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During the early afternoon hours of May 10th, 1996, a man by the name of Jon Krakauer reached the peak of Mount Everest. He had not slept in almost 60 hours and, now, as he began his descent from a height of a little more than 29,000 feet, roughly the cruising altitude of an Airbus jet, he was already suffering from the brain altering effects of oxygen depletion. 

About the same time, a group of 20 other climbers continued to make their way to the summit. Determined to reach their goal, they paid little heed to the fact that the clouds in the sky above them had begun to churn.  As the ensuing hours unfolded, a tragic combination of weather, a failure to learn from the mistakes of the past and to read the signs of nature, and simple human pride caused this second group to fall prey to the mountain’s unpredictable fury. In the face of changing conditions, they acted as if their climb was little more than “business as usual.” That error in judgment eventually cost them their lives. 
Why do I tell this story on the third day of our General Conference? For to the best of my knowledge no one here is planning a climb up Mount Everest, and Rome is at sea level so there is no need for warnings about the potential perils of oxygen depletion. 
I tell the story quite honestly because I want to ensure that those of us who are Marist leaders today and the Institute itself do not suffer a fate similar to that of the doomed climbers. Failing to attend to events unfolding they lost an opportunity to respond with creativity and imagination. When at least some among them needed to be leaders, all chose instead to be managers. 

This morning I plan first of all to make mention of a number of encouraging developments taking place within our Marist congregation today. Several of them have been mentioned already during the time we have been together. None of us should be at a loss when searching for examples of faith, creativity, and generous hearts among brothers and Marist lay partners as they strive to live the gospel message fully.  

To begin with, confreres and members of the Marist family often write to me to discuss their life of prayer, explore a change of heart or share an experience of faith. I can recall, for example, a recent letter written by the mother of two sons, both our former students. She became interested in the REMAR movement when she witnessed the positive effect it was having on her two boys. And so, she set out to reclaim her own relationship with God by finding a spiritual director, making a pilgrimage, taking time daily to pray, and becoming involved in a service project that benefited handicapped children. Her comment: “I sent my two sons to your Marist school and what I received in return was the gift of my faith.” 

Others share with me their longing to respond more radically to the challenge of so many Provincial and General Chapters calling us to evangelize poor children and young people. While still others tell of their struggle to find more appropriate ways to evangelize children and young people in countries marked by both prosperity and secularism. 
We are all aware too of those who have responded generously to the call to mission ad gentes, or who when asked have taken on readily a difficult ministry. So, also, in recent years more than a few have become involved in programs at the Institute and Province levels aimed at forming community superiors, preparing new formators, establishing a culture of vocations, making us more sensitive to the evangelical use of our resources, and fostering greater lay partnership.  
Later this year those participating in the Mission Assembly in Brazil will benefit from over two years of Institute-wide preparation. A month later 47 of our brothers martyred in Spain will be beatified and shortly thereafter a Year of Spirituality gets underway. Finally, a document about our Marist Apostolic Spirituality will be available within the next few weeks; over time other reflections will follow dealing with our identity as brothers, Mary, and the identity of Marist lay partners in the future.  All these efforts are the result of many hands working. I am grateful to those involved as is Luis and the members of the Council. 
But surely I did not ask you to come to Rome for two weeks solely to reassure you that some hopeful initiatives are underway within the Institute. No, in part I wanted us to meet together to discuss with you some of the concerns that I have presently about decisions we are making and directions in which we are moving as a group. 
I also wanted to discuss the processes of restructuring and regionalization underway within the Institute as well as the changing role of provincials and district superiors in recent years. We need to be clear about what each role entails, and we need to communicate our understanding to all involved. 

Unfortunately, in some parts of the Institute the steady erosion of the role of the community superior has caused provincial and district superiors to take on responsibilities that more appropriately belong on the local level. Finding themselves caring for the pastoral needs of a number of individual brothers, they cannot help but fall short when it comes to fulfilling their primary responsibility: to keep the eyes of everyone in the Province and those associated with it focused on mission.  

