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EDITORIAL

1. Basic Idea Behind this Cahier

In this Cahier of  Spirituality, number 20, we want to probe the prophetic-political aspect of our SS.CC. spirituality. We are conscious that we will draw only on those aspects of our spirituality which seem important for developing a political consciousness. At the same time we can not ignore the fact that our spirituality is larger than those elements which speak to politics. Our purpose is not to use our spirituality to develop a certain political consciousness. Nor do we want to use our charism to justify or support certain political systems. Rather our intention is to study the prophetic-political aspect without ignoring the importance of our spirituality for personal and communal life within our Congregation.

By spirituality we understand the perception of the History of God with humanity and, within that whole, the choice for a certain element of this covenant, which demands a human response in the Spirit. By political we intend the collective life of the society, whether that is on the national, international or global level. The political dimension puts the accent on the dynamic character of this collective reality, which calls for taking a position and acting. By the term "prophetic."

As we stand on the threshold of the next century of our congregation and of the next millennium of the church, we recognize that as much as a spirituality, which is reflected upon and put into practice can shape the life of society, so politics can shape our spirituality. There is an interrelationship. Before presenting the content we want to say something about the idea behind this issue of Cahiers. 

2. The seven points giving the background and context for this Cahier
2.1. All life is political

In life we are constantly expressing ourselves politically. We are also continuously contributing to the shaping of politics. By speaking or keeping quiet, by acting or by doing nothing, by getting involved or minding our own business, we are always political persons. We are part of the political process by what we affirm and what we reject, what we promote and what we impede. To explore the prophetic-political aspect of our spirituality is to explore the ways in which, we as individuals and as communities, affirm and reject, promote and impede the development of the Kingdom of God in the different societies in which we find ourselves.

2.2.  Politics helps us to discover more about our spirituality

Our exploration leads us to look at the practical side of life. We need to look at not only our own life but the life of those outside the Congregation, personal and social life, the life of the family and society, life in one’s own country as well as that of the people of other countries and continents. We are interested in discovering more about our spirituality by looking at life as it is lived.

2.3. Our work leads us to discover structures, which impede life

As an international Congregation we want to study the civic and societal structures in the countries where the religious and laity of the Congregation are present. We want to point out realities that oppress people. We are interested in all kinds of people, no matter what their nationality, faith, or political conviction.

2.4. Our work will be limited

Of course we will do this within certain limits. Much more would be needed than theological or religious conviction to fully treat this theme. We would need the contribution of people with backgrounds in politics, economics, psychology and sociology. We hope this Cahier will be an invitation to reflect upon how we might include people with those kind of “know how’s” in our continuing reflection.

2.5. Our work is inspired by the Gospel

Inspired and animated by the Gospel we need to look at the political and social choices implied in our spirituality. The Gospel of Jesus inspires us to do this. In reading the Gospel we discover prophetic-political ramifications. We find in the proclamation of the Good News the guide and basis for our work.

We also regret not to have received an article on the promotion of women. It is a very important aspect in the apostolate of our Sisters but also an essential element of the political dimension.

2.6. Our work has an eschatological purpose

We do not think that by studying the political and prophetic aspect of our spirituality that this will automatically lead to the full realization of the kingdom of God on earth. What we want to do is to make a statement against a certain kind of realism, which is limited to life “the way it is”. The way things are can not prevent us from thinking, feeling, acting and dreaming in terms of the Gospel. We always only achieve part of the ideal. In life we must look for real signs and parables of the Kingdom. We can never achieve heaven on earth. What we are called to do is bring about on earth a foretaste of the heaven. We must resist everything in life, which contradicts the kingdom of God.

2.7. Jesus Christ is the model of the prophetic conscience of society

As Christians we are called to share the prophetic ministry of Jesus Christ.
 Jesus is the one true teacher. He teaches us what it is to be a prophet. We are invited to be His Heart, His voice, His hands and feet in the world of today. By raising questions and by proclaiming the message, by acting and by resisting we can be a moral voice in public life. This is difficult and it is a risk. We are called as individuals and as communities to take up the prophetic mission as in the covenant with Israel
 and as in the new covenant.

3. The structure of this edition of Cahiers

This Cahier is divided into two parts. The first contains reflections on the political-prophetic aspect of our spirituality. When we use the word spirituality, we mean our life as Christians, as religious men and women as members of the family of the Sacred Hearts. Spirituality includes theory and also real life. In the first part we will see that this question has been present in a certain way in the history of our Congregation.

In the second part Brothers and Sisters share their experiences of contributing to the development of policy. We have tried to find examples from different parts of the world and different kinds of work. We can only present a very small part of the rich reality. It surprises us to see how many religious and laity of the Congregation are committed politically and prophetically.

It is important to note that apostolates, which are prophetic-political are not limited to one area of commitment. They can be present in almost any area of ministry. May this edition of Cahiers n° 20 not only animate the members of the Congregation to deeper their prophetic-political commitment but also invite others to model with us societies that prepare the way for the Kingdom of God.

Manfred Kollig ss.cc.

Rome

NATIONALISM AND US: 150 YEARS OF HISTORY

Edouard Brion, ss. cc.

Rome

1. We contemplate two centuries

We are all part of a whole which goes beyond our family ties, which includes us, yet goes beyond us. The second Vatican Council calls this whole a “political community.” Where the Congregation has stood in this respect, in the course of its history, or more precisely from 1840 onwards, is the object of this chapter.

In one and a half centuries, we can, along with the British historian, Eric HOBSBAWM, distinguish two periods. On the one hand, a long 19th century (1789-1914) when it was recorded that “almost unbroken progress was made in the material, intellectual and moral order”. On the other hand, a “short 20th century which opens with the outbreak of the first World war in 1914 and ends 1991 with the collapse of the Soviet Union.” In every aspect it is marked by the fall in standards which were accepted until then, and by a rise in “extremes,” production as well as destruction are on a large scale. Today, in “this century before our very eyes, the most deadly one of all, is ending on a note of hesitation, without any outlook for the future, without social plan and with no other compass then a few points scored in growth from which certain people are pretending to expect most unlikely miracles.” 

2. The Temptation to Nationalism

How has our Congregation come through these two centuries, in calm or in rough seas? How does it take its stand today in this disorientated world? Have we taken stock of the situation? Do we not still behave too much as if we were still in that very cosy 19th century? To answer this question I shall confine myself to one point, the relationship between the Congregation and the state\nation.

In its introductory report at the last General Chapter, the General Council detected among us the “temptation to nationalism” as a reflection of what seems to be developing in the modern world to the point of becoming a real source of division and conflict in many parts of the world today. This temptation is among the obstacles that prevent us from broadening our outlook and adapting our situations to serve the mission of the Congregation.

If we can understand this despairing resort, to nationalism, in our age of mass production and mass destruction where cities take on absurd proportions, where we are a humanity which has lost its guide-marks and its structures, we must also realize that this phenomenon is not new but has appeared in a different way in each era and in our own Congregation too.

In the early days, our Congregation resolutely affirmed its reference to France (its French connection). Even after 1840, date of the first European Foundation outside France, even after accepting a number of Germans, Belgians, and Dutch, even after setting up Belgian and South American Provinces in 1898, even after moving the Generalate House of the brothers out of France in 1903 and making several foundations outside France, we still kept on maintaining that: “We are a French Congregation.”
But then there came on the one hand the 1914-1918 war and the entry into the 20th century (of which Hobsbawm speaks) and on the other hand an upsurge of vocations. These two facts were not without effect, at least in the male branch. 

With the formation of several Provinces, nationalism diminished to some extent. That all absorbing French nationalism found its competition with nationalism of various other kinds: Belgian, Dutch, German, Spanish etc, Many of these Provinces tried, though not always successfully, to found missions in the colonies belonging to their own countries: German New Guinea in 1914, Dutch Indies in 1923, Belgian Congo in 1932. 

After the Second World War the Congregation welcomed new people and new prospects, this movement continued. In Europe the Province or Vice-Province of Poland, of the Walloons (Southern Belgium) in Flanders, in Andalusia and in all the Provinces and Vice-Provinces outside Europe. The second Vatican council with its movement towards decentralization, reinforced once again, the move towards reinforcement of national identity. However the decline in vocations in Europe was soon to call all this into question.

3. Towards a post-national outlook

The female branch for its part, had developed along different lines. On the one hand it had remained attached for a longer period to the French connection and only after the end of the 2nd World war did it move progressively to the national - province phase. But on the other hand it was almost at this same time that the decline in religious vocations began to make itself felt in the Northern Hemisphere whereas in the male branch, this phenomenon did not begin until twenty years later. But this numerical decline in the Northern Hemisphere was offset by an upsurge of vocations in the Southern Hemisphere. Now here too, as native groups are formed, in Latin America and also in Asia and Africa the question of nationalism and inculturation, although not saddled with ethnocentrism or xenophobia is arising all over again. The challenge of restructuration and internationalism is one that we cannot escape. 

And so whatever the difference may be between the two branches we find ourselves faced with a similar challenge, that of striking a balance between ones own nation and our international dimension. That will include several aspects. We shall have to go through a process of healing old wounds and finding ways of reconciliation. We shall have to take up our position as regards the political movements, which tend to regroup nations- states into even larger groups, whether in Europe, the Americas, Asia and Oceania. We shall have to find practical methods of communication bearing in mind not only the language differences but also differences in means of communication.

This is evident that the advent of the third millennium and the third century of our own Congregation sets before us choices which will be crucial, difficult, risky and upsetting - but exciting too. “One can be great” said de Gaulle, “even without great resources. It is enough to be able to rise to whatever challenge comes our way at a particular moment in history.”

In its General Chapter the Congregation has already begun to face the challenge, to map out the route and to give guidelines, such as the new Constitutions. It only remains for us to look towards the horizon and to hoist our sails, with the help of God.

FOUNDERS AND NEW REGIMES

Edouard Brion, ss.cc.

Rome

The nineteenth century witnessed the birth of many religious congregations. Too readily we group together those, like ours, that were born during the French Revolution. In effect, it is after the fall of Napoleon in 1815 that most of these congregations were founded. Those that were founded during the Revolution and in opposition to it, had already taken certain directions when they were summoned of Napoleon regime, then by the monarchy. It would be interesting to compare how they situated themselves in these historical turning points.

Which are these congregations and how many are there? One can count them on the fingers of one hand. Before 9 November 1799, the official end of the Revolution, five institutes were founded: in 1790, the Daughters of the Heart of Mary and the Society of the Fathers of the Sacred Hearts founded by Adelaide de Cicé and Pierre Joseph Clorivière, in 1796 the Sisters of the Presentation of Mary founded by Anne-Marie Rivier, between 1794 and 1799 successively our sisters and brothers of the Sacred Hearts; in April 1799 the Sisters of Charity of Besançon founded by Jeanne-Antide Thouret.

It goes with saying that these founders are of the same mind regarding the Revolution: they oppose it. But they live this reality differently: Jeanne-Antide exiled herself in Switzerland very close to her region, the others did not leave France and went into hiding. Cice's group always remained in France, even after the fall of Napoleon and to this day. The society of Clorivière will reconstitute itself in the Society of Jesus.  We will not speak further of these two communities.

We often remark the courage of the priests who confronted danger in their clandestine ministry. Recently we underlined the role of women in these troubled times. The proportion is worth noting. But they react differently: the Good Mother by adoration and practices of penance; Jeanne-Antide and Anne-Marie opened schools and soup kitchens; the last even animated eucharistic celebrations without priests.

In November 1799, when Napoleon declared the end of the Revolution, what attitude would these religious adopt? Even though in the beginning they took the same attitude, as we have seen, they will diversify strangely.

Our Congregation remained opposed as before. The only legitimate authority is that of the Bourbons. Bonaparte is but a tyrant, a usurper, protected by treacherous police. They continued to live clandestinely, frankly secretly. Foucher is well informed, but he does not intervene. These pious persons are inoffensive and useful: think of the many schools founded by our Sisters. Only when one opposes his political policies of national reconciliation, as the Good Father and Monsignor de Chabot in Mende. Does destitution follow… 

Our Sisters suffered less.  Even though Anne-Marie had Monsignor de Chabot as bishop in her native Ardèche, she gave the impression of following a more flexible approach, apolitical so to speak. Her small rural schools multiplied and the regime did not oppose them and in the end permitted them. Jeanne -Antide saw her institution recognized by the emperor and protected by his mother, Madame Lætitia, to the point of being invited to a congress of charitable congregations at the palace of the Tuileries. She even responded to an invitation of the king of Naples, brother-in-law of Napoleon, to found a house. She was also approached, surprisingly, by the new bishop of Besançon, Monsignor Lecoz, a former constitutional bishop, who supported her.

But, "sic transit gloria mundi," Napoleon is overthrown and the Bourbons are again on the Throne. Lecoz died and his successor, Monsignor de Pressigny, is of the old regime. He is a former exiled, of whom it is said, they never learned anything and never forgot anything. He will go to Rome with our Father Hilarion to negotiate, in vain, a new concordat which would replace that of Napoleon. When Jeanne-Antide proposed to go to Besançon to present him with the constitutions slightly modified by the Holy See, he forbid her to place her feet in his diocese and the Congregation split in two. It is only at the middle of the next century that it will reunite. On her part, Anne-Marie continued to develop her works, dealing with an interfering though very Catholic administration.

And our Founders ? It seems that they do not act in the same way. The revelations of the Good Mother assure her that one should not fear for the future and that, despite many trials, all will go well. As for the Good Father, his support for the king seemed betrayed. The anger of God, which in founding the Congregation he wished to turn in favor of the vow of Louis XVI, a very Christian king, seemed to continue to crush the Church and the State. 

After so many calamities, new dangers arise that overcome the Church. The enemies of religion openly rise against Christ. And, the Duke of Berry, the son of the king, "upon whom France places its hope," falls at the hands of an assassin. He writes in a circular dedicated to this tragedy, "The blasphemous doctrines, that brought about this fatal event, menaces us with new calamities. After such a detestable crime one can expect anything. The enemies of the Altar and the Throne continue to create ominous projects... They desire that the royal family disappear entirely, that Religion be annihilated." And it is at this moment that the Good Father enters into conflict with the pastor which endangers the house of Picpus. He resolves the conflict by leaving for Troyes, his spirit crushed.

What different roads these faithful souls and their followers braved because of these political vicissitudes.
THE OPTION FOR THE POOR AND RECENT CONGREGATION HISTORY

Richard Lifrak, ss.cc.

U.S.A East

Introduction

It is my task in this article to describe and reflect on the movement of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts toward spirituality, which is more conscious of the socio-political dimension of Christian faith. My approach to this subject will be to trace the reaction in our Congregation's official documents to the first orientation of the General Chapter of 1982, which directed the Congregation to pursue the task of building a more just world in solidarity with the poor. One should not forget the second and third orientations of this same chapter: “to develop among ourselves a fraternal solidarity at all levels: local, provincial, Congregational” and “to renew ourselves and our communities in a movement of continuous conversion.” These provide a context for the reception of the first orientation.

I have asked several participants of the General Chapter of 1982 about their experience as well as about the conclusions, which were reached. All spoke of it as a kind of revelatory and unifying experience, a kind of Pentecost, which set in motion the present-day course of the Congregation. I have also been told about the process of preparing this particular General Chapter, which involved significant input from missionaries in the field, helping to foster a sense of communion in mission and a more collective way of doing apostolic discernment.

In 1994, twelve years after the 1982 General Chapter, another General Chapter was held. This time the primary mission orientation proposed was to pursue the goal of forming missionary communities for a world without frontiers. This, Chapter, too, was a graced ecclesial experience, yet its central goal of internationality does not appear to be the same as the goal of justice and solidarity with the poor, which focused the 1982 General Chapter. Is the original inspiration of the 1982 General Chapter, still in force, or has our leadership chosen a new path? Are we still a Congregation that seeks with zeal justice for and solidarity with the poor or has our resolve subsided? Though these questions are frightening and disturbing, they must be addressed. And so I pledge, asking for the guidance of the Spirit, to begin a reflection that seeks the truth that leads to Gospel freedom.

I must begin with the origin of the Congregation's orientation of Building a more just world in solidarity with the poor
 and then proceed to its interpretation by Father Patrick Bradley ss.cc., who was elected the Superior General in 1982, and became the 1982 chapter's ablest and most eloquent defender. His three booklets, Building a More Just World in Solidarity with the Poor
, Communion in Mission, and Continual Conversion
, as well as his commentary on the new Constitution, SS.CC. Vocation and mission
, constitute the best-written material we have to understand the three orientations at the time of their drafting. I will concentrate only on the first orientation, Building a more just world in solidarity with the poor, since it is this orientation which reflects the influence of a more “political” theology and spirituality.

