MISSION OF THE MARIANIST FAMILY

CHALLENGES OF AND GIFT FOR THE EARLY 21ST CENTURY

Introduction

I am happy to be here at the University of Dayton to celebrate our common Marianist heritage.  Mission is an important part of Marianist way.  Every Marianist community and every Marianist institution, including this university, exists to be in mission.  That is why we spend so much time and energy creating mission statements.  The Marianist Family is, then, a community in mission.  In some areas of the Marianist world, we speak about the “Marianist movement.”  This image captures the dynamic and missionary nature of the charism.

The mission of the Marianist Family must first be seen in the context of the mission of the Church in the world.  What is the mission of the Church?  It can be described in many ways.  From the Nicene Creed, for example, the mission could be described as being “one, holy, catholic and apostolic.”  Although there are many ways of describing the mission of the church, my favorite image for the mission of the Church flows from the Second Vatican Council in the documents Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et Spes.
“The Church receives the mission to proclaim and to establish among all peoples the kingdom of Christ and of God.” 

“The Church has a single intention: that God's kingdom may come”
 

This commitment to the kingdom flows from our Christian prayer.  The Lord’s Prayer, the prayer that Jesus taught us, speaks to this mission.  We pray often “Thy kingdom come!”

How does one proclaim the coming of God’s kingdom?  Some ecclesiologists speak of a threefold approach:

· To proclaim the reign of God by word and sacrament

· To embody (to be a sign of) the reign of God by witness and community

· To enable the growth of the reign of God by service and promoting justice (as Marianists today we would say promoting justice, peace and the integrity of creation).

Mission of the Marianist Family 

As I said earlier, mission is important to the Marianist family.  Each spiritual family in the church has a special charism, a special gift for the church.   The Marianist family is no different.  We add a special nuance, a special gift, to mission in the Church.

We are called to be missionaries of Mary, to do Mary's mission in our world.  Mary said “yes” to the incarnation of the word of God.  We, too, are to incarnate the word of God in our world today.  

In the mind of Father Chaminade, missionary action was not limited to special people in the Church.  Missionary action was a result of our baptism.  Father Chaminade spoke in this way about the Sodalities (lay communities) he founded.  In pointing out how his communities were different, Chaminade wrote:  “In the old-time Sodalities there was scarcely any other purpose in view than to sustain pious Christians in the way of salvation by mutual edification.  But in this age, an age of revival, Holy Mother the Church demands something more from her children.  She wishes the concerted action of all to second the zeal of her ministers, and to labor at her restoration.  This is the spirit that the new Sodalities inculcate.  Each director [of the sodality] is a persistent and active missionary, and each Sodality a perpetual mission.”   In the Rule of Life of the Society of Mary (the branch of the family with which I am most familiar), we talk about the Society as a whole, as well as each individual community, in a permanent state of mission.
  

In the early nineteenth century, Chaminade firmly believed that all members of the church must be involved in mission.   In the second half of the twentieth century this insight was affirmed by the Second Vatican Council.  I believe this is true in the early twenty-first century.   All members of the church must be involved in mission.

I believe the Marianist charism adds a special nuance to the idea of mission—its expression of mission has a two-fold dimension—community life and missionary action.  The mission in the Marianist family is not only distinguished by what we do but by how we do it and by who we are when we do it.  Marianist life is a special way for the church to proclaim the reign of God, especially to embody the reign of God by witness and community.

Our evangelization as Marianists is a "lived evangelization" or "acted evangelization"; the language of Father Chaminade calls us to this mode of life; our communities are to witness to a "nation of saints" where people can see the Gospel lived in all its fervor and vigor.  People can see the Gospel alive; the main spirit of the Family is to present to the world the spectacle of a people of saints, and to prove by the fact that today, as in the primitive Church, the Gospel can be practiced in all the rigor of the spirit and of the letter.

By community life we do Mary’s mission; we make the word of God incarnate in our world in our day. People can see the Gospel alive.  In a world in which life is increasingly fragmented, the witness of people living and working together in an enduring community touches a deep human longing.

