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    My first talk as director of the Secretariat of the Laity took place in L'Hermitage, last May, celebrating the 18 years of the Fraternities in France. A good place to begin, I thought, because all Marist life started from there. I felt that I had to contribute to the future more than to celebrate nostalgia for the past or to say some kind but insignificant words. A little presumptuous, don’t you think? Today in this meeting I feel the same way. I would like to be purposeful. I am not very confident of achieving it, but that is my intention.

    Some days ago I was re-reading the Life Project of the Fraternities, proposed by Brother Charles Howard at the end of his circular "The Champagnat Movement of the Marist Family. A grace for all" (1991). Only pausing to be surprised yet again by his prophetic intuitions, I thought that they should be summed up, maybe, in a different way.   
    15 years have passed. The Marist perspective today, logically, is not the same: two Chapters and two General Conferences have taken place; a new very significant document appeared for Brothers and Laity (Marist Educational Mission), there is about to appear another important one (Marist Apostolic Spirituality) and a third is in the process of being drafted (The Vocation of the Lay Marist); the concrete situation of the Brothers and Laity in the different Administrative Units and its "partnership" relationship, has undergone significant change; the relationship between religious congregations and their lay associates, as well as the diverse ecclesiastic movements, are transforming the pattern of the Church; and, lastly, world globalization and post-modernity has accentuated some tendencies that, in 1991, were barely recognised.

    If the signs of the times change, there must be changes in our way of understanding and living the charism, the spirituality and the Marist mission. "New wineskins for new wine”. We have an obligation to continue re-creating the charism. In creative fidelity, of course, but responding to the new realities, behind which lies the mysterious hand of the Lord always true Lord of history. 

    Here then, are some reflections to keep in mind when we face, from today, the Life Project of the Champagnat Movement of the Marist Family. 

1. Toward a new ecclesiastic context 
     "The Champagnat Movement of the Marist Family, continuation of our Institute, is a movement formed by people attracted by the spirituality of Marcellin Champagnat." (Const. 164, 4) (Life Project, 4b) 

    In the meeting in L'Hermitage I made a presentation of the new ecclesiastic context (some call it “ the ecclesiastic ecosystem”,) of the relationships between the religious congregations and the laity who are attracted by the same charism, spirituality and mission. I am convinced that the Holy Spirit is giving the Church a new “time of grace” in that the communion of the various states of life (brothers and sisters, laymen and laywomen, priests) around the same charism will generate an authentic emergence of new Christian life. 

    A new stage is already beginning which some are calling, one way or another, the "Church of the Laity", although the more correct name is perhaps "Church - Communion". Foreshadowed in many people and movements for the whole of the XX century, outlined in Vatican Council II and other papal documents, which begin to give fruit announcing some ecclesiastic structures radically different from those to which we are accustomed. 

    It is an authentic earthquake for our old conceptions of identity, charism, spirituality, mission, participation and capacity for decision. John Paul II, in his post-synod apostolic exhortation Christifideles Laici (1988), says: "In the Church-communion the states of life are related to each other in such a way that they complement each other… they are at the same time diverse and complementary modalities, so each one of them has its original and unmistakable characteristic, and at the same time each one of them is connected with the others and to their service" (ChF 55.3). 

    That is to say, the states of life that feel the call to follow the same charism, in our case the Marist charism of Champagnat, are influenced by each other: the Brothers can no longer see themselves without the Laity and vice versa. A chain reaction has begun where nobody is sidelined, where already nothing will be the same. 

    Old fragments of Church remain, where the Lay Marists consider themselves merely as helpers and, in the majority of cases, as collaborators of the Brothers: as satellites circling around them. A very clerical and paternalistic concept that is no longer valid. 
    The Holy Spirit is telling us that there is no future for the charism of Marcellin Champagnat if we do not "enlarge the space of our tent", if we don't walk together, Brothers and Laity, to "share life: spirituality, mission, formation…" (Opt for Life, 26). 
  The XX General Chapter reminds us that: “We are convinced that the Spirit of life drives us in this common road” (Id, 29). 