1. Father Patrick Bradley and the option for the poor 

To understand Father Patrick Bradley's writings on this political orientation, it is best to have at least a conceptual sense of two different kinds of political theology. One, a constitutive
 theology, is based on the “already” of God's reign of peace and justice. According to this theology, the option for the poor is made possible by the Reign which is already present, mainly through the Church and its communion, its sacraments, and the unconditional mercy of its ministers to the poor and needy. This theology which orients the Church toward charity has been present in the Church since its founding. To respond in preferential kindness to the poor is, according to this theology, a conservative act of faith.

The other kind of political theology, a prophetic theology is based on the “not yet” of God’s reign of peace and justice. According to this theology, the Reign of God, a reign preferentially aimed toward the poor and marginalized, was initiated by the ministry and teaching of Jesus, interrupted and apparently defeated by the cross, confirmed by the Resurrection, and continued through the mission of those who truly follow Jesus the Christ. Thus, God's Reign, which is Christ's Reign, is yet to come in its fullness, but is anticipated and in some way actualized by the ministry and community of Jesus' disciples transforming the world, which we call the Church. 

According to this type of political theology, often called liberation theology, actions in favor of the poor and for justice, are a priority of faith and thus carry a special urgency. The articulation of this theology is relatively recent, but implicitly has powered the actions of the greatest saints, including our Founders and Blessed Damien de Veuster. Nevertheless, both types of political theology are consistent with Catholic faith and the love of God.

In Father Patrick Bradley's writing on the first orientation of the 1982 General Chapter, we find an eloquent exposition of the second type of political theology with elements of the first type as well. It is more the second type of political theology than the first, because of its sense of deep empathy, its sense of urgency connected with the Reign of God which is not yet here, and its elevated sense of the dignity of the poor in the plan of God. We may trace his reflections to the time when the call of Gaudium et Spes to discern “the signs of the times” was being heard in a new, creative way, shown most notably in the response of the Latin American Episcopal Conferences of Medellín and Puebla to the “cry of the poor.” 

Seeing the suffering of their people from ruthless violence and extreme poverty at the hands of a national security establishment and a small social elite, the bishops, with the help of gifted theologians, set in motion a new ecclesial praxis in solidarity with the poor and a theology of liberation to reflect on it. The awakening of faith with a heightened social consciousness and the change of structures in the Church to foster a deeper communion among the poor majority, pastoral workers, theologians, and bishops, caused an invigoration of Church life, even in the midst of persecution and martyrdom.

As a student in my last period of initial formation, I was privileged to participate in the community and mission of our Chilean Province and so experienced first-hand a vitality of Christian life, that was inspiring, touching, and demanding, with a revelation of a new kind of Church, a new kind of theological reflection, and even a new God, who raised my vows from the dead. To this experience and to my subsequent reading and reflection after leaving Chile, I owe my peculiar perspective of a North American with a portion of Latin American faith.

In the case of Father Patrick Bradley and the other participants of the 1982 General Chapter, the inspiration for the new initiatives came not just from our Latin American missionaries, but also from missionaries of many different countries who were part of an emerging evangelical option for the poor which was less organized and ecclesial, but no less real. So a worldwide sense of communion in mission developed from the same foundation with the help of the Spirit. 

Father Patrick Bradley's presentation of a political theology, is an initial appropriation into the Sacred Hearts charism of an option for the poor which, even now, is new and imperfectly understood. Therefore, I will summarize Father Patrick's basic assumptions as a point of departure for my own reflection and as part of a process of dialogue and integration which, hopefully, continue in the future.

These are the basic elements of our former Superior General’s version of a Sacred Hearts political theology and of a spirituality rooted in action.

God has made clear his preference for the poor based on His all-embracing compassion for their suffering in the midst of oppression and violence. Their poverty is an evil imposed on them by unjust economic structures and egoistic individualism, which undermine communion. This injustice is the violation of human rights, which are the minimum requirement of love.

The Church has the means to aid the poor through its sacraments, the grace of Christ, which fulfills God's promises, and the unconditional love of its ministers and religious. Vowed religious have a special role in establishing solidarity with the poor by virtue of their communion and their capacity to prophetically denounce injustice.

Religious are inhibited from their role in the option for the poor by self-indulgence against the vow of poverty, an excess of hierarchy, and a physical separation of religious from the poor they should be serving. Also, there is ignorance of the justice-focused value of God's Word and of the Eucharist.

The problem of injustice as well as the lack of vitality in the apostolic religious life of Sacred Hearts religious can both be resolved by an increase of contact with the poor by means of inserted communities, which are simple, welcoming, and nonhierarchical. By the growth of communion worldwide and by an Eucharistic spirit of reparation, Sacred Hearts religious are called by God's unconditional love to be agents of justice. Prophetic denunciation of unjust economic structures, unfair inequality, and militarism are called for by the cause of justice and the option for the poor, but may lead to persecution.

2. A personal reflection on the option for the poor

Reflecting carefully on these assumptions in the light of the experience of liberation praxis and of the more balanced and subtle reflections of recent writings of liberation theology, I offer the following clarifications.

The discovery of God's preferential option for the poor has the potential of transforming Christian faith and life in a radical way, rooted in the deepest experience of the God of Jesus Christ. Though consciousness of this option is a historical development, it is actually rooted in the deepest stratum of traditional faith. In our rationalistic culture, we may seek justifications for the option for the poor in an ideology of universal equality or in feelings of sympathy under the illusion that it is our option or choice. But, actually it is God's. 

For us it must be a faith imperative. And so, in an article entitled The Option for the Poor,
 Gustavo Gutiérrez states: “The ultimate reason for a commitment to the poor and oppressed does not lie in the social analysis that we employ, or in our human compassion, or in the direct experience we may have of poverty. All of these are valid reasons and surely play an important role in our commitment. But as Christians, we base that commitment fundamentally in the God of our faith. It is a theocentric, prophetic option we make, one, which strikes its roots deep in the gratuity of God's love and is demanded by that love.”

I might add the proviso that the purpose of God's preferential option for the poor is not necessarily in support of the apostolic religious life as we know it, with its permanent vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, with its exclusive communal focus, and with its historical idea of consecration. 

So far, in the Latin American Church and in other underdeveloped countries, where the population is naturally religious and welcoming, religious life has been strengthened as religious have stretched themselves in generous service, but this might not always be the case. Therefore, even when we espouse the option for the poor, we may need to ask ourselves whether we do so to follow Jesus and love God's poor or to affirm ourselves for reasons other than discipleship.

Following more recent traditions of political thought, Fr. Patrick Bradley presents justice in connection with human rights, writing that justice is the minimal requirement of love. Though authors who work for justice may sometimes have portrayed justice in this way, there is a more expansive definition of justice, which we find in liberation theology as well as in Sacred Scripture. 

Justice is portrayed as a standard of life according to the judgment of God, a God whose judgment surpasses and exceeds our own. God's justice is not a minimum of love, but its maximum, expressed with gratuitous, unconditional compassion, but even this definition is too limiting, for God's justice or judgment reverses our hierarchies of status, wealth, intelligence, and even of religious piety. The unfolding of God's reign, connected with justice, thus, cannot be limited to the alleviation of the suffering of the poor. It must also extend to the human dignity, which our social structures and religious structures often neglect. I believe that the richness of ecclesial communion, which I experienced in Chile reflected this wider sense of justice, actualized in the dignity and wisdom of the poor, reflected in the exclamation of Jesus: “I give you praise, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for although you have hidden these things from the wise and the learned you have revealed them to the childlike..” ( Lk 10 : 21)
The option for the poor has helped reorient our Congregation's understanding of the reparative character of our mission. We now know that reparation has little to do with repairing God's dignity, supposedly injured by those who ignore Him and don't believe in Him. It has more to do with repairing the dignity of His Reign by saving the lives God wishes to defend and nurture. Thus, active mission that puts us in greater solidarity with the poor is more closely linked to reparation than prayers expressing indignation and pious sentiments.

Some may think that because of this heightened emphasis on mission as the primary reparative work, the traditional emphasis on Eucharistic adoration in the Congregation has been pushed aside. This is simply not true, for article 53 of our Constitutions affirms: “Eucharistic adoration is an essential part of our Congregational heritage and of its reparative mission in the Church.” Yet it also says that Eucharistic adoration is “an attitude as well as a practice, characteristic of liturgical and solitary prayer connected to the Eucharist.” Because adoration is an attitude, it includes mission, the mission of liberating the poor so that they are free to praise God and give Him glory: “Out of the mouths of infants and nurslings you have brought forth praise.” (Mt 21 : 16)
The prophets of liberation theology have helped us to focus on mission by informing us about our chief sin as a Christian country, which is not disbelief, but idolatry. Idolatry of nation, of social class, of race, of wealth, of sensuality, and of strength based on violent force alienates us from the God we pretend to worship and alienates as well the poor, who are vulnerable to bourgeois cultural domination. We may be tempted to believe that disbelief and deviations from orthodoxy are the greatest sins among us, since such sins directly affect our profession as religious teachers, but the greatest sins are the ones which are invisible to us, and which we dare not question. This is the corruption of the best, which, as a Catholic adage says, “is the worst.”

Our awareness of idolatry is a great fuel for mission, a mission, which is socially conscious as well as evangelistic. Even when idolatry is not known in advance, it is discovered in the process of mission if we have been conscientized to its presence. And nothing heals idolatry and removes it as well as mission which is rooted in genuine love, an effective and practical love which is linked to solidarity with the poor. For the poor, whom my society likes to call the underclass, are the victims of idolatry. 

The sin, which comes from idolatry, is called in Catholic social teaching social or structural sin, which the Gospel of John calls the sin of the world. Our mission to address this sin is eloquently expressed in article 4 of our Constitutions: “Aware of the power of evil that opposes the Father's Love and disfigures his design for the world, we wish to identify with the attitude of Jesus and with His reparative work... Our reparation makes us participate in the mission of the Risen Christ, who sends us to announce the Good News of salvation.”

In order for this mission to be an act of effective love and not a self-focused expression of identity, we need a different definition of our Vow of poverty, one, which is more mission-centered. In that light, we recognize that a simpler and more austere lifestyle may make it easier for us to approach the poor in the context of friendship and equality, but the fact remains that they are poor and we, with all our resources and security, are not. Thus, our pretensions of being the “anawim,” the poor of God, for the most part, have to be dropped. It is enough to say, as Fr. Patrick Bradley and others have said, that our vows of poverty add to the value of our religious life when expressed as the insertion of simple, welcoming communities among the poor.

Our prophetic denunciation of the unjust trade and economic policies imposed by rich nations on poorer ones may be regarded as another aspect of a mission-centered vow of poverty. Yet our denunciations are likely to have little effect as long as we continue to relish a superior standard of living which is due more to the rapacious competitive efficiency of our economic system than to any individual merit. Our denunciations simply do not have much credibility unless we give up our advantages of education and culture, at least partially, to share the environment of poverty with the poor.

In the United States, where I live, most of our Sacred Hearts religious have not done this, not so much because of selfishness or greed, but because it is harder to realize solidarity with the poor in this culture, which replaces social concern with narcissism and a sense of family with self-centered individualism. Add to this family disintegration, drug addiction and sexual exploitation as obstacles, and the realization of solidarity of the poor with each other, which is a prerequisite of our solidarity with them, becomes problematic, if not impossible. 

In such circumstances, an insertion of a religious community is only able to effectively promote solidarity with a wide collaboration of lay people, professional social work skills, and a faith that is radically linked with the doing of justice. For confirmation of these assertions, read Songs in a Strange Land by Rosemary Haughton, a lay Catholic writer in the prophetic mode who works with the homeless in the U.S.

It is no wonder, then, that when a discernment of the option for the poor is content merely to ask: “Who are the poorest people we can serve?” We can end up demoralizing, rather than energizing our religious spirit. A communally effective living out of the option for the poor in our country requires more discipline, more organization, and more commitment than we realize.

One can be quite sure, despite these subtle clarifications, that for many traditionalists, who favor a constitutive theology emphasizing prayer and sacraments as the foundation of our spirituality, there is a sense that something essential to our charism has been taken away, that the option for the poor has become an excuse for the abandonment of prayer and our Congregation's traditions. It is quite possible that a decrease in prayer and a fuzzy congregational identity have occurred for some of our Sacred Hearts religious in reaction to a difficult time of transition between the decline of some aspects of our traditional Sacred Hearts spirituality and the rise of a new synthesis between our tradition and the option for the poor.

The solution, however, to this malaise is not to return in nostalgia to older, more comfortable ways of thinking, but to press on, not based on forgetfulness of the past, but on fidelity that is creative and fresh. For example, we can remain an Eucharistic community, but integrate that orientation into a liberation spirituality, for prayer and spirituality are, in fact, a strong concern in liberation theology. As Jon Sobrino writes in Spirituality of Liberation,
 “Liberation practice without spirit is generically good, but concretely threatened with degeneration, diminution, and sin.” 

So it must be hoped that, in time, all Sacred Hearts religious, even those whose ministry is very active and politically conscious, will turn to prayer in connection with the Eucharist for the Spirit they need to maintain their spiritual integrity. Similarly, our consecration to the Sacred Hearts does not have to be discarded according to a liberationist perspective, only reconfigured to include the prophetic spirit of the Hearts of Jesus the Liberator and of Mary, mother of the Revolution of God we call God's Reign.
 
Though there may have been flaws in our way of pursuing the option for the poor and for justice since the 1982 General Chapter, the imperative of this option remains clear. Because of God's Word, the authoritative teaching of recent bishops and popes, and the powerful witness of individuals and communities giving their lives for liberation, we are compelled to enter anew the option for solidarity with the poor.

3. Our Constitutions and the option for the poor

The imperative of justice and solidarity in mission begun in our 1982 General Chapter documents continues in our Constitution, especially in article 6, which states:

“Our mission urges us to evangelizing action by which we enter into the interior dynamism of Christ's love for His Father and for the world, especially for the poor, the afflicted, the marginalized, and those who have not heard the Good News. To make the Kingdom of God present, we seek the transformation of the human heart. In solidarity with the poor, we work for a just and reconciled society.”

According to this passage, there is a movement toward true faith in harmony with the Heart of Christ through evangelizing action with a focus on faith and human development. With a genuine mission of evangelizing action, there are two fruits: solidarity, the preferential communion with the poor and suffering, which is the result of compassion, and justice, a way of life in which the poor can flourish and be valued as children of God. 

The only flaw in this whole article, perhaps, is the wording of the second sentence, which places the transformation of God's Kingdom solely inside the human heart. For true justice and liberation, to occur, oppressive and alienating structures of our culture, not just hearts, must be transformed, for they constitute social sin, which, in conjunction with personal sin of the heart, oppresses the poor unjustly. This injustice is against the Heart and Will of God as well as against His Kingdom. Implied in the transformation of cultural structures is the discernment of and resistance to alienating and oppressive ideologies, economic systems, and even religious habits of mind by communities, which speak and act in a prophetic way.

4. The General Chapter of 1994 and the option for the poor

The General Chapter of 1994, which occurred after the approval of our Constitutions, was organized with the express purpose of building on the foundation of the 1982 and 1988 General Chapters and to facilitate in a practical way the formation of missionary communities for a world without frontiers. Is this orientation of building missionary communities with a stress on internationality truly rooted in the dream of the 1982 Chapter? One can make the argument that it is, since forming missionary communities in the third world is a way of incarnating our charism among the poor. One can also argue that the sacrifice of national identity, which is connected with our international mission, is a way of expressing practically the priority of the option for the poor over the interests of the privileged sector of the more developed countries. However, such arguments are not present in the published Chapter summary.

Instead, it seems, the General Chapter of 1994 chooses to define ethnocentric hate and indifference as the central social sin of our world that the Congregation promises to resist by making internationality its central principle. The historical basis for this choice is, it seems, the nostalgic memory of the founding vision of the Good Father, Pierre Coudrin, who foresaw a “missionary Congregation destined to carry the Gospel everywhere.”

The concrete reality of a recent world history marked by unimaginable suffering, evil, and conflict apparently is not the foundation for this chapter's discernment. We may attribute the restricted vision of the Chapter of 1994 not to a lack of compassion, but to an attachment to the first type of political theology which asserts the “already present” Reign of God: “We want to be that, for which we live and for which we make an announcement, a small advance realization of the Good News of Jesus, of his Reign already present in the midst of humankind.”
 

Though this type of theological reflection rooted in an awareness of the presence of God's Reign has the advantage of offering hope and consolation to our religious, it also avoids the crisis of faith associated with liberation theology, a crisis of realizing one is in exile, because God's Kingdom is not here. And that crisis of faith is a necessary step in the development of a praxis, which can offer hope to the poor. The hope of the poor, not our hope, is the primary seed of the Reign of God connected to the Historical Jesus and to the real Risen Christ, as envisioned by liberation theology.

Nevertheless, the option for the poor is not totally absent from the Summary document of the 1994 General Chapter. In the description of the nature of missionary communities, it speaks of listening to the world in an attitude of conversion, adopting the same outlook as Jesus, “preferentially orientated to the poor and the marginalized.” 

