A Thirty-eight Year relationship with the SS.CC. Fathers: 

Witness of Juan Borea Odría – Peru 

Juan Borea Odría
Writing this means looking back over a large part of my life and seeing it from a perspective that would never have occurred to me. I realize there are limits but it is also an opportunity. The main limit is that this is going to be a personal witness, set in Peru and its history these past forty years and so it is not something that can be generalized. At the same time this is an opportunity to speak frankly of what I have been able to share so deeply with SS.CC. priests.
 I can also make comparison, as my profession and my life of faith have given me the opportunity to interact with both diocesan and religious priests.
 
I first got to know the Congregation when I was 19. I was studying at the Catholic University and I coached the football team at the school where Héctor
 was chaplain. Without even knowing one another, he came up to me and asked me to help him lead a retreat. And so I arrived at the house that he shared in Calle Ramón Zavala 243 with Gastón Garatea, José Luis González and some brothers in formation. After I got to know various priests who visited the house or whose work we were involved in. The group started to grow as other young people became involved in different ministries. We discussed politics and theology and we started to become a community, without being aware of it. The growth of the group forced the brothers in formation to move to another house. Héctor was alone and I went to live with him. Along with my studies, I began to teach secondary school and was an active member (later national director) of a leftist political party. In 1980 Héctor died of cancer. After his death a group of us decided to continue as a community with the help of José Luis Ramírez, a priest who while older had the youngest spirit and style of anyone I have ever known. Both Héctor and José Luis
 helped us shape a community that had its own autonomy, was “lay” and not tied to a parish, centered in Jesus and committed to the poor. It continues until the present.
 I worked two years in the SS.CC. Colegio Recoleta. In 1984 I founded a private school which is called “Héctor de Cárdenas” to perpetuate the message of the one we consider our “master”. The school known in educational circles as “el Héctor,” has existed now for 27 years. I have been part of what is called the lay branch since its inception and I continue to belong. For the last several years I have been a member of the administrative team of the SS.CC. Colegio Recoleta. This brief overview will help the reader understand the experience I am going to share. 
The first thing that I want to highlight is that SS.CC. priests have always looked upon and treated other people as brothers, without showing any sense of superiority derived from their ordination. My relationship and that of other laity with them had been person to person. We have never been made to feel either more or less because we had different vocations or ministries. We have never felt like “sacristans”, employees or anything like that. This goes along with the idea of service that pervades the ordained ministry in the Congregation and the simplicity with which the priests live it. I have never seen the SS.CC.’s brandish their priesthood as an honor or as a claim to privilege but I have seen them use it as a way of being the first to be of service.

The SS.CC. priests that I have known have never seemed to be concerned about being on the good side of those with either political or economic power. They are as they are. They say what needs to be said. They do not go after power, even with the excuse of “acquiring it in order to do good.” 

As brothers we have lived a brotherhood based in faith and friendship. When you meet an SS.CC. priest you immediately feel something, his concern for how you are doing. A special time for that is when sharing a meal. It does not matter whether the food is abundant or scarce, sharing the meal is almost automatic and the conversation that flows is rich and deep.

Another characteristic is their open mindedness, far from the dogmatism that unfortunately characterizes many clerics. When we do not agree on an idea, we discuss it at length and with intensity always seeking the truth. Very few times have I noted any narrowness and when I have seen it , it has been more a personal characteristic than a distorted sense of their ministry. Life and concrete reality are reference points in the world view of SS.CC. priests. They are references just as important as doctrine. When there is a conflict between life and doctrine, they always put life first. I do not mean by that they that are heretical or lax in their moral guidance but I do think that they take as a starting point the teaching of Jesus, “the Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath.” This is important for personalities that are more solid but it does not appeal to those who look for dogmatic answers that will offer them the security that they lack.
 
