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Editorial
Right from the birth of the Catholic Church, she has undergone crisis after crisis.
Some of them are external from the State and people of other religions and some
from within the Catholic Church. Often the enemies from within the Church are
too dangerous, poisonous and deadly. One of the shameful and shocking crises
within the Catholic Church that came to the light in the last decade and still at
play is sexual scandal speciallychild abuse by the clergy and the consecrated persons.
No day passes these days without hearing something about the sexual scandal in
the Church. The Catholic Church tried to address this problem with justice and
compassion for the victims and firmness for the offenders. Yet, the Catholic Church
continues to suffer unable to come out of this crisis totally.
Compassionate and fatherly Pope Francis was quick to address this with issue
with mercy and justice. Unfortunately, different shades of this shameful sin continue
to hit the Church. Recently, the Catholic Church’s global organisation of nuns has
come out with sexual abuse of the priests both diocesan and religious on the nuns.
It has denounced the “culture of silence and secrecy” surrounding sexual abuse in
the church.
Interestingly, the International Union of Superiors General (IUSG), which
represents more than 500,000 sisters around the world, urged nuns who have been
abusedto report the crimes to police and their superiors as soon as possible. They
also assured helping the nuns who have been abused to find the courage to report it,
and pledged to help victims heal and seek justice.
It is significant that this statement by the IUSG, issued on the eve of the UNdesignated International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, was
the first since the sexual abuse scandal in the Church erupted anew in 2018 and as
the sexual abuse of nuns by clergymen and the consecrated persons has also come
to light.
Earlier in 2018, it was brought to the public domain that the Vatican was
aware for decades about the issue of priests and even bishops preying on nuns, but
unfortunately nothing was done to stop this menace.
The sexual abuse of the nuns by the clergy is well known and even very rampart in
many parts of Africa (This problem in Africa came out very strongly by the findings
after a series of major studies in the 1990s), there have also been cases of sexual
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abuse committed by women religious against other women within congregations.
Often this issue is not spoken at all.
The statement goes on saying,“we condemn those who support the culture
of silence and secrecy, often under the guise of ‘protection’ of an institution’s
reputation or naming it ‘part of one’s culture,”’. “We advocate for transparent
civil and criminal reporting of abuse whether within religious congregations, at the
parish or diocesan levels, or in any public arena.”
Earlier in 2018, an investigation brought out the fact that cases of priests and
consecrated persons abusing nuns have emerged in all parts of the world, be it
Europe, Africa, South America and Asia. Often sisters are treated as second class
citizens in the church even by clergy men and consecrated men and it has contributed
in the church to a power imbalance where women are mistreated by men with near
impunity.
As a welcome sign, some nuns are finding their voices, encouraged by the #
Me Too movement, many victims still remain very reluctant to come forward and
report the matter. Shockingly, religious sisters reported that African nuns were being
particularly targeted by priests seeking to avoid HIV transmission from prostitutes
or other women.
We all know that Pope Francis is very serious and committed in eradicating
sexual scandal from all forms from the Church. For the first time in the history
of the Church, Pope spoke directly to the 1.2 billion Catholics regarding sexual
scandal through a letter dated 20th August 2018. The Pope condemned very
strongly the “atrocities” of child sex abuse and cover-ups by the clergy in the letter,
describing allegations against the Church as “crimes that inflict deep wounds of
pain and powerlessness” in victims, their families and the religious community.
He also begged for God’s forgiveness for the “open wound” of child sex abuse in
Ireland as he visited the country in August.
“Looking back to the past, no effort to beg pardon and to seek to repair the harm
done will ever be sufficient. Looking ahead to the future, no effort must be spared to
create a culture able to prevent such situations from happening, but also to prevent
the possibility of their being covered up and perpetuated. The pain of the victims
and their families is also our pain, and so it is urgent that we once more reaffirm our
commitment to ensure the protection of minors and of vulnerable adults”. These
words of Pope Francis in his letter on 20th August 2018 to the strong 1.2 billion
Catholics should challenge and question all the consecrated persons.
6
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Editorial

The present issue of Sanyasa carries eight articles of diverse topics related to
consecrated life and a sharing of new communities of the Marist brothers. The first
article is the reflections on Gaudete et Exultate (“Rejoice and Be Glad”), the Apostolic
Exhortation of Pope Francis on the call to holiness in today’s world. Rev. Fr. Cristo
Rey argues that wherever consecrated life is, there should be joy and holiness. His
article consists of four parts: 1) The call that excludes no one: from the great saints to
the present ones; 2) Threatened holiness: Gnosticism, Pelagianism and ideologies;
3) The alternative of the blessedness and 4) The five virtues of consecrated life. It is
a scholarly article which challenges and invites each consecrated persons to heed to
the call of the Holy Father and lead a life of holiness.