Perhaps we can regard this most recent General Chapter as a reorientation to place the second goal of the 1982 General Chapter, that of building communities in mission, in first place as a priority and of subordinating the option for solidarity with the poor to make it a secondary goal. Yet, if this interpretation is correct, one must ask:: “Where are the signs of animation, orientation, and challenge to make this secondary goal a real one?”
5. A praxis of liberation and justice

Probably the most serious flaw of the writings we have in connection with the option for the poor in our Congregation is the absence of advocacy for a clear praxis of liberation and justice that could involve more than a small fraction of our Sacred Hearts religious. This would be in accord with the concern of Fr. Patrick Bradley, expressed in his booklet, Building a More Just World in Solidarity with the Poor,
 that all of our apostolates would have a social justice dimension.

Without a praxis and concrete goals oriented toward justice, according to Jon Sobrino in his book Spirituality of Liberation
, any spirituality is “purely generic, evangelically impossible, and historically alienating.” Perhaps it would be a useful exercise to outline some of the characteristics of a praxis or ministry of liberation, of justice.

Such a praxis conscientizes a community in the direction of awareness and action, utilizing what is termed a hermeneutical circle of relevant passages of the Word of God with a communal focus on real-life social problems which constitute a threat to life and human dignity. 

Such a praxis aids the formation of ecclesial communion, but in a way, which includes the poor and marginalized. The goal is a “church of the poor,” defined not so much by its percentage of poor people, but by the opportunity of the poor to be empowered so that they, like us, might be primary evangelizers, in accordance with the Gospel text Luke 10:21. 

Such a praxis resists and confronts the enemies of the poor, the poor being defined as people or groups of people who are victimized and marginalized systematically. These enemies might be persons, customs, social organizations, economic systems, ideologies, or even theologies. The goal is to remove the crucified ones (the poor) from the cross. I believe that even in the unfavorable culture and religious climate of my own country, such a praxis is possible, given the existence and development of a faith that does justice.

6. Father Enrique Losada and the option for the poor

In the Eighth Circular Letter to the Brothers of our present Superior General, Father Enrique Losada, we find a description of a praxis for apostolic discernment, called the Plan for Apostolic Religious Life. It focuses a given religious community on mission in the context of our charism, the will of God, and the interpenetration of local and international communities of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts. By the very fact that this “plan” is very open and dialogical, centered on the will of God as well as on the concrete needs of the people, Church, and culture in which a given community is inserted, it seems flexible enough to adapt to almost any Sacred Hearts community. It also has the virtue of emphasizing our Sacred Hearts charism, the following of Jesus in discipleship, and the inclusiveness of our “family spirit.” 

Yet all these elements do not guarantee a praxis, which is justice-centered, nor a clear evangelical option for the poor. Unless a given community has allowed the perspective of the poor to enter its heart, unless the building of community discernment with the poor is integrated into its praxis, the likelihood of a communal commitment to justice and solidarity is almost nil.

In the Circular Letters of our present Superior General, Father Enrique Losada, the option for the poor has a small but significant role in his reflection, though his concern seems to be more in the direction of supporting and remaining faithful to the spiritual charism inherited from our Founders. Thus, in his Sixth Circular Letter to the Brothers, Fr. Enrique quotes selectively from Vita Consecrata, Pope John Paul II's Apostolic Exhortation on the Religious Life, those passages which portray a particular view of the option for the poor. He recommends to the brothers section numbers 82, 83, 89, and 90. No. 82 traces the option for the poor to Jesus, preaching of the Good News of the poor, the poor being defined as “those of greater weakness and, therefore, in greater need.” The bulk of no. 82 is concerned with charity directed at the poor. The one mention of denouncing injustices advises “independence vis-a-vis political ideologies.” No. 83 describes the positive Gospel value of the care of the sick as a priority for pastoral ministry and evangelization. No. 89 describes evangelical poverty as a reply of consecrated religious to materialism, the virtue of religious poverty being expressed as “active involvement in the promotion of solidarity and charity.” And No. 90 speaks of evangelical poverty in terms of “decreasing consumption” and “sharing the conditions of life of the most neglected.” Thus, these sections of Vita Consecrata affirm our Congregational focus on missionary outreach to the poor with inserted communities that share the life of those they minister to.

Yet, it is notable that our present Superior General does not select certain passages from Vita Consecrata relating to the option for the poor which outline the prophetic vocation of consecrated religious, namely numbers 84, 85, and 86. No. 84 upholds the prophetic character of religious life, defining prophets as those who desire the holiness of God, practice spiritual discernment, denounce all that is contrary to the divine will, and explore new ways of applying the Gospel in history. No. 85 points out the consistency between faith and life for the prophet, while No. 86 mentions the gift of martyrdom associated with the prophets of this century. Reading these passages, I saw an implicit connection with the prophetic spirituality of liberation theology and praxis.

I would prefer to interpret this crucial omission by our beloved Father General as an inadvertent one and assume that he forgot the statement in the 1994 General Chapter that “the Congregation wishes to emphasize the significance of religious life as prophetic regarding the values of the Kingdom.”
 Yet the nearly total predominance of a constitutive political theology, rather than a prophetic one, in his letters pushes me to reluctantly conclude that Fr. Enrique Losada, does not, in fact, see prophetic spirituality, a more confrontative and creative mode of holiness, as a fundamental option for our Congregation in regard to justice. Instead, in his writing, charity takes the place of justice. Consistent with this conclusion, our Superior General repeatedly points to communion as the overriding virtue and grace of our Sacred Hearts communal life and mission. He seems to define communion as a deep sharing of hearts among brother and sister religious with unity and minimal conflict.

The reliance upon communion as a primary theme reminds me of an article by Jon Sobrino entitled Communion, Conflict, and Ecclesial Solidarity.
 In the article, the author points out that unity, the lack of substantive conflict, is not necessarily a creative mode of holiness suited to the option for the poor. Consistent with this exclusion is a recurrent concern for charity and the communion which is its source and much less for justice and the solidarity which is the foundation of justice. In this regard, I must concede my ignorance concerning the intent of Fr. Enrique. His words may simply reflect his desire to be faithful to the Chapter of 1994, which elected him. Yet, regardless of intent, words have their consequences.

For example, a reliance upon the word “communion”, defined by our present Superior General as a deep sharing of hearts among brother and sister religious with unity and minimal conflict, can sometimes be harmful to the social and political role of our faith. The ideal of communion has been used at times in recent history by reactionary and socially privileged sectors of the Church to exclude a politically radical theology, which would support political and social change. By a simple manipulation of language, conservative as well as liberal Church leaders have inhibited the development of a genuinely liberationist theology, one linked to a radical pursuit of God's justice at the expense of bourgeois comfort.

As Jon Sobrino points out in his article entitled Communion, Conflict, and Ecclesial Solidarity:
 part of the compendium of Mysterium Liberationis, “an emphasis upon communion, understood in terms of the absence of substantive conflict, is not a good thing when it reflects the unwillingness of an ecclesial body to face its indifference and ineffectiveness in relation to the poor and to the Kingdom, which is the “now” of God's will for us. Such a “communion” may actually be injurious to the poor and part of the structure of the “anti-Kingdom”, for it systematically hides and distorts the dangerous memory of the real Historical Jesus, the Savior who went to Cross as a consequence of His solidarity with the poor and his communion with His Father.”
In line with the assumption of political theology that after Auschwitz, no theology can fail to examine its socio-political consequences, we cannot reflexively revert to the idealization of unity and communion, even if it seems to be part of our founding spirit. Instead, a “prophetic” orientation is necessary, involving a communal examination of our vision and mission to ascertain the level of correspondence of our actions and structures with the communion of the Risen Christ. I am writing here of a communion in continuity with the Historical Jesus, who lived His whole life in profound solidarity with the poor, to the point of confronting and antagonizing the dominant political and religious culture of His time.

Only ecclesial communion, which satisfies the requirements of solidarity, is true communion. According to the encyclical Sollicitudo Rei Socialis of Pope John Paul II, solidarity is an active form of compassion, which is expressed communally. In the context of liberation theology, this solidarity is oriented toward the poor, the crucified people of the world, with a persevering determination to remove them from the cross the poor, the crucified people of the world, with a persevering determination to remove them from the cross.

For the edification of those who may think that the vocation of a prophet is not inherent in the charism, which has been transmitted from our Founders, I will quote the following words of the Good Father, Pierre Coudrin, part of a sermon delivered a little before 1800:

“My dear friends, how do we testify to our faith? By our zeal in defense of its interests. Could a reconciled Christian do without zeal? We think we have it, but do our actions prove it? Cur faith has commandments, laws, practices ... There is zeal! Can we pride ourselves in being animated by it? Our faith has its interests. Do we have them in our hearts? Our faith has enemies to fear, persecutions to bear, conflicts to wage. We know this, but how do we react? Does zeal for the house of God consume our hearts as it did that of the prophet?”

Though our sense of the interests of our faith may not coincide exactly with that of our Founder, certainly we can say in communion with him that the zeal of the prophet is vital to our charism. And thus, our response to a prophetic spirituality and theology associated with the option for the poor must not be one of casual dismissal nor of passive resignation. We owe to our charism and to our God a fresh and vital response to His call for a continuing conversion of persons, of communities, and of our whole congregation in response to our mission, in response to the poor, and in response to the Kingdom of God, which is God's will now.
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Regarding " he Option for the Poor and Recent        Congregation History"                                                                                                     by Richard Lifrak ss.cc.


Reading the article to which I refer in the title of these hastily written lines, filled me with surprise and concern. Motivated by a desire for clarification and thinking especially of the Brothers and Sisters of the Congregation who have made their lives a clear manifestation of the prophetic dimension of the religious life according to the charism of our Congregation, I feel obligated to clarify certain points.


1. The author endeavors to present the thinking of the Superior General, Enrique Losada, on the option for the poor by making reference to two circular letters. It seems inadequate that he try to summarize my thinking on this point quoting two of the nine letters which I have written. What’s more I have written other things than just circular letters.


2. In the mention he makes of the Eighth Circular Letter, he seems to suppose from the outset that to call for communal discernment excludes or does not favor taking into account, as one of the elements that must be considered in such discernment, the prophetic dimension of religious life. However in number 2 of that letter among the conditions which are set out for making a true discernment is "service of the Reign of God and His Justice."

3. The more weighty argumentation of Richard Lifrak’s article which leads him to assert "reluctantly" in a specific way that the Superior General, Enrique Losada, excludes the prophetic dimension of the religious life as a part of our Congregation’s spirituality, is in his reference to the Sixth Circular Letter. I must sincerely admit that I wrote that letter a bit hastily and that I omitted consideration of articles 84-86 of Vita Consecrata which treat explicitly of the prophetic character of religious life. But it must be honestly admitted that neither is there reference to many other articles and dimensions of the religious life treated in the apostolic exhortation. In whatever case it is not a matter of an exclusion but rather an omission. What does not seem to me valid is that on the basis of that omission the author, without going into more research on my thought, jumps to absolute statements about the way in which I see the option for the poor and the spirituality of the Congregation.


4. Throughout all my writings I have always referred to faithfulness to our vocation and mission. I understand that the mission of our Congregation since the General Chapter of 1982 has been described as “to build a more just world in solidarity with the poor.” I have also always referred to the mission of the Congregation in the context of the Constitutions which in various articles present the prophetic dimension of the religious life in our Congregation. In the same way I have explicitly quoted the orientations of the General Chapter of 1994, which as Richard Lifrak recognizes, include the prophetic dimension of our religious consecration. Lastly, many times in my writing, I have referred to the teaching contained in the circular letters of my predecessor, Pat Bradley ss.cc., who wrote so much and so well about the prophetic dimension of religious life.


5. I think it is very good that Richard, quoting Jon Sobrino and Gustavo Gutierrez two authors whom I greatly appreciate, makes a reflection on the tension between communion and prophecy. What does not seem valid is that he situates my thought on communion among those which these authors reject. I would invite Richard to reread my Ninth Circular Letter.


6. Lastly, I would like to make clear that I am not rejecting criticism and that it is far from my intent to censure the free expression of thought of any person. The free exchange of opinion among brothers of the Congregation is very good. What does not seem valid to me is that one tries to give interpretations of someone else’s thought without adequate foundation. On the other hand if my thought interests someone and is the object of study, someone can always be in contact with me directly in order to clarify ideas in dialogue with me rather than in supposed interpretations no matter how honed they are intended to be.

[image: image2.png]



Enrique Losada, ss.cc.
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A POLITICAL - PROPHETIC OPTION: 
A fundamental option for Christian life

Philippe Magnabosco

France

Before presenting in this Cahier n° 20 of Spirituality, the contribution of women and men of the SS.CC. Congregation, on the political-prophetic significance of life according to the gospel, inside, as well as outside, the "Picpus Community," I would like to remind ourselves that all Christians are called to political and prophetic witness. The contribution of the laity, of which I am a member, finds its particular meaning in the fact that the Congregation is made up of brothers, sisters, and laity. I, personally, came to know the Sacred Hearts Community, through its European Youth Ministry and I also participated in the summer lay community in Lisbon in 1997.

Whoever wants to live the Gospel, knows that it is not an “unobtrusive” text. The Good News, which attracted crowds in Palestine and unsettled the powerful, presents its message in a demanding way: Christ's disciples must be witnesses, that is to say, they must make themselves known, become public figures, in order to announce God's gift, His love for humankind. The demands of the Gospel were as valid during the era of stone and wooden idols, as they are for this era of televised games, during the time of the "Divine Right" of Kings, as that of satellite communication. 

Becoming public, does not necessarily mean the use of the mass media; few people have the occasion to be connected to CNN, nor have they the capacity and complete freedom to transform it into a place of witness. We must not hide ourselves; we can also attract attention by the daily actions, attitudes and positions we take. When my life, in its most ordinary details, witnesses to the love of Christ which transforms the way I approach my neighbor, and which creates community with my brothers and sisters, the witness I give, is of political significance. I would like to explain this idea, basing my reflection on the demands of justice. One could very well choose to talk about peace, as an evangelical value with very political dimensions.

1. The evangelical demands of justice

The Gospel is a message about justice. Now, "…the Church cannot call men and women to live the Gospel, to look for the justice of the kingdom of God, without naming and challenging, the political and economical behavior, mentality, structures and systems which are in opposition to this Gospel stance and the justice of the kingdom of God."
 Injustice, has many faces, but it always has a profoundly political character; it is born out of the shortcomings of our societies, our human cultures. Even when an isolated instance of injustice affects one person, the call for justice, on behalf of the dignity of this person, extends to all his fellow human beings.

The demands of justice make our call to witness, a political duty. Even in the most advanced democracies, however, a political statement is subject to numerous constraints. I would like to cite the example of France, the country of which I am a citizen. It is difficult here to express a political opinion, an initiative, a proposal or a criticism, without being asked one's political allegiance, what party or political figure, one favors. It is obvious that it may well be very good to be a member of a party or union, for example, or to align oneself with a political figure. But, should a Christian witness stop there? Have we not been baptized and confirmed in the Holy Spirit? I believe that the baptism that each person receives as a unique gift, invites each one of us to bear witness according to the gift of God, he/she has received in life, the love of God for each one. I think, therefore, that the witness to which we are called, does not stop with places, groups, and the ideas fixed by our societies, but that it transcends them, in the same way that it transcends us.

As I said before, to bear witness, may be something very insignificant, and yet be of great political value. We can proclaim the demands of justice, without making a speech in a public place. However, in the same way that our societies curb political expression, they also curb any action or attitude which is too new: how many people repress acts of generosity, of solidarity, acceptance of the stranger, because they might be wrongly judged, misunderstood by the crowd? There too, because we are called to witness to a love which transcends us, we are called to go beyond the conventional attitudes of our societies - bearing witness in everyday life, is not always the least difficult thing to do.

Of course, the message, which we want to pass on, transcends us. It cannot be contained in any human society, nor fully incarnated in any human organization; we can also be very sure, that there will always be some injustice to fight. The difficulty is in knowing what to do, how exactly, to start. The Gospel, in fact, is neither a political program, an economic system, nor even a social project. "We are called to proclaim the Gospel, not as a counter cultural or social project, but as a power of renewal, which calls all people, every human being, back to the source of life."

Bearing witness to the Gospel, is therefore, of its very nature, a political affair; however, it is not sufficient to read the Gospel aloud, verse after verse, standing on a soapbox, in the middle of the street, to claim to be seeking and proclaiming God's justice. But, neither is it sufficient, it seems, to be "politically involved" according to society's criteria; it is not sufficient to wear a political, union, or social badge, to bear witness to Christ. The political dimension of a disciple of Christ, is fully assumed, when it is understood as a prophetic mission.

We are, in fact, called to bring a radical message, a message, which spares none of our injustices. Our contemporaries are very understanding of the personal attempts at conversion that we make; they are less appreciative, however, when we denounce an injustice in which they are involved. 