2. Revitalizing the concept of "vocation” in the Laity 
     "The Holy Spirit is present in the Church today in a special way, impelling the lay people to commit more seriously to their vocation as followers of Jesus and joint participants in his mission." (Life Project, 1a) 

    That ecclesiastic and Marist future needs a new understanding - evidently not only intellectual, but vital - of the concept of "vocation" in each layman and woman.

    We are strongly accustomed to assigning the term "vocation" solely to priests, religious and sisters. In the course of many centuries this erroneous concept has been part of Christian culture. The laity was of so little importance that that it was not even assigned them. Naturally theology spoke of the baptismal vocation of the faithful, but, at the level of people, it was understood rather as being a good Christian, in the sense of being "a good person", believing some truths and obeying some commandments. 

    This baptismal vocation-commitment was not connected clearly with the following of Jesus. Jesus was somebody to admire, somebody who loved us, forgave and saved us, but not Someone who invited us to follow him on the road of life. In any event, it was a second-class pursuit. 

    The one, who, being a rarity, experienced "something special", had to follow the way of the "elected": some few, consecrated, separate… Until the point that, still today, in this same Church, when one speaks of vocation, vocational pastoral, World Day of Vocations, etc., we think of curates, nuns and friars. How much does it cost to change a culture - a way of thought, of feeling, of acting - of centuries! 

    How many times have I heard: “Brother, I do not have a vocation". Will the vocation of the lay person be to not have a vocation"? Can lay people have vocations? Apparently it seems to us obvious, clear, apparent: Undoubtedly the layperson has a vocation! But I am convinced that still, for many, this has not passed from the head to the heart. Let us look at this clearly. 

    The word "vocation" comes from the Latin verb "vocare": to call. God always calls, he spends eternity calling. The Bible is very clear in this. He calls everyone. Nobody is excluded. It is a vocation to life. And Life is He himself. Jesus Christ, the Son of God, faithful to the Father, made of his public life a call to pursuit. Be careful about misconstruing Mark’s' phrase 3, 13: “He called those He wanted"! 

    God always comes to meet us, always; whether Lay or Brother. And he tells us: "Son (Daughter), I have dreamt of you from the creation of the world. You are completely special for me, whatever you are. I don't care about your past. I am eternally present. You are my son (my daughter) very dear, my favourite. Do you know? I count on you, I need you. I have given you many gifts, which perhaps you have not yet discovered. Share them! The key to happiness is in this. Help me to build that world dreamt in the most intimate part of your being. I send you. Let us build the Church together, let us build the Kingdom together… here and now." 

    Have we experienced this, without a feeling of being second class? Do we help others to experience it? Without any doubt, to be Christian, to be Church, is this: to announce the Good News that God loves us with the passion of a father-mother and that he counts on us. A Lay Marist cannot forget it or stop experiencing it as a passion, which is always new. Marcellin and many Brothers lived this way. 
     And this experience of the call that transforms an entire life, bears, in freedom and naturalness, an answer: "Here I am to do your will!” It is an alliance of love that the Bible compares to a wedding. Nothing can be more lay!

    It is not a romantic, ethereal response that only engages the feelings. It is an incarnate response, here and now that grips the whole life, no matter how much one is unaware of all the precise events that will take place in a future that cannot be predicted. And one experiences, at the same time, fullness, happiness, fear, doubts and trust. And a strong realisation that this is the most important thing: the treasure of the Kingdom. 

    But, what should I do? Where? How? ... God does not play with our history. He leaves us free, but he writes in it. We should learn how to read it, to constantly make revisions in our life. In our history of life the next steps are already written. God mysteriously continues to put in our way people and the necessary events so that we find his will and our happiness. But we cannot do those revisions alone. God wishes that, in humility, we should need others. 

