TO ALL CLARETIAN MISSIONARIES

Dear Brothers:  

First of all, my best wishes during this time of celebration of the Paschal of the Lord. The memory of the death and resurrection of Jesus fills our hearts with a deep hope that gives light to our life and through us gives light to the life of humanity at this moment in history. To believe in Jesus' resurrection is to opt for life and to commit ones self in the fight against all that goes against this gift of God. Jesus gave his life "so that they might have life". We ask him to allow us to walk by his side.   

As I am writing this letter I have receive disturbing news again from Sri Lanka. It seems that peace never ends up being a reality among those suffering people. Our brothers should know that we feel very close to them and to the people of Sri Lanka. We have been alarmed also by news of situations of violence in some places of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. We express our communion with our brothers who work there and accompany the people in their faith development and in the construction of a society that is more just and more in solidarity with its people.
The Congregation prepares to celebrate the Bicentennial of the birth of our Father Founder. You have already received the circular letter "From memory to commitment". As you have seen, I have underlined the dimension of memory, fundamental in this type of commemoration, so that the Founder's very life, understood within his own context, challenges ours today which unfolds within such a different context. I hope that we can create moments in our communities to share how the memory of the Founder and his indefatigable dedication to the proclamation of the Word challenges each one of us today. It is also an occasion to consolidate the activities of the CESC (Center for Claretian Spirituality, located in Vic): investigation, animation of the Claretian spirituality, publications, digitalization of the Claretian historical files, etc. This is a Center that in time will continue to expand.  

As on other occasions, the General Council has met for almost three weeks this past month of March. I communicate to you some of the topics treated. Being aware of them helps deepen congregacional communion.  

Government  

During these last months, since October of last year, many Provincial Chapters and Assemblies of Delegations have taken place and there have been numerous canonical visitations. The situation of each of these Organisms is quite diverse and this calls us to reflect upon this particular moment of the Congregation that we are living.  
Some of these Provinces and Delegations are in a moment of difficulty: the average age is increasing and new vocations do not arrive. We have seen the necessity to initiate a strategy that does not simply resign itself to keeping what we can and to continue closing positions when we are not able to maintain them, but rather leads us to reexamine the reason for our presence in these places and to define the fundamental nuclei around which we want to orient our future. Certainly, it is necessary to do this with humility and realism; but also overcoming the temptation to defeatism that so threatens on those occasions. It is encouraging to see how in some of these Organisms new works are arising with a strong thrust towards evangelization. Allow me to list some examples: 
· the so called "Centers of spirituality" in Germany, pastoral centers that help people rediscover the fundamental questions of life and to offer them some guidelines to help them along their journey in search of answers; centers also where efforts are being made to open up the hearts of people to a deeper experience of dialogue and community in a markedly individualistic society;  

· the "Fundació Claret", of the Province of Catalonia that centers its work on issues related to the transmission of the experience of faith, with varied proposals for different types of people;  

· the work being done through the Mission Procures and the NGOs that offer places of encounter for people who feel called to solidarity and to create an alternative world and who, as the Gospel expresses, “are not far from the Kingdom of God";  

Naturally, the pastoral work in the parishes continues, as well as that in the education centers, in publications, in the centers of higher education, in the work with immigrants and a long etcetera. I have spent a little more time in this section because, sometimes, we see these Organisms with a certain sense of pessimism that is not true to the reality, nor does it help to overcome situations that are already in themselves difficult. This effort at defining their future allows us to better specify the type of help that these Organisms need and to guide the preparation of Claretians who are assigned there from other parts of the Congregation. 
Other Organisms are able to maintain the number of members and works. They struggle to maintain a balance between attention to the missions and other apostolic works that have been assumed in previous times, and the creation of new initiatives that respond to the new challenges that are presented in today's world. In them the revision of positions is of capital importance. It is interesting to confirm that in many of these Organisms there is an awareness of the need to deepen the community experience.  

Finally we meet with other Organisms in full expansion. They are young and are receiving a good number of vocations. They are full of apostolic projects and they are creating new communities and activities. Formation is a great challenge for these Provinces and Delegations and so is the accompaniment of new Claretians who, recently ordained or immediately after perpetual profession, are integrated into formation and apostolic teams. They are Organisms that are worried about creating an economic base that will sustain this moment of growth that they now live. They are also progressively collaborating in the universal mission of the Congregation.  

