

1. Knowledge of oneself   

Knowing his own limitations he developed a serious program of self-discipline to correct him and to practise some virtues. This self-discipline appears clearly in some steps of his life: in the formation time in the seminary; during holidays in family; as a priest in La Valla; as Superior of the brothers at the Hermitage, etc. We may sum up this self-discipline in a fixed timetable to rise, a given time for reading and studying, for praying, to prepare himself for the Eucharist, for thanksgiving, for visiting the sick, for formation of the Brothers, etc. It included time for a daily examination of conscience, some penitential practices when he did not fulfil his rule of life, as well. And, still, the deliberated practice of humility and simplicity to have self-control when fighting the evil (bad inclinations) and to become closer to God in his relationship with him. (8 Note: See these “resolutions” in the biography written by Brother Jean-Baptiste. Life, 1st part, Chapters II and III). This constant effort leads him to a great spiritual serenity. Brother Jean-Baptiste writes: “What one admires most in him was the constancy of character, the self-control over himself” (9 Note: See the description of Founder’s character in Life, 2nd part, Chapter I).

2. Presence of God

He lived quite well this practice learned in the Seminary. It was one of his preferred devotional exercises. It consisted in recalling continuously the protection, the closeness and the love of God for him; it consisted in listening to the Holy Spirit of God, present in the inner self of his being. “He would carry God with himself”, we may say. Therefore he would have the certainty of his presence in all. He deep in prayer even in the most daily urgent things, even in the running of Paris (10 Note: “I feel myself so much in prayer here in Paris as in the Hermitage”, Letter to Brother Hilarion, Lettres, doc 181). It was not to imagine God as a policeman watching us and taking note of our mistakes in order to punish us subsequently. Unfortunately the saying “God sees me” found in common use, has been seen in a negative way. For Marcellin, it was not. For him the exercise of the presence of God was a positive exercise, the certitude of the divine providence that assists us, helps us and protects us. Out of his writings and talks we may pick up so many sentences showing his conviction of “moving himself in God” 11 Note: “I leave you in the sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary. Such good places to be there”, Letter to Brother Barthélemy, Lettres, doc 19; “You know it, my God. You know it… You know it, Mary. You know it…” Letter to Fr. Jean-François Preynat, Lettres. Doc 73B).

The experience of God explaining all his apostolic zeal is based surely in the constant reminder of God’s loving presence with him.

3. Trust in God

This is a consequence of both the exercise of God’s presence and the acknowledgement of his human limitations. In this sense he was used to make novenas, three days prayer asking for graces for himself and for others to discern in the correct way decisions to be made in difficult moments. We know his sentence: “I would not dare to take an important decision without entrusting it to God for a long time” (12 Note Chapter on Trust in God, Life, 2nd part, Chapter IV). It is very clear his preference for Psalm 127 and his insistence in repeating it to the brothers, trying to deepen in them the same trust in God: “If the Lord does not build the house, in vain are working the builders”. Another statement of Marcellin: “Let us not offend God, asking him very little. The bigger is our demand, the more we will be pleasing to God” (13 Note: Idem). Following the same line of confidence in God’s graces, we find the following statement related to Mary: “Mary has done it all for us” (14 Note: This sentence is part of the “Prayer for vocations”. See in Life, 1st part, Chapter IX). It is impressive to see how many works he has done without having his own resources. As soon as he would discern that this was God’s will, he would start building up, sure that he would find the means if his trust in God would not shake (15 Note: “When he was undertaking a work, he considered only one thing: to know if God wants it”, Life, 2nd part, Chapter III).

4. Devotion to Mary

He brought from his family the love of Mary. He saw in her an example for those following Christ, he always put his trust in her knowing that through her powerful intercession, he would obtain the graces he need. When he called her “Good Mother” he expressed his experience of Mary, i.e. he would see in her, tenderness and protection. The first brothers assumed with tenderness these filial attitudes in relationship with Mary. They were able to show their enthusiasm for the “Marist mission” when they entered the Institute: “To love Mary, to made her known and loved, this is the aim of our vocation” (16 Note: “The true Brother is not happy just in knowing and loving Mary, he commits himself to make her loved and venerated by all his students”… Life, 2nd part, Chapter XX).

