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Few seasoned mariners leave port without a destination in mind. There are exceptions of course, but most veteran sailors do not undertake a voyage unless their vessel is seaworthy, its course clear, and a set of maps to guide them is near at hand. 

Unlike these sailors, our brothers who gathered for an extraordinary post-Conciliar General Chapter in September of 1967 quickly realized that their adventure of renewal had to get underway with haste. These were not reckless men; quite the contrary. However, when the Fathers of Vatican II concluded deliberations, their message to those of us in religious institutes was clear: cast out into the deep and renew your way of life.  As a group, we took up their challenge with hope, zeal, and a certain boldness. 

Four decades later, faced with our own set of complex challenges, we must not forget the difficulties that marked those unsettling but promising early days of aggiornamento.  And we must give thanks, too, for the courage and vision of those who gathered in Chapter almost 40 years ago, and for the blessing of extraordinary leadership at every step along the journey of renewal: Charles Raphaël during the years of Vatican II and later Basilio, Charles, and then Benito. Each man was known for his simplicity, love of Mary, and passion for Jesus and the reign of God; each was generous, too, in sharing with us his unique gifts, talents, and vision and we are all the better for it.    

As leaders in our Institute today, you and I are faced with the task of not only appreciating the past but also of focusing on the present and dreaming about the future. And that means making decisions about the urgent matters that face us as an Institute at this time in our history, and taking action that will determine its shape, direction, and works for years to come. 

This morning, then, I want to share with you some of what is on my mind and in my heart. I do so as a first step in what I hope will be an almost month long conversation about our Institute and all that that term encompasses. As I begin, I do so aware of the limitations that I bring to the task. But I count on your patience, and more so your love of our Institute, its brothers and lay partners, and its mission.

I’ll start by saying that there are many hopeful signs within our Institute at the moment. For example, in some important ways we have begun to grow once again. For approximately 30 years, the number of brothers requesting dispensation from their vows exceeded each year the number requesting admission to first vows. For the first time in three decades that trend was reversed in 1997. In most subsequent years the number of those requesting admission to first vows has exceeded those requesting dispensation.  

Next, among many of the provinces and districts that took up the challenge presented by our Year of Vocation Promotion, there is renewed enthusiasm about inviting young men to consider our way of life. Our lay partners’ movement also continues to grow as does our understanding about the common mission and spirituality that we share.  

The vast majority of our provinces and districts have embraced the process of restructuring and, despite the challenges they face, many are beginning to realize that they are better off now than before. The process of restructuring itself is also changing the way we think about our way of life, about Church, and about our Institute and its works. 

And finally, our greatest resource as an Institute is our brothers and lay partners. Their enthusiasm, love of young people, and passion for Jesus Christ and his Good News is a blessing for each of us, our Institute and our Church. 

Among this group, a steady stream of brothers has written to say that they are praying an hour each day as often as they can, and that it is making a difference in their lives and in their work with young people. This last sign is one of the most encouraging to me. For it suggests that a quiet revolution is underway in parts of our Institute, the fruits of which will be apparent in time.  

In addition to this encouraging news, there are also some troubling realities that face us. First of all, though I believe that we are exactly where we should be in the process of renewal, I also must say that I am convinced that the place in which we find ourselves today is the most perilous of any that we have come across in the last 40 years. We have the chance to renew our Institute; we also run the risk of losing it or weakening it to such an extent that neither we nor anyone else who loves Marcellin and his charism would recognize it. 

Second, I believe that while some provinces and districts in the Institute have chosen to live, others due to action or omission are in the process of dying. I find it difficult to understand or accept this second outcome for we are an Institute rich in resources—spiritual, human, financial. Often enough they overflow; the founder would be stunned. 
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So, we are left with this dilemma: how can you or I help a brother or a number of brothers in a Province who believe there is no future for our Institute and its mission as part of the Church? We must find an answer to this question for we have no right to collude with those who are choosing death. Marcellin’s charism and Institute do not belong to us, they belong to our Church and its people. And so, I plan to take time today to outline the steps I believe we must take to insure that our response as an Institute to the calls of our 20th General Chapter comes down squarely on the side of life.  

