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VII General Conference – September 20

Homily of the President of the Episcopal Conference, Dr Vianney Fernando

My Dear Brothers,

Today’s first reading is a favourite passage of Sacred Scripture of many of us Religious and Priests. This 7th century B.C., prophet born in a little village close to Jerusalem, was very young when the call came to take on the prophetic office. He could see in the given realities of his time that his vocation would be a difficult one. Idolatry had set in. People refused to repent and change their ways and come back to YAHWEH, and so God reassures him “before I formed you in the womb, I knew you, before you were born I dedicated you, a prophet to the nation’s I appointed you. Have no fear because I shall be with you. I send you to root up and tear down, to destroy and to demolish, to build and to plant”.

We too, are like Jeremiah, the prophet. We live in troubled times. The realities around us are so confusing. There is so much violence, wars, man-made disasters are numerous. Man’s cruelty to man overwhelms us. Along side sickening affluence there is so much of screaming poverty, injustice, denial of fundamental human rights. The moral conscience of human beings is no more sensitive to what is right and wrong. The “tyranny of relativism” is blinding people so as to consider blatant aberrations as normal behaviour. Genetic technology has brought in its wake frightful possibilities. Sex scandals among clergy and Religious have wounded the Church deeply causing irreparable damage to the faith of our people. It is in the backdrop of this dismal spectre that you, the Little Brothers of Mary of Marceline Champagnat, have come together in this General Conference to reflect on your specific call in the given contemporary situation. As the prophets did, you are here to discern your call to be a Marist in the light of your faith by reading the signs of the times. 

In his letter of convocation Bro. Sean, the Superior General, has already given the direction of your reflections when he referred to two important dimensions of your vocation, namely IDENTITY and SPIRITUALITY. He says that already in your 20th General Chapter, you felt the need to give greater clarification to both.

The vocation of a Religious Brother in the Church has to be situated in the context of the call to holiness that we have all received irrespective of what way of life or ministry we are called to. Lumen Gentium Ns, 40 & 41, says “thus it is evident to everyone that all the faithful of Christ of whatever rank or status, are called to the fullness of the Christian life and to perfection of Charity, by this holiness as such a more human manner of life is promoted in this earthly society. Finally, all Christ’s faithful, whatever be the conditions, duties and circumstances of their lives, and indeed through all these, will daily increase in holiness, if they receive all things with faith from the (loving) hand of their Heavenly Father and, if they cooperate with the Divine Will. In this temporal service, they will manifest to all people the love with, which God loved the world” (LG Nos. 40 & 41).

The call to holiness that we have all received is at the heart of your vocation to religious life, over and over again Pope John Paul of revered memory returned to this theme in his teachings. In fact, the purpose of so many canonisations and beatifications performed during the 26 years of his Papal Ministry was to emphasise the message that all are called to holiness within the Church and that holiness is within reach of all.

Reflections however profound on your identity without this call to holiness will not lead you anywhere. In the aftermath of the Council of Vatican II if we emphasised the need for a deep spirituality along side our search for identity we may have been able to avoid many a pitfall in discerning God’s Will in our regard more clearly. Instead it was a search for identity without the context of an accompanying spirituality. 

In the prophets, many of whom were reluctant to accept the call to prophetism, we see a powerful God experience, which enabled them to carry out their mission. Whether it was the powerful the ophany in which Isaiah, beheld the glory of God and received the cleansing of his lips exclaiming “mine eyes have seen the king, the Lord of hosts” or Elijah recognising the divine call in a “still small voice like a gentle-breeze” (1Kings 19:9-12). It was a powerful God experience that gave them the strength to fulfil their vocation in the face of enormous set-backs and failures.

In the Gospel passage of today, we recall the beautiful episode of the encounter of Peter with the Risen Lord on the shore of the Sea of Galilee. Simon, son of John, do you love me? Not once but three times the Lord repeats the question. Do we not sense a deep tenderness in the voice of Jesus as He confronts the big-fisherman before entrusting the care of His flock. It does not matter if Peter had denied Him three times at a moment when He needed to experience the love of those who were closest to Him. “Do you love me?” is what Jesus is asking each one of you and me, even today. Once again it is Pope John Paul II of beloved memory who helped us to rediscover that spirituality is the Key to our sense of fulfilment. I find it very inspiring to read in his exhortation the recurring theme of his call to “Contemplate the loving face of Jesus”. Whether it is in our personal life or in our pastoral planning Pope John Paul II says, we must begin with the “Contemplation of the loving face of Jesus”. It is only a personal experience of God in Jesus that will give true identity to our vocation.

