TO ALL CLARETIAN MISSIONARIES

Rome, 1 December 2003

Dear Brothers:


Almost two months have passed since the day when we who participated in the General Chapter said good-by to each other in Rome with our work completed.  We returned to our respective places enriched by the Chapter experience and eager to share it with our brothers.  We carried in our minds and hearts a renewed desire to make the service of life the axis around which to articulate the various dimensions of our missionary life during the sexennium we are beginning. 


The Chapter Declaration has already been published and everyone has had the chance to read it and meditate on it. How does it resound in your heart?  Do you find in it the word of encouragement that you were hoping for?  Do you feel challenged by the goals proposed for the upcoming years?  It is important that we read it carefully, that we make it the object of our meditation and that we discuss it in our communities so that its message penetrates our lives and thus can achieve its objective: to make our missionary life more dynamic so that we can place ourselves more radically at the service of life.  My fondest wish is that we will be able to reinterpret our personal and community situation from this aspect and be able to forcefully incarnate in our missionary work the commitment that we have wanted to express through these words. 


Other decisions and directives of the General Chapter will likewise affect you.  All of them will be the result of an effort at discernment within the Congregation that we now have to responsibly undertake in our lives and in our organization.


During these months we have been carrying out the traditional post-capitular “shifting around”:  the members of the outgoing General Government are returning to their Organisms ready to render other services; the new General Consultors are arriving in Rome to take up the responsibilities that have been entrusted to them.  All this has taken place in an atmosphere of serenity that has helped all of us to live that moment as a time of grace.

There have also been other changes in the General Curia.  Some of our brothers that have been performing various services at the General Curia are returning to their Organisms, leaving behind many hours of work carried with great dedication and competence.  We have found in them a great love for the Congregation and we profoundly thank them for their generous self-giving over so many years.  Others are arriving ready to place their talents and their energy at the service of the Claretian mission.  They are warmly welcomed.


The celebration of the Feast of the Fr. Founder marked the arrival of the members of the new government team. One was delayed by complications in obtaining his visa to reside in Italy.  It seems that in a world that is increasingly globalized the fears that some have of others and the roadblocks they set up are coming into being with renewed force.  Finally everyone was here and we began our work of planning.

We who make up the General Government then began the sexennium with a few days of retreat and time together in Conversano, where we were warmly welcomed by our Claretian sisters.  Shared prayer, open conversation and a relaxed environment helped us to get to know one another better and to put together the dynamic to be used to lay out the itinerary of the new team.  We used the occasion to visit the community in Altamura, of the Delegation of Italy, were we spent a few hours with our brothers.

The result of the intensive Council meetings is the Plan of action for the sexennium.  We present it now provisionally because we want it to be the object of dialogue at the meeting we are going to have with all the Major Superiors of the Congregation next September.  The Plan includes the priorities indicated by the Chapter as well as certain other elements that are important for the animation of the life of the Congregation.  The Chapter did not want to cover everything; thus you will find in the Plan of Action things that do not appear in the Chapter Declaration.  I am highlighting certain points in each area of the Plan that seem to me to be the most central.

Government:

We are concerned with the topic of reorganizing the Congregation and all that this entails.  As the Plan indicates, we are going to present at the meeting of Major Superiors some criteria that will help us carry out the Chapter’s recommendation, as well as a vision of the future of the Congregation on each continent.  This is going to help initiate a dialogue that allows us to proceed toward a new organization of the Congregation that will strengthen our missionary service and make it more dynamic.  I am well aware that this is a topic that everyone has strong feelings about and that thus must be worked at with much prudence and respect.  Nevertheless, without an open and generous attitude on everyone’s part it will be very difficult to proceed.

A distribution of personnel that permits “all Organisms to count on sufficient personnel” to carry out their mission is another recommendation that the Chapter clearly made to the General Government.  We are going to prepare a plan for personnel assistance to those Organisms most in need of it and to try to give more stability to the assignments that are made.  This is the meaning of the Chapter decision that indicates that incardination in the new Organism is the normal mode of these assignments.  This again requires generosity on the part of individuals and Organisms.  Surely it will require revision of contracts between Organisms that have been made during recent years.  To help achieve this objective we are thinking of the possibility of assigning Claretians in the period of initial formation to finish their studies in the place where they are going to later exercise their ministry.