Finally, as we begin our Conference I want to share with you some of my concerns about our Institute, its mission, and its members. During the course of the last few years, many of our brothers and lay partners have told me that they are looking for a challenge: something to face up to, that will demand hard work and sacrifice, something worth ultimately the gift of their lives. 

How am I to respond to them in a world where faith is in crisis and our Church so often appears out of touch with the lives of the young? What do I tell them knowing how often I and we as a group fall short of our reason for being? What is the vision that we must make our own, the risks that we must willingly embrace, the fundamental changes that we must initiate so that Jesus Christ be made known and loved among poor children and young people in desperate need of hearing his Good News? 

A particularly perilous period

A few moments ago I stated that as an Institute we are exactly where we should be in the process of renewal. At the same time, I went on to say that the place in which we find ourselves is the most dangerous of any we have encountered since the close of the Second Vatican Council. How do I justify making such remarks? What evidence exists to support either contention? Are the seas in which we find ourselves today actually so perilous that the life of the vessel in which we are sailing is itself at risk?  

Let’s be honest: during the past 40 or so years, at one time or another more than a few of us have wondered whether we were falling apart as a group. I know that I have. After all, we have diminished in number and increased in median age. Questions and doubts have also arisen during this period of renewal and over time they have become more urgent. 

For example, during the years just after the close of the Council, the members of some Marist communities struggled with this question: Should we pray in the chapel or in the community room? Today there are communities in the Institute where members wonder whether they should pray at all. At the moment the practice of daily Eucharist in community scarcely exists in some regions. As troubling as that development might be, even more alarming is the fact that in more than a few places it hardly appears to be missed at all. 

We do not need the records of past General Conferences and Chapters to convince us that as an Institute we have passed through a difficult period of change and turmoil since Vatican II. So much has happened in 40 years: new works have appeared alongside those that for so long had been our tradition; small group living has become more common; prayer, dress, and so many other areas of our life have changed. In a number of provinces and districts these initiatives have been described as innovative and future oriented.  

Unfortunately, they have also failed to bring about the long-hoped for renewal of our Marist way of life.  Instead, real change—the type that transforms hearts and reorients lives—has been slow to occur. Equally troubling has been the rise of tensions within the Institute itself. Tensions between a yearning for greater personal freedom and fulfillment versus the common good of the group, a desire to continue traditional works versus a longing to respond to new needs, a growing preoccupation with professionalism that threatens to overshadow the apostolic nature of our way of life. 

These tensions are evident in areas such as formation, life together in community, the evangelical use of goods, and our apostolic works, to mention but a few. With what outcome? A certain level of frustration and, at times, questions about where we are heading as a group.   

To address these tensions, we must first admit that they exist among us. Next, we must resolve each of them and in a way that reflects the true nature of our way of life and the principles that guide it. 

A generation just ahead of us undertook the journey of renewal with optimism and hope. And both were well placed. Today, however, while maintaining their optimism and hope, we must accept the fact that the duration of the journey they set out upon will be longer and its challenges more taxing than any of us had at first imagined. 

Fundamental issues

Knowledge about the past can help us from repeating its mistakes. But as I mentioned earlier the focus of our concern today must be about the present and future, especially in terms of understanding the consequences of the period we have just lived through and their implications for us as Institute leaders. 

To help us achieve this end, I want to talk about our identity and within that context say a few words about mission. I will close with some comments on our role as Institute leaders at this time in our history. 

During the almost 40 year process of renewal, in which we have been involved, we discarded a number of behaviors that for many years had distinguished our way of life from others.  And rightly so, for more than a few of these old ways of acting had outlived their usefulness. Unfortunately, we have been delayed longer than many of us expected in finding and agreeing upon new behaviors more appropriate for the religious nature of our life and work today.  

As a consequence, that clear sense we once had of who we are as a group and what we stand for has eroded steadily. The members of our 20th General Chapter said as much when they challenged you and me to clarify the identity of the Marist brother and that of the lay Marist. 
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Now, our delay in finding and agreeing upon new behaviors is perplexing, for you and I already have considerable experience in dealing with questions of identity in our personal lives. At various points along life’s journey, haven’t we found ourselves asking once again the very same question we asked as adolescents, “Who am I?” And how did we manage to answer it anew? We explored a bit, stretched our boundaries, tested out our values. 