Church:  Challenges and Gifts

Community is an important part of our mission.  Although this is expressed in documents of the entire Marianist family, I refer here to the wording we use in the Society of Mary.

The community itself is a primary instrument to fulfill our mission.

We know the quality of our life, has greater impact than our words.

Therefore, together we seek ways to bear living witness to our shared faith.

Therefore, I believe the Marianist family has an important role as builders of community within the church, the body of Christ.  

The Catholic Church in the United States has undergone many challenges in the past decades, the most severe challenge being the sexual abuse scandal of the early part of this present century.  In 2007, four researchers published a very provocative study of the Catholic Church in the United States entitled, American Catholics Today.
  The authors do a sociological analysis of data from recent surveys of the attitudes of American Catholics.  One might disagree with the implications the authors draw from the data, but I think the data accurately describes the American Catholic Church experience.  There are many challenges to the Church.  However, our time here does not allow us to address them all.  Among the challenges facing the Catholic Church in our country, there are several challenges for the Church for which I believe the Marianist family has a special gift:

Challenge:  Leadership and Lay Participation; Gift: Collaborative Leadership

Paul Lakeland, a lay theologian, has written a book, Catholicism at the Crossroads:  How the Laity Can Save the Church.
  One might dispute his secondary title—did not Jesus save the Church.  However, this book and others like it point out that the laity has a significant role to play in the future of the Church.  Fr. Chaminade and Vatican Council II would have no dispute with this affirmation.  

However there is a trend in collaboration between church leadership and lay participation that is troubling to many.  The authors of the study on American Catholics Today address this trend.  “Although the laity wants more involvement in decision making, the trend in attitudes of priests toward lay participation is different.  Research on priests shows a decreasing interest among more recently ordained priests in collaboration with the laity and in working alongside profession lay ministers.  Younger priests today are adhering to a cultic model of priesthood, which emphasized that priests are sacramental leaders set apart from laypeople and are exemplars of holiness that are essentially different.  Put simply, the trends among priests and among the laity on the topic of leadership and collaboration are in divergent directions.”
  

I believe the Marianist charism has something to offer.  In the Society of Mary, we have a very important aspect of our charism to which we have tenaciously held in our history.  We call it “mixed composition.”  There is only one Marianist vocation but we welcome as our members men of varied backgrounds and training.  All have the same rights and duties as religious.  The one Spirit is manifest in a variety of complimentary gifts and ministries.  Priest and lay religious form one single family.  We have the privilege and the gift of leadership not being attached to ordination (In canon law terms, jurisdiction is not tied to ordination).  The director of a local community, the director of a work, the Provincial of a Province can be a priest or lay religious.  

I believe this spirit of collaboration between priests and laity extends beyond our religious community to the Marianist Family.  We are all together one single family—priest, religious, lay people.  The Spirit is manifest in a variety of complementary gifts and ministries.  We are all empowered for the mission by our baptism.  The difference between a priest and lay person is not imaged in ontological terms but in relational and ministerial terms.  When we are at our best, the Marianist family has a real gift for the church—the empowering of laity and the collaboration of clergy and laity for the mission.

Challenge:  Commitment to the Church; Gift:  Building Small Faith Communities

In the study on American Catholics Today, one of the conclusions drawn by the authors is the following:  “Even though a majority of Catholics, including young Catholics continue to identify with the faith, they are not as strongly committed to Church life as they used to be.”
  This lack of commitment to Church life is troubling.  An institution is as strong as the commitment of the individuals within that institution to foster and strengthen its mission and future.  At its best, the Catholic Church has been a strong advocate for the value of life, human dignity, and human rights.  A weakening of its voice removes a voice of advocacy in our world—a world which gravely needs such a voice.  

What can be done to enhance this commitment?  The authors of the study believe one solution is the support of small Christian communities.
  These communities can strengthen and connect the younger generation to the riches of Catholicism.  Is not this one of the great gifts of our Marianist tradition?  Did not Fr. Chaminade have the insight that small communities of faith strengthen one and support one in fulfilling one’s baptismal commitment to the mission of the Church.  Is not our commitment to developing small Christian communities another gift to our Church!  Should we not strengthen this commitment?

