MARIST BROTHERS TODAY
Letter from the XVIIth General Chapter
ROME - 30 October 1976

Dear Brothers,

At the close of this XVIIth General Chapter, before we go our separate ways, we would like to share with you some of the thoughts, ideas, visions and realities that have been ours during these two months. We know this is not an easy task, because you, like us, represent such a vast range of age and experience, not to mention our varied cultural, political, social, economic and religious situations. We know, therefore, that some of what we say here will not correspond exactly to your own lived reality, the setting in which you must live out your vocation as a Marist Brother and "have your answer ready for the people who ask you the reason for the hope that you all have"
.

None the less, we think it is important, at this moment in the history of our  Congregation, to attempt to share with you some of the enthusiasm, hope and joy we have felt here in Rome. We hope you will find this same enthusiasm and joy expressed in the various Chapter documents, but we know how hard it is for formal texts to convey the deeper emotions of the heart. Hence, our desire to speak to you more directly through this letter.

1. Our lived experience

Perhaps one of the greatest experiences and lessons of this Chapter, for us capitulants, was one we least anticipated. Brought together as almost total strangers, from such widely differing backgrounds, we gradually came to discover how much we truly held in common, across all the barriers of language and culture. Our ideals and our values, our hopes and fears, our dreams and plans, are all shaped by a common tradition, the heritage of our common Father and Founder.

So we discovered that we were able to live and work and laugh and suffer and pray together. As we did so, we discovered that we were growing into community; and in the process we discovered what every community discovers and lives: its own humanity and weakness, its sinfulness and need of personal and collective conversion, its need to die and to rise again. That discovery in turn strengthened us in our task, because it convinced us that, many and varied as we were, we were sharing many of the same feelings and experiences of every Marist community, and could therefore hope to speak realistically to and for all our Brothers. It also reminded us constantly of how much we needed, and were strengthened by, the daily support of all of you, through your thoughts and prayers and sufferings as you went about your daily routine, enabling us to spend these weeks together attempting to define and express a little more clearly what the inspiration of Marcellin Champagnat calls us to, today and tomorrow.

We all know that the past nine years have not been easy ones for any of us. Like all religious Institutes, we have lived through profound and unsettling changes, which at times have been terrifying for some in their intensity and suddenness. We have questioned traditional values and looked for new ways to express them; sometimes we have wondered if it were really possible to harmonize all the different points of view, and whether the effort was really worth all the tension and apprehension it caused. But now, in retrospect, we can see that the XVIth General Chapter was able to safeguard our essential unity even as it urged us forward with a new burst of enthusiasm. We would like to feel that this Chapter has both reaffirmed that unity and renewed that enthusiasm.

2. The challenges facing us

Part of the challenge that faces us today is to sustain our unity and enthusiasm in a radically altered society from the one our ancestors, or even our parents, knew. Even a cursory reading of Gaudium et Spes
, or the documents from some of the recent Synods of Bishops, makes the change dramatically obvious: secularization ... liberation ... the struggle for justice ... the cry of the poor ... the growth and coming-of-age of the "Young Churches"
... All of these have somehow become part of our day-to-day reality, and they colour the appeals that come to us from the Church, from the People of God of whom we are a part: appeals to reflection and action in our apostolate of Christian education.

For the vast majority of us, those needs and appeals and challenges take flesh and become most real and most urgent in our students. Each of us, in his own cultural setting, knows the tension and turmoil of the younger generation as they confront the values of their society, search for truth and meaning, seek for wisdom and guidance and affirmation. We know their anguish and bitterness, their disillusionment and anger, their disenchantment and apathy ... as also their faith and hope and love their generosity and even heroism. And out of all that, we sense how urgent and vital is our mission to stay with them, to listen to them, to educate them.

Perhaps at times it seems terribly frightening, too, and there is a natural tendency to turn in on ourselves, to seek our own security. What gives us the courage instead to open our doors, to go forth with new inspiration and determination, is the same Mary, the same Spirit of the Lord, present in the midst of our communities as in the midst of the apostles.

