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Remarks delivered at the close of the Seventh General Conference

Sean D. Sammon, FMS

30th September 2005

Brothers, 

Our days in Negombo have fast come to an end; within a few hours the work of this Seventh General Conference will be found in the record of history. What a rich and productive time together: a time of grace surely;                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     a time that we have used to our advantage to speak about our hopes and dreams for the Institute and its mission, as well as our fears about its future.

The night before last I thought back to a prayer service held during the early days of this Conference. As part of that gathering, each of us was asked to write on a piece of paper the grace he sought from God during these four weeks. I was frightened for a moment as I began to realize that God has given us those graces in abundance during our time together. Frightened because I was reminded once again that God takes our petitions seriously. 

In organizing this Conference, the General Council had several aims in mind. First of all, as best we could, we wanted to give you an accounting of our work on behalf of the Institute and its mission during the last four years. The members of our 20th General Chapter left us with an ambitious agenda and in listening to our report I can imagine that it quickly became apparent to you that while we have addressed a number of the Chapter’s mandates, a great deal of work lies ahead. 

Second, we wanted to take time to listen to you and to learn about your concerns here at the half way point of this administration. After all, we work on your behalf and on behalf of our brothers and lay partners in the Institute. And so, we were determined to listen carefully to what you had so say about topics such as vocation promotion and formation, laity, mission and solidarity, restructuring, and several others.

Have mistakes been made during the last four years? Have we at times been too timid in our initiatives? Or have we failed perhaps to be demanding enough upon ourselves and the Institute as a whole when speaking about the price we will have to pay if the dream of Marcellin Champagnat is to maintain its vibrancy well into this century? 

The answer to each of those questions is yes. Mistakes have been made, timidity has been evident at times, and we have not stated as bluntly as we might the cost of real renewal both personally and institutionally. For each of those failures, I must take responsibility and pledge that we will work during the time remaining to limit the possibility of them occurring again. 

Finally, in preparing this Conference we wanted to offer a challenge for the future to ourselves and to each of you. Not merely for the sake of offering a challenge but rather because we are convinced that our Institute and its mission have a future. We also believe that, with God’s grace, it is up to each of us, as well as our brothers and Marist lay partners to ensure it. 

A challenge

And so, Brothers, this morning I offer this challenge: it is time, once again, to reclaim the spirit the Hermitage. To do so, we do not have to physically rebuild that house another time but we must make our own all that surrounded its construction. We know the story well. In 1824 Marcellin began work on a building spacious enough to house the ever-increasing number of brothers. Now remember for a moment, that date falls just seven years after he founded us, and but a year or two after he faced the Institute’s first vocation crisis. Courage was something about which Marcellin Champagnat knew a great deal.  

The founder and his young brothers worked steadily throughout the six months of summer and early autumn of 1824. They quarried and carried the stones for the building, dug sand, made mortar, and assisted the professional tradesmen, who had been hired for the skilled work. Lodged in an old rented house on the opposite bank of the river, the group came together for morning Mass in a small shed in an oak grove. This spot came to be known as the Chapel in the Woods. A chest of drawers served as the altar; a bell, suspended from a tree branch, called the community to prayer. 

These were days of sacrifice and hard work. They were also heady days for all involved: the young men found support in one another and were proud of their achievement. As we plan today for the future of our Institute and its mission we must make our own their spirit of hope, their enthusiasm, their willingness to be bold and audacious.  

Areas of concern

Brothers, you have brought several areas of concern to the attention of those of us in the General Administration, areas that you believe are in need of greater attention. To begin with, some of you have found inadequate the approach that we have taken to implant spirituality networks in every region of our Institute. Others are looking for more direction when it comes to our fast developing Marist lay movement. Still others want greater clarity about the organization and investment of our funds set aside for solidarity ad intra and ad extra, or are asking that adequate time be set aside for the second round of visits so that their focus be clear and helpful. 

We take seriously these and so many other concerns that you have raised during these days and I want to assure you this morning that each of them will be studied and a plan of action developed and implemented to deal with it. 

