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GROWING OPENNESS TO THE LAITY 
AND THE PROCESS OF COMING TO A NEW UNDERSTANDING OF 
THE MEANING OF OUR BROTHERHOOD
Br. Charles affirmed it clearly in 1993: “An Institute’s charism does not belong exclusively to that Institute. Charisms exist for the Church and belong to the Church. We are heirs to the charism of Marcellin, and thus, its guardians, yet we look upon our ability to share this great gift as a joy and responsibility. Lay people will assuredly show us new facets of this charism as they go about living it ever more fully, and our communion in spirit with them will reveal to us new insights into our vocation as Brothers.” 

1. THE LAITY AS “COWORKERS” IN OUR SCHOOLS 

Reference: Prior to Vatican II (1962)
This was the situation in existence prior to Vatican II. Laymen (laywomen were almost unheard of) shared in scholastic tasks that had little to do with our mission to evangelize. We hired them to contribute to strengthening our educational programs and to accomplish the goals that we ourselves had set for each school. These lay teachers were very supportive and worked hard but ultimately the brothers were the ones in charge. In those days we referred to these associates as our employees or workers.

We saw lay people as needed collaborators. As brothers we delegated to them areas of responsibility that we ourselves did not have time to carry out or that we considered “less spiritual,” viewing these people as fine substitutes. However gradually it became apparent that teachers especially needed to attend a formation program designed to assist them in accomplishing the work that we were entrusting to them. And so we created for them the first formation courses about our teaching methods.
In those days the religious life seemed to be like a closed shop. The Brothers led lives filled with self-assurance and heroic deeds, developed strong and balanced personalities and were recognized for their great dedication and generosity. They were men who invested great energy, long hours of hard work and intense efforts to give our schools a firm foundation. 
Notwithstanding the fact that during that era the life of the Brothers was extremely demanding, the schools they ran were second to none. The Brothers were serious-minded, hard-working and dedicated to their mission. They devoted much of their own time to monitoring, preparing classes, personal study and preparing countless religious and educational activities. This meant that the Brothers were always busy doing something. They were faithful and persevering in leading vigorous lives and gave precedence to regular observance of the Rule. It was a time of great stability in forms and styles of life. 

Their desire to make their schools grow and develop went hand in hand with a certain detachment from social and political processes going on in the country, although they kept Church authorities and politicians in mind when it came to various memorial ceremonies, installations and celebrations. The fact that lay people were present in the schools did not have a significant impact on the ways of religious life, still characterized by a certain insular and self-sufficient approach to the apostolate.
Little by little the presence of the laity broadened the dialogue taking place between religious and lay people. Thus the brothers began to take a greater interest in areas like the experience of the laity, current events, family life, professional life and trade unions, economic management and taking on the role of citizenship. Following the time of the Council they spoke of their involvement in educational, missionary and professional apostolic activities. And thus began a time when the religious life turned its attention to lay people and became concerned about forming and guiding them. Yet basically, when it came to pastoral care, the brothers still retained control. The charism belonged solely to the brothers. They owned it. 

2. MEANING OF “THE MARIST FAMILY”
Reference: XVII General Chapter (1976)
There’s no doubt that it was Br. Virgilio León who came up with the expression “Marist Family,” made up of not only former students but also their parents, teachers, Brothers’ families and young people. At the World Congress of Former Students in Lyons in 1974, it was decided to present a proposal to the XVII General Chapter of 1976, one that spoke of “the Greater Marist Family, visualized as a community of people sharing one and the same ideal, an identical spirituality and an indistinguishable way of forming Marists according to the mind of Bl. Champagnat.” 
At the conclusion of the General Chapter Br. Virgilio stated, “This General Chapter has been ours; a council in miniature of the Greater Marist Family. A meditation made together to integrate the doctrine of the Church. And in light of its lessons, we have felt our consciences excited to see that we are truly a Family. We are the Greater Marist Family.”