3. Our witness as Christians and as Marists

What we have to offer these young people, and for that matter the whole world, is the one thing that gives our life meaning and purpose: the person of the risen Jesus, and His gospel. He who loves us gratuitously has likewise called us, consecrated us, sent us forth, to give witness to that love in every age and to every culture.

The message is so simple, so poor and humble ... the "good news" of Jesus Christ ... and therefore it is full of the power of God. And yet, how easily the message can become blurred and indistinct; there are so many attractions leading us down other paths. So we find ourselves constantly striving to lead lives that truly witness to the gospel, lives which prove that our Marist vocation is always relevant, lives which are prophetic because our vows make real and present the values of the kingdom.

But this emphasis on the gospel message is hardly something new for us as Marists; it is as old as the inspiration of Father Champagnat. Whether defining the purpose of our vocation as "to make Jesus Christ known and loved", or urging us toward "the crib, the cross and the altar", or constantly offering us the example of Mary, he was reminding us in so many ways of God's incredible love for us, and of our need to respond to that love, as well as to help others realize and respond to it in their turn.

The example of Marcellin Champagnat should produce several reactions in us. His joy and optimism should be as contagious for us today as they were for our first Brothers. At the same time, it should make us very conscious that we have not always lived up to the ideal he proposed to us, that we have not always been joyful witnesses to the gospel of God's love, and that we are therefore in need of conversion.

4. The call to conversion

Through the centuries, the Church has continually called her religious to return to the wellsprings of the gospel, and as we seek to return to those "living waters" we again have the example of the Founder to encourage and sustain us. A down-to-earth realist, he was well acquainted with human weakness, and he knew the impact of a world going through a period of profound change. But he also knew, from personal experience, the tremendous power of the love and grace of Christ.

We need to feel the power of that love and grace today, in our own lives, because if we are sincere in saying we seek a radical conversion to Jesus Christ, then we are going to have to make some decisions. They may be hard decisions, they may be totally unprecedented decisions; but perhaps they will also by that very fact be more evangelical and more in keeping with the signs of the times.

We are going to have to learn to live even more like brothers; we are going to have to find the courage to live more like the first Christians, more like our first Brothers
. We are going to have to change some of our attitudes and bring them more into line with the gospel. And we are going to have to renew our communities and our apostolic works, so that they will make it more evident that the power of Christ is at work in us today.

If that sounds frightening and difficult, it is because conversion of heart, true conversion of heart, is one of the hardest things for anyone to undergo. To go out into the desert, to risk the unknown, to die and rise again; none of this is easy, even though we know that it is the Lord who calls. Ultimately, the only thing that can bring us to Him is the power of prayer
.

5. Our life of prayer

Yes, there are many ways of finding Christ - in nature, in our work, in other persons; sometimes we like to say that these are our prayer. Yet, it is only in a personal and sustained relationship with Christ that we can begin to understand what prayer is, and who we are. It is only then that the Spirit can begin to lead us, despite and because of our sinfulness and weakness, to the Jesus whose death brings us to new and more generous life.

If we need any proof that the Spirit of the Lord is at work within and among us, perhaps one of the strongest signs is the renewed and deepened prayer-life of many Brothers and communities. Through the Scriptures, through the  sharing of the word and the breaking of the bread, they have come to feel the power and the presence of the Lord Jesus among them. They have found new strength and new love to share with one another and with all men, new enthusiasm for announcing the good news
. 

In doing this, what have we really done but rediscover, though perhaps under a different name, the essence of Champagnat's prayer-life: the presence of God? In his life as seminarian, parish priest, and founder, the awareness of that loving, guiding, protecting presence inspired and sustained him and enabled him in turn to inspire and sustain others. It also deepened and enlightened his understanding, as it should ours, of Mary's role in the mystery of salvation: listening and responding with an open and ready heart. If we contemplate Mary, if we allow ourselves to learn from her, then we will learn to pray in the Spirit, and once again the Word will take flesh in our own lives.