Challenge:  Enhancing Catholic identity; Gift:   Formation in Faith

One of the reasons commitment to the Church can wane is because Catholic identity has waned.  One of the ways the authors of the study to which I have referred believe that commitment to the Church can be enhanced is through enhancement of our Catholic identity.  They ask:  “How can church leaders increase Catholic identity?”  One suggestion they make is “to focus attention on the core elements and distinctiveness of the Catholic faith.” 

Fr. Chaminade faced a similar crisis when he returned to France from Spain.  The Church of France had been decimated.  There was a new generation that had not been formed in the faith.  What did Fr. Chaminade do?  He created a method of evangelization where the members of the Sodality were schooled in the essentials of the faith; they were invited to reflect on the truths of the Creed.  And it was not enough for them to give intellectual assent.  Fr. Chaminade emphasized the faith of the heart.  The faith of the head must become the faith of the heart.  In his words:  “The great benefit to be derived from meditation is not only to know the truth and to convince ourselves of it, but especially to strengthen the will and to make firm resolutions.”
  

What does that mean concretely?  Let me give an example.  It is good to pray in the Creed:  “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of Life.”  But more importantly we need to live in such a way that our faith in the Holy Spirit becomes alive.  We must act on the conviction that the Spirit of God is still alive in our world.  One of the many graces of Blessed Chaminade’s beatification in 2000 was that one of my other great heroes of the faith was beatified along with him—Blessed John XXIII.  (I could share many a story of why John is one of my heroes.)  I think his calling of Vatican Council II was a great act of lived faith.  He not only recited the words, “we believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and giver of Life.”  He acted on that believe; he called together a Council of bishops believing that the Spirit of God is still alive in our world today.  In Chaminade’s terms, John XXIII did not only know the truth, he was not only convinced of it, but he made a resolution to act on the truth.  

I believe our Marianist method of the prayer of the heart can be a viable means of enhancing Catholic identity.  By meditating on and praying through the truths of our faith, we are invited to act on them, or in the words of Chaminade, to make firm resolutions.   The founders of the Marianist Family—Blessed William Joseph Chaminade, Venerable Adele, and Venerable Marie Therese—were people of faith and called their disciples to live by faith.  Faith is to be transformative.  It is to be a faith that moves to apostolic service; it is a faith that works for the transformation of our world.  In the challenge and words of Mary:  “Do whatever He tells you.”

Chaminade used the Creed as the basis of his evangelization.  I believe this emphasis on the essentials of faith is still important today.  I have often wondered if Chaminade was alive today what tools beyond the Creed would he use to evangelize our generation.  I suspect that Chaminade would be moved by the body of Catholic Social Teaching that has coalesced during the past 125 years.  Besides a lived faith in the Trinity, Incarnation, Redemption, and other truths of the Creed, would he not invite us to reflect on the sanctity of life; the dignity of the human person; human rights; solidarity with others, especially the poor and marginated; the integrity of creation?  I believe the prayer of the heart on these great truths would be a true gift to the church.  What would happen if these truths not only moved our minds but also moved our hearts?

World:  Challenges and Gifts

The mission of the Marianist family is not only to strengthen the witness of the Church, the witness of the Church to the reign of God present in our world.  The mission of the Marianist family is also called to transform our world.  In his day, Chaminade envisioned the transformation of France.

The role of any Christian, and, therefore, of Marianists is to affirm what is good in culture and the world; to challenge non-gospel values and actions.  The Church is to be a prophetic voice in the world challenging unjust structures and providing a hope-filled alternative.

Again we do not have the time today to speak to all of the challenges in our world.   However, among the challenges facing our world today, there are several challenges for which I believe the Marianist family has a special gift, especially the challenge of community.

There are many examples of the lack of community in our world today.  I could spend a good bit of time enumerating them.  Let me mention just a few:

· Wealth in the hands of a few

· Over-consumption of resources

· Ethnic and racial isolation and ethnic cleansing

· Immigration and migration

· Religious fanaticism and sectarian violence

I believe the Marianist family has a real gift to offer to these ills—the gift of community, a community that challenges the status quo of unjust structures and proclaims a hope-filled alternative:

· the challenge of wealth in the hands of a few can be answered by a community that shares resources and assures that everyone has his or her basic needs met;

· the challenge of over-consumption of resources can be answered by a community that stewards creation and lives simply

· The challenge of ethnic and racial isolation and ethnic cleansing can be answered by a community built on “water” (the water of baptism) not “blood”—I will explain this image further on in my presentation.  