Reorganization

Next, a great deal still remains to be done if we are to implement fully the five calls of our 20th General Chapter and adequately address its recommendations. To assist in this process, I have taken steps recently to reorganize some aspects of the General Council’s structure for working. Most evident is the fact that I have brought together some presently existing Commissions and asked them to work more collaboratively during the days ahead. 

Consequently, vocation promotion and religious life, including formation, will work together. So also will mission and laity. Finally, the Evangelical Use of Goods and Finance Commissions and the Bureau of Solidarity will join efforts. 

At the same time, certain aspects of the Chapter mandate, aspects that we have to date been unable to address, will be reassigned so as to ensure that they are given the attention they deserve prior to our next General Chapter in 2009. A letter will go out to you shortly explaining more fully these changes and their implications. I mention them now merely to assure you that the Council collectively will take the steps necessary to ensure that the mandate that we have been given is implemented fully.

Specific areas 

There are also specific initiatives to which we must commit ourselves if we are to build a new Hermitage in spirit and in fact. 

1. To begin with, you and I must heed the first call of the Chapter and make Jesus the center and passion of our lives and the life of our communities. Brothers, this call strikes at the heart of the matter. If our works and life together do not have Jesus Christ as their foundation, they are not the works and community life about which Marcellin Champagnat wrote and spoke. Without both, we will fail to find the courage to do what must be done to bring about the new Pentecost for which we all long. More to the point, if we are to reclaim the spirit of the Hermitage we must begin where Marcellin did: in a relationship with Jesus Christ that was marked by passion and faith.  

A personal life of prayer, therefore, and an equally vibrant community prayer life and all that nurture both are important elements of our lives as brothers. We must do all that we can to ensure both. 

2. Restructuring needs to be universal within the Institute because the process itself is reshaping the ways in which we think about ourselves and changing the ways in which we describe ourselves. To begin with, restructuring is a Chapter mandate (1993). Advised to assist those administrative units in difficulty, the last General Council applied two criteria: vitality and viability. Their conclusion? Restructuring on an Institute wide basis was what was needed rather than attention to a few provinces and districts in obvious acute difficulty.

During these days together we have heard from provinces that have restructured and learned about the challenges they have face and continue to face in the process. We have also learned an important lesson: those reporting have stated that, yes, restructuring requires a great deal of work but that it also presents those involved with many more possibilities for new life. 


Equally striking is the fact that those areas that have restructured are beginning to use a new vocabulary, speak a new language if you will, when describing their experience. Without universal attention to the process of restructuring, there could soon be two “languages” in use within the Institute: one that describes the future and another that represents the past. 

3. We must address more straightforwardly the challenges of solidarity and service to the poor. Hopefully we have matured enough over the course of the last several years to be able to undertake a fearless evaluation of our works in light of what we say about ourselves regarding solidarity and service to the poor. 

If our stated option for the poor is to be authentic, it must have two dimensions: one of solidarity and another having to do with analysis and action. The dimension of solidarity involves a deliberate choice on your part or mine to enter in some degree into the world of those who live on the margins of our society and to share in their experience of being maltreated, by-passed, or left helpless. At the heart of this experience is the virtue of compassion, which means literally “suffering with others.” And so it includes both a decision to live with less as well as taking action to simplify my life. Solidarity, however, is also a gift that persons who are poor and marginalized may or may not offer to you and me. We cannot presume it nor demand it of them. And, quite frankly, it is given only to those who come with no air of superiority or paternalism.

The second dimension of our stated option for the poor, as I said a moment ago, has to do with analysis and action. This dimension begins with a careful discernment and study of the situation so as to understand why it is that this group of people is living on the margins of society. 

Next, you and I must ensure that we are not colluding unconsciously in the process of their marginalization. To do so requires an examination of conscience and a critique of the way in which we live and work. We must ask: what am I doing, in word and deed that is keeping in their place those who are poor? 

Action to challenge the marginalization follows. However, it is not enough that a protest be made on behalf of those who are marginalized, rather we must empower them speak up for themselves. Men and women who are marginalized and who begin to speak up for themselves are profoundly changed by taking action. Finally, we must convince those who are marginalized that there are alternatives to their present situation and actively promote those alternatives.

