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Statement of the General Governments

concerning the Secular Branch

(Original in Spanish)

Rome, October 27, 2008
Introduction
The joint sessions of the General Chapters of the sisters and brothers in 2006 asked the General Governments: 

That, in communion with SS.CC. laity, they continue the reflection on the place of the secular branch in the heart of our Congregation, and on the nature of commitment of the Laity, called to live with us our SS.CC. charism, but in a way other than religious life.
To respond to that request, since 2007 the General Governments have taken two action steps:
· A consultation of members of the secular branch, brothers/sisters who work with them and major superiors.

· An historical study of the development of the secular branch from the beginning of the Congregation until now.
With that input and as fruit of the reflection of the two General Governments, we present this statement to clarify some points related to this topic.
The collaboration of the Congregation with the laity is a much broader topic, which fortunately is more and more a part of our life and apostolate as a result of journeying with God’s people. What we address in this statement is the specific topic of the secular branch, which touches only one aspect of this broader area.
Central Orientation

The charism that inspires the brothers and sisters of the Congregation is also able to inspire the faith life of those who are not religious. For religious as well as for seculars
, it is a calling, a particular way of receiving the grace of the Spirit of the Lord who moves us to respond by a life marked by particular aspects of the Gospel.

This charism can inspire a radical living of the Gospel both by ss.cc. religious and by seculars
 linked in various ways to the Congregation. 
Clarifications
1. The members of the Congregation

The first chapter of the Constitutions defines the Congregation as an apostolic religious congregation of pontifical right, with two branches, that of the sisters and that of the brothers. While each branch has autonomous juridical personality, they constitute one Congregation. Therefore, in the proper sense, the members of the Congregation are the women and men who make religious profession in the institute.
2. Since its origin the Congregation has had a secular branch…(Const. 9)
The secular branch, referred to in article 9 of the Constitutions, cannot be termed a branch in the same way that the preceding articles speak of the two religious branches, so that the Congregation would be a kind of religious institute with three branches. The term “branch” applied to the secular branch does not have the same meaning as when applied to the branches of the brothers and the sisters, who, as already stated, are members of the Congregation by reason of their religious profession.
It is interesting to note that the expression “secular branch” only appears in the terminology of the Congregation in the middle of the last century and does not become part of the Constitutions until 1988. Before that, “from its origins,” the more common term was that of the “exterior association.” This term from our tradition recalls two constitutive elements of what we now call the secular branch.
a) It is an “association.” In other words, there are strong bonds of communion with the Congregation (the religious institute), bonds which must be understood principally in terms of charism and vocation, in the call to live the Gospel in keeping with the ss.cc. mission and spirit, which our Founders have given us as our inspiration.
b) The association is “exterior”: it is not meant to bring seculars into a religious  style of life, nor into the organization of the religious institute, but to  preserve their secular character so that they can exercise their baptismal vocation in the areas of life that are proper to them, many times areas that the religious life cannot reach.
3. …Its members commit themselves to live the mission and spirit of the Congregation…(Const. 9)
Membership in the secular branch does not consist solely in feeling close to the Congregation but is expressed by a commitment (they commit themselves) in an institution (there are members). Therefore, belonging to the secular branch involves some type of public manifestation of commitment. 
In this article the Constitutions make reference to Canon 303, which speaks of associations of the faithful “whose members share in the spirit of some religious institute while in secular life, lead an apostolic life, and strive for Christian perfection under the higher direction of the same institute.” Granted such language can seem strange, we can draw from it three orientations that are quite valid for the secular branch:
a) It clearly refers to those in secular life. It is does not mean that they are to take on the characteristics of religious.
b) They share the charism (share the spirit) of the religious institute.

c) The religious institute acts as a reference in promoting the spirit of the association (under the higher direction) without that in any way excluding the necessary autonomy of the seculars as regards their own organization. 
4. …It has its own Statutes approved by the Holy See (Const. 9)

The present Statutes are those approved by the Holy See in 1993. The approbation was given by the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, in other words, the office with responsibility for religious life. That makes clear the role of the Congregation (understood as the religious institute) as a reference for the secular branch (C.f. Canon 303).

