TO ALL CLARETIAN MISSIONARIES

Rome, September 24, 2008

Dear Brothers:

I begin this communication expressing our solidarity with our Brothers in Haiti in this difficult time they are living-together with their people. We have all been made aware by the means of communication of the fatal consequences they have experienced from the various hurricanes that have passed through this country these past weeks. We know that our brothers are doing all they can to alleviate the suffering of many people and to keep alive the spirit of hope in the midst of this trial. On the part of the General Government and the Procurator General of the Missions we are trying to advance some aid which we will channel through the Government of the Delegation of the Antilles. We know that the passing of the hurricanes has also left its mark in Cuba and in other countries of the Caribbean. From the Claretian brotherhood we wish to express our availability to help from within our means.
Very worrying is the situation that again presents itself in Sri Lanka. In these past days we have received upsetting news of military actions that have resulted in deaths, displacements, and in needs of all kinds that have left deep hurts in the hearts of people, over all among children. We should all be asking ourselves what we can do, how we can help the efforts of those who want to build peace in the midst of such difficulties. We feel close to our brothers in Sri Lanka. We know that the families of some of them are counted among the displaced which grow each day. We feel close to the Church of Sri Lanka and to its effort to be an instrument of peace. From the Secretariat of Justice and Peace, in coordination with other Congregations and groups, we are looking for avenues to promote this peace so yearned for. I invite all of you to join together with initiatives of the Church and the civil society to bring about peace in Sri Lanka.
Recent communications have also brought us close to the persecution that many Christian groups are suffering in various regions of India. We are surprised to see what’s happening. We are aware that the stirring-up of religious sentiment among certain people and groups is being orchestrated for political ends. We know that behind these attacks social problems of enormous magnitude are hidden from sight. Let us not fail to pray for the Christians of India who have embraced their faith – a faith that has brought renewed consciousness to their dignity as Sons and Daughters of God, as well as hope and cohesiveness to the community in these difficult moments. We support our brothers in India in their efforts to sustain these Christian communities and to keep open avenues of dialogue between religions. We believe in interreligious dialogue and we remain committed to promoting it by all means possible. We see that it is more important today than ever.
We have lived with a worry about the situation in Zimbabwe. I read with great emotion various letters from our brothers whose lives give testimony to their missionary commitment. We give thanks to our brothers for this testimony and for their closeness to the people. We know that the political situation in the Ivory Coast has not yet stabilized and it continues to worry us. We could continue mentioning many other places and countries where there are troubling situations. The list, unfortunately, is long. These past days we live with uneasiness the kidnapping of some of our good collaborators in Basilan (Philippines). To them and to their families our solidarity and our prayer.  
In other parts of the world, in each one of our countries and cities, we witness occurrences of acts of intolerance and the lack of respect for the rights of peoples. Precisely in this year, in which we are going to commemorate the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, all of these situations ask  for a commitment of greater resolve for this cause. We put forth the question in the document of the last General Chapter: “Are we able to live as missionaries without feeling ourselves profoundly affected by this situation?” (PTV 7). Our response has to be lived-out in our everyday life. We have to support, from our Christian and missionary identity, the multiple initiatives that will take place in the whole world on the occasion of the commemoration of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. There are many who work for this alternative kind of world and we know that this is, in one form or another, the road to the Kingdom. 
In the ecclesial sphere, during the month of April, we followed with great interest the visit of the Holy Father to the Headquarters of the United Nations, and we were able to meditate on the speech he gave there. Then, in the month of July, we were presented with the various events of World Youth Day in Sydney. All of this orients us toward a dialogue with the world, joined in solidarity with all people of good will in the search for answers to the great restlessness which harbors in the human heart.   

Now we prepare ourselves to live, as a moment of grace, the Synod on the Word of God. I hope that it is an occasion to give thanks to God for the Christian communities who have lived their experience of the Word and to strengthen them on their journey. In our own communities, during these past years, we have accomplished great efforts to bring us closer to the Word in greater depth and to allow it to ignite in our hearts a profound desire to live, radically, our missionary vocation. I hope to be able to share with you the experience I am going to have while participating in the Synod. To all I ask your prayers and special attention to this ecclesial moment in your pastoral activities.
There’s no doubt that the celebration of the Bicentennial of our Father Founder has made its mark on the life of our Congregation during these months. In the “October Letter”, which will appear in the next edition of NUNC, I comment on our congregational journey during this jubilee year. Here I leave only a record of the final celebration of the Bicentennial on the General Government level which took place in Dar es Salaam this past 24th of August. Those of us who had the good fortune of being present for this celebration carried with us a profound memory of the warm welcome and the enthusiastic participation of the Kimara parish community. Cardinal Polycarp Pengo, Archbishop of Dar Es Salaam, presided at the celebration. NUNC will prepare a special edition on the Bicentennial next month in October. I express my thanks to our brothers of Tanzania for the excellent organization of the celebration held on the 24th of August. 