In the second article Fr. Lawrence, a well-known retreat preacher and bible
scholar explains the practice of jubilee celebrations from the biblical perspective;
its objectives and its deep meanings and implications for the consecrated persons
of today. This is a wonderful scholarly, biblical and practical article and needs to be
read by all the consecrated persons who celebrate different jubilees.
The third article by Fr. Arul Jesu Robin analyses critically the Jacob cycle
(Gen 25:19–36:43) as presented in the book of Genesis from literary, historical and
theological contexts with deep insights. Finally, the author brings out ten valuable
lessons for consecrated life from his studies on Jacob and the events related to
Jacob’s life.
In the fourth article, Fr. Xavier Manavath explains profoundly the concept of
secularism keeping in mind the dangers and voices raised against the secularism of
India in the recent times. He contends that Indian secularism is neither a denial
of religion nor an endorsement of a particular religion. He beautifully expounds
that India — a great country with vast diversities — simply cannot survive without
secularism.
The fifth article is by Paulson Veliyannoor who in the context of the sexual
scandals that have been rocking the Church for the last few years and the reactions
from within and outside, drawing insights from the award winning movie Whale
Rider brings out beautifully valuable lessons for the clergy and the consecrated
persons. He writes, “Love, love alone justifies an obedience that rebels at the service
of prophesy. Love, love alone ensures that they do so not to hurt, but to heal; not to
exclude, but to embrace; not to shame, but to redeem; not to kill, but to give life.”
The sixth article is on “Ecclesiastical Offices at the Service of Pastoral Ministry”
by Canonist Fr. Jose Ammaikunnel. He deliberates that in the Church, there are
many well defined offices which are basically for service and they have to be at the
JANUARY – JUNE 2019
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service of pastoral ministry. Quoting extensively, the Code of 1983 Canon Law, he
brings out beautifully that authority in the Church is basically service.
In the seventh article, Sr. Lifey Paul recaptures the contemplative dimension of
consecrated life. She is fully convinced that the efficacy of the mission of consecrated
persons will depend upon the depth of the contemplation practised by them. She
reasons forcefully that more than ever, it is today that the consecrated persons need
contemplation for carrying out their mission.
The last article is on the prophetic role of the religious in today’s world. Heeding
to the call of Pope Francis to the consecrated persons to go to the peripheries,
Sr. Jisha Mathew sketches the biblical and ecclesial notion of prophetic mission
and brings out the prophetic mission of the religious in the Indian perspective with
special focus on the peripheries.
Finally, this issue carries an inspiring piece of sharing by Bro. Jeff Crow,
a Marist brother on their daring new initiative in establishing new communities
being prompted and inspired by the Holy Spirit. He shares about six new Marist
communities in different parts of the world composed of lay people and Marist
brothers, all of them living together under one roof as brothers and sisters called by
God to carry out the mission. Possibly, this will be the model of community life
that the Holy Spirit enthuses for the 21st century. This sharing is deeply theological,
informative and practical. Any consecrate person who wants to be disposed to the
promptings of the Holy Spirit and the signs of the time must read and mediate on
this sharing.
Sanyasa wish all her readers a merry Christmas and a prosperous New Year 2019.
Have a pleasant reading!
M. Arul Jesu Robin, CMF
Chief Editor

8

JANUARY – JUNE 2019

SANYASA, Vol. XIV, No. 1 (2019) 9-28 : Where the Consecrated Life is .....

WHERE THE CONSECRATED LIFE IS ...
THERE IS JOY ... HOLINESS!
REFLECTIONS ON GAUDETE ET EXULTATE
(REJOICE AND BE GLAD)
Dr. José Cristo Rey García Paredes, CMF

Although one of the objectives of consecrated life is “the sanctification of those
who belong to it”, the truth is that the horizon of holiness has been blurring among
us. In some institutes, they hardly speak of “sanctity”. It has become an obsolete
language. And it may be with some reasons. So we need to recover the vocation to
holiness from new perspectives.
On 19th March, 2018, the feast of St. Joseph, the sixth anniversary of his
pontificate, Pope Francis gave us an Apostolic Exhortation on the call to holiness
in today’s world, which he has entitled Gaudete et Exultate (GEx); and at the same
time, he invites us to plead with the Holy Spirit to instill in us an intense desire to
be saints for the greater glory of God. He asks us to encourage each other mutually
in this attempt, so that we can share true happiness that the world will not be able
to take it away.
During the year of consecrated life, Pope Francis affirmed categorically: “Where
consecrated life is, there is joy”.1 In the context of the present Apostolic Exhortation,
I could add: “where consecrated life is, there is also holiness”: Gaudete et Exultate.
Holiness is presented from a beautiful perspective: the face of happiness.
