A new initiative of the Spirit: Lavalla200>
International Communities for a New Beginning

In the past three years six new Marist communities have appeared around the world, composed of lay people
and Brothers, with a seventh to start later this year. By any standards in the Church today this is remarkable. It
is a small piece of evidence that “mission is not in any crisis” – the mission of the Spirit of God that is.
The spark for this initiative came from a meeting of Marist leaders in 2013. This led to an invitation from the
then Superior General of the Marist Brothers, Emili Turú, in a letter entitled “The Dance of Mission”, for brothers
and lay people “to discern, before God, whether you feel called to leave your home country to form part of an
international community in another region of the world. If you wish to offer some years of your life to the service
of the Marist mission beyond the borders of your province or your country, I encourage you to step forward
and make known your availability.”
The letter contained the vision behind the proposal:
“As we approach the beginning of the third
century of Marist life and mission, and trying to
be faithful to our origins, we believe that the time
has come for Marists of Champagnat to awaken
the dawn of a new beginning through:
• A SIGNIFICANT EVANGELIZING PRESENCE AMONG CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE IN SITUATIONS OF
VULNERABILITY, where others do not go, giving them prominence and defending their rights.
• GLOBAL AVAILABILITY: by creating a new mentality and a new attitude, looking beyond the usual horizons
of our administrative units and regions, and opening up to the possibilities of international collaboration for
mission.
• INTERCULTURALITY: Marist international communities, which promote within themselves a communion of
cultures and an appreciation of their diversity, as well as their integration in the context in which they are
located.
• A MEANINGFUL LIFE: through its gospel quality and through the fraternal witness of the communities,
which can take different forms according to the membership (brothers, laity, other congregations…)
• AN EMPHASIS ON SPIRITUALITY: a clear commitment to enter more deeply into our spiritual experience,
paying particular attention to the mystical and prophetic dimensions of our Marist life.
We believe that the elements contained in this vision are a call to each
and every Marist to make these a reality, in accordance with their
particular context. At the same time, we are aware that
interculturality, an important aspect of this vision, is still very new in
our Institute. … We believe that we must continue to build international
communities on the five continents, so that this vision of the future may
take a concrete shape and be visible.”
(Montagne: The Dance of Mission, 25 March 2015)

Over the years since some 125 people have put their names forward. 55 have completed the preparation and
discernment program (23 in 2016; 15 in 2017; 17 in 2018). They have come from the five continents: youngest
24 and oldest 78; 33 brothers and 22 laypeople (4 married couples; 9 single women and 5 single men). Their 22
countries of origin/residence have been Argentina, Australia, Bolivia, Brazil, Cameroon, Canada, Chile,
Colombia, Ghana, India, Italy, Korea, Madagascar, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru, Philippines, Spain,
United States of America, Venezuela.
The Superior General accepts their commitment, commissions them as missionary Marists, and recommends
their appointment to the relevant Provincial to new communities in the five ‘regions’ of the Institute: Africa: (3
brothers, a married couple, a single woman) to Atlantis in South Africa; Arco Norte: (4 brothers, a single woman
and single man) to East Harlem in USA; (2 brothers and a married couple) to go to Cuba; Europe: (2 brothers, 2
single women, 2 single men) to Syracusa, Italy; (2 brothers, a married couple) to Moinesti, Romania; Oceania:
(2 brothers, a married couple) to Mt Druitt, Australia; South America: (2 brothers, 2 single women) to Tabatinga,
Amazon, Brazil. In addition, 2 Lavalla200> members (a brother and a single layman) have been appointed to
the Fratelli project (Marist and De la Salle Brothers) for Syrian refugees in Rmeileh, Lebanon. A further 10
brothers, a single woman and single man were appointed to existing communities in three countries of the
international District of Asia and two of its formation houses. Three brothers (including the formation team)
were appointed to the General Administration.
The places of the new communities were proposed by the respective
regional bodies of Provincials with a general target group of
vulnerable young people in mind. The particular ministry of each
community has to be discerned and implemented by the community
itself in conjunction with the regional leaders and the General
Administration. As can be easily appreciated, this takes time and
patience. Their first priority is to create an intercultural Marist
community. In most cases, a new language has to be learnt.
Immersion in the local neighbourhood and culture, contact with the
local church and like-minded groups, sorting out the practical details
of support services, and simply acclimatising, are all essential aspects of ‘a new beginning’.
Special character of these communities
1.
They are intercultural: international, mixed forms of Christian life – religious, married, single, a range of
ages, different genders, differing cultural, social, professional and educational backgrounds, the whole spectrum
of personalities. Some would say that we are crazy to have such diversity under the one roof! But no more crazy
than Jesus’ vision of living as brothers and sisters and serving ‘the little ones’. In other words, such communities
are, of necessity, faith-based if they are to remain together. A key aspect of our presence is that our relationships
are core to our mission and central to a new beginning for Marists. The Spirit is very much at work.
Fr Anthony Gittins CSSp in his book Living Mission Interculturally develops this idea with the zen story: “The
teacher asked his disciples, “When do you know it is dawn?” One says, “When you can distinguish a white thread
from a black one.” “No,” said the teacher. “When you can see the outline of a tree against the horizon,” ventured
another. “No,” said the teacher – and to all other efforts to answer the question. “When you can look into the
eyes of a stranger, an ‘other’, and see a brother, or a sister, then it is dawn; until then, it is still night.”

