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Brothers we have arrived at the end of our time together. These days have been rich in experience, fraternal in character, and not without their tensions and frustrations. That outcome, however, reflects the state of the Church today and surely of religious life and our Institute. For we are a generation on pilgrimage. And those of us who are leaders, like Moses, have been charged with responsibility for guiding others across the desert, but have received no guarantee ourselves that we will ever see the Promised Land. 
Our time at this Conference has reminded us that we have at least two generations within our Institute today. The difference between them is not solely one of age, but also of culture and experience. The first of these two generations is made up of those of us who have lived during the years following immediately upon Vatican II. We remember the energy and spirit of adventure that marked that time in our history. Old understandings were dying faster than new ones could spring forth. And the Spirit of the Council appeared capable of helping us to reclaim the essentials that made up the heart of our way of life. We knew a Church and Institute that were stable and predictable and many of us believed somehow that after doing the work of renewal, we would have such a Church and Institute once again. 

And so we completed the Survey that was part of Basilio’s retreats, and sought out new ministries among those who were marginalized while at the same time revitalizing many already existing ones. We participated in programs that promised to rejuvenate our spirits and update our thinking; we hired consultant and engaged in pastoral planning. All these means were helpful but each of them failed to effect fully the change of heart for which we all longed. 

Today, however, a new generation is coming of age in religious life. Born in the latter part of the 20th century, its members are fewer in number and have less need for closure, and a clear blueprint for the future. For a Church and Institute marked by turmoil and change are the only ones that they have ever known.    
The members of this new generation have no memory of the Church before Vatican II. They have never heard a Latin mass, and could not imagine for what good reason any priest might celebrate Eucharist with his back to those assembled. Looking at those of us who make up the generation before them, they will identify easily with these words written recently by a young religious sister as she reflected upon life in her own Institute today, “Some of you in the generation before mine have been Moses, leading the way, urging us on through the arid desert. We would not be here without your passion. But I am no Moses and I doubt that I am a very good Joshua, but I am a good tent-maker. And while the Promised Land is not what you imagined, it is far more than I could ever hope for. Because of your leadership I have made tentative steps into that Promised Land, and now I and others are cautiously setting up our tents, knowing that to secure more than a foothold will be our life’s work.

What makes me present this image of intergenerational differences as we come to the close of these days together? I present it quite simply because I believe that it might help us understand better that we are an “in between” generation, one living in the present but given responsibility for shaping the future of our way of life. 

Restructuring has been an important part of this effort. We approached the process with both courage and caution, s0ignaling our desire to do the best for our Institute but also concerned about the cost that might be entailed. As educators we have been taught that questions have answers and that with hard work and scholarship we can arrive at them. At times, therefore, restructuring has stymied us because it is an ongoing process and not a series of questions for which easily accessible answers exist. 

I don’t like to live with uncertainty and my hunch is that neither do most of you. But uncertainty is part and parcel of the stage of restructuring through which we are passing at the present time. Uncertainty is also part of the spirituality of a change of heart. In all the years of renewal that have passed, this change of heart has been the most sought after and perhaps the most elusive of all the outcomes that we have had in  mind. We somehow know intuitively that a fundamental change of heart on the part of each of us and of all of us together is what will renew our way of life and Institute.

Recent years have taught us that change exacts a price. And planned change exacts as much of a price as unplanned change. It leaves many of us feeling uncertain and a bit lost, and can give rise to a situation wherein we become quite self-involved. Throughout the process of restructuring we would do well to remember that it is not some new phenomenon that was the brainchild of the members of our 19th General Chapter. No, the process has been with us from the beginnings of our Institute. Sometimes external events have triggered this process; on other occasions we have set it in motion ourselves. 

Perhaps our approach to restructuring has been wanting because we have spoken so rarely about the spirituality that lies at its heart. There are two different ways of imagining this spirituality. One is found in John’s gospel where Jesus makes this observation about a seed: unless it falls into the ground and dies, there will be no new life. The Pascal mystery best captures this outlook with death giving way to resurrection. 

But death does not always give way to new life. Sometime it gives rise to anger, and bitterness, and feelings of being cheated. Some people become depressed in the face of death. For the process of dying to lead to new life we must arrive at a place of spiritual indifference. For it is only in such a place that we can truly hear God’s Word, unencumbered, without prejudice, plainspoken. And that is what is meant by the spirituality of restructuring: accepting God’s will rather than my own, and doing so for the sake of mission. 
But spiritual indifference itself exacts a cost. Prayer, sacrifice, and fear of the Lord are the means we must use to achieve it. There are no short cuts, no quick fixes, no express lanes that will assist us in reaching that destination.