Pope structures his pontifical exhortation in five parts, that I would translate
from the consecrated life point of view in the following subtitles:
The Call that excludes no one: from the great saints to the saints of our times
The threatened Holiness: enemies are Gnosticism, Pelagianism and ideologies
José Cristo Rey García Paredes, CMF, is a Claretian Missionary, born in Spain. He is professor catedrático at the
Pontifical University of Salamanca (Spain) in the Institute of Religious Life (Madrid). He has been teaching theology in
various theological faculties abroad and also in Sanyasa: Institute of Consecrated Life, Bangalore. He has authored
over 100 books and numerous articles. His major contribution to the theology of consecrated life is: Fundamental
Theology of the Forms of Christian Life in two volumes and Theology of Religious Life: Covenant and Mission in five
volumes available from Claretian Publications in Manila and Bangalore. He can be contacted at cmfxr44@gmail.com.
Special thanks to Sr. Cecily Joseph, SCSA who translated this article from Spanish.
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That is holine!: the alternative of the beatitudes.
The five virtues for our times
The three dynamisms: combat, vigilance and discernment
I.

THE CALL THAT EXCLUDES NO ONE: FROM THE GREAT SAINTS
TO THE PRESENT ONES OF OUR TIMES

Francis recovers the conciliar theme of “universal call to holiness”
(Lumen Gentium, chapter 5). And it makes us see how holiness of which we are
heirs is within the reach of all the baptized, although each one in his own way and
following his own process. On the other hand, it tells us that holiness is closely
linked to the mission.
1. The Holy Inheritance, Shared Holiness
They have preceded us in the consecrated life “such a huge cloud of witnesses”
(Heb 12:1) that encourage us not to stop on the way and stimulate us to continue
walking towards the goal: from the consecrated virgins, by following Antony the
Abbot and Pacomius, even the most recent founders and foundresses; but also, and
in a very special way, the innumerable martyrs in the consecrated life, who offered
their own lives for others unto death. Nor should we forget many of our sisters and
brothers who even without being canonized, have been and are the holy harvest of
the Spirit.
However, Pope Francis shows us how the holiness is not only detected in
heroic cases, but in “the next door”, in those people who live near us and are a
reflection of the presence of God; not only in the great saints, but also in those who
are unknown or forgotten have brought to society the power of their testimony.
Holiness is the most beautiful face of the Church and consecrated life. Also outside
the Church the Spirit arouses “signs of his presence”. It is important not to reduce
sanctity to individual “stars”, but to contemplate it in the space of “constellations”.
Pope Francis expresses it as follows:
The Lord in the history of salvation has saved a nation. There doesn’t exist as total
identity without belonging to a nation. That is why; no one is saved alone, like an
isolated individual, but God attracts us, taking into account, the complex web of
inter personal relationships that are established in the human community: God
wanted to enter in a popular dynamic, in the dynamic of a people.

There is no sanctity alone, although that is the temptation: choose to follow
your own path, without interference, without unwanted interference. Counting on
10
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others entails an added effort and, at the same time, an uncertainty. In this sense the
hermit would have it easier than the consecrated or the consecrated ones who live in
community, in a congregation, or in an Institute.
We complain at times about the hindrance that involves the presence of brothers
or sisters who, for example, do not value a prayer with creativity, discard poverty
with greater radicalism, detest fraternal community meetings, block all initiative
in order to achieve a spiritual project better for the community, they are unable
to collaborate with others in a pastoral program. Would not it be much easier, to
dispense with this community element and to follow one’s own journey? No! The
consecrated life itself is a pilgrimage in community through the path of sanctification.
Life in communion and in community has an enormous sanctifying capacity. Every
individual is tic attempt on the spiritual path is misguided and does not take very
far; and, above all, it does not respond to God’s plan, as Jesus revealed it to us.
2. All are Called to Holiness and Transformation
“Be holy, for I am holy” (Lev 11:45; 1 P 1:16). “All the faithful Christians, of
any condition and state, strengthened with so many and very powerful means of
salvation, are called by the Lord, each one on his way, to the perfection of that
holiness with which the Father himself is perfect” (LG 11).
a) “Each one in his own way”
God has a way and a unique project for each human being. “No one will go, nor
had anyone gone to God, on this road that I go. For each one has a maiden path to
God”, says poet Leon Felipe. Every believer must discern his “own way” and get the
best out of itself, knowing that he is called by God and enabled by God to travel it.
Divine life is communicated to us in very different ways. There are masculine
and feminine styles of holiness; and also others overcome the heterosexual binary:
they all reflect the holiness of God. Holiness is not reserved for the elite of a certain
Christian way of life such as ministerial or consecrated.
“Are you consecrated? Be holy by living your surrender with joy. Are you
married? Be holy by loving and caring for your husband or your wife, as Christ did
with the Church. Are you a worker? Be holy by honoring your work with honesty
and competence in the service of the brothers. Are you a father, grandmother or
grandfather? Be holy by patiently teaching children to follow Jesus. Do you have
authority? Be holy by fighting for the common good and renouncing your personal
interests.”