To look for harmony between these diverse situations and experiences and to help some groups to understand the situation of others is one of the tasks that the General Government tries to carry out.  A good means for this are the canonical visits, chapters and assemblies.  

During these months the new Province of Santiago has been created in Spain. They are already preparing the first provincial chapter, which will be a very important moment to secure the communion of all around the missionary project of the Province. The Province of Brazil Meridional and the Delegation of Central Brazil are also moving toward an integration that will help to consolidate their community dynamics and to give a new impulse to their pastoral commitments. The joint missions of Maceió and, recently, that of Mozambique are like icons of the new reality that is desired. The new Independent Delegation of Northeast India has been constituted, separated from the Province of Bangalore, and its government named. It is a new occasion to celebrate the life of the Congregation in that great country.  

We have given some time to the preparation of the General Government's encounter with the major superiors of the Congregation that is planned for the month of January 2008 in Brazil. Its main objective will be the preparation of the General Chapter of 2009. I will send you more details at the appropriate time.  

Spirituality  

The preparation for the celebration of the Bicentennial has also received our attention. The CESC has already made known some specifics of their program for this jubilee year. More information will be forthcoming. We all should live this time as a moment of renewal. The Provinces and Delegations could program spiritual exercises and monthly retreats with particular Claretian themes. Let us also use this time to make our Founder known, without triumphal exaggerations but with a solid conviction that he can continue to energize the ecclesiastic life of our time. But, mainly let it be a moment to connect deeply with the spiritual and apostolic experience of Claret. When this jubilee time is over we should ask ourselves if we know our Founder better, if we are more deeply in harmony with his missionary charism, if we are more willing to assume in our own lives the passion for Christ and the unconditional commitment to the mission that so characterized his own.  

This year, 2007, there will be two sessions of the "The Forge", program, one in Spanish - in Spain -, and another in English - in India. The program in Spanish has been reduced to three months to facilitate the obtaining of entry visas for the participants from outside of Europe. The program in English will be two months in duration. The Prefecture of Spirituality has already sent out the corresponding information. 

We are making a great effort to facilitate the study of Claretian and congregational topics. A new edition of the Autobiography of the Founder in Spanish is already being printed, with an up-to-date critical apparatus and with some pedagogic helps. The English edition is in an advanced phase of preparation. A book by Fr. Gustavo Alonso has been published on the history of the process of congregational renewal that takes in the years immediately previous to the Vatican Council II until the year 2000. A tremendous effort is also being made to translate into other languages some works that are fundamental to deepen one’s knowledge of the Founder and of the Congregation. Some Claretians dedicates many hours of their time to this work of translation even after finishing their other pastoral commitments. Others have taken it on as their main apostolate and are generously devoted to it even as they add birthdays to their 80, 81, etc. years. To all of them I want to express my heartfelt gratitude. The work that you are doing is very important. We are still looking for others who can help us in the translation of our publications (NUNC, "The Claretian Mission", the page web of the Congregation, etc.).  

I take this opportunity to remind you of the work that our Congregation is doing through the publication of several journals and magazines, of a scientific as well as of a pastoral nature. I ask that all of the communities support this important apostolate by subscribing to some of them and where possible to promote their circulation.  

Formation  

The Prefect of Formation, during these last months, has had the opportunity to visit the formation centers in different continents. Once again we must give thanks to the formators for their generous dedication. The General Plan of Formation contains some solid criteria for each phase of formation. There is a need to continue to highlight them in the formation plans of each center. There are ever more students of diverse cultural origins who receive their formation in centers belonging to other Organisms. We see the need to evaluate the experience accumulated until now and of elaborating more precise guidelines for the future, either about formation itself, or about the on the coordination between the different Provinces and Delegations and their Superiors in the operation of these Centers. The Prefecture of Formation will prepare a workshop on this theme.  

Another topic on which we have reflected has been the location of the novitiate year within the formative process. In some Organisms this is done before beginning the studies of Philosophy, after a first year of introduction to the Claretian life that includes the time of Postulancy. We see that, frequently, it is very difficult for these young men to assimilate the contents of the novitiate year as indicated in the General Plan of Formation. After speaking with those responsible for the formation of some of these Organisms and with their Governments, they have been asked to place the novitiate after the study of philosophy or after the second year of this phase when it is four years. We see the need to implement this guideline in all the Organisms of the Congregation.  