As witnesses, we are called to be visible, which also means being vulnerable, open to attack. We are called, either through great speeches, or little gestures, to challenge the society to which we belong, on behalf of a Law, which transcends us. It is in this way, that our Gospel witness is political - it is connected with society, and prophetic - it challenges, as if from the outside, on behalf of Another. It is not in fact, the essence of a prophetic mission to shake up a society closed in on its own concerns, its ideologies, its ways of justifying itself? 

2. Baptism: the source of our political-prophetical mission

At this point, I cannot help, but recall the famous words, according to which, "Nobody is a prophet in his own country.” It is true that it is difficult to bear witness, to be a visible sign, in other words to stand out, in the society to which one belongs. It is even more difficult for a lay person, whose professional, financial, social, and family concerns are the same as the majority of society. To choose to stand out, to be visible and therefore, vulnerable, is to choose to stand apart from the society in which we live. That means, in reality, that we understand, "that which is Caesar's belongs to Caesar, and that which is God's, belongs to God," and that we are choosing to belong to the God's Church. I was born somewhere, in a particular country. I have a mother tongue, and I have grown up in one or several cultures, but, as a baptized person, rather than coming from my own country, I am someone who is sent to this country where I live. I think that trying to be a Christian before all else, does not prevent me from speaking the same language, living in the same places and the same culture. But, the more I try to be Christian before all else, the more I approach the society in which I live as a mission, the more I will be free from the constraints of my world, and free to bear witness.

I believe that this freedom has tremendous political significance. For example, I am sure, that today's European Union, which is a huge political construct, through which 380 million women and men choose peace (and agricultural subsidies), would not exist, if there were not some people who had this freedom. All those, who have this freedom, even those who are not ministers of foreign affairs, bear great witness: they do not live in their own country, their own culture, because they "belong there", but they can accept their own country, their own culture, their own customs as a gift, as a mission. They are not prisoner of their own personal history, within society, but they choose to live among their own, because of God's love for each person, as a sign of God's love and to bear witness to His Salvation. 

I believe that this transforms the nature of society, offering to it another basis for its existence, the basis of love for one's neighbor. Is it not that the work of a prophet and a great political message?

All of these words may appear to be very theoretical and removed from reality, but that is not surprising because on the one hand, our baptism is really a mystery and on the other hand, I, who am writing this article, I am just beginning to contemplate this mystery! I believe that each of our actions through which a little of the message of Salvation is communicated, affects all that surrounds us, our society, and has prophetic and political significance. It is all the more true to say that our baptism is a baptism, which gathers together, which creates community, the Church. Each hand stretched towards a little more justice, each sign of peace, each face open to that, which is different and ready to accept the other, offers the possibility of conversion, to the society in which we live and returns to the Church, whose mission is to offer the Good News to all of humanity.

3. The political-prophetic mission of the laity

The reason why, I, as a lay person, am writing here, is, that in this context, those who are neither religious, nor priests, who are indistinguishable from the rest of the world, except by their baptism, have a key role to play. That role is of course, one of example: women and men who share completely the concerns of their contemporaries, struggle for justice and peace, so that their choice may attract others who do not belong to the Church. On reflection, the opposite is equally true: the laity must participate in the mission of the Church, so that through them, the Church may be enriched by the initiatives of all people of good will, baptized or not. But the role of the laity in this political - prophetic mission, which encompasses all the baptized, becomes more than an example: it is a sign. 

We must learn to show that the Church, is not an active minority, which has well - meaning plans to execute on behalf of the majority. On the contrary, I believe that we must show that the Church is mainly composed of ordinary people, not an elite group. Christians are interested in everyone. Their message is Good News for all that belongs to the world, economy, society, culture, family, and this Good News is lived by people who have the same economic, social, cultural, and family concerns that their contemporaries have. The Church is open to all, and therein lies its prophetic strength. There too lies a great political message.

Conclusion

These reflections may seem surprising; in fact, it is rare to discover the faith through political concerns. However this political- prophetic dimension of our mission seems to me to be essential, regardless of the political or social regime which surrounds us. I believe that, when we try to bear witness to the Gospel, it is to our advantage to become aware of this mission which is ours. This awareness can be a source of great joy, and also because when we become more aware of our prophetic mission we are better able to see the expectations and needs around us, to which we can try to respond, and which we cannot, but perceive, in this manner. Furthermore, this mission helps us to live our political and social responsibilities with freedom and confidence, because it is no longer a weight imposed upon us by our history (something to which we attach so much importance), but a field where we find God like a treasure. This is the great hope, which the world awaits.

THE PROPHETIC-POLITICAL DIMENSION                                    OF RELIGIOUS LIFE

Ronaldo Muñoz, ss.cc. 

Chile

In the religious communities of Latin America, we are inserting ourselves among the poor who are the majority and we are discovering how to live our “consecration - mission” with two lines of effort. One, the road through the culture and struggles of our poor suffering people, which we believe to be a mission from God and the other, the incarnated presence of the one evangelizing church “which desires to be the church of the poor throughout the world.”

Today, we seek to follow Jesus, the Servant, the Messiah of the poor. Almost without realizing it, we are being formed with Him and the small community of His disciples on the path of the messianic apostolate working in the midst of the tired and oppressed multitudes. Actually we are allowing ourselves to be guided by the same Spirit as we humbly and discretely identify and establish the Reign of the Merciful Father among the little and excluded of this world. In this way we encounter the same Resurrected and Living Jesus as did the Magdalene, the disciples on the way to Emmaus and the community of the eleven. This is especially true when, in the same way, He enters to eat with us and break bread. Then, we can rejoice in the presence of the outpouring Servant, the Lord of Life, who gives the renewing power of the Spirit. This is the Spirit of fraternal love, trusting peace, and contagious happiness, which unites the poor. He continues to change us especially in times of obscurity and shared suffering with the oppressed.

1. The Community of Pentecost Today

As we move along this path to an experience of life and spirituality, we place our confidence in the church of Pentecost, in all the communities of the New Testament, in the foundation and living tradition of our institutes and in the testimony of our churches in the Third World following the Second Vatican Council with its theology and pastoral teaching. 

We feel called in a special way to identify and recast ourselves as consecrated to the prophetic mission of Jesus today, starting with the unjust suffering and values of life and hope of the poor of the earth. The Lord now says “in these days” for the poor and the entire world “I will pour out my Spirit upon all persons; their sons and their daughters will prophesy, the young will have visions and the old will have dreams.”

It is a prophecy which, overcoming fear, dares to denounce clearly and openly those who at one time crucified the Servant Jesus and now crucify Him among His poor. It is the same Jesus of Nazareth who has lived on our earth and continues to live today humble and defenseless on the side of the poor and estranged. He is evangelizing with acts and words- healing, liberty and sharing-, which are judged scandalous and subversive in the face of the controlling order and the established religion. This prophesy, over and above all, speaks to these same people about the oppressed and displaced. It speaks to those who crucified Him, about the Good News that “the God of our Fathers has resurrected the Servant Jesus” and continues resurrecting Him today among His poor. “He was sent to be the Messiah and Lord of Life“ and He continues to send Him today- to all who desire to know Him and to dispose themselves to change their lives and embrace His cause.
 

A true community, which consists of witnesses and converted persons, is formed by the Spirit as a sign and growth of the new life and coexistence which flows from the Resurrected for His disciples. It is this, that God, the Father of the Kingdom, wishes for all His children, breaking down the walls so that all the people of the earth might have life and coexistence in justice and fraternity, with simplicity and happiness, sharing goods and services. Everyone would be responsible for one another with a unified mission in which everyone would be concerned and interested in the priority of the weak and the needy. A life illuminated by faith and hope in the Lord of life and love, in Him who resurrected the Crucified and strengthens us with His Spirit. 

This life and coexistence would be contrary to the models and structures that are so powerful in the world of today. These are the exclusive accumulation of the goods of nature and human skill, the exploitation and exclusion that degrades human labor through the political, military, cultural and ideological domination by the powerful minorities. These together with the dispersion and a mutual distrust cause a degradation of the personal and social life of the majority of people in their present situation, which becomes impoverished and excluded, and results in low self-esteem and temptations of fatalism and evasion. On the other hand, among the ranks of the triumphant and self-satisfied we find new forms of solitude, absurdity, and dread of death growing more evident each day.

2. Communities Consecrated to Prophetic Testimony

The teaching of the Second Vatican Council - which is very vibrant in these regions by reason of our “inserted communities” - declares that is essential for Christian life in all of its authentic forms to be consecrated to the prophetic mission of the Jesus of today and this is far different from a private living of a “consecrated life.” This is far more evident today in those areas of the reentry of the Christian churches among the poor of the earth that we call the “Basic Communities.”

In the same way, our religious communities, are not only re-evangelized and re-incorporated in the real church for the beloved and future-heirs of the Kingdom, but more specifically we are reformed and recast as persons and communities “consecrated” to be a prophetic witnesses. This is not an extension or a new work added to what already exists, but a change in the very roots of the religious consecration. It is an experience of God, a following of Jesus and a configuration with Him, a life and a mission according to the Spirit. It passes naturally into a new experience and living out of the vows in the church and “for the life of the world.”

It is a radical renewal, which implies leaving our personal environment with an exodus to the place in society where the poor dwell. It implies, over and above all, a new style of life and relationship with people, new forms of prayer, community, mission and service. These new changes will, at times, cause a disturbance and resistance in the church itself and even in our own congregations. But, if these changes come from the Spirit, and if there is a good movement away from a personal isolation, there will be a new force of happiness and hope, a new, prophetic and evangelizing power in human society.

It is by the light of our experience when our religious communities are inserted in the world and the sub-world of the poor, we can identify a conversion and evangelical reformation to be present in what we see as “the key of a prophetic-political dimension of apostolic religious life.” It has the power to protest and call for a future change in the society of today, divided and unjust, universal but fragmented. This might be fascinating for some but exclusive and cruel for the vast majority.

3. The Presence of Great Challenges In the World of Today

With this “key” we read and receive with gratitude and hope the declaration and inspiration given to us by the direction of the Vita Consecrata of John Paul II who exhorts us to go forward with greater depth and coherence in our “prophetic testimony before the great challenges of the world of today.” The prophetic meaning of Consecrated Life is:

· To live a life which is a “sign of the primacy of God and the evangelical values of the Christian life” and “places nothing in place of the personal love for Christ and the poor in whom He lives.”

· To use words to announce and denounce and “that speak of God, of friendship with Him and attentive listening to His Word in the different circumstances of history.”

· To keep up the effort “that shows harmony between the message and the life we live which demands that we continually examine ourselves in the light of the Word of God” so that we make ourselves incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth.

These great challenges of today are recapitulated in the Vita Consecrata in three principal areas directed to the church itself, which “are concerned with the evangelical counsels of chastity, poverty and obedience and their profound anthropological and social meaning.” To understand this, it might be necessary to read once more all the first half of Chapter III (VC 72-95) in the Apostolic Exhortation as well as Chapter II beginning with the words “Fraternity in a divided and unjust world.” (VC 51-60)

At this time, it seems important to me to point out the challenge of evangelical poverty in solidarity with the poor.
 This treats of the “provocation which comes from a materialism avid to possess, uninterested in the suffering of the weak and with no consideration of the equilibrium of nature.” And face to face with this challenge is “evangelical poverty lived in different styles and accompanied with the commitment to promote solidarity.” This is poverty, which “questions energetically the idolatry of money” through a style of life “with self denial and temperance in humble and hospitable fraternity.” This must take place among “the poor and the marginalized, sharing their condition and participating in their sufferings and perils.”

4. Faced With the Challenge of the Concentration of Power

Also in order to finish, it is important to me to mention the provocation that we feel in each country and world wide, because of the enormous concentration of power, economic, technological, political-military and cultural-influential that is placed in the hands of certain international corporations. They are connected to the governments of a few developed countries, and placed over the majority of other nations without any juridical force of universal consent. 

Because of this, the foundations of law, justice, democracy, sharing and participation of social groups and persons become useless and without any meaning. In the presence of this threat which is gravely serious for life and human coexistence, it is evident that religious communities which are a communal living witnesses of evangelical obedience formed with community deliberation, have an essential contribution to offer for the transformation of the world. This would cause the conversion of society, a structural reformation, and an ecumenical catholicity of the church itself. 

It can be done by fraternal and sharing communities that have community decisions and the election of superiors as a result of dialogue and evangelical discernment, We can live in a learning way together with the workers, the marginalized, the women and the young. We can have a sharing and a participation, a creative fidelity and a co-responsible freedom. All this can be accomplished with the aid of the basic communities and popular organizations, and even daily with a meditative effort and a wider horizon.

In conclusion, at this time all of these are great challenges that exist across the whole field of humanity, but if we are constant in our efforts and filled with hope, we can try to listen to the cry of the oppressed and make it resound as the voice of God. We are trying to discover, to ignite small lights, to spread upon the earth grains of salt and mustard seeds, all to increase the power of the poor, the power of the reign of God.
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THE POLITICAL-PROPHETIC DIMENSION IN THE DOCUMENTS OF THE CONGREGATION

Patricia Villaroel ss.cc.

Chili

1. Some preliminary remarks

One of the essential dimensions of the human being is his/her political being. Given their gregarious nature, people, called to live in society, organize their life in common, agreeing with certain fundamentals, principles and beliefs, which form the human group to which they belong. From this, political constitutions, laws, ways of governing, forms of participation spring up. We can, then, accept this contemporary definition of politics as the science of social relationships. Actions as well as omissions have a political meaning, because of the effect they have on relationships between people.

The relationship between politics and Christianity has been treated throughout history from very different perspectives. It is clear that the distinction between religion and politics has nuances, which depend as much on theology as on the political perception, which is being considered. Currently, the theologian J.M. Metz has put forward an interesting political theology as a response to modern atheism, which does not postulate God, because it seems to him that an apolitical god cannot exist.

In any case, and even though it is not correct to identify a particular political project with the Reign of God, or with the eschatological future which our faith postulates, we have to affirm a relationship between the historical time in which we live, and eschatological time. Christians are not dispensed from building a concrete historical future, on the contrary, we must make our contribution to the present time with responsibility and commitment. We have to assume a critical function towards history which always needs to be humanized and renewed, because the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ comes back to the present as something to be questioned.

Modern exegetes agree in pointing out that what is central to the message of Jesus is the proclamation of the Reign of God. He speaks of a Reign of God with dynamic significance, which happened historically, which becomes present in the here and now, and which unlike the proclamation of John the Baptist, leads to conversion, one consequence of the Kingdom. For Jesus, the presence of the Kingdom is given in ordinary times; for this reason the present time is for celebrating and not fasting. And this is what Jesus recognizes in this historical time, a presence of God in tension towards the future.

Christianity became a proclamation of the Kingdom, to proclaim the announcer of the Kingdom, Jesus. This is true, but we cannot understand this change as a justification, which exempts us from our concrete historical task, to promote in the present time the coming of the Reign of God.

Humankind is political by nature, and the Christian is a prophet by virtue of baptism. A prophet is a person who discovers in the events of daily life the love of God, which manifests itself. So now, “prophecy must consider itself as an ongoing form of remembering which is obliged not to assume in life any reality that is created as an absolute, but rather to relativize everything before the one thing necessary.”
 We can understand the political-prophetic as an attitude of ongoing commitment to the present time, a critical and transforming attitude, of continually looking for that which God wants for humanity, for the country in which we live, for the society to which we belong. The task of all Christians has this social dimension which must be expressed in concrete actions and gestures in favor of a better society. We do not have to identify human achievements of this or that system, with the future plan of God, because there is always a “more,” which is awaiting us, and which cannot be reached in the present history, but neither can we avoid the task.

We have spoken about all Christians. We must also consider that all spirituality, understood as a particular way of following Jesus, with its own emphasis or nuances, has a mission in this sense. Each one has sprung up, through a call of the Spirit, in a concrete historical moment. Each one constitutes a gift of God himself to humanity, which requires in this moment, a “reminder” of some aspect of the message of Jesus Christ.

Our Sacred Hearts spirituality, since it came into being and took form in the Congregation, has the mission to stress above all aspects of Christian life, the love of God - the love of God in the time of the French revolution, within the violence and uncertainty of the time - and the love of God today in the midst of the difficulties of the present time: in Ireland, in Hawaii, in the Bolivian altiplano, in the Philippines and Mozambique, especially there where he appears to be more absent.

The political-prophetic dimension of our spirituality then is, that constant intervention, which we must make in our time, the proclamation and denouncement of what expresses or prevents the manifestation of the love of God. Also, the concrete realizations which tend to transform the situation of life for the people who suffer most. This is the mission to which we are called, and this is how all human phenomena, has consequences and political meaning.

2. Our SS.CC. religious life and its political-prophetic dimension

Like the whole Church and especially consecrated life, our Congregation experienced in the years following the Second Vatican Council, an important renewal. There are changes in style, forms and language, all of which result from a profound change in the understanding of our mission, of our spirituality, and of the work which has been confided to us through the Spirit.

