TO ALL CLARETIAN MISSIONARIES

Jesus said again: “Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent me, so I also send you.” Then he breathed on them and said: “Receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (Jn 20:21-22)


Dear Brothers:


There are two elements that are repeated in Jesus’ greeting in the apparitions to his disciples after the Resurrection: his desire for peace to be reborn in their hearts and his sending them to share with others the gift received.  At this time of Easter I ask the Lord that we may know how to welcome these words of his and to open our hearts to the gift of the Spirit.  May He transform our lives and may we be bold and credible witnesses of the New Life that is seen in his Resurrection.  I wish you all a joyous celebration of the Paschal Mystery of the Lord.

Specifically in recent months violence has marked the life of so many peoples: the bombing in Madrid so near to where some of our brothers live, the vicious circle of violence in Palestine and Israel, the deaths that are being added to so long a list in occupied Iraq, the social upheavals in Haiti, the unending wars on the African continent, the lives disrupted and the families destroyed by the killings that keep on escalating in the great urban centres, and a long etc.  This is news that, at the one and the same time, arouses feelings of indignation and powerlessness within us.  In this specific world we are called to be witnesses to the Resurrection, to Life.  And this means to believe that life is stronger than death, that love can destroy hatred and uproot violence, that justice is possible.  The barometer of our commitment to life, peace, justice and solidarity among individuals and peoples will then show us the consistency of our faith.   The celebration of the Lord’s Paschal Mystery powerfully summons us to proclaim, in a credible way, the God of life.  We repeat the words of the General Chapter: “Like Jesus, we also want the world to have life” (TTMHL 1).


Let me share with you some of what has been going on in the General Government during recent months.  I am sure that this will help strengthen our communion around the project of the Congregation for this sexennium.  I am going to summarize the most important aspects of the intensive meetings of the General Government during the second half of March.

From December to March nine Provincial Chapters and four Assemblies of Independent Delegations have been held. This is a third of the Major Organisms in the Congregation.  For all of them it has been an important time for assimilating the directives of the last General Chapter and good chance to evaluate, in light of them, the life and mission of their communities.  In those Chapters and Assemblies important decisions have been made and actions steps for the future discussed.  New government teams have been elected or appointed, charged with directing the life of the Organisms, caring for the welfare of the individuals that make them up and for the whole Congregation. The impression that those of us from the General Government that have accompanied the Provinces and Delegations at these moments is that the directives of the General Chapter have met with a positive reception, although we note the need for a continued deepening of their assimilation. They must touch in a more powerful wasy our individual and community life, to have a most definite impact on our pastoral work and to be translated into specific actions in everything that refers to the reorganization of the Congregation and solidarity among different Organisms.  I give a summary here of some points that have appeared repeatedly in the Chapters, although with different nuances according to the particular situation of each of them.  I am also going to comment on the response that we are trying to give to the concerns that have been emerging.


The revision of Organisms. This issue has been raised at all the Chapters and Assemblies, since we believe that no one should be exempt from responding to this directive of the General Chapter.  In some of them we have been able to reap the fruits of work carried out during recent years.  This is the case with the reorganization of three of the six Provinces in Spain.  As you know, the Provincial Chapters almost unanimously ratified the agreement on reorganization drawn up by the Provincial Governments and approved by the General Government after a long process of consultation with the members of the respective Provinces. Aragón, Castille and León now form a Confederation, is functioning according to the Statutes approved by the General Government at the time of the acceptance of the Agreement on reorganization by the Chapters, and it is governed by a Superior appointed by the General Government chosen from a list of candidates presented by the Provincial Governments.  Gradually the various areas of the life and mission of the Provinces will be transferred to the Government of the Confederation until the establishment of the new Province that will integrate the three.  This is a decision that has been possible thanks to the sense of Congregation among the members of these Provinces.

Concern for vocations. This is another topic that concerns most of the Organisms.  It is a topic that has been treated from a two-fold perspective: the quality of our life and ministry and their ability to attract others, and the need to define a youth vocation ministry that is able to awaken a vocational restlessness in young people and to accompany the processes of discernment. 

Shared mission. This is a topic that has been present in all the Chapters and Assemblies.  We see the need to clarify this concept and the consequences involved in taking on this model of mission.  We note that Organisms have different rhythms that will have to respected, at the same time motivating those that move more slowly to pick up the pace.  As a sign of “shared mission”, in some Chapters and Assemblies times were planned for the presence of lay people with whom we share missionary responsibilities.  The evaluation is very diverse.  In any event, we see the appropriateness of respecting the special character of a Chapter and to create other forums where the participation of lay people can be more relevant.  The very process of preparing Chapters can offer moments for much more effective lay participation.  It will be a topic to comment on at the meeting of Major Superiors to be held in Vic next September.