And so for Br. Virgilio, when he encountered the General Chapter Delegates from all over the world, the experience of belonging to a huge and fantastic family made up of people immersed in the same charism, united by the same faith and yet coming from different races, cultures and languages really hit home.   
From the very beginning the greater Marist family received a warmest welcome, although many identified more with the Marist name than the Marist charism. What is certain however is that in the heart and mind of Br. Virgilio it was clear that the way in which one is born into and nurtured as a member of the Marist family is by nature a spiritual one.  

This makes members of the Marist Family participants in Marist spirit. There is a shared fraternity. In this Post-Conciliar milieu the brother is more expressive, feels more involved in the world and engages it in conversation. A different model of the religious life begins to emerge. The brother upholds his right to self-fulfillment and seeks an atmosphere allowing for greater personal freedom. The habit disappears. Rigid schedules become more flexible. Bells go silent and individual timepieces take over. The great silence comes to an end and the chatter from radio and television begins. Obedience through dialogue comes on the scene.  

During these years greater autonomy resonates and personal dignity is promoted with passion. The Incarnation is the most appealing Gospel ideal. Rather than running away from the world, becoming incarnate in the world; rather than spiritualism, a commitment to the here-and-now; rather than a cloistered existence, being out on mission; rather than long drawn-out prayers, work around the clock (work is a prayer). There is a great generosity in this essentially activist generation, one seeking a more just and compassionate society. 

People living in these times equivocate on the value of discipline, take liberties with regular observance, set boundaries on obedience, break patterns of uniformity when forming candidates and living their lives in community. Many brothers grow in personal maturity. The religious life becomes more human and evangelical at the same time. More than a few of its members learn how to live the Gospel in freedom. Many communities begin to live fraternity in plainspoken dialogue. They take up numerous causes – getting personally involved, making secular commitments, becoming active in politics, choosing to work for and among the poor, advancing the struggle for socialism, being committed to justice and peace, defending human rights, promoting women’s issues, ecology, etc. In various forms this new religious profile materializes among the Brothers. 
3. SHARED MISSION  
Reference: The Document “In the Footsteps of Marcellin” (1998)

During this time evangelization is seen as a joint effort, the Marist mission comes to be shared with the laity. This is the spirit of Vita Consecrata (1996): It is not unusual for lay participation to lead to the discovery of unexpected and fruitful involvement in various facets of the charism, giving rise to a more spiritual interpretation and promoting efforts to come up with solid suggestions for new dynamism in apostolic activities.

Lay people and the brothers feel God calling them to a mission. Together they are caught up in being passionate about Jesus Christ. They share apostolic programs. They exercise co-responsibility in animating educational centers. The belief that shared mission is an option gives way to the conviction that it is a necessity. This involves entering a phase of authentic internal charismatic ecumenism, subject to the standards of intellectual dialogue and the dialogue of life required by any form of ecumenism.

This brings up the need for a commitment to develop an educational program that testifies to fully putting one’s Christian vocation into practice: leading a coherent life that gives witness and insight into the charismatic inspiration upon which the educational program is based; thus, the need to participate in formation programs.
Shared mission implies the need to foster structures that assist in transmitting to the laity the spirituality and apostolic zeal that we have inherited from our Founder. This is not achieved by simply offering theoretical formation courses or spiritual exercises. Something else is needed, specifically, “sharing what makes us tick.” This would include, among other things, capitalizing on opportunities for relating to others. Oddly enough the brothers have not been well trained in this area and they often seem to have no time for getting out and meeting people.

Shared Mission is not possible without true co-responsibility in the mission. During this time, there’s a feeling that it makes no sense to speak about shared mission if you look askance at the laity, if the smooth functioning of a school matters more than they do, if policies and directives are invariably coming down from whoever happens to be Principal at the time. 
On the other hand, when it comes to the laity, co-responsibility includes a personal integrity that extends beyond the strictly professional, plus a commitment to our charism in the medium and long term. And what about lay people who have not committed themselves to the spirituality and mission of the Institute, are they qualified to make important decisions in schools or a province?