6. Our apostolate 

Through that Word, in that Word, with that Word, we in our turn shall continue to "go and teach all nations"
. The command is as old as the Church, the response as new as today and tomorrow. At a time when youth represent a rapidly growing proportion of the population of so many countries, our mission of education, especially in the Catholic school where most of our Brothers are engaged, becomes even more of a gift, a challenge and a responsibility. We are still "in the forefront of those who are building the future of society and the Church"
.

But how shall we educate them, and for what? So many theories, so many elements, so many rapidly changing realities, so many values, so many needs, so many dangers ... how to choose and plan and organize and implement it all? There is obviously no simple answer, no universal solution; each country, each culture must find its own way to preach the Good News. And perhaps right there is our greatest source of reassurance: the message has not changed in twenty centuries; and what we are trying to accomplish by means of that message is no different from what our Founder sent our first Brothers to do: "form good Christians and virtuous citizens"
. 

One of the strongest means we have of doing this, the source of our greatest impact, is simply our presence. We are there, with young people, as well as with adults - our fellow teachers and collaborators, the parents of our students, and others with whom our lives may bring us into contact—we are there, not overbearing or authoritarian, but simply and humanly ourselves, caring, encouraging, stimulating, open and receptive to all alike, and yet showing a preference for those to whom preference is never shown.

But like Mary, who not only educated her Son by her loving presence but also learned from him and "kept all these things in her heart"
, we must also receive in turn from those to whom we give. Like her, we grow as we help others to grow. We know we do not possess all truth; we share what we have of it with others, and in return they share their truth with us ... not only formal knowledge, but also and still more, faith, hope, love and joy.

This same attitude carries over into our various specific apostolic involvements. It gives us a high degree of flexibility in adapting ourselves to local and historical situations. This is particularly important where our participation in the growth of the Young Churches demands deep respect for and total incarnation in the local culture.

But no matter where we are working, our presence and availability to young people call at times for some bold innovations and great diversity, if we are to meet and respond to them where they actually are. For some of us, such innovations and diversity are cause for grave concern and apprehension, which is understandable. But at the same time, they are signs of great apostolic vitality, since they demand of us and should manifest to others a degree of spiritual and even material poverty which bears witness to our faith.

Where we are involved in educational institutions, especially in our schools, our very efforts to improve their quality help to guarantee their effectiveness. Sometimes this is a matter of trying new educational techniques, but what is ultimately essential is that atmosphere of openness, acceptance and mutual sharing, which helps the "new man" to emerge in those whom the Lord has entrusted to us.

7. Our community life

The same is true of our community life. Structures and approaches, new and old, have their value, but they cannot of themselves create community. To the extent that God is at the centre of the lives of each of us, we can start to build community. And one of the major factors in this building is a healthy realism which admits it is no easy task. Community is the setting in which we have chosen to live our religious consecration; it is therefore the source of much of our encouragement and support in doing so. But it is still composed of weak, limited and sinful men ... ourselves. Yet even this is a hidden advantage, since it requires each of us to contribute to our growth together, sharing not only the wealth of our individual gifts and talents, but also our capacity to forgive ourselves and others.

Growth implies change, which means that, realistically, there are going to be differences in community lifestyle from one province to another and also between communities of the same province. Given their particular circumstances, each is going to have to discover and periodically adapt a pattern and rhythm of prayer, work and relaxation best suited to its particular circumstances. This is why it is good for a community to evaluate itself periodically, instead of merely comparing itself to some preconceived, theoretical model, whether new or traditional. One of the best signs of growth is true Christian friendship, which enables us to live together and work together. But this demands a great deal of self-knowledge and openness with one another.

This openness is extremely important in relation to the apostolate. It is no exaggeration to say that each Brother is "sent" by his community to his apostolate. That sending in turn sets up reciprocal rights: each Brother has a right to the support and encouragement of his community; and the community in turn has a right to be kept informed of his professional and apostolic work, because his work draws its significance from its relationship to the overall apostolate of the community.