5. Apostolic enthusiasm
Champagnat never has been taken by apathy or incapable of making a decision when he has to do good. Rather he was enthusiastic for Christ and he would burn in zeal to proclaim the Gospel: “I can not see a child without feeling a desire to tell him how much God loves him!”. This attitude can neither be attributed only to his “way of being”, personality and character nor as a result from his priestly obligations. No, it was coming from his deep life of prayer. He knew the “going away to the mountain, to pray” (Jo 6, 15). This gave him strength for the apostolic life. “When he spoke to us of the love of Jesus Christ, of God’s love for us, he did it in such an ardent way, that he showed that he was fully impregnated with this love” (17 Note: A testimony from Brother Laurent: “Origines maristes, extraits concernant les Frères maristes”, doc 167). The apostolic enthusiasm of Champagnat was a consequence of his will to practise good. It is impressive the number of demands made on him, asking for brothers to opens schools in a great number of places in French dioceses. (18 note: When he passed away, in 1840, 85 demands to open schools were waiting. See the statistics in “Circulaires”, volume 1, p. 314). He suffered for not having the sufficient number of brothers to answer all the requests. The priests writing to him and asking for brothers, knowing his great apostolic zeal would justify their request showing the “great good” the brothers would do in the place (19 Note: The expression: “Your Brothers will do good in our place” is frequent. Letters received, doc 116, 118, 124,148, 152, 155, 161, 167, 168 and 170). In fact statements as: “To do good among us” or “There is a lot of good to be done here” or “Your Brothers will do good here” would touch the Founder and, often, would determinate the priority to answer the requests.

Summarising  (Synthesising??)

Among the helping virtues in human relationships, Marcellin developed in an extraordinary way the one of believing and welcoming in a good way the people, trusting in them. His power of attraction was great! He welcomed more than 400 candidates, as postulants, of whom he left about 250 brothers trained. (20 Note: Following the statistics in “Circulaires”, volume 1, p. 314; “You know perfectly that I don’t forget any of the brothers; all of them are very dear to me” Letter to Brother Francis, Lettres, doc 193). He welcomed the candidates as gifts from the Good Mother to work in the Lord’s harvest. He was positive; he knew how to praise. He had a heart of a father (21 Note: “Don’t doubt my tenderness for you” Letter to Brother Basin. Lettres, doc 244.) He gained the trust of the future Brother Louis-Marie underlining the aspect of good will (22 Note: Lettres, doc 23). To the future Brother Laurent excusing himself that he was “only capable to work in the farm”, Champagnat tells him that this is already good and if he wants, he will help him to work on the salvation of souls. He made of him the “catechist of Bessat” (23 Note:  Life, 1st part, Chapter VI). He was able to attract the young Benoît Deville, completely disappointed by the pessimist statements of Fr. Courveille, leading him to the feet of the statue of the Good Mother and sharing with him on the joys and advantages of working in her Society (24 Note:  Life, 1st part, end of Chapter XIII). We know that in his priestly ministry he was the most popular confessor. Although at that time there was going on society a rigorist Jansenism, mainly in the application of the sacraments, he showed always bounty and understanding in counselling his penitents (25 Note :Life, 1st part, beginning of Chapter V). In a time where the abandonment of religious life was almost synonymous with condemnation, Marcellin was understanding, without making any judgment. In the case of Brother Marie-Laurent showing in a letter the intention of leaving the Institute, he answers him with affection, not threatening, without any kind of judgement strengthening him in hope: “Don’t despair. You are in good hands. Isn’t, by chance, Mary your refuge, your Good Mother?” (26 Note: Lettres, doc 249).

Marcellin moulded his maternal and paternal, understanding and welcoming, still and passionate heart for Jesus, for Mary and for the Church, out of his personal experience of God and of Mary. He was touched in his heart by an understanding of God that is Father, Tenderness, Mercy; and an understanding of Mary as a truly Good Mother, interceding for us, our Ordinary Resource; and un understanding of the Church as sacrament of salvation. It is true that the grace of the experience of God is a gratuitous gift from God giving it to whomever he wants and whenever he wants, not depending on our personal merits, it is true as well that this grace is more easily given to those having a welcoming, thoughtful heart, free of empty pretensions. Marcellin sculptured such a heart, enriched with humility and simplicity, with tenacity. He would evaluate it daily through the examination of consciousness and using, with a good sense some ascetic tools of his time, mainly both the exercise of God’s presence and Marial devotion. He was an entrepreneur, very active in the evangelisation, opening schools and missions, however he never acted in an independent way. He wowed always obedience to his ecclesiastical and religious Superiors whom he consulted, worried he was to discern God’s will (27 Note: “Blessed be the Holy name of God! More than ever I am interested in fulfilling God’s holly will, as much as it is possible to know it” Letter to Fr. Jean-Joseph Barou, Lettres, doc 07). He suffered too much from the direction of some superiors that, at some times, wanted him to change the direction he was giving to the Marist Brothers (28 Note: The “divergences” with Fr, Colin related to the aim of the Marist Brothers. See in Received Letters doc 32, 33, 139…).