During these years there is talk of the Marist Educational Community in which everyone has a part to play in the school’s efforts to evangelize. Brothers, teachers, staff members – all become transmitters of values and contribute to the evangelizing environment. Educational activities are not just something to talk about but rather opportunities to offer witness. The people, the organization, the classrooms hallways, the entire atmosphere should transmit life and the Gospel. The Brothers are but a single part of this whole process of evangelization. From being mere collaborators, teachers get to share the mission working side by side with the Brothers. 
The document In the Footsteps of Marcellin outlines our thinking during this period:
· “Inspired by the one Spirit of God, Christians and those of other faiths, we are united around a common set of life-giving values that are fundamental to our vision and practice of education (§ 35).
· We stress our new spirit of working together. “In our ministries, we seek to create a work environment where everyone feels respected and co-responsible. Further, among ourselves we develop a strong sense of companionship, affirming one another and offering mutual support and encouragement.” (§ 42).
· Shared mission calls us to serve together as one in being a sign of the Reign of God. “Our way of sharing mission in a spirit of genuine Communion is itself a sign of the Good News for our Church, for our world, and certainly for the young people we serve. Together we seek to be creatively faithful to the charism of Marcellin Champagnat, and responsive to the signs of our times in light of the Gospel.” (§ 52). 
This era, noteworthy for its significant opening to the presence of lay people in educational programs for evangelization and in dynamics having to do with our Marist charism, creates a path for brothers to be more in communion with the Church, one that strengthens the common basis of faith and the Gospel and invites us to more clearly determine what is specific about the vocation of a brother. Lay people, as companions on the journey, help to put finishing touches on new forms of consecrated life. 
4. WIDENING THE SPACE OF OUR TENT. 
Reference: XX General Chapter (2001)
This General Chapter affirmed: “Brothers and Lay people together: Widen the space of your tent.” In various ways the Chapter made this concept crystal clear:
· “We discover how enriching it is for Brothers and lay people to share life’s journey. We experience the wealth of mutual support and the impact of the Marist charism that finds its expression in our various vocations in the Church. Hence we feel called to deepen our understanding of the specific entities of Brothers and Lay Marists…” (XX GC, § 26)
· 
“We see new signs of life in our partnership with the laity. Real co-responsibility and mutuality are increasingly common. The presence of women among us brings a new dimension to our common mission.”  (XX GC, § 27)

· “We are convinced that the life-giving Spirit is leading us along a common path. For this reason, while respecting our differences and the lifestyle of each person, we commit ourselves to work and spend time together, to reflect on what constitutes our Marist identity, and to clarify the different forms of belonging to the Institute. This will require programs of common formation for Brothers and Lay people.” (XX GC, § 29)
· We encourage greater mutuality and sharing of responsibilities between Brothers and Lay people in our existing ministries as well as in new projects. We need to involve Lay people in commissions and councils where decisions are shaped and taken. Where it is appropriate we encourage the setting up of communities, open to lay people or with them living in, to work among young people, especially the most neglected.” (XX GC, § 30)
· “Study various forms of belonging to our Institute, and to allow lay persons, in consultation with the Provincial and his Council, to live various types of Marist commitment ad experimentum.” (XX GC, § 47.3)
Widening the space of our tent means that our charism can be shared, on account of its being a gift of God to His Church. This is the spirit that gives birth to the Champagnat Movement.  Widening has to do with enriching our charism with new possibilities. Lay people are being called upon to reshape and invigorate a charism that may be getting stale. They come up with additional dimensions of our charism, embody it is new ways, express in different terms, see other dimensions and reinforce its presence in our cultures. 
A shared charism helps affirm a common vocation as well as specific vocations. Each vocation recognizes and appreciates itself better when it interacts with another. Everyone is disposed to give and receive. People are talking about communities composed of brothers and lay people, about the development of a charismatic and ecclesial communion, about a charism that can even be shared non-Christian settings. (Cfr XX GC).