JANUARY – JUNE 2019
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The grace of Baptism is in each one of us as a seed that wants to bear fruit. We
have in us the power of the Spirit that makes it possible.
“In the Church, made of saints and sinners, you will find everything you need
to grow towards holiness. The Lord has filled her with gifts; gifts of the Word, the
sacraments, the sanctuaries, the life of the communities, the testimony of her saints
and a multiple beauty that comes from the love of the Lord as a bride adorned with
her jewels” (Is 61:10).
b) Holiness as a Process of Transformation
Why have we been created? Because the Creator has destined us to follow a “path
of holiness”! This path will lead us to fulfill in us the will of God and to collaborate
so that his will may be done in our world through multiple gestures that configure
“the holiness that God wants from us”: small gestures, minute details, etc. make us
grow in holiness. What seems insignificant in our eyes can be very great in the eyes
of God.
The important thing is to take advantage of the opportunities that
each day offers us and “live the present moment filling it with love”.
Holiness occurs in us, when we associate ourselves with the mysteries of Jesus’ life.
That is precisely the goal of the great liturgical Year! The liturgy, with its cycles, sets
before us a path of spirituality and mission, which, carried out by the Spirit, makes
us go through all the mysteries of Jesus to identify with Him.
For this reason, in the consecrated life we attach great importance to the daily
celebration of the Eucharist: an implicit way of asking us to participate in the
entire liturgical year! This is how we are granted “to reproduce in our very existence
different aspects of Jesus’ earthly life: his hidden life, his communitarian life, his
closeness to the least, his poverty and other manifestations of his surrender for love.”
The progressive identification with Jesus makes it possible for our love to be as
“Christ loving us”; May the Holy Spirit poured out in our hearts transform us in
“a message that the Holy Spirit takes from the riches of Jesus Christ and gives to
his people.”
We are not saints for ourselves: “not everything that saint does is holy. For
example, Pope Francis says, a saint is fully faithful to the Gospel, not everything he
does is authentic or perfect”; but holiness is detected “in the totality of his life”, in
all the way he has traveled, “in whom that reflects something of Jesus in the totality
of his person”. Holiness is not found in each of the concrete acts, but in the totality
of life. The dialogue of permanent life with the Spirit of the Father and of Jesus
12
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generates in us an almost imperceptible transformation, which overcomes our errors
and bad moments and introduces us in a “way of love”.
3. Holiness in The Context of the Mission
Holiness is the response to Jesus’ command: “Seek above all the kingdom of
God and his righteousness” (Mt 6:33). “To make present the Kingdom of God”,
to establish the new and definitive Covenant with all humanity and the cosmos,
was the passion that mobilized the whole existence of Jesus. Holiness and Mission
were in Jesus perfectly matched. There is no mission without holiness, or sanctity
without mission.
Identification with Jesus and the Kingdom leads us to “encounter with each
other”, to activity, to service. Authentic contemplation in the context of the Kingdom
of God is “contemplation in the mission”: “We are called to live in contemplation
in the midst of action, and we sanctify ourselves in the responsible and generous
exercise of our own mission”.
The Kingdom of God consists of connecting everything that is disconnected,
divided by the legion of demons. The Holy Spirit is the great protagonist of the
mission and counts on our complicity and activity. There is no need to give in to
the temptation to “relegate pastoral dedication or commitment in the world to a
secondary place, as if they were distractions” “in the way of sanctification and inner
peace”. We are asked to “be contemplatives in the mission”. Without spirituality it
is not possible to participate in the Missio Spiritus, which translates into missionary,
ecological spirituality, into the joy of love (GEX, 28).
The connection with the Holy Spirit requires “moments of quietness, solitude
and silence so that the voice of God may resound in us”. It is there where the great
motivations are found to perform in depth in our own tasks; and not in the excited
action, in the seduction produced by new technologies, or the abso lutization of free
time: all this deviates from an authentic collaboration with the Spirit in the Mission
of God at this time.
“We need a spirit of holiness that permeates solitude and service, intimacy and
evangelizing task, so that each moment is an expression of love delivered under
the gaze of the Lord. In this way, all the moments will be steps in our way of
sanctification.
Holiness does not devitalize, it is not inhuman. It is the design that makes possible
the dream of God over each one of us. It is “being true to one’s self”, cultivating our
own dignity, and being authentically human. Leon Bloy said, in life “there is only
JANUARY – JUNE 2019
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one sad thing that is of not being saints”. Holiness makes us fruitful, creative, makes
us aim higher. It is the Spirit who guides us.
II. THREATENED HOLINESS: GNOSTICISM, PELAGIANISM AND
IDEOLOGIES
The exhortation of Pope Francis evokes two ancient heresies that, according to
him, have current ‘rabies’: Gnosticism and Pelagianism. These are the heresies that
break the fabric of communion and that due to the strength of idolatrous attraction
that resides in them and their ability to deceive “disguised as truth”. We must not
forget, as history shows us, that these heresies exercised a special influence on the
monastic life, and, perhaps, also today, on various forms of consecrated life.