 III – SPIRITUAL ELEMENTS IN THE LIFE OF THE FIRST BROTHERS

Links of a chain

This chapter has to be deepened. Research works on our first brothers are missing. The study of their spirituality, up to now, has been left to a second plan. Both articles and doctorate theses on Marist spirituality are focused on the charismatic figure of the Founder. We know, however, that Marist Apostolic Spirituality is not only Marcellin’s spirituality, although it is its most important component.  Our connection to the Founder passes through the chain formed by the brothers living before us. What we are living today in the Institute as our own spirituality, shows some nuances coming from this chain called Marist tradition. Therefore, it is important to consider how Champagnat was seized and lived throughout our history, and mainly for those who have been closer to the spring, forming the first links of the chain.

Pearls to be panned 

The project of the International Commission of the Spiritual Marist Patrimony is praiseworthy to publish all the writings of Brother François and of Brother Jean-Baptiste. It will make research possible in this area.  For the importance of the positions that they had occupied in the beginning of the Institute and for the abundance of texts that they had produced with the objective to structure the Institute and to form the brothers, it is understood that, for a serious work on our spirituality, they need to be consulted! We are interested, as well in the spirituality of all the other brothers of the Biographies de quelques Frères and of Nos Supérieurs whose biography was written as well by Brother François. Although the style of such biographies is much more moralising and catechetical than historical, the characterisation that it makes of the brothers, attributing to them one determined virtue, indicates to us, in an indirect form, elements for the composition of the spiritual picture practised in the beginnings of the Institute.  It has many precious pearls in these lives, pearls that need to be panned, as they constitute important landmarks for the deepening of the subject. Our pioneers shared the foundational charism.  They had believed in the Marist project and, more than this, they had become the realisation of Marcellin’s dream.

Creative update

In portraying the Brothers in his Biographies de quelques Frères, Brother Jean-Baptiste attributes a different spiritual characteristic to each one of them, taking into account the ascetic doctrine he wanted to hand on to the Institute. Then, Brother Louis is a model of the “immeasurable love of God”; Brother Jean-Pierre is the model of a “right conscience”; Brother Damien is the model of “simplicity and love of the Institute”; Brother Bonaventure is the model of “faithfulness to the grace and of tenderness of the heart”; Brother Pascal is the model of “tender love for Jesus in the Holy Sacrament”; and so on. The ascetic tendencies of that time – rigorism, pessimistic view of the human nature, a concept of virtue and of holiness as a practice of uniform norms, passive obedience, etc – are overcome today with a new vision we have on man, on the Church, on the vocation to holiness. Therefore, it is not enough to have both an objective look to the past and a passive memory. We need a change for our time. If we don’t update ourselves the research of the past would show us, maybe, several distorted practices and censured attitudes or, at least, non valid for the spiritual marks of today. This is to say, we have to come closer to our first brothers with a living and transforming memory, so that their spiritual beauty may arouse in us creative fidelity.

Without deepening

Although these biographies may be overcome, if we come closer to our first brothers with an open spirit, we find in them a living sap of an orthodox doctrine, great seriousness and a will to progress spiritually, a great enthusiasm for brother’s vocation, proud and devotion to the Founder, commitment to catechesis, great Marian devotion, social commitment assuming with responsibility the running of schools, pious, simple and joyful communities, etc. Without deepening them, I come back to some of these elements.

1. Proud of the Founder

It seems an obvious statement. Let us remark that is still an element characterising us today. We admire Champagnat to a great extent! We speak of him very much! He is a constant reference in our talks, prayers and publications! We feel well when we are seen as his followers! The first brothers would feel very close to him. With pride they called him father and they felt as such. The sentence of Brother Laurent is a beautiful one: “He was for us like a father, like a mother” (29 Note: “Origines maristes; extraits concernant les Frères maristes”, doc 167). Brother Jean-Baptiste recalls us that the Brothers from 1824 onwards start calling him Father Champagnat instead of Monsieur Champagnat (30 Note:  Biography, 1st part, end of Chapter X).