He provides promptings from others to describe the path from multicultural to cross-cultural to intercultural: “We have just enough religion to
hate each other, but not enough to make us love one another.” (Jonathan
Swift) “Peace involves a profound crisis of identity. The boundaries of self
and others, friend and foe, must be re-drawn.” (Rabbi Sacks) “We must
walk united with our differences; there is no other way to become one.
This is the way of Jesus.” (Pope Francis)

2.
They are Marist communities, not religious communities with lay volunteers. This characteristic
emerged during our first preparation program as laypeople asked whether we brothers were serious about their
‘joining’ a community for an extended time. How do we see our Lavalla200> communities? Are we all equal?
Are we all full members or are some of us to be just long-term helpers? There are multiple examples in the
Marist world of volunteers spending time in existing communities and multiple examples of ‘communities’ that
share life and mission but not actually living together under the one roof.
So, our vision evolved. Following distinctive vocational paths, we share leadership in the community and are
co-responsible for our life and mission together. There is no appointed leader for the community. Our
intentional communities have flexible structures discerned by all. We know why we have chosen to live
together. We constantly refer back to this in our times of community dialogue and prayer. In some places a coordinator is named for the ministry.
Giving the communities a canonical status is currently under study.
3.
They experience considerable isolation. This is
inevitable in the placement of communities in geographical
or existential peripheries. Even in cities where the word
‘isolation’ may sound strange, the communities are
initiating a new presence out of step with existing Marist
and even church structures. Peers are hard to identify, soul
companions even more so. Their presence is not universally
welcomed for a host of reasons – their independence of
thought and action, the resentment and suspicion of local
people towards outsiders, bad past experiences of missionaries and NGOs … They can feel vulnerable in terms
of their self-value and very faith (cf the film Silence).
Besides the pastoral support of the local Provincial, an international accompaniment team has been appointed
to follow up individuals and communities. In addition to annual on-site visits, social media has made regular
contact possible and invaluable. The different ‘batches’ have set up virtual communities for staying in touch.
4.
They are communities sponsored by the region, not the local Province alone. Indirectly, this initiative
is generating fresh dynamism in regions of the Institute. All the provinces of a region are involved in the
discernment of where the communities are to be established and the focus of their ministry. Before, such
collaboration has resulted from internal needs such as inter-provincial formation houses and other joint services
internal to the region.
Lavalla200> is a call to dream and combine forces for the future of Marist charism and mission, offering new
ways of being present among children and young people on the margins of life, meeting emerging human and
social challenges such as immigration, asylum-seekers, human-trafficking, the defence and promotion of Child
Rights.