There is another area of our community life which must be mentioned: hospitality. This is an area in which the testimony of many persons outside the Congregation constantly reminds and consoles us that we have indeed been faithful to our Founder's spirit. And whether young or adult, the warmth and welcome we offer our guests has more to it than simple conviviality; at a time when the onward rush and tumult of life can be overwhelming, our houses can stand out as literal sanctuaries - places of calm, silence, prayer and reflection.

Granted, there can be a danger in all this openness to our immediate environment. We can become so involved in the local scene that we begin to lose sight of our deeper commitment to the province and its involvement in the local Church; we can even weaken our sensitivity to the worldwide dimension of the Congregation and its service to the entire Church. In very specific terms, there is danger of losing our inner freedom, that freedom born of true spiritual poverty, which enables us to leave wherever we happen to be at the moment, in order to respond to real needs which have arisen elsewhere.

The common experience of people who have come into contact with the Marist Brothers is that we are happy to be together, that we love one another in spite of our differences. This joy and love are a subtle but powerful witness to the value of our celibacy. There is something strong and compelling in our sharing, whether that be expressed in our celebration of the Eucharist or in our family gatherings, or in the concern and care we offer our old and sick and troubled Brothers. There is a simplicity here, a peace and joy which speak of La Valla and of Nazareth; there is something in our life and attitudes, our commitment to the poor and neglected, which transcends all the human deficiencies of our communities, and makes them a strong prophetic voice denouncing the growing selfishness and impersonalism of modern society and proclaiming the possibility of real brotherhood.

8. The example of our Founder

All of this, in so many ways, speaks to us of Marcellin Champagnat. For many of us, perhaps, he has been a rather shadowy figure, his spirituality rather outdated, his concept of community life and the apostolate expressed in terms that seemed increasingly out of touch with our own reality. But there is a gift there, a real gift of the Spirit, for the Marist Brothers and for the entire Church. And slowly but surely, we are beginning to understand and appreciate that gift, to take new pride in it and new delight in sharing it with others. We are beginning to learn to see past the externals, the culturally conditioned way in which his biographers presented him to us; and we are beginning to discover in Marcellin Champagnat a man who was able to live the gospel by responding to it as Mary did. And in that respect, we are discovering a Marcellin Champagnat who is never outdated. On the contrary, he is definitely "a man for all seasons", a man for this present age.

His ability not only to seek the will of God in prayer and reflection on events, but to undertake whatever this asked of him ... his ability to accept himself just as he was, with all his human weaknesses and limitations ... his ability to accept others in the same way and to share their life ... his ability to inspire others to accomplish things they would never have dreamed of attempting otherwise ... all of this is part of his spirit, part of his success as pastor and founder, part of his heritage to us, his Brothers. All of this is also rooted in his contemplation and imitation of Mary, his total confidence in her love and protection, which he always regarded as the source of all the good he accomplished. This, too, is part of our heritage.

Listen to me, you who pursue integrity,

who seek Yahweh.

Consider the rock you were hewn from, 

the quarry from which you were cut
.

Brothers, the fact that we here today, the members of our XVIIth General Chapter, can share all these thoughts and feelings with you, is proof enough of the validity of the inspiration of Marcellin Champagnat. It is also proof that his Brothers have been faithful to that inspiration. The joy and encouragement we have felt in that realization is what prompts us to send you this message.

It is no easy time we live in, and we have no guarantee that the future will be any easier. And yet, the witness of our history, the lives of our Brothers, remind us so forcefully that the presence and spirit of our Founder can enable us to meet and surmount whatever difficulties may lie ahead. In his own time, in his own way, he sought and heard the voice of God, and answered "yes". He was able to do so because he had before his eyes the example of Mary. In our own time, in our own way, in our struggle to be men of faith and prayer, in our efforts to meet the needs of those to whom we are sent, in our attempts at building community, we too can find our strength and conviction, our serenity and joy, in her. He who is mighty has done great things for us ... the Lord has indeed built the house! And His word today is no different from what it was in the beginning: "Do not be afraid, for I am with you!" May that Word always speak within and through each of us, to all with whom we share the Good News.

Yours fraternally,

The Members of the XVIIth General Chapter. 
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