FROM REMEMBRANCE TO COMMITMENT

ON THE OCCASION OF THE BICENTENNIAL

OF THE BIRTH OF SAINT ANTHONY M.  CLARET

Dear Brother:

1. As we celebrate the 200th anniversary of the birth of our Father Founder, allow me to share my feelings with you, and to propose a few points for reflection that might help you celebrate this feast with greater intensity. Through the Center for Claretian Spirituality (CESC), the General Government has presented a program that seeks to make this jubilee year a time of grace and renewal for all the members of the Congregation.

2. I would like to begin by responding to a question that, fortunately, only a few have asked: Why create a program of celebrations for this anniversary? Aren’t we allowing ourselves to be caught up in an inappropriate demonstration of triumphalism? Why should we once again cloak ourselves with a sense of satisfaction for what is ours and risk losing sight of greater horizons? I am sure that the majority of Claretians feel uncomfortable with these questions. We want to celebrate this anniversary. There is something that urges us to do so.

3. My personal response comes from the heart and is very simple: I want to celebrate this bicentennial because I am grateful to my father, and proud of the spiritual patrimony that he left us and that has been the road to sanctification and missionary dynamism for many throughout our history. Over the years, some had the privilege to hear his own voice; others have been drawn close to him through his writings and the testimony of those who knew him. For all of us, he was and continues to be an invaluable treasure, a point of reference that nourishes our identity and animates us to generously devote ourselves to the proclamation of the Kingdom. Yes, we want to thank him and to revive in our hearts the consciousness of this great heritage.

Reviewing our family album

4. This is a family feast. And in families special feasts are celebrated whenever possible. They are intense moments where certain historical relationships, projects and dreams are remembered and relived. In the warm embrace of family, by means of conversations that recount the joys and the difficulties of life shared in common, in the sharing at table of a meal prepared with great care, in the prayers of thanksgiving complete with names and experiences, a genuine communion is created. This communion is always the cause of great joy and the source of renewed enthusiasm. Let’s celebrate our father’s birthday with joy and simplicity.

5. Naturally, at the center of the celebration, is his memory. He, Anthony Mary Claret, will be present in a special way this year in our memory and in our hearts. The celebration of the bicentennial of his birth invites us to look toward him, to contemplate his life and to discover those elements of his life that gave to it spiritual and apostolic density. It will be important to place him in his historical context and to follow his growth and development as a person, a believer and a missionary. This will help us to know him better and to reformulate with faithful creativity the fundamental characteristics of his charism in the new context of today. Also in our fraternal conversation in the Claretian community, let’s share how we live our relationship with him and with his evangelistic charism. All of this will help us to feel closer to him, and more like him. I am sure that our remembrance of him will translate into a new missionary impulse.

6. Today it is very common to use a slide show or a documentary to show the diverse stages in the life of the person that one is remembering. As we review the album of our family photos, we hold in our hearts the history that is narrated, and at the same time, take in the message that goes beyond the images and the events that these snapshots bring to mind.

Searching for the Way

7. First, we take a look at his family life where Anthony Claret experienced the joy of being loved and where he learned to love. We should be grateful to his parents and to all who filled the heart of this child and youth with the values and attitudes that would serve him well in all of his future missionary endeavors. The family is so important! But we should not overlook the cultural context into which he was born and educated. This will help us to understand the permanent balance that we discover in his life between the “passion” for all that he does and his ability to maintain the right measure in judgments and conduct that would permit him to properly outline his projects and realize them. Taken as a whole, the experiences of his infancy and adolescence, the dreams of his youth and his efforts to bring them to fruition, his joys and disappointments in his relationships with others, are snapshots that are both enjoyable and surprising. They allow us to become familiar with his manner of thinking and doing that will reappear in diverse circumstances in other moments of his life. Among these snapshots we find some of the chapel dedicated to the Virgin of Fussimanya. There we will see little Anthony with his sister, Rosa, praying before that image of Mary that he always remembered and carried in his heart. Perhaps these photos do not reveal every aspect in the life of the child, the adolescent or the young Anthony. We ourselves have to recover the important episodes of his life revealed through these images: the experience of war while he was still a child with all of the implications for his family life, the work that he had to perform in order to respond to the expenses of his own studies, the permanent tension between his dreams for the future and the call of God, which he continuously discerned, etc.