Marcellin often said that he did not make a decision without first taking the matter to prayer often. I believe that he was talking about spiritual indifference here. How else could he have made the decisions that he did, taken the risks that so marked his life, given confidence and hope to our early brothers. 
The process of dying and rising, and of reaching spiritual indifference, can be found in the fabric of our personal lives. In the journey of years, each of us has passed through difficult personal times. Times of loss, of confusion, times when the way ahead was unclear. Only patience, the support of others, and belief in God and his goodness have allowed us to traverse these times of change and emerge a better person, one more aware of his limitations while also more honest about his gifts and talents. 

But there is another image, far different from the seed and unlike the pattern of dying and rising, that also captures the meaning of the spirituality of restructuring, and that is the image of a tapestry or quilt. To make either most often requires a group effort, the weaving together of various threads or the sewing together of pieces to make the whole. The tapestry or quilt must then be stretched out, pulled up and pegged down. The prophet Isaiah reminds us to enlarge the space for our tent, to spread out our tent cloths unsparingly, to lengthen our ropes and make firm our stakes. 

A tent is portable. We can set it up and take it down easily, a perfect shelter for a traveling people. If you and I and our brothers are to venture into the Promise Land, we will need the tools of a traveler. 

For the ancient Israelites, a tent witnessed to their journeying in the wilderness, their time of total dependency on God. What mattered most was not their route, for surely there is a quicker way from Egypt to Israel, but their journey. Not so much where they were going but rather than in the process of the journey they were becoming a people. Restructuring has reminded us that we are going somewhere, but that we can only get to where we are going if we do so together. Restructuring is teaching us about interdependence, and our need to rely on one another. It is forcing us to surrender stereotypes, to come to know one another as brothers, to chart a new future for our Institute and its mission. Just as our wandering in the desert does not concern me, so too, the process of restructuring itself does not trouble me. Our various interpretations of both, however, do concern me. 

Brothers, the theme of this Conference has been fire and passion in Marist leadership today. These are the ingredients that we need to make restructuring work. For both have a purifying effect and while also having the ability to enliven.  Both also serve to remind us that mission must take precedence over my personal needs. 

And so, in our Institute today there is a need to call us all back to the fundamentals of our way of life, to reclaim the spirit that build the Hermitage, that sent 900 brothers abroad in 1903, that weathered crisis in vocations and in faith. 

The first and primary task of the leader is to keep the vision alive. And concretely that means making mission our priority because Jesus is the center and passion of our lives. It means insisting that Marist communities be the places of life and of forgiveness and reconciliation that Marcellin asked us to make them. It means not allowing a few to determine the nature of any community but rather working to learn the skills that are necessary to live together today as adults, as brothers, as flawed and generous human beings that God has made. 

Keeping the vision alive also means finding ways to better preparing our community leaders. I suggest that we work together as a General Administration and as regions rather than provinces and districts as we address this task. 

Keeping the vision alive means promoting co-responsibility in Marist partnership and continuing to emphasize that this development in our Institute has its roots in our baptism and in the universal call to holiness and mission that lay at the heart of Vatican II. Keeping the vision alive means establishing a culture of vocations within our Institute and taking bold unexpected steps to do so. I suggest that we work together once again as General Administration and regions to appoint a significant number of brothers to regional vocation promotion teams and to charge them with the task of making this hoped for culture of vocations a reality within our Institute over the next five years. 
Keeping the vision alive means encouraging our brothers called to mission ad gentes. Many of our young brothers are losing heart because of efforts taken to discourage their participation in this program. I realize that there is no ill will here but rather fear as to what the loss of a certain number of brothers to a Province or District might mean. We need to think of the Institute and its mission here, to dream beyond the boundaries of any one administrative unit and respond to what is clearly a work of the Spirit of God in our time. 

We have two other tasks before us as leaders today. There are: to always tell the truth, and to be a herald of hope. The good will and talent of this body of Institute leaders is unmatched in my experience by that of any other congregation. In always speaking the truth as we know it to one another and to our brothers, we treat them with respect rather than patronizing them. We in turn must hear their honest concerns, and sometimes their frustration with us. An atmosphere of honesty, however, is best for human and spiritual growth and a sign of true leadership. 

Finally, to be a herald of hope. If there were one great need in our Institute today, I would say that it was the virtue of hope. And that means believing because of God’s Good News even when the evidence appears to the contrary. We can only be such heralds if, like Francois, we become living portraits of Marcellin Champagnat.

If my years in Rome have taught me anything, they have brought home the lessons of my own limits as a person, my own sinfulness as a man, my own need for salvation. These have been important but difficult learnings. They have, however, reminded me time and again that the work that I am about—and that we all are about—is God’s work and not our own. As we open the window on a new chapter of life in the history of our Institute, let us trust in God’s presence and in his love, let us rely on Mary as a Good Mother, and a confident and sister in faith, and let us pray that God will give us the virtue of simplicity so that we can continue to make him known and loved among poor children and young people in great need of hearing his Good News. Thank you. 
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