From the General Secretary’s office we want to continue to promptly and efficiently take care of the entire Congregation and to promote good communication with everyone.  We hope to rely on the cooperation of the Secretaries of the Organisms.  We will continue to promote the translating of Claretian materials and we thank all those who spend many hours a day at this task for their work.  Fr. Britto Maley, from the Province of Chennai, will be the new assistant Secretary, and Brs. Grzegorz Jablonski and Artur Glab, from the Province of Poland, will be in charge of the technical office.

Spirituality:


The Chapter called for a Prefecture of Spirituality, showing a concern for the need of better articulating the animation of this area.  The responsibility for continuing formation was also entrusted to this Prefecture.  I will now highlight some points in the Plan of Action in this area:


We have decided to concentrate the General Government’s offering of continuing formation on the program called “The Forge”, a process of re-initiation into the Claretian charism that has been going on for several years in the Province of Castille.  We will do this in two stages.  We will first organize two programs, one in Spanish and one in English, which will allow several Claretians to be trained so that they will then be able to animate the experience in their respective regions.  Later the program will be organized by regions, thus making it possible for a greater number of people to participate.

Another project we would very much like to carry out is the setting up in Vic of a “Centre for Claretian Documentation and Studies”.  We would want Vic to become the charismatic point of reference for the Congregation.  The Claretian Secretariat would be relocated there with all its documentation.  In order to oversee this Centre an international team would be set up of 3 or 4 people who would, at the same time, be available for services of Claretian animation in the Organisms of the Congregation.  The Centre would be involved with various dimensions: documentation, research, animation of the Congregation in this area, scholarly and pastoral publications, publicity, etc.  Vic should be a focal point both for those researching Claretian topics as well as for programs of continuing formation or the training of formators that are carried out during this sexennium. The house of spirituality, recently renovated, can welcome individuals or groups who want to live an intensive Claretian experience.  The team of the Centre would be able to accompany them.  This is a topic that requires study and thus a small committee is going to be appointed to lay out the steps to be followed and to prepare a concrete project in this regard. The General Government is naturally dialoguing on this topic with the Province of Catalonia, which has shown itself to be totally open to the initiative.

During the last sexennium the Spirituality Congress was held as the culmination of a process in which many Claretians participated.  The task remains for us to give life to the proposals that came out of it.  In the Plan of Action you will find various activities for this purpose.

Apostolate:


There is also an attempt in the area of apostolate to implement the Chapter’s priorities and proposals.  Animation in the area of apostolate is wide-ranging and the action steps and activities the Plan proposes cannot cover very minute details.  In January a committee made up of representatives from the different inter-provincial Conferences will be in charge of doing more specific planning, which then will have to finally be contextualized in the different regions of the Congregation.  As in the previous sections, I will now highlight some points:


There is concern about new forms of missionary service of the Word.  How do we proclaim the Word in today’s world and in its varied cultural contexts?  The problem of modes of expression, presence in the new marketplaces, and use of the new communications media are some of the challenges that we have to respond to with concrete initiatives.  Ecumenical, inter-religious and inter-cultural dialogue is another concern which the Plan wants to respond to.  We have to know how to integrate this dimension into all our ministries with specific initiatives in these areas.


“Shared mission” is one of the points the Chapter insisted on and that appeared repeatedly in the pre-capitular questionnaires.  We want to make an effort at reflection in order to clarify the concepts and to promote the necessary changes in mentality and in structures so that this can be the way we understand and live out our mission.


Solidarity with the poor and excluded and commitment to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation (JPIC) is a central aspect in the area of apostolate.  While this is certainly something that has to be looked at in every dimension of our life, it is going to be coordinated by the Prefecture of Apostolate and specifically by the General Secretariat for Justice and Peace.  Br. Arnel Alcober, from the Province of the Philippines, is going to be in charge of it. We hope to have him present with us at the Curia by the end of January.


We have decided to set up, within the Prefecture of Apostolate and in cooperation with that of Formation, the Secretariat for Vocation Ministry, as the Chapter indicated.  We are convinced that all ministry, and in a special way youth ministry, has to be vocational insofar as it has to accompany people toward an option for Jesus and for the Kingdom.  There the Claretian vocational proposal finds its place, which has to be made with greater boldness and decisiveness.  Fr. Juan Carlos Martos, from the Province of Bética, is going to be in charge of that Secretariat.