Brothers, we have come a distance in our efforts to promote justice for the poor, but we still have a long way to go. My hope is, however, that discussions in this area and whatever action we take as individuals, communities, provinces and districts, and ultimately as an Institute are the fruit of an exchange that is marked by careful listening, respect for the beliefs of others, and a fearless reading of the Good News of Jesus Christ.

4. The promotion of vocations and an evaluation of our programs of formation. We have just concluded a year set aside for the promotion of vocations. In those provinces and districts that have embraced the spirit and work of this year, the fruits of their efforts are already becoming evident. These brothers and lay partners are calling for additional steps to be taken to solidify the “culture of vocation promotion” that has been planted and taken root. 

Other administrative units, however, have been less enthusiastic in their response to the work of the vocation year or have left its implementation solely to those designated as vocation promoters. This indifference must stop; vocation promotion is the responsibility of each of us. As a General Administration we will take the steps necessary in the months ahead to ensure that what must be done is done to promote vocations in all regions of the Institute. 

At the same time, after almost 40 years with a new formation program, we need to take stock and evaluate many of its aspects. For example, during our Conference several who spoke about the topic of accompaniment pointed out that the process is not a problem. However, they also went on to say that sometimes the type of accompaniment given can be a problem. So, too, we need to ensure that our programs of formation adequately prepare our young brothers for religious life in the 21st century, with all its challenges. 

5. Marist partnership. We need to give greater attention to the developing movement of Marist laity that has been such a blessing to our Institute and its mission in recent years. Vatican II was a defining moment for Roman Catholic laity as well as those of us who are brothers. The Council’s proclamation about the universal call to holiness, addressed to both groups, was an unambiguous statement that all Christians are baptized into mission: the mission of proclaiming God’s Kingdom and its imminence.  

The foundation of partnership between Marist laymen and women and Marcellin’s brothers, then, lies in the common mission and prophetic call that we share as a result of the sacrament of baptism. Partnership runs much deeper than participating in a common work; it is about the sharing of faith, being in love with Jesus Christ, and the collective experience of having Marcellin Champagnat capture your heart and seize your imagination. We must continue to work together as a General Administration in cooperation with our provinces and districts to insure that what needs to be done is done to foster the growth of our Marist lay and partnership movement.

Conclusion

Before closing I want to thank you for all your hard work during this Conference and for your care of our brothers and lay partners and for your generosity in agreeing to serve as a leader during this important and exciting time of change. Whenever I am with you as a group, I am reminded once again about how truly blessed we are as an Institute. 

Thank you also for the privilege of serving as Superior General. As I mentioned early in our days here, it was quickly apparent to me—and probably to everyone else—that  the Chapter delegates had not chose the brightest or most capable person to take on this work, they had also not asked the person most spiritual among us, and surely they had not asked a linguist. The person whom they did ask to take on this ministry is but a simple and sinful man who loves this Institute and its members and mission and will do all that he can to further the dream and charism of Marcellin Champagnat. 

Thanks also for the gifts to our General Administration of Luis, Emili, Antonio, Théoneste, Pedro, Peter, and Maurice. Each brings his own formidable gifts to the work that he has been given. We don’t always agree on everything as a group, but we have great respect for each other and a genuine affection that helps foster our lives of prayer and community. The Chapter chose well in asking Luis to serve as Vicar and Emili, Antonio, Théoneste, Pedro, Peter, and Maurice to carry the responsibility of Councilor.  

A final word of thanks for the remaining members of the General Administration too numerous to name here. Working as a team, we are trying to further the charism and mission of the founder on behalf of us all. I am very grateful to each of them. 

Let us set out together, then, to reclaim the spirit of the Hermitage and in so doing let us invite others to join us as brothers and also as lay partners in our Institute. And as we do so, let us console ourselves with these words of our founder, spoken to his fellow priests in the Society of Mary but equally applicable to us today: “Brothers, we who are at the commencement of our work are but raw stones thrown into the foundation. One does not use polished stones for that. There is something marvelous in the [renewal of our Institute]. What is marvelous is that God has wished such people to accomplish his work”. Thank you. 