Their manner of administering the sacraments is also something characteristic. While they respect the norms (which our church really needs to review) they fulfill them with openness to signs which express the feelings of the people. They promote the responsible participation of the community in the liturgy. When they preside at the Eucharist or at a marriage, the liturgy becomes a celebration and not just a repetitive rite. I have been celebrating the sacrament of reconciliation with SS.CC. priests for the last 38 years. I have always felt that I was confessing to Jesus. When you go to confession, they welcome you listen to you, make you understand your human weakness and give you some direction for moving forward.

From the outside there is one thing that I notice and I am going to take the risk of saying it. They struggle with community life. Perhaps because of the burden of pastoral ministry and being used to a lot of autonomy, they find sharing in community to be difficult. Many times they do not give sufficient time for it. They give priority to other groups that are more politically, socially or ecclesially attractive or they live community in a certain tension. I understand that living together can be difficult but I believe that is something that they could work on.
Another characteristic is their resistance to proselytism. Some would consider that a virtue and others a defect. Distinct from other congregations they are not usually frantic about incorporating members into their ranks. When you get to know them you do not feel that there is a hook behind what they are saying. That creates a deeper trust.

Lastly, I would like to say that when I am with SS.CC. priests, I feel like I am with normal people, flesh and bone, who bear their own crosses and weaknesses, but who also know joy, love life and are able to make their own choices. There is nothing affected about them or any false sense of dignity afforded by “the cassock,” nor do they try to appear perfect. I feel like I am sharing with Christians who have chosen to live a religious vocation and an ordained ministry, without denying the human condition.

And then there comes the question that I often ask myself and that I imagine many of my religious friends must also ask themselves. Why if they are so human and so close to Jesus, is their vocation not more attractive to the young? Why are there less and less candidates to take the place of those who are dying? I think it is the time not only for the congregation but also the whole church to rethink the religious life and the ordained ministry in terms of the Gospel and the signs of the times. From that reflection perhaps new, creative and provocative possibilities will arise that will renew our outlook and indicate new directions.
















































� Even though this is a personal witness, the article was revised and added to by Adrián Revilla, a member of the secular branch who has been in relationship with priests of the Congregation for 39 years.


� I have known many SS.CC. priests, but those that I have known better as regards time and experiences shared are: Héctor de Cárdenas, Gastón Garatea, José Luis González, Juan Luis Schuester, Hilario Huanca, Marcos Le Page, Paul Earts, José Luis Ramírez, Hubert Lanssiers, José Serrand, Raúl Pariamachi, Juan Scheepens, Francisco D`Ynglemare, Nicolás Castel, Alberto Chero, Rafael Sánchez Concha, Germán Le Baut, Stanislao Kasprzack.


� I use the term “priest” so as to be understood by readers. Ordinarily I do not use the word but rather “presbyter” or “ordained minister.” I respect how others use the word and I do not want differences over the term to hinder the understanding of this article. But for personal coherence I have to express my position. I do not use the term “priest” for various reasons: 


a) In most cultures the “priest” has been understood as an intermediary between God and the common folk and the term has been used to refer to earthly power.


 b) In our faith there are no intermediaries, since God become flesh in Jesus Christ. 


c) Jesus of Nazareth was in continual confrontation with priests and in the first Christian communities those who presided at the Eucharist were not called priests.


d) Language evolves and priesthood has become identified with “clerical.” Clericalism is a distortion of our Church. It is something we have to be freed from without delay.


� When I refer to Hector I am speaking of Héctor de Cárdenas SS CC, a Peruvian member of the Congregation who died in 1980.


� Gastón Garatea has always been present, who has faithfully accompanied our community.


� More information on these two giants of the faith can be found in two books: Desde la Vida and El Vigilante.


� This includes the two SS.CC. bishops that I have known (Metzinger and Dalle) who were very far from the stereotypical bishop that we see in our Church.


� In our day, congregations and groups who offer the security of dogmatism usually have more followers than those who promote the “freedom of the children of God” as criterion for moral choice.
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