Regional Lavalla200> communities also provide a welcome for volunteers in
conducting holiday camps and immersion experiences. They also play a special
role within the region, communicating their experience and inspiring others
regarding “a new beginning”.
Some Learnings:
Re community living:
It takes time to develop trusting relationships. Working together as
colleagues is not enough as time goes on.
The members of a community have to make a personal commitment to
the vision of Lavalla200> and to the well-being of each other. If they put
conditions on this or are selective it is better that they withdraw.
We are called to discover the dignity of difference. It can be
uncomfortable and humiliating to acknowledge our prejudices.
For a community to persevere and thrive, there needs to be
companionship, empathy, mutual respect and tolerance.
Relationships falter when people do not share their faith together.
A regular forum is needed for identifying and expressing emotions and
needs, for affirming one another and articulating frustration.
Not all combinations of people work out despite their idealism.
There is work to do to develop suitable administrative structures in the
local Provinces for Lavalla200> communities. Further, some people in the
wider community do not recognise the member status of lay people in the
Marist community.
Tensions can develop within the community before a common ministry
is worked out, especially if this takes a long time.
Really sharing leadership, valuing our equality as Marists in decisionmaking, is not easy. The temptation is always there for one person to lead
without dialogue and even take control.

Re ministry:
Discerning ‘new’ Marist ministries with young people on the margins is a difficult challenge for any
community.
The Lavalla200> initiative envisages working as a team rather than on individual or separate ministries. This
is a challenge for all, but for some especially.
Once a clear Marist project is starting to emerge, there is a value in naming one of the members as the
Project co-ordinator for leadership, management and external reference.
We (both the intending member and the Marist leaders) need to discern ministry capacities as well as
community readiness.
Our charism leads us to engage young people in their personal growth in all its dimensions. Hospitality alone
is not our ministry:
We work best with the local church rather than as employees or holding responsibilities in the church.
We need to work closely with NGOs and other agencies, especially at the start.
It has not been easy or satisfying to “inherit” an existing project.
An entry point used in many countries is providing education support services: a tutoring centre, library,
computer centre, language classes, a hostel; or pastoral services with youth groups …
This can be more refined in terms of target group: disabled children, gypsies, indigenous/tribal groups,
children of refugee families, children affected by HIV/AIDS, vulnerable children …

In many situations it is not possible to get involved in direct
pastoral/catechetical work: e.g. with muslim refugees, in many countries of
Asia, or with limited language, …
Taking a long-term view of presence, is it important to “train the trainers”,
prepare youth leaders, provide professional development and formation for
mission, and engage in vocations ministry.
Lay people prefer to be engaged in activities shortly after arrival. They
compare their ‘new’ situation with what they have left behind and wonder
about whether they have made the right decision. They feel as if “the clock
is ticking” for them more than for the brothers.
Difficulties in learning the language pose a real challenge for the placement
of laypeople especially in Asia if they have a two year commitment.
There will probably be a need for some financial investment for a room,
building, recreation space, … as well as for payment of local instructors. This may come directly from Marist
sources or funding agencies sourced through the region.
Some may need to undertake special training: e.g. social work, community development, teaching language,
youth ministry …
Most ministries require some government authorisation. This may be in the form of a Foundation, Trust,
Registered Charity, NGO status …
Our people must do local child protection training and receive appropriate authorisation to work with
children before they start work. Assisting the diocese or local Province in this regard could become a project
of the community where protocols and practices do not currently exist.
The community needs a communication strategy for sharing its experience with the Region.
Re getting started:
Our biggest single challenge has been getting visas. So far, we have never been refused but we have
experienced lengthy delays.
This puts considerable emotional pressure on people who have made a fixed time commitment and raised
many questions regarding their support during this waiting time.
The consequence has also meant a staggered start for new communities, an extra challenge that they do
not need.
Ministries of current Lavalla200> communities:
Atlantis: This is a town some 20km outside of Capetown in South Africa.
It was developed in the apartheid era as an industrial centre to provide
employment for ‘coloured’ people. Investment has declined but the
people have stayed on. The Marist presence for the moment is one of
collaboration with the local Church and NGOs working with the large
number of children and youth in a variety of weekly activities and holiday
camps.
East Harlem: The community occupies a former presbytery in upper Manhattan. Prior to the new community
being established, Marist Brothers from the region had managed a project connected to the local Catholic school
in favour of Latino immigrants, many of whom were undocumented. This project continues and now also offers
a high school program accredited by the Mexican government. In addition, support is given to a number of
Latino parish youth groups.
Moinesti: A small town in the north of Romania with a predominantly Orthodox Church. The main focus of the
community to date has been on learning the language. This has proved a challenge. Good contact with the
local authorities has meant a large room in a complex for needy families being placed at the discretion of the
Marists for providing contact and services with children and young people. There are some who have been
more or less abandoned by parents who have gone to other countries in Europe seeking work.