8. There are also snapshots of the parish in Sallent and of other centers and groups where he encountered people who knew how to accompany his growth in the faith. There we will see the faces of the many people that the Lord, in his Providence, placed in Claret’s life to orient him toward the paths that the Lord indicated. How many confidences and fears he must have shared with those great hearts who knew how to advise him! All of them played their part in the consolidation of a gift that would later be converted into a dynamic charism for the benefit of many people. It is important to express our gratitude to all of them.  And then, how immense does the space seem to us that the Word of God occupies in his mind and in his heart! There we find Jeremiah, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Elias, Peter, John, Paul—yes, that Paul who filled him with enthusiasm—but most of all Jesus. All of them appear in Claret’s life, even though we are only able to perceive through his personal testimony, just how profound an impact they had on his life. Their snapshots can be found only in Anthony’s heart.

On the roads of Catalonia and the Canary Islands

9. Our album is full of pictures of the many towns he visited and the people he met on the way. The diversity of landscapes, faces and apparel is surprising: the Catalonian farmer, the people of the great cities who were awakened to new ways of understanding the world and looking at the Church, his Bishop and the priests of his Diocese of Vic and of other dioceses who were witnesses of his tireless ministry, the loving people of the Canary Islands. We also find testimonies of his stay in Rome where he searched for a more universal missionary perspective for his life.

Already during this time in his life, but also later as Archbishop, and especially in Madrid, we are surprised by the quantity of pictures that record the infinite number of books, pamphlets and holy cards that he placed in the hands of the people. Some of the snapshots show him seated at his desk in a silent, yet passionate dialogue with the people of his time as he searches for a way to offer them an evangelical vision for living with meaning and hope.

I do not know if any photographer captured the surprised and frightened look as he received the news of his appointment as Archbishop of Santiago in Cuba, but Claret himself left us a very clear description of how he reacted to the news. Before leaving for the “young vineyard,” we find several heartwarming photos of Claret saying goodbye to his family and friends in Sallent and to the Virgin, “la Moreneta,” on the holy mountain of Montserrat.

Pastor with a compassionate heart

10. Later, with the tropical landscape of Cuba as the background, we find Claret announcing the Word of God to the poor, and repeatedly defending their rights before the abuses of the powerful. For the rest of his life he will not forget their faces. It is during this period that we will find the photograph of the attempt on his life in Holguín. His Cuban experience opened new horizons for him. I imagine that he looked back on those events many times during his life. On the page of our album dedicated to Cuba, we also see him welcoming Antonia París and her companions and blessing the beginning of their journey as a missionary community. Madrid appears with its palaces and with multiple scenes of Archbishop Claret’s varied relationships and activities. The pastoral care that he provided to the Queen and to the royal family are immortalized in numerous paintings and photographs. In them we can surely sense the interior struggle that this ministry caused him. Even though he did not feel called to it, he fulfilled it out of obedience and for the good of the whole Church. In other photos we find him surrounded by the students at the Escorial, by numerous religious communities and parishes that he visited, and by the sick that he frequently visited in hospitals, sharing with them words of friendship and consolation. We will also find him seated in the confessional, ready to hear the confidences of those seeking peace of heart. We will see the great number of towns and churches that he visited throughout Spain, taking advantage of the Queen’s many trips so that he could preach the Word of God with great zeal. These are photos that continue to document the life of a missionary archbishop with a compassionate heart. Without a doubt there are photographs that give testimony to the many difficult persecutions that he suffered. If we look closely at his face we can see the pain in his heart, and at the same time, the peace of one who knows that he is completely in God’s hands.

With his missionaries

11. The photographs of Claret with his missionaries are personal and moving. He feels at home with them and we see him really happy. They are the ones who are “animated by his same spirit,” the ones who give continuity to the ambitious project of evangelization that he dreamed about all of his life. They are his brother missionaries for whom he is ready to give up everything so that they can persist in the joyful task of announcing the Word. We need only imagine ourselves in their places in order to feel the closeness and the love of our father.

What the cameras miss

12. The moments of prayer, those intense hours of adoration and dialogue with the Lord that our Father Founder speaks to us about in his autobiography, are not photographed. We can, however, discover them in his peaceful countenance, in the ardor of his speech, in the kind and polite manner in which he treated those who sought him out, in his capacity to forgive those who persecuted him, in the emotion and devotion with which he celebrated the Eucharist, in his availability for the mission, in his bold and unwavering denunciation of evil and the contradictions that he discovered in society. We gain access to these experiences only through his confidences.