As time passed, diverse meetings, congregational documents and reflections of different kinds led to taking charge of this self-understanding. These stress especially, openness to the world, which surrounds us, a closer presence among the people with whom we work, and a greater commitment to the social process, which the human groups in which we are inserted are living. In this way the call comes strongly to enter into the world of those who suffer unjust conditions of life in which they are struggling day to day. “The assimilation and realization of this Sacred Hearts’ mission, implies a new style of religious life shaped by our commitment and concrete gestures in favor of justice, solidarity with the poor, with those who suffer oppression, war, hunger... etc., and with all that promotes freedom and the dignity of the person.” 

The call is not totally new. “At the very origin of the Congregation, they (the poor) call us to live our charism in its depths,”
 but yes there are different dimensions. One begins to speak of insertion in the world of the poor, of inculturation in the more marginalized group, of the progress of developed societies, and a call to “preferentially choose the ministries that direct themselves to the transformation of the human heart, and promote the coming of a just and reconciled society.”

Three aspects, challenges and calls are, in my judgment, central to the evolution that SS.CC. Religious Life has had during these years: a distinct witness value, with the deep conviction of its transforming strength and prophetic character; option for the poor and involvement with them in the cause of their freedom; and the Apostolic Community, “community of women present among the people, inculturated, inserted within society, committed to the work for justice, open to the world.”

These three aspects complement each other, creating this new style which responds to the needs of new times. The three widen our involvement with history. The political meaning and the prophetic dimension of our religious life grow with them.

1.1. The witness

Religious life is fundamentally significant. More than anything its radical style of following the Lord, is a hint, an awareness, a challenging invitation. “In a world wounded by sin, we become, by the witness of charity and apostolic involvement, a presence and instrument of communion.”

All signs express a deeper reality, pointing to something that is hidden, beyond what is visible. The prophetic role of religious life is exactly in this - showing the future to come, anticipating the Kingdom that Jesus announced, the Kingdom present and chosen, the gift and task, of God and ours. “The mission impels us to be real witnesses to the Gospel, meeting the challenges of today’s world, fulfilling the prophetic dimension of our life.”

Many people in our time live at a frantic pace pursuing power, success, money. Our Religious Congregation “leads us to prefer the love of Christ - To witness to God as the Absolute and to make us signs of the Kingdom already present in this world.”

When the politically powerful stress nationalism and carefully guard their borders, when the different races, far from being a richness for humanity, are a source of division and enmity, our fraternal life, “proclaims the universal communion willed by the Father,”
 for “Our unity despite our different backgrounds, ages, personalities and mentalities, reveals the presence of God’s saving Love in our midst.”

Where human sexuality has not been a vehicle of love between man and women, where the relationship of partners have lost an intimate sense of communication and self giving, and sex is lived out wildly and disorderly, our life “proclaims a new world where all are brothers and sisters in the Love of the father and the joy of the Kingdom.”

Where power is dominant, and authority is exercised forcefully and becomes synonymous with abuse and oppression, our consecration allows us “to denounce by our life of obedience all that enslaves people, and to proclaim joyfully salvation in Jesus Christ.”

The essence of our religious life, that which defines our vocation, has the transforming strength of witness which challenges, calls, and when it transforms, comes deeply from within the human heart. This is how the prophets in the Old Testament understood it, this is how it became life in Jesus himself, who died to make us understand the immense love of the Father.

1.2. Option for the poor

Option for the poor is perhaps, the strongest prophetic witness in our time. Perhaps because the social injustices are greater than in past times, or perhaps because in societies where the Christian faith is embraced by many people, including governments and legislators, the cry of the poor, the oppressed, those who suffer is often not heard.

In any case, “the fundamental reason for assuming this option is the Gospel: the following of Christ compels us to make a preferential option for the poor, which colors all aspects of our apostolic life.”
 Because we recognize in them, “a theological place where Christ suffers”
 and we listen there to the voice of God which calls us to “involving ourselves ever more deeply in their struggles and hopes,”
 their cause becomes ours, and we struggle with them, “seeking ways with them to change unjust structures.”
 We are aware “of the urgent call of the Church to be agents of change in the world”
 and we are challenged to do all we can to “reveal the redemptive love of God already present among the poor, either by our presence or in other ways, that they may be strengthened and encouraged in their struggle for liberation.”

Among the poor, we discover with special sensitivity, the repression of the woman. We see in her, Mary of Nazareth, a simple woman from a small village, who “lived throughout her life as the poor of Yahweh.”
 Resounding in us is her song, that “proclaims the personal experience of a God of goodness and mercy who loves the poor and desires the respect and dignity of people, so badly treated and oppressed. Her life brings women to the fore, ennobles them and gives dignity to the feminine being.”
 With Her we go forward, accompanying so many mothers, single women, workers and all those who have begun to journey.

We recognize also in many young people the poor of the world. “Youth are the most vulnerable when faced with the ills of society: consumerism and materialism, poverty and injustice.”
 We are called to accompany them with a special disposition, putting ourselves at the service of “preferably those who are most in need.”

Option for the poor supposes multiple challenges, questions and tasks. “A lifestyle which challenges a consumer society,”
 which is plain and simple: “to work for justice and peace, an insertion among the People of God, sharing who we are and what we are.”
 “Solidarity becomes necessary, through which, in the name of the Congregation, the sisters are encouraged to participate in movements in favor of unity, justice, peace”
 concrete actions which make our option a real contribution to social change.

1.3. Apostolic Community

To speak of apostolic community at this time in the Congregation, is to talk about what is central to our vocation. Today we understand that the call of God, passes through the community. “It is in the community where we live out our mission. It is with community and from it that each one of us is sent to announce the Good News.”
 “Our Constitutions and the Mission Statement define us clearly as a Religious apostolic community in and for the world.”

We say apostolic community and we allude as much to fraternity as to the mission “Jesus lived his mission in deep communion with the Father and with people.”
 He teaches us the intimate relationship there is between the person sent by God for some particular apostolate, and the communion, which this demands with Him and with the brothers and sisters. 

The constant call to unity, which He made on the eve of his death, shows us the importance he had for Communion. “The community is a sign of the presence of Jesus and his Kingdom, when it denounces injustices, works for justice in solidarity with the poor, lives a life of faith and hope which gives witness to the presence of God, to the mercy and love of God in a world of disbelief and despair; lives evangelical communion, witnessing to an alternate way of life to a disintegrated world.”
 “Our apostolic communities feel urged on by the mission.”
 

As an International Congregation, we look at the mission beyond our frontiers. We see needs, poverty, deficiencies. “Internationality is an ecclesial value which has much to do with the way and the perspective with which we participate in the mission of Jesus in the world of today. We know that it is complex and demanding, but we are also convinced that there is a way of making present the Kingdom.”
 Our apostolic communities are missionary communities.

Ours is the mission of “promoting unity and communion between persons and communities.”
 How could we accept such an ambitious challenge, if we did not have the experience that communion is possible, when the Lord becomes the center of our life, and when we welcome the richness of our pluralism, and we cultivate “the common concern to look together for truth and peace.”
 “The presence of our joyful and hopeful communities has to pacify this world and communicate to it the hope of life.”
 “It is the experience of the SS.CC. religious woman that gives us the conviction of being called to give life always and everywhere, through it, looking for ways and changes, with the intention of giving profile to a new style of Apostolic Community.”

Contemplate, live and proclaim the Love of God.

“We are women consecrated to love, coresponsible for evangelization and with a specific SS.CC. mission to accomplish in the society of today. We want to put the modern world in contact with the life giving energies of the Gospel. To go forward in this direction, we develop our contemplative attitude towards life, we continue to deepen our spirituality, centered on love, and keep our trust and hope through ardent and continual prayer.”

“The proclamation of the contemplative is possible only if it is lived in concrete acts of conversion and personal and community plans. We know ourselves to be responsible and sent to instill within the hearts of all today new vital energies to reconstruct a solid society which is the source of our new hope and where human life is lived in fullness, freedom and solidarity.”

To contemplate, live and proclaim to the world the Love of God, the only one who restores, frees and reconciles. Nothing has greater transforming strength than love. Love is made up of actions, words, encounters. Jesus Christ is the Lord of history. With Him we can transform it. Our fragile tenacity can give origin to better systems, to more just structures, to more fraternal societies. The world is asking for it.

"THEY WILL KNOW A PROPHET 

HAS BEEN IN THEIR MIDST"

David Reid, ss.cc.

U.S.A.-East

Introduction

Ezechiel, the prophet of the exile, said: "they will know that a prophet has been among them.”
 Ezechiel hopes that one day, people will say that a prophet had been sent to minister to God's people. In the time of God's visitation, all will be disclosed. Ezechiel’s religious interpretation of the political situation was indeed a word of God, the Lord of history!

The word "prophetic" works best in hindsight! All one can hope for is that we have interpreted honestly the political present in the light of God's coming in judgement or salvation. That is to say that we have, on the strength of the tradition from the past, rendered the present open and porous to the coming of God’s future. With what humility therefore should we describe our efforts in the present... with the hope that, one day our actions will be seen as prophetic!

Spoken or unspoken, ministry sorts out the claims, that, life places upon us in light of the ultimate claim of the reign of God. If religion is interpretation of the human condition, ministry is an exercise of that religious response to the givens of human history lived in a particular place and time. 

As ministers of the Gospel, we interpret the human situation in terms of promise and fulfillment, sin and grace, death and resurrection. What is true of one time, one place, one people may not be true of another and consequently, every person in ministry runs the risk of being called one day “false prophet.” If such, was the fragility and struggle of even so-called classical prophets, who are we to be arrogant in any of our interpretations? We know too, the tradition that a prophet is rejected by his or her people.

Our Lady of the Assumption’s Parish in New Bedford, Massachusetts, USA, will celebrate 100 years in 2005. In this essay, we shall try to view its story with a prophetic lens: what we SS.CC. did politically in the past to prepare the present, what are we doing in the present to leave open the advent of God's future! Our perspective on the past and the future in this essay carries with it, therefore, the hope of Ezechiel: “They will know that a prophet has been in their midst.”

1. The Political and Cultural Identity: Past and Present

Our Lady of the Assumption Parish cannot be understood apart from the history of the Cape Verdean community in New Bedford in particular and the USA in general. Within walking distance of the first church was the dock where many Cape Verdeans first set foot on US soil. Men from the islands joined the American whaling ships when they anchored at the archipelago, some four hundred miles off the West Coast of Africa. A long voyage often made a captain a millionaire for life in New Bedford, gave a new country to the whaler and eventually a new home to his family. Roughly 40,000 Cape Verdeans came within the last hundred years. At first many came from Brava, the smallest island, speaking Creole, with its roots in Portuguese and African languages. By 1921 New Bedford saw the last of the whaling business and candle making. Some Cape Verdeans stayed with the sea and the transport of people and cargo to and from the islands. Many began to work in textiles and some moved onto the cranberry bogs in nearby Cape Cod. The anti-immigrant attitude and laws of the 1920's hurt the development of the community in ways, which still have their effect. There were few fresh arrivals for the next thirty years. The community would have been both insulated and isolated more than it was were it not for the conscription of World War II, migration to the industrial cities of Connecticut and the participation in the entertainment industry of many talented Cape Verdeans.

Cape Verde was a colony of the Portuguese Empire for five hundred years. That status changed a mere twenty five years ago with independence. There is a new process of naming Cape Verdean identity underway today and the effects are felt very much in the diaspora of which here in New Bedford we are a significant part. The changes are both political and cultural and they are more African-centered than European. In the USA the transition is more in terms of sharp identity as Cape Verdean-American in distinction from African-American.

Cape Verdeans today number just over a half million, half of that number in Cape Verde and half in the dispersion throughout many lands and continents. While savoring the advantages of being both islanders and citizens of the world, Cape Verdeans offer models of racial and cultural harmony and mutuality to many people moving, physically and psychologically, from island living to world awareness. The living conditions of Cape Verde, where only doggedly hard work can overcome the effects of famine and drought and the remains of five hundred years of feudal colonization, present a learning situation where people become resilient, connected and resolute.

2. The Mission of Our Lady of the Assumption Parish

The role played by the faith community of Our Lady of the Assumption, in this rich and turbulent history, was twofold: to offer encouragement, wisdom and insight in the process of assimilation but not to loose focus on the primary task of preaching the Gospel. Catholic Cape Verdeans, a majority of the population, had worshipped at St. John’s Parish in New Bedford from 1871 to 1905. Some had requested their own church often feeling left out at St. John's Portuguese community.

The Congregation of the Sacred Hearts, invited by Fall River’s first bishop, Bishop Stang has served here since 1905. The relationship between Our Lady of the Assumption Parish and Sacred Hearts’ members has gone well, not least because of the Congregation's family spirit and lack of pretence. Many priests who served were themselves immigrants and could relate to the difficulties of assimilation.

In 1957 the community moved from the old site, near the waterfront, to a location which had to be purchased through a white person such was the prejudice against persons of color in those days. While the move was hastened by the devastating effects of a hurricane, it also had political implications. In fact, the city built a highway through the area where many parishioners lived. Many older houses were lost and many members were upward mobile and relocated to the West End of the city. 

Thus the relocation of the church building became a political event in the history of the faith community tinged with a feeling of alienation from, and hostility toward, the city of New Bedford. Slowly, having suffered much discrimination, some were elected to political office. Others continue to hold important position in government and educational institutions. Nonetheless, tension remains for many in the faith community between themselves and the city. Many too lament the racial discrimination that they have felt from other Catholic churches in the city.

With the easing of restrictions on immigration, new people arrived from Cape Verde. Eventually the community would provide services in Creole through the good offices of Italian Capuchins who came to the USA about the same time that Cape Verde was getting its independence from Portugal. Also in the 60's and the 70's there was a new awareness of racial identity in America and some in the community sought to identify with Black Americans while others sought to reinforce the Cape Verdean identity.

The community of Our Lady of the Assumption is considerably oriented to the needs of the old and retired. While there is vigorous movement in the community about religious education and sacramental preparation, the community struggles to maintain any kind of social outreach or political involvement. There is more a sense of “noblesse oblige” about such involvement than a passion to be about the mission of the Gospel. 

Many societies for the development of Cape Verdean culture, which came from Our Lady of the Assumption now, have a separate existence and the connections are considerably weakened. The church no longer holds a pivotal position in the social life of the members. For the most part members carry a sense of being Catholic Christian into their workplace and homes. Active participation in the life and mission of the community has fallen victim to the rat race. Too many claimed to be through with church for a while because they have “made their sacraments.” The parish shares the loss of nerve, the malaise characteristic of the world church and is in somewhat of a rut with regard to the novelty of Vatican II. 

Recent attempts to revive the committee structure of the community have helped but the community finds it very difficult to accept the practical implications that the entire community is the church, not just the priests. Rather than a school to learn how to change well, religion is perceived as a refuge from change, which people have to deal with on all sides, family, job, neighborhood, culture, morals and mores.

3. New Orientations

The SS.CC., in a recently enacted pastoral plan for the East-USA Province, recommitted to Our Lady of the Assumption Parish. In a discernment mode, an either do or die strategy, the community asks that we make an all out effort to make of Our Lady of the Assumption an authentic expression of our SS.CC. identity, spirituality and pastoral know-how within the context of the local diocesan church. Members newly assigned to work here are expected to speak Portuguese and celebrate liturgy in the language, still the official language of Cape Verde. This desire to be identified not only with the older members of the community but also with the recently arrived immigrants occasions much reflection on the part of Richard Lifrak, who has already visited Cape Verde, and David Reid both of whom began their work here in 1996. That reflection involves many aspects, some of which are outlined here briefly.

1. The SS.CC. have served well the process of integrating faith in and through the assimilation process. This is not to deny considerable leakage of members to other denominations or to the non-practice of religion but to say that, for the most part, the walls of protection set up were effective. Such a defensive posture is perhaps less warranted in the present although the tendency to shift from one church to another, especially on the occasion of marriage, is all too noticeable and deserves reproval. As in many immigrant communities moving out of the old first generation style of life often means also repudiating the religion so beholden by the parents or switching back and forth between denominations dependent on family expectations. A sense of shock or scandal when people left the church has yielded to a simplistic acceptance of this flux as what many believe to be the inevitable price for moving on, up and out! There is a crying need for adult education and the development of spiritual awareness of one's life as a Catholic Christian. This adult education needs also a sociological component in order to reflect on these changes. 

2. The parish has played a big part in the social identity of the community in the past. Now that this role is greatly outdated, the community needs to refine its centering in the proclamation of the gospel. Many practices and customs that are dubbed "cultural" need to be assessed in the light of faith. For instance, many customs and practices, both old and new about sexuality and marriage need to be critiqued in the light of the church's teaching on the sanctity and stability of marriage. The best lessons here will come from the many happily married couples in the community who have integrated well the demands of both faith and culture. However, the church must yield on some issues too, like, for instance, the conditions for sponsorship in baptism which issue is more often settled in the family circle.