We realized also that to form a new identity or to reform an older and more familiar one, we would eventually have to make choices, recommit ourselves in a new way to the values that we had lived out up until that point in life or change values. 

If in our personal lives you and I realize that making choices is an important part of the process of forming an identity, once again, what is interfering with our ability as a group to make those choices that clearly affirm our identity and, thus, distinguish us and our Institute from others?  Two factors, actually. 

For one: our respect for diversity. At times in recent years it has been exaggerated serving to immobilize us more than anything else. Vatican II anticipated that differences between religious Institutes would become greater as each reclaimed the original charism of its founding person and adapted its structures to the needs of the times. What the Council did not anticipate fully, however, was the amount of diversity that would take place within institutes themselves. And for some groups today, including our own, these internal differences are considerable in some regions.   

Today, we need to remind ourselves that if significant diversity continues to exist over time within our Institute in terms of our outlook and those of our brothers on the vows, the meaning and place of community life, our spirituality, our works, the poor among us, formation, and several other areas, the task of forming a common identity and the possibility of corporate witness will be all the more difficult, if not impossible. 

What does this mean concretely? To form a new identity, one more suitable to our contemporary understandings about consecrated life, it will be necessary for all of us to accept this outcome: while greater diversity will continue to exist between ourselves and other Institutes, less diversity within our Marist Institute—in terms of the basic elements that make up our lives and works—will be more the norm. 

There is a second reason also for our slowness to adopt new common practices and behaviors: our fear that to do so signifies a return to the past, to what might have been appropriate a half-century or more ago. Have no fear of that happening. The practices of the past were suitable for the past. However, if we are to ever re-establish the witness value of our way of life, we will need to find new signs to help us do so, and we will need to carry out that task together.   

Our failure to take up this task thus far and to identify and evaluate all that we have learned during the process of renewal is taking its toll. We are still avoiding, for example, asking ourselves these questions: how do our current practices as provinces and districts, and as an Institute as a whole express our love for Jesus Christ and our commitment to the Church in a credible way, how do they support and enhance our mission, do they promote greater passion for the gospel and for the service of the poor?

Ideally, our Institute stands today among the People of God committed to the mission of Jesus in a radical way and with works defined for us by our founder and the manner in which they have been lived out in our Institute’s history. Indeed, article 11 of our Marist Constitutions and Statutes tells us specifically that we are consecrated for mission.  That consecration is central to the covenant relationship that you and I have with God and with one another. 
Because of its relationship to the mission of the Church, it follows that our way of life as Marcellin’s brothers should be visible. The evangelical counsels, as well as the ideals of love for God, passionate concern for the poor and needy, and commitment to community life must be translated in a unique Marist way into behaviors that others can see and understand. Without such corporate behaviors, there is no visibility; without visibility, there is no witness. With what consequence? Continued confusion about our identity today.  

And so if we wish to achieve greater clarity about our identity today, we must ask and answer these two questions: What are we meant to be? What are we meant to do? In working to arrive at a commonly agreed upon understanding about what constitutes Marist community life, formation, our Marist apostolic spirituality, our mission, we will understandably begin with a plurality of opinions. Our Institute is diverse, international, facing different challenges in the various regions of our world in which it finds itself. Such a situation is hardly divisive; indeed, it can very-well enrich the discussion. So, we need to include all points of view in our deliberations; no one has a monopoly on the truth. But over time we must come to some decisions and choose some directions over others. 
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Unfortunately, in parts of our Institute today differences of opinion about some aspects of our life are so profound that they undermine the unity of the provinces and districts in which they exist. Ideologies, be they theological, psychological, historical, political, or whatever appear at times to hold more weight than either the gospel or our Marist Constitutions and Statutes. With what result? Persons have been stereotyped, points of view misrepresented, motives questioned. These behaviors are often not restricted to any one group. Regardless of where they are found, they cannot continue, not only because they are so destructive to the process of dialogue but because they are also antithetical to the very nature of our faith and of our Marist fraternity.