The final stage

13. We find yet another snapshot taken at the first Vatican Council. We discover in his face the signs of illness and fatigue. The picture of Archbishop Claret surrounded by his brothers in the episcopate captures and expresses his communion with the Church and his profound adhesion to the Supreme Pontiff. 

And finally, the Cistercian Monastery of Font-Froide appears with its beautiful and austere gothic architecture. There we find him together with the monks who welcomed him and with some of his brothers who accompanied him in the decisive moment in which he gave his all to the Father in one confident gesture of love. From the photograph of his tombstone we can read the words of Pope Gregory VII: “I have loved justice and hated iniquity; therefore I die in exile.” 

The message from his life

14. It is necessary to take this trip through his life. Claret’s life, like each of ours and that of any other person, is made up of events, encounters and concrete experiences. By entering into them in this manner, we illumine the theoretical ideas that we have about him. In the celebration of his birthday, it seems to me that the daily concrete dimension of his life is of particular importance.  

It’s time now to close the album, and also to close our eyes so that we can savor the feelings that have been stirred up within us and to discover the words that our father speaks to us today. We are his most precious inheritance. Even without knowing us, he thought about each of us many times. His experience enlightens us and urges us to follow Jesus and proclaim his Kingdom. Our lives extend and multiply his charism toward horizons that he could never have imagined.

When he wrote the autobiography in a moment of human, spiritual and apostolic fullness of life, he himself looked to the past and recorded the distinct moments of his own personal history. He was able to discover in his past the providential hand of the Father who accompanied him. He sought a key to help him interpret the events and experiences of his life, and he found it in the words of Luke’s Gospel: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me; therefore he has anointed me. He has sent me to bring glad tidings to the poor” (Luke 4:16). From the profound experience that Claret has in this moment of communion with Jesus—sent to preach the Good News to the poor—he re-reads his life and verifies how God prepared him for this mission and, with his grace, made it possible for him to complete it. He was born to evangelize and, more concretely, to evangelize the poor. This was his vocation. The diverse dimensions of his life are united around this concept. This is his charism, and by God’s Providence, we are associated with it. Isn’t it true that when we think or speak of evangelization something stirs within us?

Heirs of his charism in a new reality

15. The world has changed, and so has the Church. We are invited to re-read his life with the hope of finding in it inspiration to be able to live today with the same spiritual density and missionary dynamism that he lived.

The Church has recognized the holiness of our father and has declared his life to be patrimony for the entire people of God. For us, Claret is more than a memory or a model. He is our charismatic father. We are united to him in the same missionary charism that should continue enriching the Church’s commitment to evangelization. As a father, he continues to accompany us and to intercede for us. We, his sons, continue to need his presence. That is why we feel the need to dialogue with him and to ask him what he expects from us today.

It seems to me an opportune time to place at your disposition the reflection that I gave at the CLARET FORUM which occurred in Vic in October, 2006. The primary objective of the forum was to search for new points of understanding in Claret’s life and missionary project that would provide new impetus for us to live his charism in a truly significant way. We are all called to participate in this effort. I offer my reflection with the hope that it will stimulate yours.

But before presenting it to you, let me share with you a few questions and proposals that might help you to live in a truly relevant way this moment of grace that should be for each one of us the celebration of the bicentennial of the birth of our Founder.

Some questions for your planning

1.
What are you thinking about doing concretely to celebrate the bicentennial? It would be good to share in community the plans of each one.

2.
Why not dedicate one or several community meetings to share the concrete impact that our Father Founder has in the life of each one, and how the relationship that each has with him has changed over the years?

3.
Have you thought about the possibility of enriching your own living of the Claretian charism by listening to how it is lived by religious women and laity who also feel inspired by his missionary charism? Why not organize an encounter with other groups from the Claretian family?

4.
How will you communicate the joy of the bicentennial celebration to the people you work with and to those you serve?

Some proposals leading to commitment

For this year, I propose the following:

1.
Re-read Father Founder’s autobiography. Read it calmly with the intention of going beyond the mere narration of events. Try to discover the spirit that is being communicated. Know that he wrote this important book for the formation of his missionaries.

2.
During this year read a book about Father Claret. It could be a biography, a study of his spirituality or some other aspect of his life, or an article that will help you know him better. We all wish to know better what we truly love.

3.
Write something about our Father Founder. You could do it in your parish bulletin or the newsletter of the education center where you work, in a magazine, in the local or national press, in the web page of your community, Province or place of work, in the newsletter from your Formation Center, etc. If you are an artist or musician, let your talent be the medium through which you express homage to our Father Founder.