· The challenge of immigration and migration can be responded to by a community that witnesses the welcome of Mary.

· The challenge of religious fanaticism and sectarian violence can be answered by interreligious dialogue.

I cannot develop all of these challenges today but I invite us to look at three of these.

Challenge:  Over-consumption; 

Gift:  Building communities of sustainable living

First, we are invited today to be stewards of creation and to work at the integrity of creation.  It seems to me that this commitment to the integrity of creation is a commitment that demands community.  For example, look at our use of transportation.  We cannot live a simple life style if each of us demands that we have our own car at our own disposal all of the time.  If the people of India and China take up our lifestyle of consumption, the world will not survive.  Yesterday, in India Tata Motors rolled out a $2,500 subcompact in a country where only seven of every 1,000 people owns a car.  This is a country of some 1.1 billion people.  What will happen if they have a ownership rate similar to ours.  It may become a ecological nightmare.  

If we are truly to live simply then we have to live in community—we need to share resources.   I believe only solidarity with our brothers and sisters will empower us to live simply and protect our environment.  If I am to change my lifestyle and live more simply, I truly must consider those who are poor and marginalized my brothers and sisters.  I suspect that a massive conversion to a simpler life will come when we sense solidarity with others, with all those who are in need.  Then, as St. Basil says, the extra coat in my closet belongs to the brother or sister without one.  

Challenge:  Ethnic and racial isolation and ethnic cleansing

Gift:  Building communities of solidarity

A second reflection has to do with ethnic and racial separation and ethnic cleansing.  On one of my visits to Africa, I read a remark made by a bishop at the African Synod.  He remarked that in Africa "blood is thicker than water"; the family, tribe, and clan is more important than relationships created by baptism.  Recent events in Africa and other continents and here in the United States, tell me that we need to develop a concept of family beyond blood.  The family of God, the relationship of water in baptism, can be the catalyst for such a new vision of our world.  This is the challenge of the "new evangelization" called for by John Paul II; it is a challenge to us as Marianist family members.  As Marianists we are called in every place in our world to proclaim the Gospel to new world situation.  We are called to make that proclamation with new ardor, fervor and conviction.  We are called to live in such a way that people will see the Gospel alive in our midst.  

The gift we have as a Marianist family is that we witness to the love that transcends blood—that transcends even national boundaries.  Marianist community is particularly committed to witness to that universal love.  We are committed to live like the first community of Jerusalem of one mind and one heart, to respect diversity, to encourage giftedness, but to live as brothers and sisters in unity—unity amidst diversity.  One of the things that strikes me about our Marianist religious communities in Africa is that they are working at this.  We have religious from five different countries—the United States, Zambia, Malawi, Uganda, and Kenya—living together in unity.  Not only do we have members of five different and distinct countries but also, within the countries, we have members of different tribes.  There is a real effort among our African brothers to live the communion and diversity that is so necessary in our world.  A similar reflection could be made on our communities in India.

Challenge:  Religious fanaticism and sectarian violence

Gift:  Building communities of interreligious dialogue

Another challenge of our world today is religious intolerance; we have a great need for interreligious dialogue.   A full discussion of the need for and the challenges of interreligious dialogue goes beyond the scope of this talk—it would be a full presentation itself.  However, I would like to outline a few things I believe our Marianist heritage can contribute to this interreligious dialogue.  

Entering into interreligious dialogue is a new challenge for the whole Church and for the Marianist family, although members of the Marianist family in the United States have been involved in the Jewish-Christian dialogue for some time.  For members of the Catholic Church, especially those members educated before Vatican Council II, certain presuppositions may subtlety influence their disposition towards others.  Catholics have often subtlety been influenced by stereotypes of others.  In past paradigms, Muslims have been enemies or “terrorists”, Jews have been “betrayers” of Jesus, and followers of Eastern religions have been pagans. Christians need to empty themselves of these “colonialistic” interpretations of the faith of others.