1. The Two Heresies: Installed in the Knowledge Or in the Will
The first heresy, Gnosticism, cites holiness and perfection in the ability to know:
knowledge makes us holy. The second heresy, Pelagianism, cites holiness and the
perfection of the ability to do: the will makes us holy. Both heresies eliminate Grace
and do not need the Spirit of holiness that pours into our hearts.
Both heresies break the Covenant and give rise to a narcissistic and authoritarian
elitism, where instead of evangelizing analyze what is done and classify others, and
instead of facilitating access to grace, spent the energies in controlling. In both
cases, neither Jesus Christ nor others really care. These are two heresies centered on
the human being, our possibilities from the autonomy. Really they are interested
neither in Jesus, nor in others.
2. Gnosticism in Consecrated Life Today
There are people who think that holiness consists in the ability to know: biblical,
theological-dogmatic, historical, liturgical and pastoral knowledge. It is about
people affected by an inner and overlapping conceit, based on their knowledge or
understandings; Scholars are shown with multiple data; their conceit makes them
think that they have nothing to learn from others, their investigations are enough.
They feel as “teachers” and not as disciples. Those who do not think like them are
considered as ignorant or deviant by them.
His intellectual world, however, is not incarnated, does not lead to a personal
or social transformation: “they do not touch the flesh of Christ”, they are like an
“encyclopedia of abstractions”; “Tame the Mystery”:
“Gnosticism supposes” a faith enclosed in subjectivism, where only a certain
experience or a series of reasoning and knowledge that supposedly comfort and
14
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enlighten, but ultimately the subject is closed in the immanence of his own reason
or his feelings.
This type of Gnosticism and intellectual arrogance can infect the consecrated:
male and female professionals of theology, spirituality, liturgy, morality, or those
who identify with a single thought and from it they try to control everything. They
are people who “absolutize their own theories and force others to submit to them.”
St. John Paul II warned those who were acquiring a certain degree of theologicalphilosophical formation that they would not fall into the temptation to develop
“a certain feeling of superiority with respect to others”; on the contrary, one who
thinks that he knows, should be a reason to respond better to the love of God,
because “you learn to live: theology and holiness are an inseparable binomial”. Pope
Francis goes so far as to affirm that “Gnosticism is one of the worst ideologies”,
especially when “it disguises itself as a disembodied spirituality”. What measures,
the degree of holiness is not “the amount of data and accumulated knowledge”,
but the capacity for incarnation, passion and, therefore, to recognize a world that
exceeds “my poor world”.
In the consecrated life this ideology is present in certain “spiritual masters” who
become “viral” at certain times and are followed by so many consecrated people
eager for novelties. It gives the impression that such people find in these characters
the “philosopher’s stone” of holiness, or of perfection, without perceiving how
certain spiritual masters reveal their inner violence when their theory or practice is
not strictly followed. They can control their followers. Such people may be “false
prophets, who use religion for their own benefit, at the service of their psychological
and mental lucubration.”
Instead, “even when someone’s existence has been a disaster, even when we see
him destroyed by vices or addictions, God is in his life. If we allow ourselves to be
guided by the Spirit more than by our reasoning, we can and must seek the Lord in
all human life. This is part of the mystery that Gnostic mentalities end up rejecting,
because they cannot control it.”
Who can boast of knowing everything? The Pope reminds us that “in the Church
different ways of interpreting many aspects of the doctrine and of the Christian life
coexist lawfully, which, in their variety,” help to explain better the rich treasure of the
Word “. Our doctrine is not a closed system. It has dynamics that generate questions,
doubts from people which cannot be ignored if we believe really in the principle of
in carnation. To avoid the temptation of Gnosticism, St. Francis of Assisi wrote to
St. Anthony of Padua: “I am pleased that you teach sacred theology to the brothers
JANUARY – JUNE 2019
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so that in the study of it, do not quench the spirit of prayer and devotion.” And St.
Bonaventure said: “The greatest wisdom that can exist is to disseminate fruitfully
what one has to give, what has been given precisely to dispense. [...] Therefore,
just as mercy is a friend of wisdom, greed is its enemy”; and he added: “There is an
activity that joining with contemplation does not prevent it, but facilitates it, like
the works of mercy and piety.”
3) The Pelagianism in the Consecrated Life Today
There are people in consecrated life who are tempted today by the old heresy of
Pelagianism: they defend that holiness does not come from knowledge, but from
the life that one leads, from the strength of will and personal effort, from their own
fulfillment. Such people rely only on their own strengths; they have superiority
complex. They are demanding of others, as if everything depended on their effort
and commitment.