4.
The last two proposals are more demanding, but they can express more beautifully your enthusiasm for Claretian missionary life and for our Father Founder. The first is this: to find an occasion during this year to propose to a young man the possibility of following Jesus in our missionary family. If it is not possible for whatever reason, then look for ways to support and motivate those who are committed to the missionary activity of the community, especially those who work with youth. 

5.
The second proposal is for you and for your community. Elaborate a program of evangelization that truly expresses the commitment to “announce the Good News to the poor,” which was at the center of Claret’s vocation and the charism that he left us. What can you do? Who are these poor with whom we want to share the Good News of the Kingdom? How are we going to do it? Are you and your community members ready to assume the consequences that this option entails?

The official celebrations

16. The General Government has proposed several activities that will be made known in more detail by the Center for Claretian Spirituality in Vic. I want to point out two dates that will serve as points of reference for everyone:

· Sunday, October 21, 2007 we will have the inaugural celebration of the Bicentennial in Sallent, where the history of Anthony Mary Claret began.

· The last Sunday of August or the first Sunday of September of 2008, we will conclude the Bicentennial year with a celebration in Tanzania in conjunction with the Missionary Encounter of the Claretians in Africa, and with the presence of Claretians from other parts of the world. The history that began in Sallent continues to be written today in many parts of the world, and it continues to be a missionary history.

By participating in the activities that will be planned in your Province or Delegation, I hope that you will be able to feel a part of this celebration. The Bicentennial year is a special time of grace that we should live with intensity.

For your personal reflection and for community meetings

17. Attached to this letter is the reflection that I spoke to you about. As I said, it was presented at the CLARET FORUM that was held in Vic, beginning on October 18, 2006. You will see that it is a dialogue with our Father Founder. I invite you to participate in this conversation with our Father Founder, and more, to enhance it and to enrich it.

KEYS TO RE-READING CLARET’S CHARISM TODAY 

A permanent missionary restlessness

"America is a huge and very fertile field that in time will produce more souls for heaven than will Europe.  This part of the world is like an old vine, which doesn't yield much fruit, while America is a young vine.  American bishops whom I've visited and with whom I've had dealings are well educated and virtuous and inspire me with high hopes for the future.  I'm old.  I will be 62 years old this Christmas, and rather than old age what saddens me is that I'm growing more frail. A change in the weather is enough to leave me feeling awful.  If it weren't for that, I'd fly there…" 

18. You wrote this, Fr. Claret, to Fr. Xifré on November 16, 1869.  The pressing needs of the new continent stirred the missionary's restlessness that possessed you your entire life.  Members of your Congregation were about to leave for there, and you would have loved to have accompanied your brothers, but you had to leave it to them to give vent to that passion for evangelizing, which characterized your whole life.  Even while you prepared for the first Vatican Council, your heart was full of missionary dreams.  

19. Those assembled here in Vic have heard the voice you heard within yourself, inspiring you to become a tireless missionary.  In your Autobiography you describe how you were inspired by the prophets:  "Many passages made an impression on me, and it was as if I heard the same words being spoken to me" (Aut. 114).  The Lord's voice was always a voice calling you to be a missionary.

New times with new challenges

20. Times have changed.  We're now in the 21st century, the third millennium.  We use the internet and travel by jet.  We receive up to the minute reports of what goes on around the world.  Our culture has undergone one change after another, and the Church embraces the world in dialogue - in a way unimaginable in your time.  We now approach other religious traditions respectfully.  We consider ourselves enriched by the diversity of cultures.  In spite of its futility, we still wage war, resulting in countless deaths and widespread destruction.  We protest those unjust conditions, which deprive the majority of human beings of their human dignity.  

21. The Congregation you founded now consists of over 3,000 religious from a vast array of cultures.  The same is true of the religious sisters, those in consecrated life and the laity.  Still, we experience ourselves as one family, impelled by your missionary charism - your way of experiencing God, of living in relationship with Mary, that eruption of missionary zeal which inspired a thousand apostolic enterprises, your dream of involving all around you in proclaiming the Reign of God.  All these still beckon and energize us.  And that's precisely why we've come to Vic—to hear what you would say to us today, as we strive to live your charism in a world dramatically different from yours.  We will ask you to challenge us anew through your writings and your own experience, which throughout their history have inspired the Congregation and other groups you founded.  We await your response as we hear and share the word you address to each one of us, because we know that from this conversation there can result a new expression of what you wanted and dreamed for us, for your beloved Church and for the world.