In an extended tent the Institute does not set itself up as “the go-to” site for governance, financing and leadership. It allows for a shared responsibility and leadership. We have the certainty of knowing that our vocations mutually illuminate each other. We go about discovering who we are in relation to everyone else. When we share our lives, individual differences are clarified and enrich one another. At the same time we benefit from better understanding and seeing the beauty in each of our vocations (Cfr, Following Christ, 2002). We inspire one another to grow in fidelity to our charism, discovering new aspects in its spiritual richness and its dynamism in our apostolic activities. (Cfr, In the Footsteps of Marcellin, § 41)

In an extended tent lay people offer their own individual qualities as well as the fruits of their personal commitment, professionalism and experience from life in their families and societies. As Christians, in their personal lives they testify that in Jesus Christ it is possible to find the ultimate meaning of life and to live according to the Gospel. The Brothers bring the gifts that emerge from the prophetic character of their lives as consecrated people: their religious witness, their rich formation in the charism of Champagnat, the sense of openhearted hospitality in their communities and their human and material patrimony. They bring their freedom to be daring and totally dedicated in apostolic tasks, and a flexibility to go wherever they’re needed. (Cfr, In the Footsteps of Marcellin, § 40)
A widened tent for our charism allows for new adventures like opening a Marist School without a community of the Brothers. It wagers that lay people will take on a greater role, based on their own merits, with a new spirit sweeping through the church. The Brothers will take up a position as collaborators with lay people. For lay people working in a School this signifies a challenge calling for growth, responsibility and creativity. Another way to expand the tent! 
The awareness of belonging to one and the same charism brings us back to restating the theme of this charism that we have inherited. The understandings we are to establish are new, and our identity needs to be redefined. No group can claim to have a monopoly on the charism. Renouncing total control requires generosity and hope, until we build a “common home” for the charism. And together with that common home we must come up with a language that everyone is comfortable with, that allows us to mutually understand the work set before us: establishing common structures in which all of us feel “at home;” creating opportunities for togetherness, a shared spirituality and formation that will enable us to share and make way for our inherited charism to truly grow. Yet structures fostering communion should not be an obstacle for legitimate autonomy and the identity of each individual way of life (VC, § 70). It is up to all of us to discern and establish how to express our unique charism and mission, be it in the consecrated life, the lay-secular life, the ordained ministry, or in what’s masculine and feminine.  (Cfr José Cristo-Rey)

A model for the religious life is coming into view that seeks to be more deeply rooted in the Gospel and nurture a truly radical following of Jesus. It is crystal clear that love of neighbor comes before all our other church-related commitments and pious devotions. That is what strives to harmonize religion and happiness, Scripture and holiness, radical discipleship and personal self-realization. Autonomy and freedom are values that we must protect and defend. 

According to Felicísimo Martínez, this model brings with it a deep appreciation for the existential and emotional dimension of one’s experience of God. It assumes great esteem for prayerful silence, times devoted to contemplation, and the joy of living in warmhearted communities. It encourages cultivating personal holiness and transmitting religious experiences. It reveals a profound interest in giving freely of one’s time and talents, and what amounts to an innate disposition to see one’s experience of God as an aptitude and grace. It includes a special inborn tendency to search for what is essential and to discover core experiences of the Gospel. 

5. A CHARISMATIC FAMILY  
Reference: 2005 and subsequent years.

This idea comes to us from the De La Salle Brother, Antonio Botana. And without a doubt it complements our concept of a shared charism for widening the space of our tent.
Brother Antonio maintains that here and now a charismatic family exists in different religious institutes, associations pointing toward one and the same charism, with or without public or private legal status, and involving all the faithful who – whether as associates, volunteers or non-members of an association, are living their lay vocation informed and colored by the charism coming from a founder. Rather than remaining institutions composed essentially of the members of religious Institutes, charismatic families are opening out to lay people, the majority feeling that they have a stake in its development. A family’s charism belongs not just to an Institute but to the Church: and thus, spiritual families cannot be viewed solely in terms of religious institutes.

