A NEW VISION OF THE MARIST LAITY 

IN RELATION WITH THE INSTITUTE

One speaks a lot today of the role of the laity in the Church, and in the case that interests us, their relationship with religious congregations with whom they share the mission, spirituality and charism. Little by little, Marist laypeople have made themselves present in a new way in the life of the brothers. This new way of being engenders a large number of attitudes and feelings that are often confused among the brothers. Some of them even speak of the confusion of identity and roles, with the brothers and laypeople.
Until recent years, laypeople, who form more than 99% of the Catholic Church, appeared like a docile flock, guided by its shepherds (bishops, priests, religious). In the best-case scenario, they were considered as collaborators. In general, they were not used to thinking for themselves in religious matters, they had to be directed in what was necessary to believe, how to celebrate their faith, how to behave in life, etc. Nearly everything was planned and sanctioned. And let’s not speak about their nearly total lack of participation in the decision making in the Church. In the case of women, the situation was - and still is – worse.
Then arrived a Pope (John XXIII) and a Council (Vatican II) which allowed the Holy Spirit to break in once more, with renewed energy, to the heart of the Church. At the beginning, we only saw a few external changes: Mass being said in vernacular languages, the altar facing the people, the abandonment of the soutane, etc. Then numerous publications started to be published, but the Christian people did not yet realise the dimensions of the change. That seemed to be only a technical change reserved to the specialists of religion.
Gradually – and four decades later – one has become aware of the authentic revolution that that supposed, and which alarmed and destabilised more than one. In the Church, there is only one mission, even if it is expressed in different ministries. Dignity and the vocation to holiness are the same for all. Certain states of perfection do not exist. And from that started amongst us, the members of the Church, a new relationship that engendered a new ecclesial ecosystem
, that one is only starting to discern and develop. 
Laypeople are not minor Christians, less perfect and unreliable. They now enjoy an equality of condition such that the Church recognises that it cannot advance without their contribution: their style of life, their involvement in the mission and their capacity to participate and to make decisions in the Church. That is equally true for the laypeople who find themselves beside the Marist Brothers.
It is a real upheaval for our old conceptions of identity, of charism, of spirituality, of mission, of participation and of the capacity to decide. John Paul II, in his apostolic exhortation Christifideles Laici, said: “In Church Communion the states of life by being ordered one to the other are thus bound together among themselves. They all share in a deeply basic meaning: that of being the manner of living out the commonly shared Christian dignity and the universal call to holiness in the perfection of love. They are different yet complementary, in the sense that each of them has a basic and unmistakable character which sets each apart, while at the same time each of them is seen in relation to the other and placed at each other's service.” (ChF 55.3)
That is to say that, no matter their state of life, those who feel called to follow the same charism, (in our case it is the Marist charism that comes from Champagnat), influence each other: the brothers cannot be understood without the laypeople and vice versa. A chain reaction has started where nobody is excluded and where nothing is as it was before.

The Holy Spirit tells us that there is no future for the charism of Marcellin Champagnat if “we do not enlarge the space of our tent,” if we do not walk together, brothers and laypeople, in the sharing of life: spirituality, mission, formation, etc. (Cf. 20th General Chapter: Choose Life, 26). As we recall from the 20th General Chapter: “We are convinced that the life-giving Spirit is leading us along a common path.” (Id. 29)
“Let us be moved by the Spirit!” There’s the invitation that Marcellin gives us today, and which takes a very concrete sense for all those who want to live his charism deeply, whether they be brothers or laypeople. Let us refind, if we have lost it, or let us resolutely take as a central axis of our Marist identity, the shared mission for the educational service of children and young people, especially those most in need.

Little by little, a new horizon is appearing with its points of reference: the charism, gift of the Holy Spirit for the service of the mission, is granted to the Church and thus is not the property of the Institute. The mission no longer belongs “to the Institute”, but the latter participates in the one sole mission of the Church, to which religious contribute at the sides of other believers. The charism of the Founder “produces a spiritual affinity between people” (ChL 24.3) and can be shared by believers of different states of life.
We are thus passing little by little from the schema [of one sole planet (the Institute) with various groups of laypeople who adhere to it)], to another schema [diverse planets (charismatic family) which turn around the mission, each one having its own orbit, its way of living this charism which makes is turn around one sole mission]. The centre is the mission, the spirituality, the charism and not the Institute.

What is the result of this chain reaction?


We form a new ecclesial ecosystem, characterised by a new type of relations between those who compose it. In this ecosystem, the great dinosaurs have little chance of surviving: and I mean here by great dinosaurs the great Institutes of religious life who drag in their wake other groups of believers, those who are living spiritually from the crumbs left by the great ones, or who collaborate in the mission of these latter ones, but nearly always as second best.

The new ecclesial ecosystem is characterised by evangelical or charismatic families, that is to say, believers united by one same fundamental charism or one same charismatic root, but according to different states of life and with different ways of living this same charism. The force of the charismatic family does not come from a dominant institution which drags along others, but from the communion between the various institutions and groups, at the service of one same mission, enriching it by the particular charisms of each group.

The Champagnat Movement of the Marist Family and each of its fraternities must learn to situate themselves in this new ecclesial schema and in the charismatic family born of Saint Marcellin. Not to do so would be cutting off the wings of the Holy Sprit. I want to encourage each of you and the entire Institute to make this discovery and to glimpse the practical consequences that will come from it.

If the Lord is calling us to open new pathways, the Spirit will give us the wisdom, the strength and the joy to do so. We must not be afraid. Everything is possible for those who let themselves be carried by the Spirit. Mary, our Good Mother will be our best educator.
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