Finally, do we continue to use an old model of governance and animation, one well suited for the world prior to restructuring, to meet new and more complex realities?  And if not, are we willing to look for new models that are more appropriate to today’s needs? My hope is that we can learn from one another these days and from others also and where needed develop plans of action that will help ensure the vitality and mission of our Institute worldwide for many years to come.  
Origin of my concerns

From where do my concerns arise about restructuring, regionalization, and leadership? Some examples. First of all, the majority of provinces and districts that make up the Institute have completed the most common first step in the process of restructuring, i.e., geographic reconfiguration. Unfortunately, in more than a few instances little else has changed. In the face of new realities our ways of governing and animating have to a large measure remained the same. 

Consequently, one person using the tools of the past is left struggling with the challenges of a new administrative unit made up of three, four, or more pre-existing provinces and districts. The members of those administrative units have the possibility of using Vicars to the best of my knowledge, though, this structure is used in but two of our current 25 provinces and four districts. 
Finding effective means for governing and animating our Institute at this point in the process of restructuring is as urgent a need on the level of the General Council as it is for provinces and districts. Those of us who make up that body must examine how we use our time, into what tasks we pour our energies, how we relate to the leaders and members of the provinces and districts for which we have responsibility and ask ourselves whether or not we can improve upon what we have in place at present. And then we must have the flexibility and courage to make any changes that are necessary. Otherwise, we too will end up doing things right but will fail to do the right things.  

There are also concerns specific to some regions that add to my uneasiness. A case in point. Restructuring led to the creation of several new provinces on the continent of Africa and yet today most do not have sufficient income or funds on hand to pay their bills. Projects can always look to the Bureau of Solidarity for financial assistance in building or improving an already existing school or other work. What I am talking about is the lack of sufficient income or funds on hand to pay day-to-day expenses as well as those required by the Institute. This situation is becoming an increasing burden for our brothers in many of the new provinces on the continent of Africa.   
Mission ad gentes has been a gift to our Institute and its life of faith. I must confess that I was moved to tears during the first missioning in Davao last December 8th when I looked at these brothers of ours getting ready to take up the challenge that John Paul II directed at all religious. I said to myself:  “These men are not scholastics filled with the enthusiasm of youth. No, they are seasoned religious whose enthusiasm is the fruit of prayer, sacrifice, and the daily living of our Marist way of life.” One in particular, Hugo from the Province of Mexico Occidental, was celebrating his 50th anniversary of religious profession on the day he was missioned to Asia. 

I realize that this program calls for sacrifice on the part of not only those who are going to Asia but also from everyone involved back home. It is difficult, for example, for a Provincial or District Superior to listen to a younger brother talk about having applied to enter the program in Davao, especially when the former might have been thinking about asking this young man to take on a particular work in the Province or District. How much more difficult still, though, to hear that some of his fellow brothers are actively discouraging from following his call to mission ad gentes.  Rather than seeing his enthusiasm as the work of God’s Spirit they try to dampen it and move him in another direction. 
Every dream in its unfolding exacts a cost. As an Institute, though, we have always been willing to pay the price that was necessary to craft a future that is in keeping with Marcellin’s original vision and God’s designs. This was true during the early days of foundation and no less true a century ago in 1903. Mission ad gentes is forcing us to think in new ways, to meet challenges that were not there ten years ago, to be leaders in an Institute that is planning for the future. The 20 climbers on Mount Everest that fateful May-day in 1996 responded to changed circumstances in predictable ways. But as a group we have the capacity to do so much better than that. 

If we fail to make any necessary bold moves and lack clarity about our role as leaders, then Marist life in general will suffer a setback and our service to the Church will diminish. Work on behalf of vocation promotion, for example, has been weakened at times due to decisions made while implementing the process of restructuring. 
Provinces that have not had candidates in four, five, six or more years have an excellent opportunity to use the process as an occasion for surprising and decisive action in confronting the challenge of fostering new membership. Rather than reducing the number of vocation promoters, therefore, they need to be thinking about a team of four to five brothers who can work full-time and intensively over the next five years to address this crisis. 
A reluctance to do the right things today when it comes to vocation promotion, will result in fewer and fewer brothers in the years ahead to be the other half of Marist partnership and our institutional presence among the young will be further eroded. 

We have also had regional structures in place in parts of our Institute for a number of years now. They have served us well by helping to build bonds between neighboring provinces and districts and providing a forum in which to share common concerns. Some formation programs have grown out of a spirit of regional cooperation and regular gatherings of regional leaders have been welcomed source of ongoing formation for all involved. 