A word about mission

Our mission lies at the heart of our identity as an Institute. There is but one mission, the Church’s mission: to proclaim the reign of God and its imminence. Our works are part of that mission and those works are directed at a very specific group of people: the young, and among them the poor. To my way of thinking, then, the basic elements of our  apostolate are one, the direct proclamation of the Word of God, and two, poor children and young people. Full stop. 

Marcellin said as much when writing in July 1833 to Bishop Alexandre Raymond Devie of Belley, and in later comments recorded by his biographer, Jean Baptiste.  In the first instance, we read the founder’s words, “I am more and more attracted to this good work which, upon close examination does not diverge from my aim, since it is primarily concerned with the education of the poor.”
 

There can be no doubt that in setting up our Institute, Marcellin was responding to the acute need for adequate instruction among poor children and young people in his region. But there is also ample reason to believe that his vision was broader than that. For the founder, education was more than a process used to pass along some facts and figures or even points about our faith. For Marcellin Champagnat, education was a powerful means for forming and transforming the hearts of children and young people. 

He wrote, for example, “If it were only a question of teaching children secular subjects, the Brothers would not be necessary; if our only aim were to give religious instruction, we could confine ourselves to being simply catechists.

“But we aim at something better; we want to give them a Christian spirit and Christian attitudes and to form them to religious habits and the virtues possessed by a good Christian and a good citizen. If we are to do these things, we must be teachers; we must live in the midst of the children; and we must have them with us over a long period.”

With perhaps the spirit of these words in mind, the members of our 20th General Chapter reminded us that we have yet to undertake the fearless evaluation of our works that we have been talking about for at least four decades now. In addition, the members of that gathering called on us all to get out of the front offices and back in touch with young people. 

And if there is any doubt about the need for our presence among the young today, we have but to look at this year’s United Nation’s World Youth Report. That document adds the ever widening generation gap to the list of risk factors in the lives of young people today. It also tell us that almost half the world’s population is age 24 years or younger. In absolute numbers there are more young people on this planet than at any other time in history. Eighty-five percent live in developing countries and that among that group almost 45% live on less than two US dollars a day per person. 

There are many works to be found in our Church. They are important and valuable works, but they are not the works of Marcellin Champagnat’s Little Brothers of Mary. There are also many groups within our Church in desperate need of attention but, our work is with poor children and young people. If we are not in the midst of them, who will be?  

Leadership

If you were to ask me to write a job description for a leader in our Institute today, I would include among his many responsibilities, this task: “helping others to dream.” Some people bet on the future. Others insist that they can predict it. Dreams, though, and the courage to bring them to life are what actually end up creating and shaping the future; dreams, like the dream of Marcellin Champagnat.    

If you were also to ask me to comment about our Institute and its future, I would tell you that I am hopeful about both. But I would also forewarn you that the type of hope that I am talking about is meant neither to reassure nor to make everyone feel good. Rather, I am taking about a hope that has its foundation in prayer and a spirit of faith, a hope that gives credit to all that has been done to date during the process of renewal but is unrelenting in insisting that some of the hardest work lies ahead, a hope that will require sacrifice and some hard decisions from each of us. 

Yes, there are hopeful signs on the horizon, and these are times for bold moves. First of all, increasing numbers of our brothers have been going through their own personal transformation in recent years. The most striking characteristic of this metanoia is the deeper and passionate relationship they have formed with Christ. So, also, many of our lay partners have made a similar journey and tell of the same experience. 

For revitalization to occur in our Institute, though, transformation must go beyond the personal; it must penetrate and reshape our entire fabric as a group. A critical step in the process of revitalization will occur when those who have experienced this profound personal change begin to come together in a network where their experience can be shared, sustained, enhanced. In sharing their stories, their awareness will deepen and intensify and become a mutual vision of the future and a commitment to it. In all of these efforts, one can only recall Marcellin who set our before the age of 30 years to give breath and shape and form to the dream he had carried within himself and nurtured—in the face often of significant opposition—for so many years. In our life today, we are asked to do the same. 