There are attitudes and dispositions needed for interreligious dialogue.  I believe that our Marianist charism of living community teaches us many of the characteristics of this dialogue.  The Vatican document Dialogue and Proclamation identifies a number of these.  Very important to dialogue is a balanced attitude.  Participants “should be neither ingenuous nor overcritical, but open and receptive.  Unselfishness and impartiality, acceptance of difference and possible contradictions” are also important attitudes.  “The will to engage together in commitment to the truth and the readiness to allow oneself to be transformed by the encounter are other dispositions required.”

Entering into interreligious dialogue will call for an appropriate training, including initial and continuing formation.  The ways of being involved in interreligious dialogue require study and research, “since in this very delicate area a profound knowledge of Christianity and of other religions is needed, accompanied by solid faith and by spiritual and personal maturity.”
  An understanding and a respect of other major religious traditions, especially those that a person will encounter in his or her daily milieu will need to be a part of formation programs.  Like other areas of formation the type and style of formation will need to be adapted to the ones being formed and the circumstances in which they will serve.  If Marianist family members are to play a significant role in this area, there will be a need for some to have a good academic formation in this area.  Could this not be one of the great contributions of our Marianist universities?

Interreligious dialogue will challenge us to reflect on questions that may not be part of our present preoccupations.  For example, taking seriously the religious tradition of another challenges Christians to look at how they understand the role of Jesus in the salvation of the world.  How is the ‘uniqueness’ of Jesus Christ understood?  The call to share prayer similar to the call John Paul II made to other religious leaders in the world to gather at Assisi raises questions about how people of different traditions pray together.  When they pray interreligiously can they pray together or can they only be together and pray separately?  How do they address God?  If a harmonious world is to be built, issues of ethics will be important.  Are there global principles of ethics that can be discerned from interreligious dialogue?  These and other questions will be challenging and difficult to answer.  At the same time these questions will purify faith and lead to the discovery of new dimensions of faith.
 

What role should members of the Marianist family play in interreligious dialogue?  The document Dialogue and Proclamation identifies four forms of interreligious dialogue: the dialogue of life, the dialogue of action, the dialogue of theological exchange, and the dialogue of religious experience.
  These forms of dialogue are interconnected and enrich one another.  Members of the Marianist family can make a significant contribution to each of these forms.  

The first form of interreligious dialogue is the dialogue of life, “where people strive to live in an open and neighborly spirit, sharing their joys and sorrows, their human problems and preoccupations.”
  Every Christian, every member of the Marianist family ought to bring the spirit of the Gospel into any environment in which he or she lives and works: familial, social, educational, artistic, economic, or political life.
  

The second form of dialogue is the dialogue of action, “in which Christians and others collaborate for the integral development and liberation of people.”
  For the Marianist family development and liberation, actions for social justice and transformation, have become an essential part of our mission since the promulgation of Gaudium et Spes at the conclusion of the second Vatican Council.  “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and the hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ.”
  

A third form of dialogue is the dialogue of theological exchange (or what my “hero” in interreligious dialogue, Archbishop Michael Fitzgerald, calls “dialogue of discourse or dialogue of formal exchange”).
  It is in this dialogue “where specialists seek to deepen their understanding of their respective religious heritages and to appreciate each other’s spiritual values.”
   As I said earlier, this dialogue might be one of the contributions of our Marianist universities.

The final form of dialogue is the dialogue of religious experience, “where persons, rooted in their own religious traditions, share their spiritual riches, for instance with regard to prayer and contemplation, faith and ways of searching for God or the absolute.”
  One of the most visible examples of this type of experience was the Word Day of Peace held in Assisi in 1986.  Similar events have taken place on local levels.  A number of years ago Christians, Muslims, and Jews came together in Dayton, Ohio to pray for the success of the Dayton Bosnia peace talks on the eve of those talks.  Members of the Marianist family should be involved in such events as they unfold and must look for opportunities to support and sponsor such opportunities of shared religious experience.