Has the time come, however, to take regional cooperation one step further and to adapt long-standing structures so as to make them more suitable for the world in which we live? Can we, for example, entertain the notion of greater regional planning, sharing responsibility for a number of common regional apostolates, and developing structures that allow the possibility of brothers being asked to move freely within the region in the service of mission and other resources as well? 

Once again, I fear that a failure on our part to address issues such as these will set us on a path similar to the one taken by those climbers on Everest that early May afternoon just over a decade ago. They acted more like managers than leaders. They did things right but in the end they failed to do the right things. In disregarding the signs of the times, they forged ahead in a situation that called for a different response entirely. 

A further example might help apply their situation more directly to ours. Religious life today has been compared to a vessel upon the high seas. The boat has obviously passed through some rough waters and difficult weather conditions in recent years. It is in need of a coat of paint, but has also begun to take on water at a dangerous rate, and is starting to list. 

Those of us on board, however, failing to accept and understand the implications of the facts surrounding our situation, continue to pour energy and resources into keeping the vessel afloat. So intent are we upon achieving that end that this fact escapes us: the moment has come to lower the lifeboats and leave the ship taking with us only what is most essential, most precious. 

And so, these days we must decide upon what is most essential, most precious to us as Marcellin’s brothers. We must also launch whatever bold initiatives are necessary to ensure that the charism and mission that came into our world through Marcellin Champagnat continues to remain available for the Jean-Baptiste Montagnes of today and tomorrow. 

Brothers, our brotherhood is an extraordinary gift to the Church. Sadly it also remains one of the Church’s best kept secrets. Before the morning is out, I also want to say a word about our identity as brothers. For in a world where violence is becoming commonplace, individualism eroding the bonds of the human community, and materialism contributing to an alarming increase in the gap between rich and poor, our commitment to reconciliation and forgiveness, life in community, and simplicity can offer a refreshing alternative. But only if we live each of these virtues, and live them fully. 

There have been three great moments of change in the history of our Institute. The first occurred at the time of our foundation and during the years immediately thereafter. 
At the turn of the last century, the so called Combes Laws in France in gave rise to a second significant time of transformation. In response to what amounted to the suppression of the Institute, our leaders acted decisively. They moved the General House from France to northern Italy, and in a turn of the century mission ad gentes program, approximately 900 of our brothers set out from the land of their birth for many of the 76 countries in which we find ourselves today. Another equally large group remained in France continuing under very difficult circumstances our ministry of evangelization to poor children and young people. 

The third great moment of change has been a challenge and a gift to our time in history, these years following the second Vatican Council.  As we continue to live them, we do not want for models of faith, creativity, and courage.  For we have only to look to Francois Rivat, Jean-Baptiste Furet, Louis Marie Labrosse as well as Theophane Durant and the provincials and District superiors of his day. 

We face the same challenges that they did. And the solution to them always lie in the same place: in our passion for Jesus Christ and his Good News. Therefore, we must ask: Do you and I really believe that the Spirit of God who was so active and alive in Marcellin Champagnat longs to live and breathe in you and me today.?
 To help us answer that question, I want to address three areas this morning. The first two are the spirituality of restructuring and our proper identity as evangelizers. The last includes the work that lies ahead for us as leaders if our efforts at restructuring and regionalization are to bear fruit. 

The spirituality of restructuring


If we were to be honest we would have to admit that few within our Institute welcomed the process of restructuring. No surprise actually. While we speak about the value of change, few of us look forward to the upheaval and uncertainty that comes with it. 

Restructuring, however, has little to do with geographic reconfiguration, or the selection of a site for a Province center, or even with those inevitable feelings of being unsettled that are always a part of any new beginning. No, the process has little to do with any of these experiences. For at its heart restructuring is a spiritual journey that has profound implications for our Institute and its mission. So frankly it does not really matter whether it is to our taste or not. If it furthers our mission of loving God and making God known and loved among poor children and young people we have no choice but to embrace it. 