Pope Francis recalls the teaching of Saint Augustine: “God invites you to do
what you can and pray for what you cannot”, or that text of Saint Paul: “It does not
depend on desiring or running, but on God’s mercy” (Rom 9:16), or in the first
letter of John: “He loved us first (1 Jn 4:19). The grace of God cannot act in us if
we do not recognize our limitations with sincerity, pain and supplication; otherwise
we do not accept to be introduced in the healing processes.
To live in the presence of God is to experience his love, his care, his closeness,
his understanding towards our limits. It is not so much that God dwells in us, as we
live in God. He is our temple: what I seek is to live in the house of the Lord all the
days of my life (see Ps 27: 4). “A day in your courts is worth more than a thousand
in my house” (Ps 84: 11). In him we are sanctified.
A teaching often forgotten tells us that we are not sanctified by our own works,
but only “by God’s grace.” The Catechism of the Catholic Church also reminds us that
the gift of grace “exceeds the capacities of intelligence and the forces of the human
will” and that “before God there is no right in the strict sense, any merit on the part
of man. Between him and us inequality has no measure”.
The new Pelagianism manifests itself as egocentric and elitist self-complacency,
obsession with law, fascination for showing social and political conquests, ostentation
in the care of the liturgy, the doctrine and prestige of the Church, vainglory linked
to the management of practical matters, enraptured by the dynamics of self-help
and self-referential realization, communities, groups and movements that so often
begin with an intense life in the Spirit, and then end fossilized or corrupted. These
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Christians do not allow themselves to be led by the Spirit in the way of love. Do we
not detect similar attitudes among us, who belong to the consecrated life?
We have here a very strong spiritual call, both for the initial and for the continued
formation: to overcome any idolatrous form of Gnosticism and Pelagianism!
4. In a Healthy and Permanent Dissatisfaction
For this reason consecrated life, people and communities, must place ourselves
in a “healthy and permanent dissatisfaction” and avoid double disconnection: the
immanentist and the spiritualist: The immanentist : It should not be enough to
alleviate or perform some good works. We must strive to promote social change, in
which there is no exclusion. But for this we do not need to identify with ideologies
of progress, which deprive us of the “luminous mystique” of Francis Assisi, Vicente
de Paul, Maria Rafols and Teresa of Calcutta. Prayer, reading the Gospel, passion
for God does not diminish our commitment to social change.
The spiritualist: we must not consider an ideal of holiness that ignores the
injustice of the world also ideological that does not defend or commit to social
change, which affects everyone and even makes life easier for future generations;
that defends the innocent that has not been born and the life of the poor already
born, that fight against the traffic of people, the euthanasia.
A commitment of sanctity that is especially interpellant for the consecrated life
of our time is the welcoming of the foreigner, the immigrant, as we receive Jesus
himself in every stranger (Mt 25:35). St. Benedict had assumed it without a twist
and although that could “complicate” the life of the monks, he established that all
the guests in the monastery would be welcomed as “Christ”, expressing it even with
gestures of adoration and with utmost care and solicitude. “Break your bread with
the hungry, shelter the poor homeless, and cover the naked that you see and do not
get away from your own. Then your light will rise like the dawn”(Is 58:7-8). We
do not have to evaluate our life solely from the Liturgy and prayer or from certain
ethical norms. We have to evaluate ourselves, first of all, for what we did with
others. Then prayer and worship and ethics are pleasing to our God. Mercy with
others “is the main beam that sustains the life of the Church.”
III. THAT IS HOLINESS! THE ALTERNATIVE OF THE BLESSEDNESS
Today, in the 21st century, we ask ourselves: what is holiness? There are various
biblical, theological and spiritual explanations. Pope Francis chooses the simplest
answer: the one that Jesus offers us in the Sermon on the Mount and condensed
in the Beatitudes: a person “blessed” or “happy” is a “holy” person! Holiness
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consists in entering into a bilateral and transforming Covenant with God; In that
intimate relationship, true happiness is experienced. In that holy mountain, Jesus
“is canonized” or beatified” many suffering and struggling people who contemplate
the world from mercy and purity of heart. Acting like this our Master did not need
long and complicated processes. He acted as the true prophet of the Good News
of the Kingdom for the poor (the Mebasser) that the Deutero and Trito Isaiah
preannounced. The real misfortune is not being part of an immense group of the
blessed.
1. Beatitudes: Anti-System Sanctity
The beatitudes of Jesus present us with an alternative way of life. They are not
the result of human effort, but of docility to the great Counselor and Teacher who
is Jesus: He with his word stouches us, challenges us and demands us. They are the
fruit of the action of the Holy Spirit, our inner Counselor, who energizes us, makes
every divine promise a reality and frees us from the weakness of selfishness, pleasureseeking and pride.
Here consecrated life is the key to understand the “evangelical counsels”. It is
the Counselor who is more important than the “counsels”. More important is the
Giver than the gift. Instead, often we have focused too much on the counsels, on
their characteristics and demands, on their regulations, and we have forgotten, that
they are the counsels of Jesus — the great Counselor — updated and personalized
for each one of us by the Holy Spirit — our Inner counselor. Without communion
with the Counselor, the evangelical counsels become mere dead letter, a mere law.