A founder’s charism is the focal point for relationships between consecrated religious and the laity at the heart of a charismatic family. Given this new center of gravity, the division among states in the Christian life, so characteristic of earlier times, loses its cogency. What is gaining ground is this: the communion of communities pursuing a common mission, communities with the very same charism but differing paths in life and vocational choices.
In a charismatic family the accent is no longer on the Institution but on the charism. The brothers are no longer the center of attention. The charism is enriched with new forms. The lay vocation makes its presence felt. The most recent Chapter describes our Marist future as a communion of people in the spirit of Champagnat. No one group can monopolize the charism, and so we need to redefine its identity All who are involved – consecrated religious, lay people, ordained ministers, men and women – are looking for ways to express our unique charism they share. They reflect together, as a family, on everything having to do with that charism. 
Lay people are seen as educators, yet also as men and women responsible for charismatic inspiration in our schools: ours is a shared charism. The charism is viewed as an inspirational theme that is chosen in faith and translates into ways of expressing our spirituality. Commitment to it goes beyond the work we do and touches our personal lives: this is a vocational choice to serve and claim membership in a charismatic family, to be open to “welcoming other possible forms of association with the laity.” (XX GC)

Lay people become co-responsible in administrative decision-making. They live aspects of the Institute’s spirituality and mission. Religious and lay people together share formation programs. Challenges arise in efforts to harmonize autonomy and communion, vocation and community as well as lay Marists not connected with schools, as does the need for charismatic lay leaders to carry our programs forward.

José María Arnáiz expresses the consequences for the religious life this way: we become aware that the identity of the laity is correlative with that of religious and that of religious with the laity. Theological reflection coming from Vatican II, renewed interest in the origins of Institutes, the array and number of lay vocations being promoted during the second half of the Twentieth Century and now in the Twenty-first, the reality of new signs of activity in the laity and lay movements – described by Pope John Paul II as “one of the gifts of the Spirit for our time” – and the Council’s re-evaluation of the laity’s place in the Church, all this has led religious to live and work with lay people and lay people to look for opportunities to live with religious. People consider this to be the only way for a given charism to advance toward its goal of providing an authentic relationship of communion, a renewed experience of Gospel fraternity and of stimulating the charism in a mutual way and be successful in having one and all grasp its identity. 
The idea is that with lay people, the renewal of authentic religious life can be assured of moving forward, and in turn the laity will better appreciate the newness that is theirs to offer the Church today. There is no doubt that underlying this reflection was and is the ecclesiology of communion that leads to a renewed awareness among the Church’s members of the need to join forces, to increase collaboration and the exchange of gifts, and to enrich our different identities.
6. A NEW TENT  
Reference: With regard to the XXI General Chapter (2009)

This image gives us a glimpse into the future. In the future, says Br. Michael Green, the Marist tent will more than likely house Marist brothers and fellow Marist lay people. It would likely please God to see sisters included in that same tent. Theforemost group in the tent would the Marist laity. The role of the brothers with their lifetime vows and consecration would remain the same as that of other religious in the Church, as described in Vita Consecrata: to be at the center as spiritual guides, leavening the community as exemplars of service in ministry. Thus the Marist tent would become an expression of the life of the Church that is consistent with post-Conciliar ideals, recognizing the fundamental place of the Christifideles laici among its members.
In our day the emergence of the lay vocation, the ways in which it is being expressed in the field of spirituality and mission, and the multiplication and growth of lay groups are obliging religious to modify, clarify and enrich their knowledge and theological understanding of the religious life, and the laity to do so regarding the laical life, (Cfr. José María Arnaíz) The new tent would express in innovative ways our deepening understanding of both the lay vocation and that of the religious life.
In the following paragraphs, Marianist José María Arnáiz gives us insight into what this “new tent” will mean. 
The new theological identity of the consecrated life and the life of the laity seen as being related to the common Christian vocation can lead us far into the future. It is a process. It constitutes an important dimension of the formative path of consecrated religious and lay people. Not every religious or every lay person is prepared to welcome this new relationship. One of the most pressing issues during the post-Conciliar era has been the need to make adjustments in the forms of life in the Church with regard to how they see themselves and how they relate to one another. John Paul II recognized this in Vita Consecrata, referring to “the need to express more clearly the identity of the different states in life, their vocation and specific mission in the Church.” (VC 4; for the laity in ChL. [ChL 15]) 