To illustrate this point, let’s return for a moment to 1903 and the expropriation laws in France. I said a moment ago that approximately 900 of our brothers left Europe for other countries in the course of a year. But who were these men, what were their hopes and dreams, their fears and apprehensions as they set out? 
Most of them were young, quite young in fact with some being but teenagers. In setting out they had no idea as to whether or not they would ever return to their homeland. As part of the Church’s great missionary effort in the early years of the last century, we can only see them as men of great courage and faith who loved their vocations as brothers.

Arriving in new lands, they often faced a very different climate, diet, mentality, traditions, and language, as well as political and educational systems that were quite foreign. Some, especially the youngest, adapted well enough, but others found that task insurmountable. Eventually they returned to their homeland or left the Institute. 

The account of one, Brother Louis-Ignace, who spent nearly 60 years in Canada, gives a human face to the challenge of those years. “I’ve often heard Canadian brothers,” he said, “praise the courage of the young French brothers who voluntarily left France in 1903 to come to Canada to save their vocations. Let me fill you in on the details.
“At that time, we were 120 young brothers at the Hermitage. Faced with the threat of seeing that whole generation thrown out of the house by force of the expropriation laws, the superiors called us all together one day and told us, ‘This house will soon be closed. You must find a way to save your vocation if you are serious about it. Here’s what the General Council has decided. You may spend ten days with your families. Decide with your parents what you are going to do: either stay at home—those who do, and who have made the vow of obedience, will be dispensed—or come back here with their written permission for you to go to either Italy or the United States or Canada.’

“And so, off we all went. We had left home four, five, six years before without ever returning. For me it had been six years, and during that time I had seen my father and mother only once, when I received the habit. Ten days later, more than a hundred of us returned; more than 80 had permission to cross the Atlantic. I was among them, thank God.” These brothers of ours may have done things right, but surely they also did the right things. 
Restructuring has been a reality in our Institute since its beginnings but always in the service of mission. Sometimes external factors triggered the process, on other occasions the Institute itself initiated it. Regardless of what precipitated it, it was undertaken in the service of mission as understood at that time.
Recent history includes a decision by the Chapter of 1993 directing the then General Administration to give attention to those administrative units deemed to be at risk.  After careful study, the Council came to the conclusion that an Institute wide study of the question was warranted. A set of criteria was subsequently developed and the process launched. 
In retrospect we might ask: Was the process helpful? For many, yes, it was, quite helpful in that it forced all involved to set their sites on mission. 
Were mistakes made? Without a doubt they were. But I would be surprised if some had not been made. For example, in parts of the Institute little attention was paid to the criteria developed by the last General Council. In other geographical areas early restructuring on the part of some administrative units reduced dramatically the range of restructuring possibilities open to other provinces and districts in the same general area. 
And, finally, were all the brothers happy. No, they were not. But that outcome is also to be expected. As I mentioned earlier, change is disconcerting to just about all of us and, at times, it can result in people becoming rather self-involved. The change that comes as a result of restructuring can leave us feeling displaced and uncertain about where we fit into the overall scheme of things. It is only over time that we get settled. A rather significant period of feeling up in the air, though, precedes that outcome. 

The spirituality of restructuring has its roots in the ancient notion of “God’s will and not my own.” But we need a certain spiritual indifference if we are to be able to discern God’s will for us, to understand what God is asking of our Institute today. 
Spiritual indifference comes about only when a self-emptying takes place and that end is not reached without prayer and sacrifice. But doesn’t a life of prayer take work? We all know that a vibrant community does not come into existence without the same. What would make us believe that the process of restructuring should be problem free? 

Restructuring has been one example of imagination and creativity within our Institute. But we are at the very beginning of this process and often have done little more than reconfigure pre-existing administrative units. The challenging work of building unity, forming a new identity, stirring spirits, and moving hearts lies ahead. 

Our proper identity as evangelizers  

The late Jesuit philosopher Bernard Lonergan was known to have passed the remark that the Church arrives on the scene late and breathless. His description might be applied equally well to us when it comes to understanding the proper place of mission in our lives as brothers. 
For in parts of our Marist world today, a curious development is underway. More than a few of us have had the advantage of better religious formation and apostolic preparation than a number of brothers who came before us. We also have many well-prepared formators and more than a few Marist projects can boast of sophisticated organizational structures and excellent reputations. Collegiality and greater participation mark our forms of government at all levels. And yet, with the exception of a few geographical areas, the number of young people coming to our way of life continues to decline each year. 