The “passion for Christ and for humanity,” heart of the consecrated life

22. Some years ago, when religious from all parts of the world came to Rome to discuss the identity and mission of persons in consecrated life at this moment in history, we hit upon the word passion to summarize the results of our discussions.  Yes, passion for Christ and passion for humanity.  You'll smile at how unoriginal we were.  Yet, your life was precisely that: passion, an irresistible passion for making God known, loved and served by all. O my God and my Father, may I know you and make you known; love you and make you loved; serve you and make you served; praise you and make all creatures praise you.  Grant, my Father, that all sinners be converted, all the just persevere in grace, and all of us attain to eternal glory.  Amen. (Aut. 233)

Passion for humanity, as well: My neighbor, I love and cherish you for a thousand reasons.  I love you because God wants me to love you; because God commands me to love you; because God himself loves you. I love you because God has created you in his image for the life of heaven.  I love you because you have been ransomed by the blood of Jesus Christ.  I love you because of all that Jesus Christ has done and suffered for you.  To prove my love for you, I will strive and suffer; I will undergo any work or pain, even death, if necessary, for your sake. (Aut. 448)

23. Correct us, if we are mistaken, but passion could be the leitmotif of your life story, allowing us to experience anew in our time the same calling that exercised such power over your life.  As defined in the “dictionary” of your life , passion describes several facets of your spiritual and apostolic experience: love, zeal, restlessness, concern, contemplation.  But our main concern is to discover the origins of that passion and how it shaped your life.  Having done that, we will attempt to translate what we've learned into our own historical and cultural milieu.  

24. You chose the motto The Charity of Christ Impels Us for your episcopal coat of arms, because you felt it indicated superbly the source of that water, which you hoped would irrigate the fields of the Lord of the harvest, as a result of your apostolic activity.  These words epitomize your passion for Christ and for humanity.  We hope to see the role these words played at different moments of your life and in various facets of your spiritual and apostolic journey. 

Always open to the Lord’s questions

25. We are amazed at the passion with which you undertook the challenges of your younger years: manufacturing, study, your plans for the future.  You say weaving enthralled you, that you felt fulfilled.  You spent hours on end studying patterns and the new techniques that came your way.  You had all kinds of plans.  Yet, your passion for weaving, which stirred your imagination and resulted in opportunities for the future, was challenged by the quid prodest?, resonating in the depth of your being.  This turned your life around and awakened in you the passion for the treasure worth the pain of forgoing all else.  We find it difficult, Father Founder, to leave our plans behind.  This degree of renunciation, demanded of those who would follow Jesus, is difficult for many young people.  Maybe, they're not convinced that it's all that necessary to sacrifice everything.  After all, they look at us with all our belongings and emotional attachments.  Aren't you saying to us that, as exemplified in your life and the experience of your vocation, it's imperative that we embrace the quid prodest more radically?  You wanted to run off to the Carthusians but the Lord led you to become a missionary.  God always leads us in the right direction, if we allow ourselves to be led by him.  Isn't that another message we need to learn from your life?  We don't hear the quid prodest? just once in our lives.  We hear it at different stages of life, steering us in the direction, in which God wishes to lead us.  Discernment and docility to the movements of the Spirit focus our passion on the goal the Lord himself is pointing out to us. 

The Word and its transforming power

26. We have to ask about your tireless dedication to preaching the Gospel.  The Word of God penetrated deep in your heart.  You sought to touch the hearts of your listeners, because you yourself had experienced the Word's power to transform.  The Word helped you discern your vocation and helped you learn how to live it.  You knew the Word could transform persons into instruments for the building of a society, in which the values of the Reign of God guarantee a harmonious life to all.  Your message was the Word.  Like all true prophets, you had no other message.  Your words were at the service of the Word of life, because you realized that what people needed were not words but the Word of Life, which opens hearts to experience the Father's love and strengthen their commitment to Christ and the values, implied in following him.  