Only in this way can people assume a unifying set of values, initiate common ways of doing things, share joint goals and end up sharing their lives and working together in missions. It is crucial in life to know how to relate to others and to bring together lay people and members of the consecrated life, the feminine and the masculine, youth and adults, priests and the laity. Only then will we be able to clearly see the particular characteristics underlying our basic identity. When that inclusive identity becomes evident, we succeed in developing a satisfactory sense of belonging to the group itself and a wholesome opening out to everyone around us. The result of all this is that, as religious and lay people, we will be inter-related and united in our way of thinking, feeling and acting, in our vocation ministry, mission and formation, as well as entering more deeply into our spirituality. The next step would be, and indeed already is, a new form of Christian life that includes lay people and religious, men and women, and priests and the laity. True coming together at the heart of a spiritual family is brought about by living its charism and spirituality, which is only possible when in unison individuals decide to make faith and a given charism their number-one choice in life. That is the way new forms of Christian life are springing into being, and indeed have already done so.   
For this reason, when a religious Congregation, based upon its new relationship with the laity, takes the simple step of updating its way of operating at the heart of its religious family and the Church, it can lead to a true refounding and the birth of a new form of Christian life. This presupposes important changes in the way we think and move forward. How can it be otherwise, since we have been born to be present to and work “with” others, with the people of God! 
Lay people are being called to give a new, revitalized form to various charisms that are aging or disappearing. They can do this since, in having a genuine vocation, they possess the ability to speak of these charisms in a new way, to breathe new life into them, to discover other ways to be involved and express their founding inspiration. For their part, religious are now totally different from what they were when they looked upon themselves as the owners of the “enterprise” and its exclusive leaders and administrators. This new sensitivity and relationship can become the root of a new form of Christian life or at least a joint missionary project. 
We have begun to look to the future from a common vantage point. In doing so, we can affirm and confirm that the coming together of religious and the laity needs to take place at the level of being so that it will translate into doing (VC, § 39). To this end it has been pointed out, sometimes accurately and at other times less so, that consecrated religious will be similar to lay people and lay people to consecrated religious and priests insofar as they will live the same charism based on their different states in life, and that this will result in a new form of Christian life. This intuition has already yielded results. However, the challenge is great, to fashion a new form of Christian life, a coming together in indispensable communion that is in need of a new and quite demanding structure. It is up to new founders to give expression to this new form, and yes, there are lay people and religious who are experiencing the call to live their inherited charism in this way.   
We get a glimpse of this encounter and essential communion in the new structure that Arnáiz refers to when we absorb the spirit of our XXI General Chapter. It speaks of a new consecrated life, a new way of being brother, a new relationship between brothers and the laity and a future of communion for our Marist charism. It appears to prompt us toward innovative ways in searching for a new face for our charism, ways that integrate brothers and the laity, new paradigms for living the charism that promote new styles in our way of being brother and in the Marist lay vocation. This is a practical and experiential challenge, one that will progressively alter the ways in which we understand the vocation of the brother and that of the lay person. We might speak of all this in terms of refounding our charism and Institution, building a common home for our charism by creating opportunities to live together, nurturing a spirituality and developing formation programs that will allow our charismatic inheritance to grow within a new tent.   

In this regard some people speak of changing the canonical/legal basis of the Institute in its entirety, so as to bring about a single ecclesiastical structure comprised of brothers and lay men and women. This could be done, for example, by having the Institute become an Association of the faithful (taking on the structure of an ecclesiastical Movement), a Society of Apostolic Life (this would mean allowing for brothers’ communities, communities of lay men and women, and communities of brothers and lay people…), or a Pious Foundation. This is what “building a new tent together” would involve. 

Apropos to focusing on the future, Br. Michael Green has written an essay that elaborates on the notion of “new tents.”  Here are some of his thoughts. 

Beginning with the theme of the XXI General Chapter, “new hearts for a new world,” it is fitting to ask ourselves, how “new” can we become? Are we really prepared to allow our hearts to change the nature of the Institute so that it can take its rightful place in this new world? How might that happen, and what would that “tent” of the Institute of the Marist Brothers look like? 