The community needs a sense of ministering to each other and in fidelity to our roots, a process of sharing wisdom in more structured conversations, is required. If less time and effort were poured into fund raising, which was linked with the social life of the community in the past, and more energy be put into experience ​centered education in the Gospel and church teaching, a lot of good could be done and an awful lot of pain avoided. To effect this shift from fund raising to education, the baby boomers and the X-​generation need to be introduced to sacrificial giving and eventually to stewardship. Religion in America is measured, and indeed often marketed, in terms of comfort zones and convenience. To counteract this very strong tendency we need attention to conscience formation, modeled on liberation theology. 

3. One might critique the SS.CC. for failing to explore the missiological aspects of their particular pastoral work at Our Lady of the Assumption Parish. A defense might be that the ecclesiology of the local diocese of Fall River inhibited the Congregation. The SS.CC. lost sight of the special challenges of this ethnic parish and thus let go of their use of the Portuguese and Creole languages much too soon. Moreover, better pastoral planning might have prompted the founding of a mission in Cape Verde to give context and better understanding to the work in New Bedford. And herein lies the challenge for the future, the necessity to see the work at Our Lady of the Assumption, in the context of networking service to the Cape Verdean community in New England. 

A further step might be the establishment of a mission in Cape Verde. If the charism of the SS.CC. is reparative in the sense of ministering to persons in turn around situations in their lives, then it would be important to know both sides - the whence and the whither - of people from Cape Verde. A time of deep discernment is at hand, discernment, that is to say, out of praxis. Either the SS.CC. met the challenge of this parish in a new and vitally fresh way or withdraw with both gratitude for the good work done and an awareness of our limited resources. Besides, isn't this the real excitement of inviting men and women to think of religious life and priesthood? There has to be something truly compelling about our way of life to attract new vocations. Let us not overstay our welcome or revamp and draw in new energy and life!

4. The vocation to be a Catholic Christian is difficult. The call runs against our natural instincts on homing and self-protection. And yet it appeals to the deepest needs to know and experience diversity. Thanks to modern communication and convenience and no matter one's geographical origin, every one today runs the risk of being marooned on the island of his, or her own making. Everyone is in need of being drawn out of oneself to be a citizen of the world. Catholicism remains a challenging and compelling religious interpretation of this very human journey. While it is obvious in the life of a Cape Verdean, it is also the lot of one born in a big city. A Catholic Cape Verdean is no less a living oxymoron than any other person called to be a Catholic Christian but the obvious story of the former can be a great source of enlightenment and liberation to the latter. How to be a Catholic is not learned in a book but it is absorbed through living in a community striving to be Catholic. A deep, effective commitment of the SS.CC. to the mission of the Cape Verdeans might help to restore a missionary, Catholic thrust to a religious Congregation growing older and more protective of itself.

5. Cape Verdeans say that, unlike American Blacks, they did not come to America as another man's slaves. This is true but a cursory reading of the history of Cape Verde indicates some very disturbing facts. Cape Verde was both victim and participant in the slave trade and further victimized by uniquely designed models of feudal colonization. Add to this some of the earth's most severe weather patterns. 

A unique challenge of the proclamation of the Gospel is the liberation of the collective memory of these great hardships wrought by nature and especially those imposed by other human beings. The Cape Verdean woman is truly the bearer of the day's heat in its innumerable indignities and a Christian ministry in her regard will be sensitive to this long history more often ratified by the church than appropriately challenged. The Cape Verdean man was often exiled in search of food and sustenance and a Christian ministry in his regard will be sensitive to a long engendered feeling of loneliness and unbelonging.

Conclusion

The word “Creole” refers to much more than a language. It also evokes a long history of suffering but with it an experience of endurance and resiliency. Such resiliency could be the makings of a mean stubbornness but such endurance, developed and nurtured in a community of God's praise is an invaluable ingredient in one's spirituality. This endurance is the outstanding characteristic of the church described in the Apocalypse of John, a community that declares the victory of the risen Lord in the face of earth shattering conflicts and polemics. 

A spirituality, a missionary stance rooted in the struggle with land and sea on the ten bleak islands of Cape Verde is a unique gift for our times, for our church, our world, our Congregation. Have we lived so close for so long to such a source of energy and only now, when we are already battle weary and fatigued, do we open our eyes to a new challenge worthy of Motte d'Usseau? If we meet the challenge and give it our all, will someone say, in a hundred years from now, that a prophet was in their midst, echoing the hope of an earlier but no less resilient, even stubborn but enigmatic and imaginative exiled Ezechiel?

FROM A SCHOOL THAT EDUCATES TO AN EDUCATING SOCIETY

Manfred Kollig ss.cc. 

Rome

The purpose of this article is to offer some well thought out practical examples of how educational ministry is and can become more part of our mission. As the other items in the second section of the Cahier it has to be brief. This means I can only mention a few examples of which I am aware, conscious that they are representative of what our Congregation is doing in the area of education. Many more could be mentioned.  

To speak about education, in the context of the prophetic and political dimension of our ss.cc. charism, means first of all to emphasize two points. First, we are called to form people so that they can live in the fellowship of Jesus, who is incarnate in situations and circumstances of the world, in all places and in all times of justice or injustice, in health or in illness, in times of plenty or hunger, in beauty or in natural catastrophes.  Second, we must see education as a mean of transforming human beings in God’s love so that they can become part of a process, which transforms society so that it might become the kingdom of God.

The prophet and the politician who feels led by the “Good God”
 is really incarnated in the world and searches for God’s presence in its midst, sharing what he is discovering with other people. He desires to form a community that makes God’s presence visible by shedding a new light on reality and which transforms that reality as salt and yeast.
1. A short history of education in our Congregation

In the history of our Congregation speaking about education was more or less a synonym for speaking about schools. From the beginning work in schools was a central point in the apostolate of our brothers and sisters. It was seen as retracing the childhood of Jesus and as a real commitment to the poor.

In this century two developments are obvious. First, in some Provinces of the Congregation the schools became an important source of money, especially for financing the formation of a growing number of candidates in Europe and in Latin America. One of the consequences was that our schools, in countries where people had to pay for them, became more and more a real alternative only for richer people. At the very least the option for the poor caused this kind of school to be strongly questioned. Second, and this was more among the brothers, the apostolic schools or minor seminaries were founded for educating vocations for religious life and priesthood. More senior high schools, a different vision of family life, new theories of education in which the student becomes a free and responsible subject of his own education and also a new ideas about formation for religious and priests after the Vatican II called this kind of school into question.

As consequence most of the schools the brothers and sisters had were closed. At the same time we can spot some changes that characterize the commitment of our religious brothers and sisters and, as we can now say, members of our Secular Branch who are working in education. Those changes have been made largely after a long process of evaluation and reflection as it was done for example during the Congress of education in February 1999 when 140 people from the four Peruvian schools of our Sisters and Brothers gathered in Lima.
 The development is evidence that we still recognize educational work as a “specific duty of the consecrated persons.”

2. Actual developments in our educational work

2. 1. Our schools as part of an educational network

First of all from day to day we see ourselves less as owners of the schools. More and more the Congregation is conscious that schools are part of an educational network. Especially in societies where the family cannot fulfil a stronger responsibility in the education of their children because of having given, voluntarily or forcibly, priority to the work place the schools are increasingly asked to stuff the gap. Speaking with teachers of our schools during our visits they complain that people expect too much of the school. We can see a significant consequence. Some of our schools are looking at the school as one element in an educating society. 

Other educational institutions with which they try to collaborate are for example sport clubs, music or art schools, parishes, unions, charitable organizations and centers for helping persons in difficult situations, political parties, libraries and museums. Even recognizing the value of the family and the special responsibility of parents, we still have to accept their changing role. Our Congregation in Chile has an interesting program in order to form parents so that they can become an essential part of the educational network.

2. 2.  From a laboratory school to a school of life

It is not only the idea of networking with other groups that have an educational role that is opening up our schools. We also see that challenged by the orientations of our Congregation the schools are becoming increasingly open to their prophetic and political responsibility. They open “doors and windows” so that the society can enter into the life of the teachers and students not only by books but also by life. There are many examples. Our school in Miranda de Ebro (Spain) is confronting the reality of the Gypsies who live in the area. They try not only to integrate them into Spanish society but also to promote their own original lifestyle. In Werne (Germany) where they feel challenged by the emigrants around the school and set up a program so that the students of the school can help the young people among the emigrants to learn German and to find their place in their new “home”. At Damien High School in California (USA) the students have to commit themselves to at least a hundred hours of service in a social project, which must be approved by the administration. Without that they can not graduate. 

We can also see that the whole issue of Globalization and the problem of a one-sided emphasis on the economy are very present in our schools. Some places respond by opening “One-World-Shops” that promote a fair and just trade. 

Another sign of openness in our schools is that we let ourselves be questioned by the present reality where, technology and surrealism, the world of the media and the altar, "the love parade" and the visit of the Pope, the Eucharist and “Big Mac” coexist. We are seeking a new way of evangelizing which comes from the impact of reality that challenges, provokes and looks for an answer. It is a way, which according to our spirituality is built on “reconciliation and compassion.” These are the two key words in an educational program that represents a real change in the way we have been working at St. Ann’s School, Kaneohe (Hawaii-USA).

2. 3. Our contribution in other educational areas

We don’t limit our educational work to our own schools. Lay people and religious are working in other schools or committed in university ministry.
 We see our educational commitment as wider than just work in schools.

Being committed in poor areas we are trying to educate the people on a human and a scientific level so that they will have a better chance of being taken seriously and of developing their gifts in the society. From the beginning literacy education was part of the project in Alges and Charneca (Lisbon, Portugal). Promotion of women and youth without any formation has been part of our mission in Congo and in Mozambique. Similar are the projects of the “Casa Azul” association in Santiago de Chile begun by our brother Ronaldo Muñoz which includes a primary and elementary school, a center for drug addicts and another one for street children. The ministry with laborers, especially young women who come from other islands to work in a factory area in Batam (Indonesia) is educational, helping young people to develop their life of faith in difficult circumstances. 

More and more religious and lay sisters and brothers of our Congregation are becoming conscious of the educational value that every place can have. When we are working for example in Barbadillo (Salamanca, Spain) and at the same time forming volunteers to commit themselves to the work with people with Aids, we are educating. This means helping people to become involved in a part of today’s reality, to be challenged by the society and to learn how to respond to a real need. 

3. “What do you want me to do for you?”

The model of the educator is Jesus Christ. As counselors, advisers, mentors, teachers, students, children or adults, we all are His disciples. His way of being present in the world, of encouraging and contradicting people, of being challenged and faithful is our prophetic and political orientation. 

This involves being present in educational places in order to be educated ourselves by the educational impact of those places on us. We also invite other people to experience for themselves and to learn by doing and reflecting. Education that has a prophetic character and a political impact means: to provoke, to move and to take a stand according to the gospel and to the life of God’s people.

It seems to me that in education we try to take people seriously and to accompany them as much as possible in a personalized way. We help them live their life by relating it with the Gospel and the Eucharist. We do this according to the question of Jesus who asked before acting: “What do you want to do for you?”
 In responding Jesus shows that education does not just mean staying together in a comfortable place. On the one hand he doesn’t fulfil the wish of James and John because he is orientated not only by people’s desires but also and even more so by the will of his God and Father. On the other hand Jesus answered the request of Bartimeus by healing and let him see. To agree and to disagree becomes an essential part of an education with a prophetic and political orientation. 

"A HOME OF THE SACRED HEARTS "

James McDonough, ss.cc.

Japan

The project to build and manage a home for the aged in Yamagata City got started in late October 1978. Around five p.m. John Yamada, ss.cc., the pastor, came into the recreation room, notebook in hand and said : "We ‘ll do it."
August can get very hot in Yamagata causing every living creature to slow down. That year Fr Simon Pease, (deceased) and William Ducey decided to escape some of the scorching heat by touring Hokkaido. While driving around this northern most Prefecture they stopped into Kitami City to visit a mutual friend from language school days. While there Fr. Lucas o.f.m. proudly showed them around a skilled nursing home he recently had built.

I don’t think Simon knew of my interest in the care of elderly people when he told me about this trip to Hokkaido and his friend’s home for the aged. But, as he talked it became clear to me that what I thought, for so long, to be impossible, (mainly because of the enormous amount of money involved), was in fact possible; however remote. I can clearly remember my bicycle ride back to the church from Simon’s small chapel and home; I just couldn’t go fast enough. I was excited and anxious to share what I thought was especially great news with John. John however, didn’t exactly share my enthusiasm, but as always, was supportive.

After getting permission from our then Vice-Provincial, Andrew Healy (now in the Philippines) I traveled to Kitami to visit Simon’s friend and his skilled nursing home. I stayed only one night but prepared hundred questions for him before leaving, the response to which I recorded. Throughout this grilling session I became ever more convinced this same kind of project could be done by us. Just before leaving I asked Fr. Lucas if he thought we could do the same for the old people in Yamagata. He said, “yes, if you have the courage…”

At that point in time I had permission only to research the possibility of doing such a project. But having been enthused by all the positive information I was receiving I was bursting to move on to the next step: permission to do it.

To have a dream is exciting and important but to actualize it demands the understanding and support of many others. Obviously, this dream of mine would have died several times along the way, if not that very afternoon, without the talent and input of many others; especially John. That’s why there really was not project until John said: “we’ll do it.”

Actually, only a few hours before John said yes, he said no. I had been hounding him for weeks about building a home for the aged in Yamagata, but he wasn’t giving me a clear answer, no doubt to avoid hurting me. So, that day, after lunch, I asked him to be honest with me; are we or are we not? "We are not", he answered. He said: "I don’t want to be the director of an old folks home. I am more interested in other apostolates, which I consider of equal importance." I replied, I’ll be the director and you be the chairman of the board of trustees… it seems that John suffered a sudden loss of hearing at that time. Anyway, I got the message. Of course, I was very disappointed, but I could appreciate his feelings, especially with the enormous amount of work ahead of us if we were to try.

Now and again, there are those special moments in life when, neither money, contacts nor courage can make a difference. At such times one can only wait for something special to happen, indeed, for the movement of the Holy Spirit.

That same day, at thirteen p.m., by coincidence or Providence, John had an appointment with a young man who had just been released from the psychological ward of the hospital near the church. The appreciation this young man showed for the opportunity to meet with John and confide in him made a deep impression upon John. John later told me that while listening to this young man he thought, we, the Church, have nothing in this area for people with special needs. Before leaving, the young man insisted on giving some money as a token of gratitude for the time and advice John gave him. The young man left and John went into the church where he prayed for a long time. And during that time, really, the project began. By five p.m. John had drawn up an outline for our procedure… I don’t know where the young man came from or where he went, but he certainly came at a special time.

It seems that most of the priests, I have heard about, who proposed such projects to their communities, received only negative responses. For them, it was an uphill struggle even against their own brothers. For John and I however, it was just the opposite. Of course, there were those who remained skeptical and worried, but, throughout, we enjoyed the interest and encouragement of our SS.CC. members. Beginning with Fr. Healy’s permission, we relied almost completely on the support of our brothers, especially during the first years of preparation.

At our Christmas meeting of 1978 we presented our plan to the community for their approval. By that time, we knew fairly well what was in front of us, so our explanation was thorough enough to alert everyone about the extent of our involvement and risk. We received the approval we hoped for then, and the support we needed throughout.

That day, John was inspired to undertake this project but not in opposition to his personal convictions regarding his role as priest and pastor. Before we began to outline our plans, John asked me whether, I could bear "losing face" if we fail. I answered, yes, then I asked him the same questions. He said "yes, I can now, because I have my reasons for doing it." In short, his reasons for doing this project, was to involve the parish in an on-going social work. In other words, this home would be a parish project not an SS.CC. Community one.

Although John and I were seen as, in some way, the center of this project it is far more correct to see the parishioners of the parish in Yamagata City as the center. From the very beginning we took our outline to the recognized leaders of the parish community. Their response was positive but cautious. Together with the parishioners we continued our research and in February, after Mass, our plans were presented to all the members of the parish for their opinions; in the end they applauded. That reaction surprised and delighted us. During the explanation John said clearly: "the home will not be just for us but for the society."
All of the negotiations were done together with some of the members of the parish. The countless meetings with the City and Prefecture officials were all attended by one or more of the Christians. Also, all but one of the members of our welfare corporation are from this small parish. John was the first chairman of the board of trustees and the president of the church council was the vice-chairman.

In order to receive public grants we first had to be approved by the Yamagata City Council. Actually, at one point in time the Mayor himself went to Tokyo to assure a certain government foundation that he himself would fully back our project. But only a year or so before, when we visited our city councilman to gain his support, we found out, to our disappointment, he didn’t even know we had a church in the city. After being there for 70 years we thought everyone knew the Catholic Church was in town. Anyway, thanks to this project he and many others are no longer strangers. One might say, we took the basket off the lighted candle.