I’ll now go over with you some salient points of the meetings of the General Government which we just concluded.
As always we shared in our impressions about the visits we carried out and the Chapters and Assemblies in which we were present. The Chapter of the new Province of Brazil, born from the union of the old Province of Brazil Meridional and the Delegation of Central Brazil, deserves special mention. It was an important moment to consolidate the communion and to set the missionary work on the right path. During the Chapter The Claretian Missionary Project for Brazil was ratified which constitutes the axis around which the life of the Province is organized. We also participated in the Assemblies of the Delegations of Italy, of Central Africa, and of Indonesia-Timor East. I thank the generosity shown by the new Major Superiors and members of the Councils in taking-on this service for their brothers.

 During these past months various meetings related to the area of the apostolate have been carried out. The Missionary Encounter of Africa revolved around two themes: the Claretian charism and the challenge to live it in the African context, and the Lineamenta of the upcoming African Synod that will deal with the theme: “The Church in Africa at the service of reconciliation, justice, and peace.” There was also an Encounter regarding the ministry to immigrants in Europe in which various experiences were shared and certain lines of action were proposed for the future. Finally, in Vic, there was the 2nd World Congress of Claretian Educators. Present were representatives from almost all of the Organisms of the Congregation who work in education ministry. The Claretian Missionary Sisters and the Sisters of the Claretian Institute also participated in the encounter.

The Prefecture of Formation organized, in Vic, a three month course for formators. This time it was for formators who speak English. As always, the experience was given a very positive evaluation by the participants. I wish to make two observations: The first is the need for all formators to make this course. In it they are given the necessary Claretian elements for formation programs. It is important, then, to program it for the participation of the current formators who have not yet made the course and for those Claretians who are going to be assigned to formation. The second observation is for the Major Superiors: the School of the Heart of Mary is neither a renewal course nor an experience which is offered to those who have been working for some years in apostolic activities. It is only “a course for formators”. There are other kinds of programs for other people.
From the Prefecture of Spirituality comes word of the completion of the Forge in English in India. We thank Fathers Jesu Dass, Maria Dass, and Savy Puthuserry for their generosity and dedication for taking charge of this second edition of the Forge in English. At the present time another course of the Forge is taking place in Los Negrales (Spain). Directing the experience are Fathers Juan Carlos Martos and Ángel Esteban.
Just as I announced to you one year ago, a three week program to deepen the knowledge and the experience of fundamental aspects referring to the Founder and his spiritual patrimony to the Congregation has also been organized. We have called it “An Encounter with Claret”.  At the current time the program is being developed in Vic directed by the team of the CESC. This year it is held in Spanish and next year it will be in English.
NUNC has given space these past months to The Institutes of the Theology of Consecrated Life so that they could share their experience and plans with the whole Congregation. These are institutions that have a strong ecclesial impact. We are making an effort to prepare some Claretians who can give continuity to these works. At the same time, we are faced with the challenge to create an Institute of the Theology of Consecrated Life in Africa because we consider it to be an urgent necessity there. We have been asked by the Holy See to complete this plan.

The Prefecture of the Economy has presented us with the results of the visits to various Provinces and Delegations, especially those visits which have been carried out within the plan of accompanying those Organisms which are not self-sufficient in economic matters. These visits are helping us to work out various projects destined to improve the percentage of self-financing. At the same time we see that we must insist on the observance of principles that govern our economic organization. The transparency of persons toward the community, of it toward the Province or the Delegation, and of those towards the General Government is fundamental. If there does not exist a real sharing of goods it’s going to be very difficult to properly put the economy of the Organisms on the right path.

We continue to work on the building projects in Rome. The delays that the official bureaucracy have imposed on the approval of our projects are a source of constant frustration. We hope to be able to get the approval from the municipal government and to begin the work before the Chapter. The situation of the Congregation constantly urges us toward a better profitability of the patrimony of the General Government to be able to attend to the growing needs of the Institute. 
During our meetings we have also been able to evaluate the work of the distinct secretariats. We see a strengthening in the work of the General Mission Procure, which we understand as an instrument of missionary animation, and coordination with the Procures of the Provinces and Delegations. Even though the Procurator has been able to carry out some projects by itself, this is not its principal function. Fr. Angel, who is responsible for the Procure, frequently encounters problems from those who ask for help because of the lack of proper information regarding projects or because of the lack of responsibility on the part of some who are required to submit the costs of the completed projects. This makes the work difficult and diminishes our credibility before the institutions that offer economic subsidies.
The Secretariat of Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation (JPIC) is completing a work of animation regarding this very important area in our missionary projection. It has attempted to prioritize the work in the Centers of formation to help reinforce the conscience of the missionaries in formation about this theme and to introduce them to the necessary methodology to integrate it in pastoral projects. Br Arnel, who is in charge of the Secretariat, also actively participates in the activities of the group of JPIC coordinators from the religious Congregations who operate in Rome. 