Those of us who are asked to lead during this time must also go beyond the personal and individual. Our challenge is to decide on a focus for the life and work of the Institute and to help our brothers to do the same. To do so does not mean that we will end up in a situation where everyone is doing exactly the same thing or living and serving in the same place. It does, however, insure that when someone asks the question, “What is this Institute known for?” we will have a fresh and persuasive answer at hand.

There is also a need for change in the way we exercise authority in parts of our Institute. In some administrative units the Provincial or District Superior has been transformed solely into a coordinator, someone charged with maintaining the well-being and happiness of all. If in the past authority was exercised autocratically in some parts of our Institute, sad to say, there are places today where it is hardly exercised at all. Principles of subsidiarity and collegiality were never meant to be reduced solely to the practice of consensus and compromise. And while the former, consensus, is a helpful process that can be used when making some decisions, there are many others that the leader must make himself. 

For example, often enough the needs of a certain Province causes the Provincial and Council to ask a brother to take on a particular task. There are several possible responses to anticipate. One, he will say “yes.” Two, he will say I would rather not, but if you need me, of course I will. Three, he will proceed to tell you about his needs and why this assignment is impossible. What exists here obviously is a tension between the needs of the person and the needs of the group. 

Respect for both is important, but if personal needs always take precedence, one must wonder. Most of us did not come to religious life to meet our personal needs. Instead, we chose this way of life so as to respond to God’s call and to proclaim his Kingdom and its imminence, and some of us even hoped to change the world along the way. As old fashion as it may sound, religious life has always had more to do with sacrifice and self-denial than with fulfilling personal needs; its goal—like so many other lives worth living—is self-realization through self-transcendence.

As leaders we cannot be satisfied with merely doing things right, as challenging a task as that is in itself. We must instead do the right things. In our Institute today, as a leader it is not enough for you or me to be solely an effective manager, or a pastoral presence, or even a prayerful man. Rather, we must take responsibility for the corporate works of our Institute, and keep before our brothers, lay partners, and the Church and world the larger vision that must guide us. That means instilling purpose in those whom we are called to lead, and when their spirits fail, as they inevitably will, reminding them and all of us about the transcendent nature of this project and its importance. 

Those young men whom the founder gathered around himself and who in time became our early brothers, followed Marcellin Champagnat because they had a sense that with him they were going somewhere. Their work took on a meaning far beyond the day-to-day tasks they were called to perform. They never thought about themselves as performing a service, their goal was to touch the hearts and transform the thinking of those entrusted to their care. 

Brothers, I will close here with a word of thanks to each of you for all that you are doing for our brothers, for our Institute, and for our Church and world.  I am also looking forward to these days together; they will help us to set the course for the next four years. In all of what we do and say here, we have an advantage over our brothers [image: image5.wmf]who 40 years ago set out on a voyage of renewal: we have almost a half century of experience behind us. 

Marcellin used simple words to describe those of us who are his brothers and what we are about in our world. He so often said, “To love God, and to make God known and loved; that is what a brother’s life should be.” Well said then; well said now, and a guide for all as we work to deepen our understanding of our identity and mission today. 

A century from now historians will write the chronicle of this period in the life of Marcellin’s Institute. And so, during these days let us act in ways that will allow them to write that we showed courage, daring, boldness. 

And as we strive to grow in love of God, one another, and the Institute and mission that has been entrusted to us, let us not hesitate to rely on that Good Mother and sister in faith who was so precious to our founder, and is to so many of us also. Many thanks.  

Questions for reflection:

1. What aspects of the life and works of your Province or District today fill you with hope and optimism about our Institute and its future? For what reason do these elements of Province or District life give you such hope and enthusiasm?

2. What troubles you about Marist life as it is lived out in among the brothers and lay partners in your Province or District today? 

3. Based on day-to-day experience, how would you describe your role as a leader in our Institute today? What about that description gives you satisfaction, and what about it troubles you?

4. Can you identify one point in Sean’s presentation with which you identified closely? One point with which you would disagree? Please explain. 
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