    In spirituality, this is called discernment. I believe that as Marist Lay men and Laywomen you should ask yourselves: Have we entered along these paths? How as Fraternities do we look to build the present and the future of the Marist charism that the Lord has given us? Do we commit ourselves to help others to unveil this road and accompany them in this discernment? It is obvious that the Brothers should do as much. 

    Only a revitalization of the knowledge of our own vocation will allow us to engender a new future: those New Skies and that New Marist World that we all hope for. And for this we should know how to pay a price: time, humility to open up and to allow us to accompany, to risk, have the audacity and anger to go to the depth; everything "with peace, but with speed". They urge new structures that we don't yet see totally designed and certain, but it is also certain that they will not come if we do not begin by taking small steps, as Mary toward Ein Karem, toward the Nativity, toward Egypt, in Nazareth, in Cana, following her son over the dusty roads of Galilee, approaching the Cross, praying and discerning in the Cenacle… 

3. Uniting, indissolubly, the charism, spirituality and mission 
"In everything that we do, we give priority to Christian formation and justice, and we worry especially about the youth, the poor and the abandoned, (…) dysfunctional families, disoriented youth, abandoned children and others" (Life Project, 18c)

    The aim of those seminarians, who, in 1816 committed to founding the Society of Mary, was the "renewal of Christian life in France, following the Revolution" (Life Project, 2a). God constantly inspires men and women to continue recreating his project of salvation. Today he continues calling us to be co-creators, without forgetting that "only with Him the house is built…" (Psalm 127).

    Marcellin and his companions feel inspired to do it “Mary’s way”, as woman, wife, mother, consecrated, poor educator of the village, community-orientated, brave, audacious, confident, liberating, cheerful, simple, humble, pilgrim, missionary, supportive, renewed. 

    Marcellin also senses a particular road: the education of children and youth, especially those more ignored, abandoned, excluded… to those whom nobody reaches. It arouses in him a sense of urgency for the mission: during the few months of being in La Valla he sets out in an adventure with a group of young people, adolescents, almost children. And, step-by-step he goes on moulding the family, a fraternity united by the mission, a "new way of being children of God and of the Church." 

    We should often contemplate our origins: a group passionate about God sake who feel clearly directed to children and impoverished youth, with the awareness of the Brothers, as a team, loving, austere, practical, close, brave, daring wanting to arrive where nobody else arrives, adapting to the changing circumstances and profound needs of people, and constantly underlining that this is not "their" work, but that of Mary who has done everything among us." 

    Today, we, Brothers and Laity, feel ourselves to be heirs of this history and the calls to continue and share it. Each one of us from our state of life, with our specific nature and our complementarity, has more wealth than ever because God continues pouring into our history in a “new way”, here and now. And that is not only a task for the Brothers. 

    The attraction for an evangelical spirituality and the gift of charism, push us inevitably towards a special mission: “The Christian education of the young, especially those most in need” (C. 2c).
    Evidently, we must not confuse Champagnat’s Marist mission, which is unique, with the great variety of possible apostolates which are a part of this mission and which the Holy Spirit is constantly recreating in every time and space, adapting it to the needs of the world and to the personal gifts received.

    Brothers and Laypeople, do we experience that same passion for the mission that Marcellin and the first Brothers felt? Or is it a chore for us? 

    If we feel that it is a chore then we are not open to the gift of God. We should return to the well of Sicar to learn from the Samaritan Woman: "Lord, give me that water to drink!" (Jn. 4,15) There, next to the thirsting Jesus, we will listen to his friendly words: "Anyone who welcomes a little child such as this in my name, welcomes me” (Mk. 9,37). "Let the children come closer to me. You do not stop them…" (Mk. 10, 14). And those words will be spurs to passion in our life: "Help the children come closer to me… there are so many that do not have water of life… " 

    Can there exist a community of Brothers who do not vibrate passionately for that mission? Can there exist a Fraternity that feels called to live the Marist spirituality, have the gift of receiving the charism, and does not feel its heart vibrating so that each child and youth is loved and educated as a true son of God? 