Mt Druitt: An outer suburb of Sydney, regarded as among the most socially disadvantaged in Australia. The
community has established ties with the local aboriginal community and other ethnic groups. Its main ministry
is to support the operation of the Marist Learning Zone, a joint project of the Marists and Catholic Education,
negotiated before the new community arrived, to re-integrate students who are not attending school.
Syracusa: A small coastal city on the south-east side of Sicily, not far from the port of Augusta. The community
lives in a centre under the control of the diocesan Caritas. Their outreach is to recently- arrived migrants,
especially unaccompanied minors. Many contacts were made and daily visits to a centre of “first welcome”.
Recently the community leased a space in the centre of the city where it is intended to offer education programs
(esp. Italian), counselling, arts and crafts, and simply companionship.
Tabatinga: Three countries (Brazil, Peru, Colombia) share a common border in this area of the Upper Amazon.
There are twin towns – Tabatinga (Brazil) and Leticia (Colombia) – that are 1000 km to the nearest cities in their
respective countries, with no roads. So, it is quite isolated. The area is home to many indigenous rainforest
groups, other indian descendants, mixed-race river people, “missionaries, mercenaries and misfits”, those trying
to exploit the resources of the Amazon and those defending against this. The community is yet to determine a
Marist project as such but has involved itself in diocesan youth work. It also has connection with a group against
Human Trafficking.
Cuba: The new community will take up residence in Holguín in the southeast of the country in 2019. The city of
Holguín itself is some 700 km from Havana or 500 km from the nearest Marist presence in Cienfuegos. The
Bishop has asked for a Marist presence and will assist in their settling in. The community will have to adapt itself
to the particular social and religious culture to determine its ministry.
Discernment and Preparation
Some people propose themselves. Some are invited. After the initial burst of
internal publicity, there has been an effort to encourage Provincials to
encourage possible participants and to use the international website and
communications to inform and inspire others.
We rely heavily on the local Provincial and his team to provide information and
make a good recommendation. For this purpose, we have prepared some
criteria as the basis for an assessment. For laypeople there are many questions
to address regarding availability for assignment for two years minimum. Some
benefit from a form of accompaniment during this period.
With police and medical checks in place, names are presented to the General
Council for approval as candidates for the preparation program.
Preparation Program
Desired Outcomes:
o Each person will discern if they are called to be part of the Lavalla200> initiative.
o The leaders of Lavalla200> will be able to discern those who are called to be part of the project and to
which international community they will be appointed.
o Each person will come to a deeper appreciation of cultural diversity as well as understand the personal
challenges he or she faces in intercultural living.
o Each person will develop new competencies and skills and a spirituality for intercultural living.
To achieve these outcomes, we have designed a two-month program that is experiential in character. The
venue is a cluster of farm houses in a small hamlet about 50 km from Florence in Tuscany, Italy.