And so, we too must ask ourselves once again: are we better at maintenance than mission, better at knowing what to do with a candidate who walks through our doors than at finding ways to get young people to walk through those doors. We do not lack good brothers, or qualified formators, or competent and dedicated provincials and district superiors but we do lack good missionaries. 

Another example. In a number of countries many of our traditional works have been assumed by governments and other groups. As a consequence, we have lost an important institutional presence in the lives of children and young people. Without a doubt, many devoted Christian men and women work in these institutions and their presence is a blessing. But we as a group—the Little Brothers of Mary—have less and less institutional presence in the lives of children and young people. 
This situation threatens our ability to evangelize effectively. Therefore, we must find ways to reinvent ourselves institutionally in the lives of children and young people, most especially poor children and young people. 
This outcome cannot be achieved if our commitment is halfhearted, or if it is reduced to some new but isolated project within the Province or District. As mission ad gentes has touched our entire Institute, any refounding institutionally among the young must be marked by enthusiasm, careful planning, and a willingness to sacrifice on the part of all involved. 
If we are to come alive once again in the world of the young we must also learn their language and ways. This pattern, though, has always been part of the history of religious life and its mission. For example, Eugène de Mazenod, founder of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, had been a privileged and worldly nobleman. Following an experience of conversion, he spent the rest of his days working on behalf of those who had little or nothing in terms of material resources. 

Mazenod insisted also that his Institute’s earliest members learn the language of the poor of his day, a patois distained by the educated and upper classes. To speak this patois marked you publically as poor, uneducated, part of the servant class.  

Why was learning this patois so important? Because the Church had also neglected the poor of Mazenod’s day.  Often enough, the work of catechesis was carried out in a version of French that the poor did not understand and so many of them went without religious instruction. 

Keep in mind that Marcellin Champagnat and our early brothers had little need to learn the patois of their day. They spoke it quite well to begin with. 
Our proper identity has always been as evangelizers. Today we have arrived at a crossroads with a clear choice before us: do we take decisive steps to establish anew, for this day and age, our ministry of loving God and making God known and loved among poor children and young people, or do we allow ourselves to be victims of circumstance, to continue to have what should be our congregational and common efforts diluted by an increasing number of individual ministries. 
Do we take decisive steps to reestablish ourselves and the members of our Institute in the world of the young, or do we simply accept the conventional wisdom that we may have grown too old and too frightened to realize that dream in some parts of our world. If we are willing to work regionally in achieving the goal we set for ourselves, there is reason to believe that with God’s grace we can achieve it. 

To accomplish this task, however, we must avoid the temptation of overburdening already existing structures with more work. To give responsibility for another task to someone already overextended is helpful to no one. In the face of limited human resources we would do better to reorganize our priorities as a group and then insist that everyone does a share of the work and that the time and energy of the group be given to those priorities rather than others. If we are to create new structures for the new realities facing us, we will need time to dream, the space to pray, and the opportunity for frank and honest exchanges with our brothers and others.  

 Some clarification of identity
During a program for community leaders two years ago, one of the presenters, a woman religious, challenged the notion that our identity as Marcellin’s brothers was not clear. She said to the group assembled in Nemi, “Have you read your Institute’s documents? Your identity is quite clearly described in your Constitutions and Statutes, Formation Guide, Educational Guide, and several other publications that you have produced in recent years. Perhaps you find it a challenge to live you identity, but as for its clarity: it’s crystal clear!” 
And, so, I picked up and read once again those documents that are the fruit of recent General Chapters and international commissions formed during the last ten to fifteen years to deal with one or other topic. What did I find? The following description: We are men for whom mission is central. To love God and to make God known and loved among poor children and young people is our heart’s desire. Community and prayer are the building blocks of our way of life. We live simply and we pray together, learning from one another, supporting and loving one another, paying one another the complement of respect, honesty, and fraternity. We do all these things in the style of Mary, as did Marcellin, and in partnership with laymen and women.  Not an unattractive identity and one that is clearer than we might have imagined: Mission, community and prayer, in Mary’s way, like the founder, in partnership with laymen and women. 