2. The joyful side of life

The Annales de l’Institut by Brother Avit, in speaking of the daily life of all our communities, are fully of humoristic descriptions of our first brothers. They are an extraordinary complement to the work of Brother Jean-Baptiste who left behind the presentation of the earthly and human aspects of his personages because of a verticality conception of holiness. Likewise the manuscript Frère Sylvestre raconte Marcellin Champagnat is full of humour. Brother Silvestre’s book shows at the same time both the joyful aspect of Marcellin’s life and the capacity of Father Champagnat to understand and to welcome such “profane” manifestations.

3. Love for both, catechesis and the lay character of the Institute

He was still in the Major Seminary, when he started discussing the idea of a future Society of Mary. From the very beginning his intuition was clear: We need brothers! He wanted this complement for the great religious family soon to be born, where we would find only the priests, the Sisters and the 3rd Order. He insisted very much on this point. Therefore, the other members of the group handed on to him the responsibility of the brothers. He recalled in mind his own great difficulties to learn how to read and how to write (31 Note: The quotation appears in the letter to King Louis-Philippe and to the Queen Marie-Amélie. Letres, doc 34 and 59). In so doing he realised how much needed was the existence of Brothers for the schools. His dedication to catechesis, as a young priest, had shown him the need to have Brother catechists to widen his pastoral activity. He would exalt the greatness of the vocation to brotherhood and he held onto the lay character of the Institute always, a non-clerical Institute. He suffered when he saw Father Colin’s ways of thinking and doing in relationship to the brothers (32 Note: As we have stated previously; See note nº 27). He suffered too with the directions coming from the Lyons Archbishop’s house, suggesting the union with other Congregations (33 Note: Amongst others, he underwent pressure to unite to the Marianists or the Clercs of Saint Viateur. See in Received Letters, doc 35, 36. 37 e 38).

The first Brothers fully agreed with the perspective of being Brothers for the catechesis, the school and the missions. They were feeling well in their “skin” of Brothers. Brother Laurent, the catechist of Bessat is pointed out as paradigm of a Marist Brother fully in love with Christ. Likewise were all the other brothers in the beginnings of the Institute. When, from 1836 onwards, the first groups of brothers left for Oceania, helping the Marist Fathers, for several circumstances, in this missionary land, those brothers were pushed to do manual work, and they did not have time to dedicate themselves to catechesis. Many of them, through letters, complained, saying that they were missing the essence of their vocation (34 Note: See, for example, Brother’s Michel complain. Received Letters, doc 208, initial commentary). 

4. Active community life

The fraternal community life of the brothers was stressed by Fr. Champagnat as characteristic and a demand of Marist religious life. Although in his time, community life was quite well structured with norms, rules and dispositions stressing the uniformity and the collective instead of the individuality, they were multiplicators and representative cells of Champagnat’s dream. They would favour personal sanctification with its formal moments for both meditation and practical devotions; they would favour a space for recreation because they were together in work and leisure; they would favour a space for friendship for the young people welcomed in the schools. 

For the inevitable problems of community life, of relationship, of personal conflicts found always in community life, Fr. Champagnat would propose the practice of the little virtues. In a time where psychological studies were not developed, the instruction on the little virtues was his “psychological help” to the brothers. With different names we find there some themes of our contemporary psychology: mutual help, acceptance of differences, personal overcoming, self-esteem, etc., 

We should underline a different topic: Fr. Champagnat wanted an active life for his religious; he wanted the insertion in the world, as we say today. He never thought of contemplative life. In planning an intense active apostolic life for the brothers he wanted all their activities sustained by good moments of community prayer done, in general, at the beginning and at the end of the day. In the midst of the apostolic activities or manual work he wanted the brothers “carrying contemplative life on their shoulders” through the practice of the holy exercise of God’s presence. Champagnat discerned with great clarity this project of religious life for the brothers. He was firm in holding on this orientation. In this he would diverge from Fr. Courveille who had a personal tendency to contemplative life and he willed to impose this kind of life on the brothers (35 Note: Courveille admired the austere and contemplative way of life of the Benedictine monks. He wanted the community of l’Hermitage with such connotations. “Received Letters” , doc 02).

Likewise, he faced Brother Jean-Marie Granjon, when he sensed in him a strange behaviour: on behalf of a mistaken contemplative life this brother stopped obeying, left the school of which he was in charge and became isolated in community. Father Champagnat did not succeed in changing his ideas. Therefore he sent him away from the Institute, although he had been the first Marist Brother. Strong community life sustaining the apostolate of its members, this is Marcellin’s vision for the first Brothers. 