From our perception of the present situation of the secular branch in different parts of the world we offer the following reflections on the current Statutes:

a) Chapter I (Nature and Purpose), clearly inspired by Chapter I of the Constitutions, is also valid for the life and commitment of seculars who feel called to live their faith in the light of the ss.cc charism and in community. Chapters II (Program of Life of Members) and III (Organization) describe a concrete way of forming and animating communities of seculars.

b) There are many people and communities who live according to the model found in the Statutes. We rejoice in that and we encourage them to continue. Their commitment is important as a public expression of an ss.cc. vocation which they regard as an expression of their faith. It also binds them to a concrete secular community, which because of their commitment, can count on their active involvement in its plan of life.

c) There are other seculars who, feeling themselves in communion with the spirit and charism of the Congregation, desire to institutionalize their relationship with the Congregation in ways different than those proposed in the Statutes. We are not indifferent to that fact and it calls to mind the breadth of meanings that the idea of belonging to the “exterior association” had from the origins of the Congregation. From the beginning it was understood as communion in the charism (“a communion of prayer” being the traditional expression.)
d) Therefore it seems necessary to reformulate or reinterpret the Statutes so that, besides the groups presently organized according to them, other forms of participation in the Congregation’s charism could also be considered part of the secular branch. Thus we would return to the spirit in which the Statutes were developed, “Our intention is to offer criteria that will be broad enough to be adapted to various ss.cc. lay groups according to their needs, while at the same time giving a certain stability and structure, which could ensure a rich participation in our life and mission.” (Patrick Bradley, Our SS.CC. Vocation and Mission, 1992, p. 188)
Orientations
1. Communion and difference. In relationships between the Congregation and the secular branch, it is good to express clearly and forcefully the communion between the two as well as their differences. In that way we honor the richness of vocations in the Church and we give each one their proper value.
a) Communion is founded in the same charism that inspires us and is expressed and nourished in the same attitude of prayer and adoration before the Eucharist, in the reparative spirit and in bonds of affection and collaboration that arise when we share life and mission.

b) The differences are those proper to religious life and secular life. They are reflected in, among other things, different forms of organization, which must respect the autonomy and specificity of each group.

c) Events in common and invitations to gatherings of the secular branch and the Congregation demonstrate the communion and also the differences that exist between the two groups. Diverse ways of participating in liturgies, feasts and meetings are discerned and determined in the different major communities and regions. (General Chapters 2006, Secular Branch 2-3)
2. Broaden possibilities for “belonging” to the secular branch. Besides membership in the secular branch based on commitments as indicated in the present Statutes, it would be possible to look for other forms of public commitment in the broader sense that the “exterior association” of the Congregation always had. To do that, all are invited to discern in the vocation of seculars the ss.cc. charism and then to find ways for those who feel so called to become publicly associated with the Congregation. Therefore, we ask the major superiors to inform the General Governments of all those groups and individuals who could be considered publicly associated with the Congregation at present (in the sense indicated in Clarification 3) even though they do not fit within the current Statutes.
Final invitation - An ss.cc. journey of life and faith for seculars. 
Whatever might be the forms in which the secular branch is concretized, we invite the brothers and sisters to offer seculars a Gospel path rooted in our charism. We must be convinced that this charism that inspires our religious life has strength and vitality to shape the life of seculars who believe they have a vocation to live their faith rooted in the merciful love of God, which is the basis of the charism of the Congregation. It is for the seculars themselves, under the guidance of the Spirit, to make the charism their own and to find their own ways to live it and to make it known.
In Rome, October 27, 2008
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� The original document in Spanish uses the term “seglar/es”. For the sake of this statement of clarification it will be translated in English as “secular/s” rather than “laity.” The canonical difference between these two terms is explained in note 2.





� We understand the word “secular” as referring to those who are not religious (religious are those who make profession of the evangelical counsels as described in cc. 573-574 of the Code of Canon Law). This must not be confused with the canonical definition of “laity” (c. 207 of the CCL) who are defined as not “clerics” (ordained ministers). “Seculars” can include “laity” or “secular clergy” (not religious). As on many occasions there have been and today are clerics (priests, bishops, cardinals, deacons) members of the exterior association or secular branch.
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