Today, however, we need to emphasize certain aspects of this identity if we are to renew ourselves institutionally in the world of the young. First of all, we must give witness to the presence of God. Mission has to be seen as central to our life. Filled with zeal for the message of Jesus, we become prophets, heralds of God’s Good News.  
Second, forgiveness and reconciliation are two elements associated with our life in community that are necessary if we are to be at home in the world of the young. Forgiveness is at the center of Jesus’ moral message; it is also at the heart of Father Champagnat’s last Testament. The litmus test of being a Christian today is not my ability to say the creed and believe it. Rather whether or not I have the right to call myself a Christian should be measured by my ability to forgive and love others. Scandal is given when the qualities of forgiveness and reconciliation are absent from any of our communities. 

Third, simplicity—that most Marist of virtues. It applies to the ways in which I behave and the manner in which I live. Marcellin was plainspoken, there was no guile about him. We must be the same. As poverty should mark anyone who claims to be a follower of St. Francis, simplicity should be characteristic of those who are in the tradition of Marcellin Champagnat.  

Simplicity of life however is not just an attitude, it is a way of living. In a world where materialism is growing ever more common simplicity of life offers a refreshing alternative, one quite attractive to the young. 

Finally, the possibility of community beyond individuality and differences. So much in our world today works against genuine community. In some places, the meaning of the word has also been stretched beyond recognition. We need to stand against those forces that promote individualism and challenge one another in this area.  
Autonomy, a good sense of self, these are important values but they are not individualism. The latter is characterized by attitudes such as “me first.”For the sake of young people, we need to model how community can be formed and sustained despite differences. That is part of our prophetic role today. 

Conclusion

Miracles often begin with the experience of falling in love. And similar to many miracles, a relationship of love unfolds over time. You meet someone and find that person fun to be with, likeable and attractive. As the days and weeks pass, each of you shares more deeply as you come to know one another as persons and eventually as friends with all your complexity as well as your gifts and failing. And, then, one day, you discover this friend, who was at first attractive and fun to be with, and who over time you have come to value and to cherish, has become someone very special indeed. 

Any relationship of love must also be renewed time and again. Be it between two people or a person and a way of life, a life’s work, or a dream, a relationship requires attention. This rule of thumb is as true for a way of life as it is for a relationship between two people.
Today, simple courage alone should motivate us to take up the work of renewal yet another time. For that work is the destiny of this generation. As we do so, let us begin by putting aside the many distractions of the past 50 years and asking ourselves: “In all that has transpired during almost a half century of renewal, what has been of the Spirit and what has not?” 

Those of us who have been entrusted with the task of leading our brothers and others in renewing our way of life carry a sacred trust. There will be some among the Institute’s membership, however, classifying themselves as realists, who may dismiss what is proposed in this address judging it to be too idealistic or impossible to implement.
Whether it be called realism or something else, we cannot become discouraged because of the pessimism of some.  This group has been present at every important moment in history, generally advising anyone who would listen that the match could not be won, nor the project completed, nor the miracle nurtured to life. 

We also cannot let the task entrusted to us be undone by the personal preference of some, or the fear sometimes voiced that acting like a leader and taking decisive action signals a return to the past. We need, instead, to seize the opportunity we have to reclaim the heart of our way of life and to give it a place in today’s world. To do so will call for self-sacrifice, open-mindedness, willingness to change, and a passion for Jesus and his Good News.  

The founder began our Institute—today numbering 4100 brothers and approximately 40,000 laymen and women in 76 countries  serving approximately 500,000 children and young people each year—when he  had but an old house, two raw recruits, and a Dream. 

Marcellin Champagnat believed that he could transform rough country lads in early 19th century France into catechists, evangelizers, proclaimers of God’s Good News, and so it happened. 
Marcellin Champagnat believed that he could fashion a Hermitage from the dense and seemingly impenetrable rock that made up so much of the property that he had purchased, and so it happened. 
Marcellin Champagnat believed that with hard work, sacrifice and a reliance on Mary, poor children and young people could be taught just how much Jesus Christ loved them, and so it happened. 

Let us pray for his courage and daring, let us pray for his faith, let us pray for the presence of Mary in our lives as she was in his. Yes, let us pray that the spirit of the Hermitage is ours as we work to ensure for many years to come the mission and vitality of of this Institute that we love. Thank you. 