We also want to strengthen is the Mission Procure.  This has been a felt need for some years now.  The missions in the Congregation are increasing as well as Formation Centres in countries with more recent Claretian presence.  We need to animate the missionary spirit in the Congregation and to look for the economic resources that will help us maintain all those new presences.  Several Organisms have strengthened their Procures and have set up various NGO's for them.  It seems appropriate to better coordinate this work within the universal scope of the Congregation.  Fr. Paschal Amagba, from the Province of Nigeria and a missionary for the last six years in Central America, has been appointed to work in the General Mission Procure, along with the current director, Fr. Santiago González..

Formation:


The future of the Congregation is at stake in this area.  We are well aware of this and we wanted the Plan of Action to reflect this.  I will now highlight some points:


We see the need of sending formators to some centres that urgently need them.  Large groups of Claretian seminarians are springing up in places which still do not have sufficient indigenous personnel.  Attending to this need is going to be a priority.  I am issuing a call to those who think they can offer their services in this area.  To accompany the birth of the Congregation in those countries must be a priority for all Claretians.


Another initiative we are going to continue and strengthen is the “Heart of Mary” School for formators.  This offers new formators the essential elements of the Claretian charism and introduces them to those topics that are basic for inculcating the Claretian identity in those being formed.  A solid Claretian formation will be the basis that will then allow us to confront the topic of inculturation of the charism and assure that the Congregation grows in fidelity to it.


In the area of formation, you will also see that there is mention of the international formation centres that have to be accompanied with special care, and a plan of specialized studies for the Congregation that can respond to the needs that we have on the world-wide level in various areas.

Economy:


The Chapter very firmly asked for strengthening the patrimony of the General Government and optimizing its return.  The work being done on the Claretianum has this purpose.  We will also study other possibilities.

Another topic of concern is the precarious economic situation which some Organisms permanently experience.  We want to continue to foster solidarity within the Congregation to respond to this challenge and, at the same time, to accompany these Organisms, helping them to better organize their economy and obtain the greatest return on their own resources.  This has to be accompanied by a serious commitment to economic openness and a true sense of economizing.  We also know that all this cannot be done right away and that new foundations have always required years of sacrifice on the part of those who working in them.  The history of the Congregation bears witness to this.  We want to continue strengthening the Aid Fund, be we have decided to be much stricter in allocating aid and in demanding reports on the projects.


As the Chapter indicated to us, we will try to solidify the General Council on Economy and to train several people to carry out the expert visits to the Organisms.  We believe this is an important service that must be offered by the General Government and that can provide a more universal horizon to the Organisms for using their economic resources.

Other Matters:


I will now briefly list other matters that we considered at the intensive Council meetings:

· We approved the agreement for the restructuring of the Provinces of Aragón, Castille and León and the Statutes of the Confederation that are going to constitute an intermediate step toward a single regionalized Province.  It is a major step in the Congregation which, in any event, must be ratified by the provincial Chapters that will be held at the end of December and the beginning of January.

· We have approved the St. Thomas Delegation becoming a Province, which will be carried out in due time. The Delegation will be prepared for this over the course of a year with a special program of animation in the different areas of missionary life.

· We have appointed the Governments of the independent Delegations of Equatorial Guinea (Superior: Fr. Juan Esono; Consultors: Frs. Carlos Sánchez Orantos –who will also be Econome - and Andrés T. Oyono) and East Asia (Superior: Fr. Félix Martínez; Consultors: Frs. Marcel.lí Fonts and Manuel Ezhamparampil; Econome: Fr. Antoni Fradera).

We have also been concerned with many other matters, but I think that what is presented here basically covers the main points.  Almost all the members of the General Government are going to leave Rome to go to preside at provincial Chapters and Assemblies of independent Delegations.  It will be an important time to internalize the contents of the General Chapter and to make sure its message becomes a source of life for the Organisms and individuals.  I hope that you will accompany us with your fraternal prayer.


I conclude by wishing you an Advent deeply lived in order to celebrate the Birth of Jesus with great joy along with the Christian communities that we accompany.


A Brother in the Heart of Mary,
Josep M. Abella, CMF

Superior General
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