    Nobody is associated with a group that does not vibrate with passion. It is from here that vocations are born, no matter what the age. Vocation comes from God, but He has wanted to call us through men and women roused by the cause. Vocations are raised by passion, conviction, by testimony… not so much by reasoning and security, and even less by “enveloping” that, today, rather than "significant", sometimes appears as "dissuasive." 

    Undoubtedly some will wonder: "And what can we and our Fraternities do in the world of children and of youth? We are already older. We do not have adequate preparation. We do not know where to begin, nor where to go, nor to whom, and even less, what to do… "

    But then the Word of God refers us to the book of Jeremiah and his vocational excuses, to Exodus and the attempts of Moses, to say nothing of Elias’s complaints and those of Jonah… The Bible is a book of calls and answers, but it is also a stupendous book of excuses. We must remember that the force of God glories in human weakness to confuse those who feel strong again (Cf. 1 Cor. 1,26-31). We contemplate this in our pioneers in the faith, in Jesus - from the Incarnation to the Calvary -, in Mary, in Marcellin… 

    It seems that we do not have enough with the words of the Gospel: “I bless you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for hiding these things from the learned and the clever and revealing them to little children. Yes, Father, for that is what it has pleased you to do.”(Lk.10, 21).”Do not fear” (Mt. 28, 5.10). “I will be with you always, even to the end of the world.” (Mt. 28,20). "Nothing is impossible for God" (Lk. 1,37). "Blessed is she who believed! That the promise made her by the Lord would be fulfilled. (Lk. 1,45). 

    The heart of Marcellin was filled with this conviction, as were the hearts of so many Brothers, from the early ones until those that we know. Before the call: “Go out to the world and proclaim the gospel to all nations". (Mk. 16,15), "Come follow me… " (Mk. 21,17), "Whom shall I send? " (Is. 6,8), there have always been valiant witnesses in our family. Is anyone with the heart of an apostle able to ignore the call? The nearest example is found in those more than 150 Brothers who have volunteered for the Mission ad Gentes. 

    And this does not seem to be only for the Brothers: enough examples of Laymen and Laywomen give testimony in these last 15 years, as prophesied so well by Brother Charles Howard in 1991: 
"The Fraternities can commit themselves to supporting some missionary activity in distant lands. Also one or several members of the Movement can be called by God to serve as lay missionaries in some of the young Churches” (Life Project, 21). 
    God completely wishes to find apostles for the children and young of today, especially for the hundreds of millions that do not have anybody that can be their "brother", or "father" in so many parts of the world, or "mother". He commits to giving us his Spirit. Let us not fear. We do not go alone; we go in community, in fraternity, in Church. Go on! We must revisit it, Brothers and Laypeople, resolutely and unequivocally; united in looking for new paths of education and evangelism together (Cf. Choose Life, 31). Let us be contagious. Let us sustain ourselves with the spirit and mutual effort, without flagging. 

    On that 2nd January 1817, in that poor house of La Valla, bought and furnished through the efforts of Father Champagnat, next to Juan María Granjon and John Baptist Audras, you, the Lay Marists, were also there. There we were together, Brothers and Sisters, Laymen and Laywomen, even priests. As Brother André Lanfrey - one of the investigators of the Marist Patrimony - suggests, it was there that sprang up the germ of the Society of Mary of L'Hermitage (the name proposed for the new charismatic family), irreversibly very different from the Society of Mary of the Marist Fathers. 

4. Rethinking the roots and the codes of the Champagnat Movement 
    "The Champagnat Movement is a living reality. It is concerned not only with getting new members but, mainly, to assure for them Marist growth and maturity…" (Life Project, 24a)  

    "The organization and the activities of the Fraternity are for the service of the life, spirituality and mission of their members"(Life Project, 25a). 

    The Champagnat Movement of the Marist Family was born on 6 November 1985, with the closing of the XVIII General Chapter, which, in chapter 11 dealing with the Vitality of the Institute, nº 164.4, of the recently drafted Constitutions, recognized its creation. Legally, the Holy See would not approve these Constitutions until 7 October 1986. In any case, we are celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the Movement, of which, some of your Fraternities were the founders. 