CONCLUSION

Maybe, the Marist Apostolic Spirituality is not well explained in the texts of the Institute; maybe we shall not find in the future texts a clear presentation of what MAS is all about. Even though, this does not mean that it does not exist. We have our own spirituality! It does exist and is shown in our way of being and acting. It keeps attracting so many young people searching for their vocation. It reveals herself in the commitment of so many lay people, our collaborators, proud of being Marists, helping us to go ahead with Marcellin’s dream; it unfolds herself in the witness of so many brothers, martyrs yesterday and today, paying with their lives for their commitment to this dream.

The task entrusted to the International Commission of Spirituality, to write down an official document of the Institute on our Apostolic Spirituality is a huge task. As we a branch of the Society of Mary foreseen and realised by Courveille, Colin and Champagnat, I think first of all we should find the Spirituality of the Society of Mary. Afterwards as a consequence, we should define our Marist Apostolic Spirituality that would not be necessarily coinciding with the first one because of the “divergent ideas” between Marcellin and Colin and between Marcellin and Courveille.

The Commission should evaluate the weight of the Marist tradition, an important factor to be taken into account, as its role is to screen (filter), to actualise and to insert new elements in the spirituality coming to us from Marcellin and the first brothers, keeping it renewed and alive. The research of the great themes, presented by the Superiors General in their Circulars to the Brothers, will show the line and the direction the Institute is following in its search of fidelity and creativity.

The Franciscans have a school of spirituality that is well defined and strong, elaborated and developed out of the living tradition lived by his first followers, since their Founder did not leave written books or great treatises on his “original idea”; the Carmelites offer to the People of God a good school of spirituality, coming out from many writings of Saint John of the Cross and Saint Teresa of Avila; there are in the Church other spiritualities well characterised: the Redemptorists, the Jesuits, the Dominicans , etc. Why should we not have our own school of Marist Spirituality?

Maybe, because of our name, Little Brothers of Mary and because of a wrong conception of humility and simplicity from the beginnings of the foundation, we have been always a bit far from what I’d call “intellectualism”. We prefer a certain simple and familiar behaviour, which is good and shows us as “brothers”, capable of pedagogy of presence, situated at the level of both the young people at school and the poor class with whom we are working.

However, we should go further in an intellectual consolidation of our Spirituality. The modern world demands it.  The Institutions missing both spiritual life and intellectual deepness will die. Among us, “Cahiers Maristes” could be the divulgating Magazine in depth of our way of thinking and our spirituality. It is a Magazine of irregular publication, with very few collaborators and few readers. It could be the organ of a continuous intellectual supplying and of a possible School of Marist Spirituality from which we have already some good initiatives, such as the courses organized by CEPAM.

Marcellin Champagnat offers us the major elements of our spirituality. The tender title of “Good Mother” he gave to Our Lady contains a bit of what we are. In fact, Good Mother remembers Mary and therefore reminds us of our mission of making her known and loved. This entails, as well, the commitment to made Christ known and loved, as we cannot understand Mary outside of the mystery of Christ, and his Church. “Good Mother recalls to us the spirit of family and, therefore, recalls our duty to be “good brothers” to build up the strong community life Champagnat wanted. “Good Mother” reminds us of Father and so reminds us how Marcellin lived his life of faith, considering God as a “Good Father”, the one in whom he could fully trust, of whom he searched with faithfulness his holy will, in whose company he lived through the exercise of God’s presence. “Good Mother” reminds us of warm welcoming and suggests, therefore, the virtues of welcoming and of friendly presence close to the poor young people, close to our students, our lay Marist people, our collaborators..,

The considerations developed above are backed in our Constitutions and Statutes. In fact our Constitutions state that our spirituality is Marial and apostolic (C, 7); it is an incarnated spirituality springing up in Marcellin out of his experience of Jesus and Mary (C, 2); grew between the first brothers, they handed it on to us as a precious heritage (C, 49); it is updated through our personal and community efforts to incarnate it in different situations and in different cultures (C, 165); keeps the unity of the Institute, dispersed throughout the world and incarnated in different cultures (C, 9); it is our spiritual patrimony coming out from Fr. Champagnat and handed on to us by his first disciples (C, 9); it is a factor to be considered in the vitality of the Institute ( C, 171).

The whole effort, personal and commentary, given to the assimilation and participation of the institutional processes of restructuring, of refoundation, according to our Marist apostolic spirituality, is justified because we want our Institute, a gift of the Holy Spirit to the Church, to be a grace forever relevant to the world. (C, 164). Amen

Brother Ivo Antonio Strobino

December 2004
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