We chose this venue for several reasons. In the first place, we wanted somewhere where we can live in small
mixed fraternities of 4 or 5, where we can pray together, live a deeper community experience in our sharing
and reflecting together and looking after ourselves [cooking, cleaning, shopping etc.]. Secondly, we wanted a
place that would be new for all of us - a new language, new environment, and new culture. This strategy of
fraternities has proven very effective in anticipating close living in mixed groups.
Personal discernment continues throughout the two months by the individual’s own soul-searching and by
focussed personal accompaniment each week.
Over the weeks there is a series of workshops related to self-knowledge, discernment, communication,
community-building, the spiritual journey, being Marist, intercultural dynamics, theology of mission. We have
been blessed with the quality of presenters ready to work and even stay with us in a simple, rural setting.
Language is a challenge. We work in Spanish and English and engage translators to assist in the workshops.
Learning to cope with limited language is all an essential part of the process.
Half-way through the program the participants are invited to write a letter of availability to the Superior General.
A conversation happens between each participant and the Superior General or one of his Councillors. On this
basis, on his knowledge of the circumstances of possible destinations and on the recommendation of the
accompaniment team, the Superior General accepts candidates and commissions them. In the final week we
travel to the Hermitage in France, our Marist origins, for this moment.
Supporting Structure
Lavalla200> is a joint initiative of the General Council and the regions of the Institute. The General and his
Council have initial responsibility for the people and for confirming possible community sites. The regional
leaders propose community sites and are responsible for everything else regarding the community’s life and
mission, including finances. It is an expensive venture and costly in terms of precious human resources, but we
are committed at both General and Regional levels to supporting this new life. The local Provincial has
governance – Marist, civil, and ecclesial - and pastoral responsibility for the community, acting in the name of
the regional group of leaders.
There is a lot that is new in this ‘structure’ and much has been learnt over the past three years. We have
developed a template of Statutes defining respective responsibilities and a management structure. We have
also developed a Memorandum of Understanding between the participants and their respective Provinces of
origin. This is a crucial document for laypeople especially. It sets out what they can expect in terms of Province
support before and after their time with Lavalla200>.
In their own words
It is still too early to ‘evaluate’ the initiative. We have made mistakes and are
learning all the time. We do not want to play with peoples’ lives.
The testimonies below give a feel for what participants say about their
experience. They serve as an inspiring conclusion to this article.
“It is important that we, as a married couple, learn from the brothers to be
bearers of the charism and that they also learn from our vocation as a couple.
We are very happy to be here as an intercultural community, sharing our
culture and our spirituality, what we are and above all that the hearts of the
brothers and the laypeople beat to the same rhythm.”

“Not everything is easy-going in community. We have our happy moments but also times of frustration. The
most important thing is that we live such moments as a community, as brothers.”
“After not being with us for some weeks, a fellow rang the bell a few days ago and asked to return to our
education centre, explaining that his experience with us had been really good. He said that he had felt valued,
had discovered a sense of belonging and been treated with dignity. Now I can say that this moment was a
reflection of what moves us as Marists, bringing a maternal face and presence such that a kid can come back
when he needs to.”
“I value everything that has happened for me, the highs and the lows, and I strongly believe that these two
years have been extremely important for my life.”
“The more I interact with the students and the people around through teaching and other activities, the more I
learn their ways and culture. In all it is worth stepping into the unknown land. Thank you.”

The recent General Chapter (2017) stated its belief that “the future of the charism
will be founded on a communion of fully committed Marists, brothers and lay”.
They described this as a “global charismatic family”: our homes as beacons of hope,
the face and hands of God’s tender mercy, brothers and sisters to all, bridgebuilders, journeying with children and young people on the margins of life,
responding boldly to emerging needs. The incoming Superior General, Br Ernesto
Sanchez, titled his closing words, “The new beginning has already begun!” The
Lavalla200> communities model that new beginning.