Seneca said that “the effect of wisdom is a continuous joy”. The gift of wisdom
granted by the Spirit manifests itself as blessed holiness. The philosopher Bergson
noted that “nature warns us with a precise sign what is the expected destination:
this sign is joy.” The beatitudes are “like the identity card of the Christian” and
above all of consecrated persons. Every bliss draws in us some trait of the Master.
True happiness consists in the harmony of all of them. The Beatitudes present us
with “another possible world”, another existential paradigm; they tell us that the
true happiness that we all seek has its source in God and that only the Spirit of
Jesus can be sown in us: “we can only live them if the Holy Spirit invades us with
all his power and frees us from the weakness of selfishness, of comfort and of pride”
(GEx 63). The beatitudes challenge us and call us to a real change of life.
2. The Traits of a “Blessed” Life
Let us look at the eight beatitudes of the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 5: 3-12), which
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outline the face of a consecrated life that can be defined as “blessed”:
a) “Happy are the poor in spirit, because theirs is the kingdom of heaven”
Pascal Bruckner spoke of the “misery of prosperity.” And Pope Francis points
out the reason for “that miserable life”: those who place all security in wealth fall
apart when it fails; who puts all his self-assurance is “rich in heart” and by not
leaving space for God, or for the brothers and sisters, he becomes incapable of
enjoying the most beautiful and important things in life.
The evangelist Luke makes recipients of this first beatitude as the “poor” without
further qualification (Lk 6:20). Thus, he invites us to enter an austere and deprived
life style, that shares with them what we have and that configures us with Jesus that
“being rich he became poor” (2 Co 8:9). The poor in spirit and in heart are open
to the constant newness of the Kingdom of God and, therefore, they are happy and
holy. For Jesus holiness is to be poor in the heart.
b) “Happy the meek, because they will inherit the earth’’
There is a reign of pride and vanity, where each one believes with the right to
rise above others. “Human relationships are tinged — already from the origin (Cain
and Abel) — of violence, incomprehension, envy, hatred: we classify others by their
ideas, by their customs, and even by their way of speaking or dressing. In this realm,
the human being is not happy: he lives tense, self-confident before others, and the
result is fatigue and exhaustion.
The alternative that Jesus offers is condensed in that phrase: “Learn from
me, for I am gentle and humble of heart, and you will find rest for your souls”
(Mt 11:29). Meekness is a gift of the Spirit (Gal 5:23) that leads us to know the
limits and defects of ourselves and others with tenderness that teaches us how to
correct the brother — if we are ever worried about his bad deeds by approaching
him “in a spirit of meekness” (Gal 6:1). We are also asked to defend our
convictions and our faith, but (1 P 3:16) to deal with our adversaries with meekness
(2 Tim 2:25) For Jesus, holiness is to respond with humble meekness.
c) “Happy are those who mourn for they will be comforted”
There are people who, in order not to cry, give themselves over to the good life,
tend to ignore or avoid painful situations; they are dedicated to having fun. But
there is an alternative “cry”: the bliss of tears. It is the cry of the heart of those who
immerse themselves in the depths of life and let themselves be pierced by the pain
of others. It is the mourning of the one who feels the other as “flesh of his flesh”,
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who is not afraid to approach until he touches his wound and feels compassion till
he experiences that the distance is erased. It is the “mourn with those who mourn”
(Rm12:15). Those who cry thus will feel the consolation of God. For Jesus, holiness
is to know how to mourn with others.
d) “Happy are those who hunger and thirst for justice, for they will be satisfied”
What we call human “justice” is often tinged with corruption, with particular
interests imposed on the generals. Jesus teaches us, however, that the final word
in matters of justice is the justice of God. Those who hunger and thirst for justice,
discern the will of God, identify with it and activate it especially with the helpless.
They obey those words of the prophet Isaiah: “Seek justice, help the oppressed,
protect rights of the orphan, and defend the widow” (Is 1:17). For Jesus, to seek
justice with hunger and thirst, that is holiness.
e) “Happy are the merciful, for they will obtain mercy”
We are all sinners and constitute “an army of pardoned” by divine compassion.
When we do not, we hear the reproach: “Should not you also have compassion on
your partner, as I had compassion on you?” (Mt 18:33). The golden rule of Jesus
is: “treat others the way you would like them to treat you” (Mt 7:12); “the measure
with which you measure you will be measured” (Lk 6:38). Those who are generous
and forgive become a reflection of the perfect God, who is, Merciful (Mt 5:48;
Lk 6:36-38). Mercy makes us happy and leads us to forgive “seventy times seven”
(Mt 18:22).