27. I share with you the fact that members of the Congregation have made a great effort to listen to the Word, looking in it for the key to interpreting the realities of our life, our community, the church, and the world in which we live.  Guided by the Word, we have sought to live and work in greater harmony with the Plan of the Father, which the Word reveals to us, and to find in the Word the strength to give of ourselves unconditionally in his service.  There are times when we find we have plenty of words, yet still need the light and life found only in the Word of God. Would you not be asking us during this time to open our hearts to the Word?  What have we to proclaim, if we haven't listened sufficiently?  It is not enough to read the Word.  It must be eaten and digested.  We need the time to listen and to meditate.  It is in quiet prayer and in sharing the Word fraternally in community that we are prepared to discover in the Scripture the Word of God.  In an age, never at a loss for words, don't you expect us to devote more time to listening to the Word?  Don't you expect us to do better at sharing it in community?  And don't you expect us to hear the echo of God's Word in simple folk, those Jesus declared blessed because the Father willed to reveal to them the deeper meaning of his Plan?  Father Founder, one motif of your life story, which is especially pleasing to contemplate, is prophecy.  We understand prophecy a bit differently from the way it was understood in your time.  Still, it enables us to discover in your spirituality and apostolate the centrality of the Word of God, which impassioned you and inflamed your passion for evangelization.  Prophecy is another component we will ponder in these days together. 

The Heart of Mary, source of cordiality

28. Describing in your Autobiography the founding of the Congregation, you say you wanted to found a Congregation of priests who would be and would be called Sons of the Immaculate Heart of Mary.  Very early on, the Congregation began to welcome missionary brothers, laymen who felt themselves called to be part of a community like ours.  The Heart of Mary was the forge, in which you were formed as a disciple of Jesus, a tireless and innovative evangelizer.  The fire of that Heart burned within you and set you on fire with love.  You realized that, as long as this fire burned in the heart of each one called to the Congregation, fraternal love in community and apostolic zeal would remain vigorous.  Heart full of God, the Heart of Mary.  Heart responsive to all human suffering, the Heart of Mary.  

29. In the course of our history, we have understood this feature of your spirituality in different ways.  Living in a world rife with conflict and rent by egoistical individualism, we prefer to interpret it today from the perspective of warmth and cordiality.  One of our recent general chapters stated: "Our prophetic lifestyle has received from the Immaculate Heart of Mary, Mother of the Congregation, a distinctive character.  She teaches us that without heart without tenderness, without love, there is no credible prophecy."  Father Founder, the Claretian community and our apostolic works, through which we share in your charism, must never be lacking in cordiality.  A community living under the sign of cordiality can overcome the pitfalls of individualism and serve as a parable of new relationships among people, when passion for the Reign of God is at the center of their hearts.  

30. We've said a lot about community, but living it on more than a superficial level takes its toll.  How happy we'd be, were every one of our communities like that photograph of the first community of missionaries a few days after the founding!  In his providence, the Lord wished us to be born as a community, and your prophetic intuition showed us precisely how to become that.  You wanted us to be Sons of the Heart of Mary.  The apostolate of a Son of the Heart of Mary might be lacking in many respects, but it must never be lacking in cordiality, emanating from the depths of his identity.  You ask us—don't you?—to study this characteristic of yours more in depth, seeing it as an important perspective from which to review our congregational plans at this moment in our history?

Attentive to reality and committed to justice

31. Your writings, as well as accounts of those who knew you, show how much you were concerned by the situation of everyone you met—evidence of the passionate love of neighbor you professed.  You tell us that from a very early age your heart broke at the sight of people in need.  Recalling the time of your chilhood, you must have felt anew the warmth of your grandfather's hand, when as you describe in your Autobiography, you helped him flee the violence of war.  Your training at home led you to base your life on the values of compassion and justice.  We look forward to studying this stage of your life in greater depth, as we observe the second centenary of your birth.  You've made your feelings clear:  In your Autobiography you acknowledge the pain you felt, when you looked at the world around you.  You indicate that pleasure, money, and the lust for power had poisoned the roots of society.  You provide numerous examples in your letters: the pain you felt because of the exploitation you had to denounce, particularly in Cuba, and your loathing for the political intrigue at the Court in Madrid.  

32. We must show that same critical judgment of the world around us.  Nowadays, we say a lot about solidarity and our commitment to justice and peace.  These ought to be the transverse axel of all our apostolic activities.  We want to know even more about your years in Cuba, as there are some things, which still surprise us or we don't understand.  Of course, we shouldn't expect to find the heightened sensitivity, characteristic of the Church's evangelical commitment today.  Still, we believe that you want us to grow in that respect.  You want us to denounce boldly whatever is opposed to God's plan and to work for the tangible fulfillment of God's dream for his children.  Passion for humanity: this flows from our profound passion for Christ, who manifests profound compassion to all.  Why are we finding so difficult to truly commit ourselves to the cause of justice?  Why your own example does not move us to make an even stronger commitment?  Is it that our passion for justice is not what it should be?  Are we afraid of the consequences of true solidarity?