We have also received information regarding the work of those in charge of the distinct sections of the General Curia: assistant to the secretary, archives, postulation, communications. To all of them our most sincere thanks.


Allow me to dedicate a larger space to a theme which seriously concerns us: vocation ministry. At a time that precisely coincides with the conclusion of the celebration of the Bicentennial, the number of novices that we have in the Congregation is the lowest that we have had in many years. I specify the numbers because they help us to become aware of the situation: In Europe (IBERIA and CEC included) there are presently no novices; in all of Latin America we only have 14 novices (4 in the novitiate in Guatemala, 6 in Medellín, and 4 in Cochabamba); there are 45 novices in Asia (3 from Sri Lanka, 25 from India, 1 from the Philippines, 2 from Vietnam, 1 from Korea, and 13 from Indonesia and Timor-East); in Africa we have 28 novices this year (10 in the novitiate of Utonkon, Nigeria and 18 in Akono, Cameroon); in the USA there are presently 3 novices. I believe this is a situation that calls for some reflection. There are a total of 90 novices. 

It could be that the number rises in future years, but it still leaves us with a serious concern. There may be various reasons for this which may have various shades of meaning in different places. But we discovered certain constant features that are repeated in almost all of them. To begin with we observe that we continue to increase our pastoral positions and put into place new projects and institutions. All of this requires, certainly, qualified personnel. But we see that all of this has a negative effect on the dedication to the vocation ministry, and it comes with a cost: fewer and fewer people to dedicate to this ministry; and even fewer, still, to dedicate to it full-time. What is the meaning of creating all these new positions if within a few years we will not have enough Claretians to staff them?  

On the other hand, we see that there is a need to revise our planning in the way we carry-out the vocation ministry. We need to take into account that we have a lot to learn from some diocesan Churches and other Congregations that are working very seriously on this theme. Furthermore, we observe that there are places where other Congregations very similar to ours are getting vocations and we are not. This forces us to ask other questions. What’s happening to us? Why haven’t our lives and our communities been converted into an invitation for those young people who wish to live radically the following of Jesus and who look for a style of community which helps them to deepen their journey of faith, that offer them a joyful experience of fraternity and a dynamic springboard of apostolic life? I told you in the circular letter “Witnesses and messengers of the God of life” that the first requirement for the vocation ministry is to live enthusiastically our own Claretian vocation. The joyful experience of our own vocation is the strongest vocational motivation one can propose to a young person, because we know that we are offering him an opportunity to live with depth and meaning. This conviction is fundamental. And this requires a careful concern for personal spirituality and the community environment. Furthermore, there needs to be time dedicated to youth with religious interests, even if they are few. And this takes effort. Without an encounter with the young person, without a commitment to accompany him on the road to deepen his experience of faith, without an availability to help him on his search, without the boldness to plant in him the fundamental questions about the meaning to life and his dreams for the future, it will be difficult for us to have vocations. We need to commit to live more fully our consecration and missionary options. 

Forgive me that I may have overwhelmed you. I speak to you from the heart. I wish that all would take on the vocational challenge with a renewed conscience. I know that it is not easy, and for this reason we need to invest more dedication and determination in it. And all this without forgetting to insistently ask the Lord to send us new vocations. I conclude this part of the letter with heartfelt thanks to those who are working in the vocation ministry, at times without being able to see notable results. With their effort, and our support and collaboration, it may be possible to change this negative trend that we see in the number of vocations.
Obviously the preparations for the General Chapter have taken up a great deal of time in our Council sessions. We have prepared questionnaires for the reports and other details in preparation for the Chapter. We will be sending them to you as soon as they are available.

I conclude by sharing that the Missionary Sisters of Mary Immaculate, founded in Equatorial Guinea by the Claretian, Bishop Armengol Coll and Mother Imelda Makole will be celebrating their first Centennial next year 2009. Fr. Marcelo Ensema will be representing us in the initial celebration. We unite ourselves to them in their prayer of thanksgiving in this jubilee year.


A fraternal embrace,

Josep M. Abella, CMF

Superior General
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