The late Fr. Tony de Mello recounts an encounter Fr. Abishiktanandan had with a leading Hindu Rishi. This Hindu spiritual leader told the Catholic Priest “when we need all kinds of social welfare for our needy, the orphans, the elders, the feeble we come to you because you are well organised for such services. But when we need to have a God-experience we can not come to you because it is only a GURU who can give that. A GURU must be a person who has been touched by the DIVINE. What a terrible indictment it is on all of us!!!”

Therefore, may I recommend to your consideration three dimensions of Religious life which should form the bed-rock of your vocation as Marists.

You will have to be first all men of contemplation. John Paul II in Ecclesia in Asia spoke of the need for all of us to be “active in contemplation and contemplatives in action”. It is by being a person of deep prayer that we shall find our sustenance and strength for our life and apostolates. Contemplation involves the development of a profound spiritual life and a deep and intimate relationship through constant conversion.

The second dimension of religious life is that you are called to be men of communion. Communion is the new definition of the Church. How can you ever witness to the Trinitarian Communion unless among yourselves you are in a new bond to which God has called you?

The third dimension is that you are called to be evangelisers - men of Mission. Today, more than ever before the Church that means also those in consecrated life are called upon to commit themselves to the missionary task – to be evangelisers. In the letter of convocation, I noticed that Bro. Sean has emphasised this important dimension. He has referred to the fact that mission includes very specially the need to develop new forms of solidarity with the poor, with all those who are marginalised and deprived of the opportunity to live a fully human life.

In Asia in particular, our theologians tell us that we can not be true evangelisers unless we recognise the two main axes of our realities, namely our people deep religiosity and the dire poverty of the majority. While consecrated celibacy is one of the specific elements of religious life, it has to be combined with renunciation, and poverty. It is said that Mahatma Gandhi, the great freedom fighter of the sub-continent of India, vowed celibacy along with his wife after eleven years of marriage. But it is only after he donned the home spun cloth and took to the street as a poor man that the masses of India began to follow him. As those who profess the evangelical counsels you shall have to be credible witnesses. It is only then that you can be true evangelisers. Blessed Joseph Vaz, the Apostle of Sri Lanka, a young Priest from Goa, India, slipped into the country as a labourer during the Dutch persecution. In solidarity with the poor, he became a tremendous evangeliser. It is the same story as regards Mother Teresa (now Blessed Teresa) of Calcutta.

My dear Brothers,

Yours is a beautiful, yet challenging vocation. Even though, I did not have the privilege of studying in one of your schools. I have heard so much of some of your eminent men of yester-years who have touched the lives of so many people in their formative years. The Lord said, “let the little ones come unto me, for to such belongs the kingdom of God.

It is our fervent prayer and wish that this General Conference of yours will become a Kairos moment for your Congregation. May it become a time of abundant graces, a time of renewal, re-vitalisation and rededication. In the face of daunting challenges of our complex times and realities, may you discern the Will of the Lord in your regard. Throughout the Bible, both in the Old Testament and the New Testament, whenever the Lord called any of His chose ones for a specific task, He reassured them, “Fear not; be strong, for I shall be with you”.

In this year of the Eucharist, we can not fail to remember the centrality of the Holy Eucharist in your life as Religious.

What we need today before any other renewal, is a renewal of interior life, the deliberate cultivation of an intimate personal relationship with our Lord. And that can be achieved only by personal prayer. We bring this interior spirit into our daily Mass, which in the peak of liturgical prayer, the concrete expression of our self-giving to God, where we renew, day after day, the commitment you made on the day of your Religious Profession. But as a recent write beautifully expressed:

“Religious life is not a career to be achieved: it is a life-long commitment that is renewed daily. There is no mistaking the meaning of commitment. It is there before your eyes every morning in the sacrifice of the Mass –

Life for life

Love for love

Blood for blood,

not in one single outpouring but,

drop by drop, through the daily sacrifices entailed in the faithful performance of the duties and crosses and the joys of Religious”.

The author of letter to the Hebrews says, and we can make these words our own today.

“You and I are not the sort of people who draw back and are lost: we are the sort of people who keep faithful; to the end” Heb. 10:39.

Amen!