At this writing, July 6, 1998, I am settled into my new assignment as a pastor of a small community in Kamisu town, Ibaraki Prefecture. January 9th, 1996, our Vice Provincial, phoned to tell me of my transfer. After thirteen years as director of our home the time had come for me to be moved. Of course, I was disappointed to be leaving a work I consider very important but it is also a privilege to be pastor of a Christian Community, regardless of its size.

Also, in the beginning I asked our SS.CC. members not to transfer me for five years after the home was opened; so I have no complaints… just mixed feelings.

John Yamada is now the pastor of a church near Tokyo but he remains an advisor to the welfare corporation responsible for the home and I am still a member of the board of trustees. 

The home, which we named "Mi Kokoro no Sono" or a Home of the Sacred Hearts, is now being managed by members of the parish just as John planned. When I left, the home consisted of eighty-two beds for permanent residence, and six beds for short-stay residence, a day care center for twenty-five persons, a home care program with ten care-givers and a counselling service for families. Presently, seventy-seven employees work in the home.

I could not complete an article about this wonderful experience without mentioning a most important blessing: the Sisters of Charity of Ottawa, (Canada). During the preparatory stages John invited one of the Canadian Sisters to give the yearly Lenten retreat to the parish. At that time, sister learned of our plans and said she would ask her community to help us. I was told later that only after several meetings and a lot of discernment did her community decide to establish in Yamagata; Certainly a wonderful blessing for us but they too were blessed with several vocations shortly after coming. I credit the good reputation of the home to the presence and expertise of the Sisters.

Now-a-days my contact with senior citizens is limited to a few church activities and a little volunteer work of my own and of course prayers for Mi Kokoro no Sono and everyone involved in this important work.

In the May issue of Com-Union (1998), the Superior General, Enrique Losada, reminded us of one of the Good Father’s favorite expressions: “a desire to be useful.” His simple expression captures nicely my hope for our home now and for many years to come… and for me too. 

DARC Drug Addiction Rehabilitation Center

William Donegan, ss.cc.

Japan

1. Encounter with DARC

The doorbell rang on a summer morning in 1992 and on answering it I found myself face to face with eight men. They were the fiercest, weirdest ugliest looking guys I ever saw, and in the small entrance to Shimodate rectory they filled it to overflowing. With a grunt the leader went past me into the living room with the others following him. I was scared, frightened, terrified for my life, but went in after them. They said there were from DARC and wanted my help. I had heard the word before but couldn’t recall it, probably because of the intimidating presence of my guests. In fact, these guys were sent by the founder of DARC, Roy Assenheimer, a Maryknoll priest and a good friend, we had studied Japanese together many years before. Right after the visit he telephoned asking me to help them as he had rented a house in my area and they needed advice and direction. I found myself saying "YES", without much enthusiasm, and later, when it sunk in feeling helpless as I knew nothing about these kind of people. 

The leader of the above group was in fact an ex big shot in the Yakuza (Japanese Mafia) and he told me as much. He was then the director of a rehabilitation house for drug addicts, and on getting to know him better I found that he had a kind and loving heart. He saw in the newcomers to DARC reflections of what he himself was and cared for them like a father. In a few weeks we became good friends, met about twice a week to talk over problems, and in two years he was baptized. 

The offer of the Church building as a meeting place for rehabilitating drug addicts was immediately accepted. In the beginning up to twenty men showed up for the meetings, they were friendly and noisy, with brightly colored hair, and rings in most visible parts of the body and quite scared of me, a foreigner. The old Sister living on the property didn’t like them, calling them dirty and dangerous looking. Many of the boys started sniffing glue at the age of 15, then going on to addictive cough syrup before graduating to the hard stuff, cocaine, heroin etc., by the time they were 19 or 20. 

2. Addiction in Japan

At the time I knew nothing about addiction but learned little by little as almost every other day one of the staff had a problem and came looking for a solution. The Health Department in the City knew nothing of addiction and treated it as a vice to overcome by willpower. In fact, the biggest surprise to me was that the Government did absolutely nothing for addiction, especially those hooked on drugs. One general practice was to send an addict to a mental hospital where he would be continually sedated to keep him calm, the result of which was a temporary relief from heroin or cocaine but becoming dependant on sedatives. Another solution was to be sent to prison where he joined a community of which the vast population are drug related offenders, and there is no rehabilitation program in Japanese prisons.
The Government had no program of rehabilitation nor had any plans to begin one. As this began to sink in, I began to read anything I could on addiction and listen to those who had experience. One of the first things I learned was that the only organization helping these unfortunates in a practical way was the Catholic Church, and as a matter of fact, it still is. Catholic Charities allot money from their annual budget towards alcohol and drug addiction, and it is this money and other donations from churches and individuals that is the only source of income for the now more than 20 rehabilitation houses. 

3. Local Church and DARC

The Church Community in Shimodate although very small were outstanding in their efforts to promote the cause of rehabilitation and volunteer to help in any way possible, and they deserve a lot of credit for the building up of DARC. They invited the members to help with decorating for Christmas and activities like Bazaars etc, and always invited them to attend every church function. DARC was founded in 1987, by Fr. Roy and a convicted drug pusher Kondo San, who was released into his custody for rehabilitation. They had no money and the only resource was their enthusiastic zeal to do something. They prayed, wrote letters to sponsors, contacted nearby churches and friends hoping for help. Much of their success came from the fact they lived in Tokyo which had a big international population where the rehabilitation of addicts was not new, and people were charitable in their donations. 

The same could not be said for the country town of Shimodate, where I lived. These people believed that if addicts were punished enough they would stop taking drugs but would always be society dropouts. Also many of the Catholics at first thought that having this kind of people around would diminish the reputation of the Church, which they secretly feel is a place for righteous and holy citizens. It took several years before they felt comfortable with a few of these young people coming to Church. Indeed, over the years several of them have been baptized, many are now leaders and staff members who themselves are recovered drug addicts. 

4. Peter Iwai Kiyohiko

One man in particular deserves much credit, Peter Iwai Kiyohiko, an ex-Yakuza strongman, leader of that group I met on the Summer morning in 1992, himself a recovered drug addict, baptized four years ago, and now the Director of the program everywhere north of Tokyo. First we planned that he go and visit the Health Department in every city and town in Ibaraki Prefecture (SS.CC. area) and then the social welfare centers. It was necessary to conscientize those in authority in government and education as well as the medical profession. Iwai San went to the Prefectural offices where he accidentally met a high official who was a Catholic from Mito church and knew all the SS.CC. Fathers very well since his teen years. He was and still is a great help and advisor in dealing with the government bureaucracy. 

We asked one or two high-schools to let him speak to the students on the danger of drugs, and being a gifted and natural speaker he became an instant hit, but because of his other life in the crime syndicate many officials were reluctant to invite him. The problem in Japan is growing and the publicity from television constantly highlights DARC and its achievements. Now, five years later he is instantly known from appearances on television and in the newspapers, and cannot keep up with the demand for his presence on the lecture circuit. He uses any money gained from speaking for the rehabilitation of addicts, saying that is one way he can pay back his debt for his past sins against society. 

5. Witnessing

Three years ago, at a retreat for young Catholic married men, I invited two of the DARC leaders to talk about drugs in their life and the struggle to overcome them. Both were  non-Christian, yet spoke of finding God in the fight to overcome drugs at the rehabilitation center. Those at the center go to Church every week to attend NA (Narcotics Anonymous) meetings and often enter the Chapel to sit and be quiet. At the NA meetings the same 12 steps of AA are used, the word "God" is never mentioned, but is translated from the English to Japanese by using another English word "Higher Power." One man in his talk told of his encounter with and after one year of visiting the Church discovered that the name of this "Higher Power" is Jesus. 

6. SS.CC. and DARC

When Enrique Losada, Superior General, visited Japan three years ago, we went to the rehabilitation house together. The national leader came specially for the meeting and asked Enrique about Proyecto Hombre in Spain, saying that the program had great possibilities in Japan. The Director asked Enrique to suggest a speaker who might come to Japan and speak to government and medical as well as people in education and law enforcers. He promised to contact a leader in Spain, and was instrumental in Sr. Pilar Ruiz de la Prada ss.cc. coming from Santander to give a series of lectures in Japan. The effect of this visit is still felt and now more emphasis on the rehabilitation of families of addicts is evident. Last year a group of staff leaders visited Santander to see first hand and hear more from Sr. Pilar, now a well know name in DARC.

After much persuading and pleading, talking, consulting, studying and more talking the Government has finally decided to build the first public rehabilitation institute in Japan. It will be constructed next year in Shimodate, where Michael Coleman, ss.cc. is Pastor and very involved in DARC. The original building was to be built two years ago but neighbors launched an objection to having such fierce looking people in their area. A Buddhist priest in the same town heard this, and gave a gift of property twice as large as the original place. Even though the new Center is public, it will be run by DARC, a Catholic Institution and its name will be "Just For Today House." The residents promise to quit drugs just for today, one day at a time for life. 

Today, many of our SS.CC. men willingly open their doors to help these unfortunate people and their families. They see the Church as a place to go when they have problems big or small, and we always quote "Come to me, all you that labor and are overburdened, and I will give you rest." (Mt 11:28). The first day they came to Shimodate church, they scared the life out of me, but now I see them as lost sheep wandering aimlessly around waiting to be found, and thank God every day for the blessings and strength received in allowing us to be instruments however small in the work of rehabilitating drug addicts.      

INHAMINGA

Eamon Aylwards, ss.cc.

Mozambique

The town of Inhaminga in the Province of Sofala in Mozambique, had the distinction of being the only town in the country, in the hands of the Renamo rebels at the end of the civil war in late 1992. Fierce fighting for the town during the war had seen the entire population dislocated, fleeing to Beira, neighboring countries or seeking out an existence in the bush. With the signing of the peace accord in Rome in October 1992, most of the countryside was in the control of Renamo, while the Frelimo government remained in control of the cities and towns. In January 1993, Fr. Derek Laverty ss.cc. and myself arrived in Mozambique for a visit of one month in order to prepare for living permanently in Inhaminga later that same year. 

At the time, along with the problems associated with the war, central Mozambique was in its third year of a five-year drought. Inhaminga was a distribution point for food aid, which was airlifted there at regular intervals. Because of this many people from outlying districts had converged on Inhaminga in the hope of access to food supplies. 

During this visit to Mozambique we only managed a day visit to Inhaminga, (by plane) as the main road between Beira and Inhaminga (180 km) had yet to be demined and re-opened after the war. This visit was an eye opener for me, as it was my first direct experience of a people who had endured a horrible war and had lived through suffering, the likes of which I could not even begin to contemplate. Poverty was all around us as we were shown around the town. People were poorly dressed, with most of the women using food sacks for skirts and most of the children having protruding stomachs, a sure sign of malnutrition or worms. A visit to the "hospital" saw us confronted for the first time with the sight of women, children and a few men in an advanced stage of malnutrition, with their blank stares and almost skeleton forms. A few little packets of pills in the pharmacy were the extent of the medical assistance that could be offered. Amidst the obvious signs of war, bullet and rocket holes in buildings, burned structures etc., we encountered a people who were still very frightened. This was obvious in the reactions of the children in a class we visited where regimentation and discipline were the order of the day. Spontaneity and laughter seemed to be at a minimum. We came away from Inhaminga that day determined to return and to do whatever we could to alleviate the pointless suffering of these good people. Our previous reflections as a Province and within the Congregation on "creating a more just world in solidarity with the poor," became very concrete for us on that day, as indeed did the concept of reparation.

Returning to live in Inhaminga eight months later, facilitated by the good work of Fr. Jeff Martens, ss.cc., who had prepared a house for us, we found that the main road between Beira and Inhaminga had been reopened by the UN World Food Programme (WFP) and that the UN itself had begun to take control of the situation in the country, in the run-up to elections in October 1994. Since then and with the arrival of our S.S.C.C. Sisters in January 1996, we have attempted to respond to the needs of our people as best we could. Much has been accomplished but still much remains to be done. In the limited space of this article, it is only possible to offer a few reflections on our experience of life among our people for the last six years.

We all know, how aware our founders were of the reality of Providence at work in their lives and in the lives of the early community. Since arriving in Inhaminga, I have been much more aware of the reality of that same Providence at work in my own life. Despite many positive things which we have been able to accomplish, hardly a day goes by without being confronted by our own limitations, when you are thrown continuously back to the reality that it is the Lord's work that we are about. Daily we are called to be open to the Holy Spirit operating in our midst, especially in regards to the innate fear our people have of spirits, curses and some traditional practices, and in confronting and overcoming the irrational jealously that so often shows itself. 

One day Derek and I, returning from Beira about 10 km south of Inhaminga, drove over a damaged anti-tank mine which was destroyed the next day by deminers. For quite some time afterwards, I found myself being confronted each day by the reality of the question "what if it had exploded?" It helped to focus on the reason why I chose to live and work among a suffering people. Apart from our efforts to be in solidarity with them, our presence was also a sign of hope. In the uneasy peace of the early days, it was possible to sense the people's idea, that as long as the fathers were among them, they were assured of living in some form of peace. Some people actually made their decision to return to live in Inhaminga on the basis of our living there.

On our arrival in Inhaminga, the population of the town did not have access to running water. Procuring water meant a return journey of 8 km, to a pump mounted by Médecins sans Frontières, near a water source. So with the help of aid from overseas, we set ourselves the task of remedying this situation and the first water flowed in the town of Inhaminga on the 1st of January 1994, three months after our arrival. It was a day of great celebration and a sign of new life among the people. As mentioned earlier, our early years in Inhaminga were years of serious drought in this part of Africa. Even though the war had ended, a poor harvest inevitably led to hunger. To help relieve the situation, we started Food for Work projects in collaboration with the UN WFP in Beira. From our 1st project bringing food to 230 families, three years later, we were running 34 projects for over 3,500 people, effectively providing extra food for almost 50% of the population of the District. For most of the people it was their first experience of working with the guarantee that they would be paid, as their previous experience often led to abuses in almost never being paid what they had been promised. I am sure it was for most, their first experience of "the laborer is worthy of his hire" and it was a privilege to witness the joy that this food of life brought to so many who were in desperate need.

Working in Inhaminga even today, the reality of death and physical suffering are never far away. When the incidence of malaria is really high around the turn of each year, almost every week we are confronted by a number of unnecessary deaths especially among babies and young children. These deaths are a result of a combination of malnutrition, malaria and a lack of services and real care in the local hospital. Also having been a victim of malaria myself on a number of occasions, I know that the reality of death is very close even for us who work here in Africa. The call to serve carries within it a second call to accept the close reality of death and a greater dependence on Providence.

At present, with the opening up of Mozambican borders since the end of the war, Aids is raising its nasty head among our people. Official figures from our neighbor Zimbabwe, report that 1,200 people a month are dying from Aids in that country. Unfortunately in Mozambique, almost no one is talking about it, primarily because there is very little education available for a people who know very little and are reluctant to speak about the ordinary functions of their own bodies. This coupled with a cultural mentality that seeks to attribute blame to another for anything bad that happens in life means that there is an inordinate fear associated with any topic related to sickness and death. Some while ago, I was called upon to offer transport to a family where the father had died, most likely of aids. Returning from the cemetery, his sons were discussing among themselves who of his  three wives were responsible for his death. More recently, Fergal, ss.cc. was called upon to rescue an old lady who had been accused by neighbors of being responsible for the death of their child. They had tied the woman to the ground and were applying hot metal to her private parts in retribution for the curse she supposedly had inflicted on their child. 

The Good News of liberation, trust and love carry with it values that can transform the lives of our people in overcoming the innate fear that is inherent in their culture. Yet their culture also offers many positive elements that highlights the already present Spirit in their midst. Among others, their lived reality of the extended family and their willingness to share the little they have, brings back strong memories of my growing up in Ireland.

We have had a lot of experience in dealing with different authorities over the years. On arrival in Inhaminga, untrained Renamo officials were responsible for local government.  Being unpaid, the majority of aid destined for the general population found its way into the coffers of these officials. WFP unofficially accepted that if 40% of their food aid reached the general population, they were being successful in their work. Corruption was the order of the day, as the town was stripped of any valuable asset, down to electric and telephone wires still on the street. It is true to say that most of the destruction to the town of Inhaminga occurred after the Peace Accord was signed and after our arrival, as officials profited from widescale looting of unclaimed property to benefit themselves. 

Immediately after elections won by Frelimo, young men who had joined Renamo after the war with a view to working in government, descended on Inhaminga. Disgruntled, disillusioned and with little hope for the future, they began to abuse their position and instilled fear in the local people. I can recall one Wednesday evening while celebrating the Eucharist with our Sisters about 35 of them arrived at our house, ready to angrily demand a share of food aid we were distributing. Seeing us sharing the Eucharist inside, they retired only to return the next day to make their demands, which we attempted to respond too. Once again I was struck by Providence at work among us. Presently we have a new Frelimo administration, which appears to offer some hope for the future of our District. At least daily life is beginning to have all the trappings of a calm peaceful society. However, while we may have peace, much still needs to be done to realize reconciliation between the parties of the civil war conflict. 