If indeed much has been written and promised about the emerging vocation of “lay Marists,” then it is fitting to ask ourselves: how are these people and the apostolates they direct tied in with the day-to-day life of the Institute? How is their relationship with the Institute’s collective and purposeful mission to be ensured? What degree of transparency and responsibility would they be expected to provide? How are our family ties to be maintained and strengthened? In what ways would these people enrich our Marist spirituality? What means do they have for sharing their assets and contributing to the progress of our Marist journey in the future? How would they participate in planning for our future, in discerning and making decisions in this regard?. How would they be able to formalize their membership? In this new world in which there is a deeper appreciation of the Church as communio, what structures would contribute to shaping, protecting and intensifying this relationship between Marcellin and his disciples in the life of the Church?

It would seem to be more and more evident that the major problem is not that our tent is too small; rather, it’s no longer suitable. It could very well be that all of us working together need to design a new tent, or perhaps several, one alongside others. 

In Marist history, Marcellin’s first intuitive moves consisted of accomplishing things in ways characteristic of the Society of Mary at the Hermitage. How can those charismatic intuitions of 1820 and 1830 help us in making decisions today as we try to grow in faithfulness to our charism and respond to the needs of the contemporary world? Lanfrey suggests that perhaps now is the time for the “Society of Mary of the Hermitage” to go beyond the parameters it started out with and include within its juridical domain all the states of life in the Church – men and women, religious and lay people, clerical and secular. 

How can a Marist Institute that in one way or another would include brothers, priests, sisters and lay people function in a non-hierarchical, interdependent relationship, with all its members complementing each other’s life and work? No doubt we would need to confront problems and stumbling blocks. But that should not lessen our determination to overcome such road blocks and think “outside the box” – in innovative and creative ways – to have this vision become reality. 
In a certain way, without regard to the role of the church in all of this, the structured inclusion of different states in life within the Marist tent brings up another issue that for some time now has been one that our Institute needs to address: the identity of the brother within the comprehensive Marist mission. With so many lay people becoming a part of our Marist apostolates, feeling that the Circular of 1991 and the General Chapter of 1993 have authorized them to consider themselves completely “Marist,” the age-old question of identity has taken on a new urgency for many brothers. Some Provinces have dealt with this matter in depth, approving initiatives involving lay people and brothers have decided to share not only their apostolates but also their lives in community. In situations like these, some are asking themselves, “Where does the life of a brother fit in?” and “wherein lies his distinctive identity in the mission?”
For each state in Marist life, communio is not about an amorphous uniformity in the style of life. Communio is a theological and ecclesiastical concept, not a sociological one. Each state in life needs to be duly recognized for its uniqueness. Only then will it make a genuine contribution to the entire mission, with a burning desire to give witness and excellent results. 
In the life of the Institute discernment is always timely and necessary if it is to know how to establish its place in this ever new world and ever new Church. We are being called to take a comprehensive and creative look at what the Marist tent should encompass today. In some places around the world, vocations to the consecrated life are few, and many people are asking if this will continue to be the case. Briefly the answer is “no, not so; the situation will improve, they have Marist lay people to encourage new vocations.” In other places the lay Marist movement is tenuous, growing in ways unnoticed and inconsistent. Here people want to know if this tree is lacking what it needs to grow and thrive. Again the answer is “no, it isn’t; Marist lay people have brothers to promote their development and energize them.” 
Michael ends his essay this way: A particular predilection in the Marist dream that Marcellin began to work on in Lavalla and later at the Hermitage has come to life in various forms. One thing leads to another – time marches on. Our mission, the Christian education of youth, continues to be as urgent and important as ever. To take part in that mission, everyone responding to that call today needs the charismatic and structural means to live their Marist spirituality just as Marcellin inspired them to do. Just like the tent that the ancient Israelites had, Marcellin’s “tent” should be a place of grace and holiness for all Marists, a shelter and safe haven, a place where they can sense God in their midst and travel in his company – a  new tent. What’s changed at this point in time is that now the largest group under our tent is the laity, and the question is, what would Marcellin have chosen to do in a situation like this? 
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