From the reports of the General Visitors, we have also seen the necessity to ask that some Provinces also relocate the experience of the pastoral year. In some of them this pastoral year is done immediately after the novitiate year. We do not consider this to be the best time for this experience. In the years that follow the novitiate it is necessary to develop a formation program that fosters the progressive assimilation of the content that was received during that period, and this demands a community atmosphere and a personal accompaniment that cannot usually be guaranteed in apostolic communities. Thus, it is necessary to revise this practice as soon as possible. I request that the Organisms concerned undertake with due interest the indications that have been made to them by the General Visitors.  

Apostolate  

The Prefect of Apostolate informs you, through the newsletter "Cordially", of the various activities of the Prefecture. In the Council we have discussed some of the workshops and encounters that have been programmed by the Prefecture, concretely on the workshop about "the communication of the experience of faith" and the encounter of Claretian publishers. We have heard the reports of those in charge of the Secretariats of Justice and Peace, and of Vocation Ministry.  
The person in charge of Justice and Peace has informed us of the visits that he has made to some Organisms offering awareness workshops and training for ministry in this area. The workshops have been held for Claretians and for lay groups, and have been very well received. We have made an evaluation of the Claretian participation in the “World Social Forum” of Nairobi. We must continue working on this theme. We are also studying a concrete way of establishing a more active and permanent presence in those arenas connected with the United Nations, where as religious we feel the necessity to make ourselves ever more present. I hope to tell you something more about this in the communication after our October council meetings. 
We continue to observe with concern the vocational situation of some Organisms. We have asked ourselves what more we can do from the General Secretariat of Vocation Ministry. The person in charge is offering abundant and good materials; he has already visited several Organisms giving spiritual exercises and holding vocation workshops. In the next two years we have decided to add a new activity to these two. The person in charge, delegated by the Superior General, will make, animation and evaluation visits on the vocation ministry of some Organisms. I believe that this can be a very valid instrument in the search of new ways of vocation ministry and, especially, for the motivation of each Claretian in this area. I dare to say, after having visited many Provinces and Delegations and having dialogued with many of you that there are Claretians who are not truly concerned for vocation ministry. Certainly they pray for vocations and would like for there to be more coming to our community, but this has to be translated into some concrete actions that express their deep concern for this issue. At least, we should all manifest generous support to those who work in this field.  

Economy  

As is now customary, this is one of the items that occupied our attention during the Council meetings in the month of March. We have examined the budgets of the Provinces, Delegations and General Houses and the many projects presented for funding. We have had the competent collaboration of the General Council on Economy. Their analyses and suggestions are a great help to the General Government in making decisions. I want to thank you for the generosity shown in the communication of goods. Many Organisms have increased their quotas. To others we have asked them to do the same. We know that the General Government's mission is to channel the resources of the Congregation in service of the formation and apostolic needs of the Congregation. But we are not able to not respond to all those who have requested funding and, thus, we are asking those Organisms that need help of the General Administration to set priorities and to move gradually in the development of your projects. One cannot do everything and, even less still, can everything be done at the same time. Programs for self-sufficiency of the Organisms are very seriously underway and the General Administration is studying the best way of giving them the needed accompaniment.  

There is one issue that concerns me and that I want to share with you. The desire to be financially self-sufficient is good, certainly, but it can lead to an excessive concern for the economic issues with the danger of losing sight of other fundamental aspects of our missionary thrust. We must be very attentive so that the efforts toward the self-sufficiency do not take us away from those who are impoverished and those who live in situations of exclusion in society. The missionary vitality of the Institute is in fact nurtured of this commitment. I call on all to give special attention this important point. Where are we placing ourselves? What criteria do we use to choose the most opportune means to carry out our mission? Do the concrete situations of those excluded still touch our lives? These are questions that we can never lose sight of and to which we must respond with all sincerity. In addition, our lifestyle should not clash with the commitment that we have made in favor of those excluded.  

Many other topics were also the focus of our attention. We will comment on them during the visits and encounters where members of the General Government are present. 
I repeat my desire that all celebrate this paschal time with true joy.  

A fraternal embrace,

Barcelona, April 4, 2007  
Josep M. Abella, CMF. 
Superior General
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