Realizing a truly peaceful society also involves our mission team in monitoring the daily activities of our police and military.  Since our arrival in Inhaminga two people have died in police custody and one young man died at the hands of the military. Torture is regularly used as a means of ascertaining the truth.  "When did we visit you in prison?"

Unemployment is another true curse among us. The mission with 35 workers is one of the few employers in the town. To further respond to this need we have initiated a project whereby we purchase sunflower seed from our local farmers and produce cooking oil, which we sell on to the people at a reasonable price. This provides a guaranteed income to anyone who is willing to work and well as improving the diet of our people with the easy availability of cooking oil. 

The people of our district are a people attempting to come to terms with the new world in which they live. They are attempting to leave behind the ignorance and fear which have haunted their past and come to terms with the new opportunities of knowledge, peace, security etc. A new age is dawning for them and it is a privilege to share in their daily struggles, frustrations and hopes as they strive to create that hopeful future. The Good News is speaking to them in the reality of their lives and urging them on to a better and freer future. With all their fears and superstition, God is very near to them and I have every confidence that He in his Providence will indeed lead them to the promised land.

THAT LOVE BE NOT NARROW

José Luis Lozano, ss.cc.

Spain

To recall the collaboration that we our Congregation has with Caritas Salamanca in the project of help, care and accompaniment of those terminally ill with Aids is not easy for me as I know I am not supposed to be purely descriptive but I have been asked to put “a bit of meat on the spit.” And when one has to enter within oneself, into profoundly lived experiences, even though it seems an exaggeration, I feel myself rather modest. But it seems the least I can do in return for all I have received from my brothers and sisters.

I also understand that I am not expected to speak of the community of Barbadillo nor do I think there is enough space. I believe what is asked of me is a reflection on what is expected of an ss.cc. community in an experience of collaboration, reflection, planning, evaluation and coordination with an institution which in this case is a particularly lively and young office of Caritas. Caritas Salamanca has twenty programs which minister to the excluded and marginalized. Those involve twenty teams and more than six hundred volunteers.

Nor do I understand that I have to speak of Caritas Salamanca, but rather I will try to express something of what this collaboration, which has been going on for six years now, provokes and stirs up in a person such as me. I ask pardon for I am not very clear or very gifted in making a synthesis, and even less so when I already sense flowing within different experiences, reflections, ideas etc. I also lack sufficient distance for making the analysis and the best order.

These verses from Rilke help me personally:


“Be patient with all that is not yet


resolved in your heart…


Try to love your own doubts…


Don’t seek answers


that can not be given,


because you would not be 


able to deal with them.


What is important is to experience everything.


Experience now the questions,


perhaps, little by little,


without being aware


you will be able one day


to experience the answers."

The community of Barbadillo came to birth in 1993 as a desire of the Province at the time of the celebration of the beatification of Damien. The desire would carry out the Provincial Chapter. Provincial Government got it going choosing thee brothers from the twenty-nine who had offered themselves as volunteers.

I must say that those of us who have been or are presently part of the community consider ourselves “thankful and privileged” for so many reasons: for the confidence placed in us, for the welcome we have always been given by Caritas Salamanca, for having crossed the borders of the world of exclusion which one must draw near as Moses to the bush, with fear and trembling; for such humanity that nothing or no one could make disappear; for the SS.CC. Laity (more than 50) and for the volunteers (more than 350) that in the course of these six years always have accompanied, surrounded and helped us.

1. Between Uncertainty and Hope

Life and history have not made me naïve. But I must confess that in these years I have become much more critical of our world both in its civil dimension as well as in its religious perspective. There are many wars and many millions of victims. There are many Auschwitz, gulags, Rwandas, Eritreas, Congos, Salvadores, Etiopias, Sarajevos, Kosovos, Hiroshimas, and Nagasakis. The memory of so much “xenophobia” in Europe and in my own Spain impresses itself upon me. How can one forget the mentality of crusade found in so much political and religious fundamentalism, all the misogyny, exploitation of children; the foreign debt, the delirium of nationalism and colonialism of every kind, the extermination of indigenous peoples, the disappeared of so many dictatorships, the abusive exploitation of the resources of the planet, the elderly abandoned in questionable homes in our bourgeoisie Europe, the shootings in our streets, the unemployables, homes burned and people mistreated by the new Nazis, the tremendous trade of arms, drugs, and prostitution.

And we all know, that no matter how apocalyptic this enumeration may seem, it is incomplete. I can not succeed in ridding myself of such a tangled thicket, the immense “rhizome” as Guattari calls it.

Do we find our world in agony, as H. Arendt says? Can we say with Weisel that the idea of man has died and even man himself?

As a believer, and here my vocation as a Scripture scholar plays a large part, neither can I fail to keep on “listening” to the prophets of all times with their visions of hope:


“How beautiful on the mountains,


are the feet of the messenger


announcing PEACE


of the messenger of GOOD NEWS. “ (Is 52:7)

2. In the Context of the spirit: praise and celebration of beings

As paradoxical as it may seem historical reality has made me grow in the capacity for surprise and wonder. This is what I understand by spirituality. Spirituality always involves a clear consciousness of what exists, of “the real” as well as openness to that which is not yet. Spirituality also involves strength and boldness, “of those who risk” which we usually translate as “the Kingdom belongs to the violent”(Jesus). This enables us to transcend reality and open ourselves to hope.

Spirituality opens one to the “mystery” of each creature, of each person in all of life. Including when we are asleep it awakens us to the perception of mystery. Spirituality opens one to “a face to face” with God and with others (1 Cor 13), without ever separating the presence of God from the presence of the human being (man/woman), light from darkness, just from unjust, happy from terrible, or the pleasant from the unpleasant.


In this sense what evocative power the verses of Rainer Maria Rilke have:



"Tell me, poet, what is your exercise?


I CELEBRATE.


But the monstrous and the deadly


how do you take it, how do you stand it?


BECAUSE I CELEBRATE IT.



But the anonymous and that which has no name,


what do you call it? Oh, Poet


I CELEBRATE IT.


What right, wearing whatever mask or disguise, 


to be so truthful?


IT IS BECAUSE I CELEBRATE.


The impetuous and the silent, 


star or storm, how do they recognize you?


BECAUSE I CELEBRATE THEM." 

The miracle of spirituality is rooted here, as believers it situates us in the realm of the Spirit.

We must get beyond a cliché, which is rather dangerous: the Spirit is the great absent One in the Church. If I may say, this cliché is sheer nonsense. We know and we confess that the Church is born of the Holy Spirit, is holy because of the Spirit. It lives, grows and evangelizes by the Spirit of its Lord Jesus. We are permanently in need of “epiclesis” – the invocation of the Spirit so that events, words, realities might be revelatory.

And in this context we also need the invocation of the Spirit in order to find a key for our existence, not only for reading, but in order to understand what is found on the first page of Genesis (Gn 1: 26-28), what it means that God has created the human being, man and woman, in his image and likeness.

The human being is “stele of God.” And just as steles made kings present before his subjects, so the human being makes God present. Broken and destroyed steles make impossible the recognition of God in our world.
 

The best prophetic, biblical and faith traditions develop this hermeneutic of “the human being as image of God.” The programmatic text of Luke in which he presents the mission of Jesus (Lk 4:18 ff.) has much to do with this. From there so beautifully the tradition which brings together language about God and language about the human being. It is not our will but the will of God. It can not be considered insignificant that Jesus referred to himself as “Son of Man”(= this man) and that Paul presented the Christian as the face of Christ  in whom is reflected the glory of God. The texts of the tradition are innumerable in this respect.


The Spirit anoints Jesus to take seriously this mission (Lk 4:18 ff.) and all of us are familiar with the scene of Mathew 25 so well interpreted by John of the Cross, “In the evening of life you will be examined in love.”
The overriding service of the Spirit for the Church is to turn her toward her Lord. “But the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name will teach you everything and remind you of all I have said to you.” (Jn 14:26)

For this the Lord has given us the Spirit as gift: “As the Father has sent me so I am sending you… Receive the Holy Spirit.” (Jn 20:21-22) The Church receives its very essence in mission outside itself.

3. In the Context of Fascination

Joseph Moing says that the God of Jesus Christ will not be able to remain alive in our history if not in the same way in which he entered into it: “By the murmur /the murmurs” of his followers. They do not provoke “deafening shouts of God” but function as a very good eye salve that dilates and cleans the pupils, “Blessed are the pure in heart, they shall see God.”(Mt 5:8)

We speak of the beautiful story of those fascinated by the Master. He is the only Master, we must be witnesses, “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, who leads us in our faith and brings it to perfection.” (Heb 12:2)

It is a long history of “a captivating memory”, of the “memory of the passion” of Jesus. Our interior universe has been deeply affected by a time of “weak theology and intense love”, as J. B. Metz says. 

The centrality of the Master and Lord fills these two thousand years. We all know the New Testament and the rest of the documents. We all know the history of the Church and the following of Jesus. We are surrounded by a multitude of witnesses. I can not neglect to include here a hymn/prayer that might help to increase this fascination:


"LORD JESUS!


You are my strength and my failure,


My inheritance and my poverty.


You are my justice, Jesus.


My war and my peace.


My free freedom!


You, my death and my life.


Word of my cries,


silence of my hope,


witness of my dreams,


Cross of my Cross!


Cause of my bitterness,


pardon for my selfishness,


crime of my trial,


judge of my poor lament,


reason of my hope, You!


My promised land is You…


Easter of my Easter


Our glory for ever, LORD JESUS!"




Pedro Casaldáliga

Fascination has made grow a substantial interwoven collection of “little stories,” of “clear parables” in which the main role is taken by common men and women and which continue to help us make hope grow ever stronger.

As the Master these little stories have integrated the sorrows and hopes of the people who were his brothers and sisters. And this integration has made them more real, more human and more capable of overcoming so many temptations to being inhuman. They are stories like those of Jesus, without a hidden meaning, with no other reason than the absurdity and injustice of all exclusion and suffering.

They are stories that evaluate and discern our own humanity and spirituality. Where should we be? How? For what reason?

They are stories of so many people whom we remember and admire. They speak of experiences of fraternity and community, which continue to invite each and all to actualize and refresh the remembrance of the Good Samaritan in one’s life. They purify and humanize the air we breathe in our following of the Master.

They are stories of so many men and women given to the cause of solidarity with the excluded of the earth and who seek to be the voice of the voiceless. "I want to cast my lot with the poor of the earth," as the song says.

They are stories without justification which, as Jon Sobrino likes to say, are a public call to all to do good, as the Master, to practice justice and to walk humbly with the God of the poor.

They are stories of human journeys, singularly eloquent, which we could well see as Eucharists celebrated in the midst of the continuing human adventure in the company of the God of life. They are stories which over and over again “call to the table of the Lord” those who are excluded from our Eucharists. Metz comes to the point of saying that today there is really only one schism that threatens the Church, “We Christians of the first world tear the altar cloth between ourselves and all the poor churches, when we should be united in conversion and solidarity. Our sin is not the faith, but rather the failure to fulfill its demands of justice and solidarity.”
They are stories written in complete generosity, in the belief that all must function at the level of gift. To serve God and to do his will in service (Jn 13) is a gift. It is not a question of our excess for which we must be recompensed, rather we should feel ourselves thankful that we have been touched by the mercy of God and the certainty that life has value in and for itself.

They are stories, which are definitely linked to the oldest of the traditions about the followers of Jesus, “See how they love one another,” which is always correlative with “everyone who loves…knows God.” (1 Jn 4:7)

One could also say that all these stories, these little accounts, are the best fulfillment of the parables of Jesus, parables of humble faith (humus= earth) for they look to the earth and renounce the tools of domination and exclusion. They propose not only a “freedom from” but also a “freedom for”. They contribute to the creation and healing of so much of the social and institutional fabric. They are clear “no’s” to so much manipulation by ideology and artificial powers. They open to all that is good, right and just in our land in order to know how to welcome it with care and thanksgiving. They clearly reveal God the Father whose passion has never been himself (= religion) but rather his children and whose dearest dream is inclusion in life, love and dignity for his children.

4. The “Amanacer Solidario” (Daybreak Together) Project


This is the name that Caritas Salamanca gave to the program of the Hospitality House for those terminally ill with Aids. And it is clear to everyone that the name has to do with the accounts of life, resurrection and fraternity in the New Testament. The resurrection always takes place “at daybreak,” “at sunrise.”
I like to situate the story of these six years in the same context of “the little stories/accounts” of the followers of Jesus.

Here also we are confronted with a little story of six years, but six years of home, family, fraternity and fight for life. These have been six years of much journeying, effort, formation, reflection, communication and experiences of living radically.

They have been six years of being attentive to the richest and most profound we have as children of God: intimacy, the most unbelievable richness that no on can eradicate from human beings. Exclusion and oppressors can not eradicate it, nor can drugs or Aids, not even death itself.

These have been six years open to the commitment of so many people: the sick, scientists, doctors, health care workers, volunteers, and institutions. These have been six years of the gifts of so many people.

These have been six years of being so deeply disturbed within and at the same time a time of deep peace.

Underlining some points can help understand the apparent paradox: If God is father and he invites us to be children, brothers and sisters to one another, no one can lack a living space where they can feel themselves comfortable and at home and this is especially so if one is excluded or weak.

Home and family must allow us to look into each other’s eyes without remaining in the past. God always says to us, “Do not look to the past, I am going to do something new.” (Is 43:18-19)

We are all in the process of passing from death to life, from slavery to drugs and addictions to a life in freedom, from aggresivity to reconciliation with oneself, with friends, with family and with society.

The house of hospitality can not be seen as a crystal clear  manifestation of the presence of Jesus. It is clear that there are present also in all of us the contradictions and inconsistencies of our world. But I dare to state that in the house “the other” has ceased to exist in the sense in which that expression is understood in socio-religious categories. We are no longer “Aids patients,” “drugies” or “riffraff.” We are all persons and that’s how we feel toward one another. It is what I call passing through the Sacrament of the Name, which has something to do with baptism, “Christ set us free so that we should remain free.” (Gal 5:1)

We have all had to let go of many old ideas and prejudices. How true it is that faith is a good eye salve. The greatest difficulty and at times the greatest challenge has been to overcome paternalism, manicheeism and formalism. To overcome “them” and “us” really from the heart; “them,” those with Aids, the sick, the weak, the asocial, the abnormal; “us”, the healthy, the normal, the good. It is necessary to learn how to accept and value the personal history of each person, with his/her choices without staying stuck on one page of that history.

When you see how they place their history and their life in all their breadth before you, it makes you shake to look at yourself in your relationships within the community, for example.

Another big lesson is the long and impressive process of reconciliation with oneself, family, and society, once again being able to love oneself and find meaning in life. To experience these situations is a wonderful gift that helps to relativize our “depression” and our stress.

One can understand that in the house the basic sin is physical and social death. All of us fight boldly against these two deaths. What a joy are the new therapies and the new ways of reintegration in society that are we are beginning to see.

It is necessary to also say something of our “memoria passionis,” the remembrance of those who have left us to go to the house of the Father. Some 1,100 people have died of Aids in Salamanca in the last 10 years. It is estimated that there are  around 1,500 who have the disease.

I can never forget the tribute which the institutions that fight against Aids in Salamanca celebrate each year. It consists of a launching red balloons with the names of our deceased brothers and sisters. Watching the balloons go up against the deep blue of our sky is a foretaste of the Resurrection. And as in the account of the Resurrection of Jesus, we also hear, “Why look among the dead for someone who is alive?” (Lk 24:5)

And I am certain that this is not a vain illusion, “vanities” do not last two thousand years.


And the trusting prayer wells forth:


“Many of my friends keep knocking 


at your door, Lord.


Life, forgiveness, for you we await


your certain word.


As your loving father’s arms


which we find open.”


“Your lips, your skin, your flesh will die,


but you always will have been.


To be only once, isn’t that already enough?


While it lasts, space will watch over your bones,


While it remains a breeze will carry your scent.


…For you have been one day, you will be forever.” 

The fact is that six years helps to understand that solidarity is much more than sharing. The very word tells us that it has something to do with “welding.”
 We have united, welded together our destiny, our life, our fight, our hopes and our cause.

As what we accomplish is very little and Aids on the street continues to be Aids, we must continue to be humble, rooted in the earth, persevering, “Your perseverance will win you your lives.” (Lk 21:19) It is necessary to live without rushing, without anxiety, without letting ourselves be affected by the question “what do you do?” At times people listen and fail to see that you are praying from the depth of your soul to the Lord that he teach you to “be,” to “be present” so as to continue learning how to discover yourself as fragile, vulnerable and human.

The verses of Tagore offer some light:


“At the end of the road


they say to us:


Have you lived? Have you loved?


And I, without saying anything


will open my heart full of names”

Just as I was finishing this article another little story began on July 12, 1999. Our sisters began to collaborate with Caritas Salamanca assisting those who have no home. Thanks and good luck !…
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