    In this period of time, as we saw at the beginning, many things have evolved, so much in the Marist world, as in the Church and society. I would like to add some more: 

· The Movement in its origins is conceived by the Brothers, although in its genesis, as is mentioned in the Life Project, "the fact is contemplated that, in many parts of the world, numerous people attached to the Brothers have requested help in deepening and strengthening their Christian commitment” (1b) and they "want to share more fully the spirituality and mission that the Brothers have inherited from their founder…" (1c). Today, 20 years later, the Institute, through its Superior General, has the ultimate responsibility "of assuring that the Movement remains faithful to the spirit and tradition of Father Champagnat" (5b), nobody questions that the participation and the autonomy of the laity in this Life Project should be much greater. 

· Originally the structures of the Movement have been very dependent on the Brothers. But it cannot always be this way. There are already lay provincial Coordinators. And as Brother Benito Arbués said to the Iberian Fraternities at its meeting held last September in Lardero: “You are no longer novices. I know your route and I find it progressive and sure. Your desires sound to me like those preparing for a wedding or perpetual votes”. Those structures should evolve toward a greater lay autonomy that does not mean breaking from the Institute.

· As you have seen in the statistics of the Movement, there exist areas of the Marist world and even inside your own Provinces, where Fraternities have not taken root. There can be several explanations, but one of them is the mistrust of many Marist Laymen and Laywomen to "hemmed in", "restricted", "forced" into a personality and a way of living… The Champagnat Movement, in some areas does not have an attractive profile. Little passion is put into the mission and with a spirituality that is outdated in today's world. 

· But, at the same time there can be seen on the horizon new realities of "association and ownership". Much is expected of the new document on the "Vocation of the Lay Marist" whose elaboration does not need to deal with theological concepts but with the histories of committed lay life that are already available to us. 

· In many of the provinces, great movement is being generated at this time around the International Assembly of Mission that will have its culmination in Mendes (Brazil) in September 2007. For the first time, Brothers and Laity will be, in conditions of equality, able to reflect and propose on the future of the Marist Mission in the world. 

· Also in 2007 there will take place the first international meeting of those responsible for the programmes of combined formation for Laity and Brothers. In an attempt to enrich ourselves with the creativity and the good being done in so many provinces and projecting new routes of reflection, it has more than enough spirituality, formation, mission, association and ownership. 

· The Teams of Mission in many Provinces, Regions and Continents, composed of Brothers and Laypeople are beginning to function. 

· There is talk of an International Marist Volunteer Group of Laypeople. 

    All this, and much more, it takes time nurturing and providing new elements for our journey as The Champagnat Movement of the Marist Family. 

    I believe that we must begin a process of evaluation, discernment and new projections. I know that some Fraternities are already doing this. But we cannot, and must not leave anybody outside this process. I ask you earnestly to think about it and submit your suggestions to us. From the Bureau of Laity, we will push this process in all the Institute.
    And to finish, a conviction that I believe is important to begin this new stage: In order that all the transformations prosper, they should be born from the base and not be proposed or worse still, imposed, through a centralized coordination at the level of the whole Institute or of all the Fraternities. 

    You can provide information about the different models of Fraternity that already exist, you can help to coordinate meetings for reflection and formation, write many articles on the lay journey, organize retreats and offer missionary activities, but the new models of the Champagnat Movement will be born and they will gain strength from the local and provincial realities, by “sharing” by conviction, without impositions, with happiness. And, little by little, we will reach provincial and zonal consensus on new agreements and structures of coordination and support. 

    If charismatically the impulse is very strong, that is to say, we "allow the Spirit to act", those models will be able to cross boundaries and reach other countries and continents. That is the dynamics of the spirit in history. In the Church, the life in the Spirit (spirituality) has always been born from the base, from people and concrete places, osmosis, person-to-person and fraternity-to-fraternity. 

                                                              Brother. Pau Fornells Sala
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