Passion for humanity

33. We have seen how your passion for humanity caused you to worry about the individuals and their destiny.  As a child, it breaks your heart to think that anyone could be condemned forever.  It pains you deeply to meet people, who appear incapable of a more hopeful outlook, open to life, penetrating the heart and illuminating one's path.  You preach, you write, you encourage people.  You even heal the sick.  You study in order to understand things in depth.  You spend hours in the confessional, listening to the confidences of those, who are burdened by past mistakes and looking for peace of heart.  You are so determined to assist as many people as possible in discovering that they are loved by God!  Your passion for humanity is seen in your dedication to ministry - forgoing the luxury of a schedule or days off.  You call that apostolic zeal.  It is also your passion for humanity.  

34. Shouldn't we exhibit today as strong a passion for humanity by devoting ourselves tirelessly to our ministry and giving each and every person our undivided attention?  The proclamation of the Word—by all means possible—is the Claretian response to the search for truth we witness in the hearts of so many people.

In shared mission

35. Evangelization was your passion, and the inability to do even more caused you profound sadness.  So, in your apostolic zeal you sought out companions and collaborators.  How many enterprises resulted from your missionary zeal!  The sensitivity you exhibit in entrusting them to others, who shoulder responsibility for them!  Today we call that shared mission.  It is one more feature of your missionary work we hope to restore in ours.  To you, shared mission is not just a matter of dividing of the work.  You dreamt of individuals and groups truly sharing their talents and energy, living their faith in accord with the particular calling each has received.  They would feel themselves called to proclaim the Gospel in a particular way, and would be willing to make their particular contribution to an evangelical undertaking, which they would share with others.  Missionaries, priests, lay persons - men and women - would be as a Fraternity of the Heart of Mary, the extension of Mary's spiritual motherhood in the church of their time.  They would be united in their awareness of having received a call to evangelize and in their desire to respond generously to that call.  Consequently, they would share a missionary spirituality, and would respect each one's particular way of living that spirituality and would be enriched by the experience of the others.  

36. Doesn't your strategy for evangelization require us to commit ourselves more decisively to the demands of shared mission?  Approach to evangelization has changed in the church, allowing us to implement more completely today what you saw as urgent and necessary.  We have to confront ourselves with your evangelical strategy.  We must ask ourselves if we are really prepared to share mission with others.  Are we prepared to do all that is necessary to imbue our spirituality and apostolic style with the requisite characteristics of reciprocity, complementarity and co responsibility, as shared mission demands?  During these days together, we will reflect on this missionary strategy and consider specific steps we must take, in order to implement a program of action that is so necessary for the success of the Church's mission in our day.  

The prophecy of ordinary life

37. We are amazed at the consistency of your life.  Passion for God and for humanity meant that you devoted your life entirely to the concerns of the Father.  You grasped the truth in Jesus' words: "Seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, all these things will be given you besides."  You desired your missionary life to be distinguished by its poverty.  You realized there was no other way to do battle with a world, governed by lust for money and power.  Detachment freed you and gave you credibility.  It prevented your words from obscuring the Word of God, the only message you sought to convey, free of any other agenda.  Your writings show that although calumnies caused you pain, you endured them calmly.  You knew the Lord would not abandon you.  You were persecuted, nearly martyred at Holguín, yet you bore even that with remarkable fortitude.  You always preferred to be sent, because you believed that obedience guaranteed you were responding solely to the concerns of the Father.  In the critical moments of your life you never failed to seek the advice of others to assist you in discerning the Lord's ways.  You struggled to free yourself of any trait, which might keep you from doing anything but the Lord's will.  Every year, you resolved anew to pursue the course, in which the Lord was guiding you, penning resolutions which indicated specific steps to be taken in different areas of your life.  

38. This practice of yours demands our attention today.  People yearned for the authentic, and today, as always, our world is rife with empty talk and promises.  What we need are witnesses, people whose lives clearly reflect what they claim to believe.  Are you not asking us to intensify our efforts and to demonstrate by our actions a sincere commitment to consistency in our personal and communal lives?  This is essential, if our lives are to be a prophetic witness and our words the echo of the Word of the One who sends us.  So, during our time together, we are going to reflect on this too.  God willed you to be the mediator of our missionary charism, and in pursuit of whatever might inspire us to live that charism more authentically, we realize that consistency of life is indispensable to our being in the church and the world the apostles you dreamed we would be.  We feel obligated to study once more - and to adapt to our cultural and ecclesial milieu - what you wrote in your Autobiography about the virtues you considered essential for an effective ministry. 