Commitment to Justice and Peace and the strengthening of Mission Procures. All the Organisms are aware that a prophetic missionary response in today’s world involves working together with other groups for justice, peace and the integrity of Creation.  Expressions of this commitment will vary in different contexts, but as a concern it must be integrated into all pastoral plans and find resonances in our spirituality and community life.  The Mission Procures are taking on greater and greater importance as instruments for missionary animation and for solidarity among peoples.  From the Prefecture of Apostolate and the respective Secretariats, we want to promote the strengthening of these areas.

Revision of positions and the search for new initiatives and modes of expression. A topic of concern is how to coordinate the stability of ministerial structures whether they are parishes, education centres, publishing houses, centres for higher studies, etc., and the itinerancy that allows for pastoral activities carried out by teams.  Surely we need to revise present positions in order to create other teams needed in the social and ecclesial context in which we live.  In any event, both in stable positions and in itinerant ones, the need is noted to seek new forms of expression that make possible a dialogue with culture capable of transmitting the Gospel message.  Thus the need for trained personnel has been insisted on.  Hence, attention to the quality of formation programs.

Lack of personnel or finances that raise strong questions about the future of some Organisms. The General Chapter very clearly indicated: “The General Government will see that each Organisms has sufficient personnel and the resources needed to adequately develop their own project of life and mission” (TMHL 74.2). Certainly this does not mean any project whatever, but one that takes on the Congregation’s present priorities.  We have to find operative channels for expressing congregational solidarity.  Some Organisms are in urgent need of personnel.  There is a need to respond to these situations.  The assignment of some students to finish up their formation process in the Organism in which they are going to work is one of the means planned.  In the section on economy of this letter I will comment on the other aspect.

We believe that the decisions and directives of the Chapters and Assemblies are very valid and have the potential to generate new missionary dynamism.  We thank everyone for the welcome we have found.  Our presence in the Organisms has helped all of us to know better each other and will thus help us to collaborate better.

Another point that has occupied the attention of the General Government during these Council sessions has been the study and approval of the budgets of the Major Organisms and the General Government itself.  Prior to this the General Economic Council has analyzed and given its diagnosis of the economic situation of the Congregation and offered very valuable suggestions for strengthening and improving it.  The General Econome has sent a report to the Provincial Governments explaining some aspects of the situation of the general administration.  We have noted, once again, the difficulty in responding to the requests that come from Organisms and Missions.  The majority of those that need aid see their needs increasing each year.  Nevertheless, the contributions that come into the general administration from the Organisms are not increasing at the same rate, but rather have remained fixed.  This produces an imbalance that is more and more difficult to correct.  The General Government is making a great effort to optimize the return on its patrimony, without excluding any type of decisions that are seen as providential for the entire Congregation.  We hope to raise this topic at the meeting in Vic with the Major Superiors.  Creating a patrimony that allows new Organisms to operate without always being dependent on others will only be possible if other Organisms are ready to give up part of their own patrimony for this purpose.  We have to be prudent, but also generous.  I assure you that the General Government is going to make sure that the criteria of transparency and austerity are being strengthened everywhere.  It is impossible to ask for aid to others when in one’s own Organism the duties of the individuals to the community economy and of the houses to provincial economy are not fulfilled, or when funds are expended for unnecessary items. We have likewise indicated to the new Organisms that they have to revise the pace of the investments they are making.  It is impossible to have everything at once.  I want to express something that comes into my heart regarding this topic.  It is important to remember what our Constitutions say: “We should rejoice when we experience some of the effects of poverty” (CC 26). I am sad to say that, on several occasions, I haven’t noticed joy but complaints and laments.  Isn’t it that, without our noticing it, a certain “comfortable class” mentality is moving in that is drawing us away from the lifestyle we professed? It will be good for us to review this aspect of our life. 