Conclusion

We have come together to reflect on the Mission of the Marianist family at the beginning of the 21st Century.  Much has been said; much more could be said.  The church and world in our day face many challenges.  The Marianist family brings gifts to those challenges.  To the church the Marianist family brings its conviction of the call of all to mission through baptism, a special witness to “mixed composition” (collaboration and equality between clergy and laity), and a method of evangelization.  To the world the Marianist family brings the gift of community that responds to many needs of our time, including the call to sustainable living, solidarity, and interreligious dialogue.

Father Chaminade realized that the world had changed because of the French Revolution.  “Since the catastrophes of the Revolution, who is the wise person who does not see that the levers which move the moral world need, in some ways, other fulcrums?”

Father Chaminade was committed to transformation of our world.  He developed the network of lay communities called the Sodality of Bordeaux.   When the sodalities were suppressed, he was captured by the notion that schools were key to the reconstruction of society.  He chose primary schools and normal schools (teacher training schools).  And so the Marianist mission continued.

As members of the Marianist family, we like our founders must be engaged in the world today.   We must respond to the critical unmet human needs matched with signs from Providence; we must build communities that respond to those needs—communities committed to dialogue, service, justice, peace, and the integrity of creation.  

Let me leave you with one last image.  In recent years, Mary’s prayer of thanksgiving, the Magnificat, has become an important prayer for members of the Marianist Family.  The World Council of the Marianist Family encourages us to pray it each Friday.  In one sense, the Magnificat can be seen as Mary’s mission statement.  Her life was dedicated to proclaiming the greatness of God, the God who called for a transformation of society.  Chaminade asserted:  “We are missionaries of Mary.”  The Magnificat of Mary, prayed regularly, might keep us focused on the great mission of our family—to proclaim the greatness of our God, a God who calls for the transformation of society. If we are faithful to our mission as a family, we will truly be a gift to the church.

� Lumen Gentium, #5.


� Gaudium et Spes, #45.


� See , for example, Richard McBrien, Catholicism (new edition), San Francisco:  HarperCollins Publishers, 1984, pages 724-729.


� Rule of Life, article 63.


� Ibid., #67.


� William V. D’Antonio, James D. Davidson, Dean R. Hoge, and Mary L. Gautier, American Catholics Today, New York.  Sheed and Ward Books, 2007.


�  Paul Lakeland, Catholicism at the Crossroads:  How the Laity can Save the Church Today, New York:  Continuum, 2007.


� American Catholics Today, pages 146-147.


� Ibid., page 148.


� Ibid., page 149.


� Ibid., page 151.


� Antonio Gascón, Reason, Revelation, and Faith of the Heart, Dayton, Ohio:  North American Center for Marianist Studies, 2007, page 163.


� Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, Minneapolis, Minnesota:  Augsburg Fortress, 2001.


� Dialogue and Proclamation, #47.


� Vita Consecrata, #102.


� Dialogue and Proclamation, # 32 and 50.


� Ibid., #42.


� Ibid. 


� Secretariat for Non-Christians, The Attitude of the Church toward Followers of Other Religions: Reflections and Orientations on Dialogue and Mission, 1984, #30.  This document can be found in Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, Interreligious Dialogue: The Official Teaching of the Catholic Church (1963-1995), edited by Francesco Gioia (Boston: Pauline Books & Media, 1997), 566-579. I have given the page numbers.  The book also has numbered paragraphs.


� Dialogue and Proclamation, #42.


� Gaudium et Spes, #1.


� Michael Fitzgerald and John Borelli, Interfaith Dialogue:  A Catholic View, Maryknoll, New York:  Orbis Books, 2006, page 28.


� Dialogue and Proclamation, #42.


� Dialogue and Proclamation, #42.


� William Joseph Chaminade, Answers to the Objections Usually Raised against Sodalities Established on the Plan of That of Bordeaux, Or on the New Structure Given Them, and on Their Relationships with the Parishes.  This text is found in The Chaminade Legacy, Volume One (translated by Joseph Stefanelli) Dayton, Ohio:  North American Center for Marianist Studies, Monograph Series, Document no. 53, Volume I, 2006, page 687.





PAGE  
9