The fountain of living water

39. Finally, we ask ourselves - and we ask you: what sustained a life as active as yours and why did your life influence the lives of others so much?  Where did that passion, which affected every aspect of your life, come from?  How did you live such an active life without falling prey to activism?  Why did your words—or your mere presence—make such an impression on people and cause them to experience God's presence in their own lives?  How did you juggle so many concerns and undertakings without losing your peace of heart?  Well, your own writings and the testimony of personal acquaintances attest to a profound experience of God.  As a result, your life was imbued with an awareness of God's infinite love for you, a love to which you responded with truly filial trust.  You said this to those new to missionary life: "While our missionaries need all virtues, they must first of all have a lively faith, in order to be able to respond to their own vocation.  It was faith that burned in the prophets, the Apostles and the martyrs, and it was faith that led so many preachers of God's Word gladly to accept poverty, self-denial and sacrifice in the cause of spreading Christ's Kingdom.  Therefore, the novices should be well grounded in faith and really live by faith, especially when they are troubled by doubts about remaining faithful to their vocation."  (Constitutions 62).  Pondering the Word, whether during the many hours you spent before Jesus present in the Most Blessed Sacrament, or in filial conversation with Mary, whose motherly love you felt so strongly, you grew always closer to Jesus and in your desire to preach the Gospel to all.  You felt God's presence in your life.  You could hardly pull yourself away from those long, intense conversations with Jesus.  "When I am before the Blessed Sacrament, I feel such a lively faith that I can't describe it.  Christ in the Eucharist is almost tangible to me; I kiss his wounds continually and embrace Him.  When it's time for me to leave, I have to tear myself away from his sacred presence."  (Aut. 767).  

40. Faith is still the most important virtue.  In many parts of the world, religion remains peripheral to the experience of individuals and entire peoples.  We think we can get on without God.  Actually, it seems easier that way.  We call this disbelief or religious indifference, and we've come to realize that it presents all of us with an existential problem as a much as a pastoral one.  We live in such a culture, we breath its air, we are vulnerable to its influence.  So, we see an urgent need to bolster our faith.  On the other hand, we see the need to purify it, since in those parts of the world, where popular religious sentiment remains strong, our faith is sometimes compromised.  The God in whom we must believe once again is God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We need to allow faith to mold our thinking, nourish our apostolate, sustain our commitment to justice, and inspire future undertakings.  Time and again, we've expressed a desire "to deepen our experience of God."  Isn't it true, based on your experience, that this is essential to our continuing in the path you've marked out for us?  Spirituality is the preeminent challenge to religious today.  Indeed, we said this at the Congress in Rome: "passion for Christ, passion for humanity."  

41. We've seen our spirituality enriched by contributions of other religious traditions and the experiences of so many who, even without knowing it, are living examples of the compassion of the Father, which filled your heart.  Passion for Christ, which ought to fill our hearts, is still not what it should be.  As a result, other passions seem to muddle our lives.  We want to discover the foundation on which you build your whole life, and be led above all by your experience of God.

42. Brothers and Sisters,  I invite all of you to carry on this conversation with our Fr. Founder throughout the time of the Forum.  Allow his life to speak to you and his word to provide a renewed missionary impetus in our personal lives and in our communities.

Conclusion

43. As I said, I invite you to continue this dialogue. Share it as well with your brothers in community. Our Father Founder has much to say to you, and, animated by his inspiration, you will have something important to say to others. But most of all, live it. Yes, look for ways to translate this inspiration into attitudes and concrete actions. God has given us a great gift in Anthony Mary Claret. To celebrate his memory supposes for each of us a commitment to embody the gift we have received in our daily lives. For this bicentennial we have chosen the motto “Born to Evangelize,” focusing our attention on that which had the most profound impact on his life.

44. May the celebration of the Bicentennial produce authentic fruits of holiness and apostolic activity in our Congregation and in the entire Claretian family.

For my part, receive a strong fraternal embrace that expresses the deep joy that we share as we remember our father.

Rome, March 19, 2007

Josep M. Abella, cmf

Superior General