In the area of government, I want to mention the meetings with the Major Superiors of IBERIA and ASCLA.  With the first we shared the results of the Chapters and the way of responding to certain needs of the Congregation.  With those from ASCLA the dialogue centered mainly on the criteria that have to guide the presence of the Congregation in Southeast Asia.  We decided that we will limit ourselves to Vietnam, Mynamar and mainland China, which are places where we already have candidates for Claretian missionary life.  All the Organisms are committed to collaborating in getting this project underway.  At the moment there is a formation community in Vietnam and a formation centre for students from those countries in the Philippines.  We want to go slowly and carrying out a good process of discernment with the candidates. 


Again we have had to deal with some cases of persons leaving the Congregation and the ministerial priesthood.  This fact reminds us of the importance of caring for individuals, especially at moments of crisis in their lives.


The preparation for the meeting of the General Government with the Major Superiors to be held in Vic next September also occupied much of our time during these days.  At the appropriate time we will send you information about this.


We have decided to start operation in September of the “Centre for Documentation and Claretian Studies” in Vic that will also house the Claretian Secretariat.  By that time we will already have clarified the project of the Centre and the members of the team.

Finally, I communicate to you that on 16 July the Independent Delegation of St. Thomas will become a Province and will begin to prepare for its first Provincial Chapter, scheduled for January, 2005.  Likewise we have decided to constitute the Dependent Delegation of Indonesia-East Timor, which belongs to the Province of the Philippines, as an Independent Delegation.  A plan of Claretian animation has been programmed for this, which will include a visit by the General Prefect of Formation, a Claretian retreat directed by the General Prefect of Spirituality and a process of preparation for the Assembly that will be held in April, 2005, the time at which the juridical change to an Independent Delegation will take effect.


In the area of spirituality, we have decided to organize a first experience of the FORGE from September to December this year.  This time it will be in Spanish.  The Prefect of Spirituality will send you the necessary information.  I also want to announce that a spirituality section is in preparation for the official web page of the Congregation.  You will find many helpful materials there.


In the area of apostolate, the Prefect has had a planning meeting with representatives from different parts of the Congregation.  This was an important time for seeking ways of implementing the lines of the General Government’s Plan of Action.  In Manila the Encounter of Claretian editors was held that is always an important forum for setting up greater collaboration among Claretian publishing houses.  The “Directory for Claretian Editors” has been revised.  Fr. Fernando Torres has been appointed coordinator of the editors’ group.

During these days the Council has been defining, along with the respective directors, the projects of the Secretariats of Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation, of Vocation Ministry and of the General Mission Procure.  The directors will be presenting information about them.  In January, Fr. Vicente Sanz joined with the other members of the General Council of the Lay Claretians of which he is religious advisor.  I take the opportunity to make a new call for a greater effort to promote the Movement.  It should be a joy for us to see how the missionary charism of Claret energizes the Christian life and missionary commitment of lay people.

As far as the area of formation is concerned, the General Prefect has visited some of the formation centres in Spain, taking advantage of his stay there to learn Spanish.  In addition, the courses of the “Heart of Mary” School for Formators are being planned as well as various animation visits to formation Centres in Africa and Asia.

The topic of the economy I have already referred to in previous paragraphs.  I only want to add here that we have before us the challenge of building or enlarging various seminaries: the building of the Philosophy Centre and Novitiate in East Africa, and the enlarging of the Seminaries in Yaoundé (Cameroon), Barrackpore, Wardha and Karumathur (India), to cite only the most urgent.  We cannot do this without the special cooperation of various Organisms.

The Secretary General is finishing up the implementation of the computer program of the Secretariat and the publication of the new Agenda claretiana.

I conclude with these items. We have decided to to carry out a new publication of the Autobiography and autobiographical Writings of our Father Founder for the occasion of the bicentennial of his birth.  In the new edition the notes to the Autobiography will be revised and some new elements added.  This new edition will also be published in English.

We have also decided to begin, starting in 2005, the Congregation-wide celebration of the Day of Universal Claretian Mission.  We are thinking of setting it for the first Sunday in May.  It will be a day of missionary solidarity for the whole Congregation for which all communities and all apostolic activities should organize some type of collection of funds that they will send to the General Mission Procure for caring for the formation and apostolic projects most in need of aid.  The General Mission Procure will organize the Day and prepare appropriate materials.  We did not want to begin it this year in order not to interfere in the programs that many Provincial Procures have already organized.

There are still many other aspects that I’d like to comment on.  But, I think I’ve been able to summarize the prominent points of the Council Sessions that we’ve just held.  I hope that all this helps you feel closer to the life of the entire Congregation.  Again, I wish you a blessed Easter.

Fraternally,

Josep M. Abella Batlle, cmf.

Superior General
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