This beatitude must be completed with (Mt 25:31-46), where Jesus blesses the
merciful in a very special way and offers the great criterion by which we will be
judged: “because I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave
me something to drink, I was a stranger and you hosted me, I was naked and you
clothed me, sick and you visited me, in jail and you came to see me” (25, 35-36).
For Jesus, look and act with mercy and that is holiness.
f) “Happy are the pure in heart, for they will see God”
A contaminated heart is a source of evils: murders, robbery, false testimonies,
and other things (Mt 15:19). Jesus knows “what was in everyone” (Jn 2:25). Only
the heart that loves God and neighbor is pure and can see God. It is true that “now
we see as in a mirror, dimly” (1 Co 13:12) but Jesus promises that those of pure
heart “will see God.” This bliss refers to those who have a simple, pure and blameless
heart.
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The heart needs to be taken care of (Pr 4:23), so that nothing stained by falsehood
is inoculated in it. A loving heart closes the door to everything that threatens its love.
God looks at the heart (1 Sam 16:7), speaks to the heart (Ps 2:16), wants to write
his Law in it (Jer 31:33) and when the heart hardens he wants to give us a new heart
(Ez 36:26). For Jesus, holiness is to keep the heart clean of everything that stains
love.
g)“Happy are those who work for peace, because they will be called children of
God”
There are many internal and external wars and conflicts, global, local and
community confrontations; there are gossips and destructive criticism that do not
build peace. In contrast there are people who sow peace everywhere. Jesus wanted
his disciples to bring peace to their homes (Lk 10:5) and to “seek what favors peace”
(Rom 14:19).
Peace must be without exclusions: that includes difficult, different, complicated
people, people who require our care, or who have been beaten by life.
The peaceful person not only solves conflicts, but generates transformation.
Being an artisan of peace is an art that requires serenity, creativity, sensitivity and
dexterity. To those who work for peace, Jesus makes a fantastic promise: “They will
be called sons of God” (Mt 5:9). Sow peace around us, that is holiness.
h) “Happy are those who are persecuted for the sake of justice, because theirs is
the kingdom of heaven”
The disciples of Jesus experience persecution because we question the society,
that annoys those who have perverse plans (political, economic, media, cultural
etc.) and renounce a comfortable life because we know “who wants to save his life
will lose it” (Mt 16:25).
Those who follow Jesus do not pretend, in any way, to be filled with enemies
because of their intransigence, negativity or fundamentalism. The apostles of
Jesus enjoyed the sympathy “of all the people” (2:47, cf 4:21, 33; 5:13); but some
authorities harassed and persecuted them (compare 4:1-3; 5:17-18).
Today we also suffer persecutions: bloody as many contemporary martyrs, or
bloodless through slander and falsehood or ridicule that make us ridiculous beings.
But who suffers for justice and endures suffering or persecutions for the Gospel
is in a process of maturation and sanctification. Being persecuted for the cause
of Jesus is — according to his promise a source of happiness and inclusion in the
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Kingdom (Mt 5:11). For Jesus to accept the Gospel path every day, even if it brings
problems, is holiness.
3. The Spirit of Blessings in Consecrated Life
The consecrated life enters into the process of sanctification when penetrated by
the spirit of the beatitudes. And for that, it would be enough to listen — according
to the method of Pope Francis — what answer Jesus gives to those who ask him for
holiness: He says:
To be poor in heart, that is holiness.
To act with humility and meekness, that is holiness.
To know how to mourn with others, that is holiness.
To seek justice with hunger and thirst, that is holiness.
To see and act with mercy, that is holiness.
To keep the heart clean of everything that tarn is he slove; that is holiness
To sow peace around us, that is holiness.
To accept daily the path of the Gospel, even if it brings us problems, that is holiness.
This is consecrated life when it responds to its reason for existence. The Lord
made it clear to us that holiness cannot be understood or lived apart from these
demands of his. Today we must regain that message and Pope Francis expresses it
in several suggestions, applicable to the consecrated life and any of its forms:
When I find a person sleeping in the open on a cold night, I can feel that this
bulge is an unforeseen event that interrupts me, an idle delinquent is a hindrance
in my path, an annoying sting to my conscience, a problem that must be solved
by politicians, and maybe even a litter that dirties the public space. Or I can react
from faith and charity, and recognize in him a human being with the same dignity
as myself, a creature infinitely loved by the Father, an image of God, a brother
redeemed by Jesus Christ. That’s being Christians! Or can holiness be understood
apart from this living recognition of the dignity of every human being?
IV. THE FIVE VIRTUES OF CONSECRATED LIFE
We are recovering the language of “virtues”, including the state of laity. The
apostolic exhortation evokes five virtues that show the dynamism of holiness and
that come up against five serious problems of our time: 1) Patience-Meekness:
against anxiety-nervousness and violence 2) Happiness and sense of humor:
against negativity, 3) Audacity and fervor: against sadness and unpleasantness,
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4) In community: against individualism, 5) In constant prayer: against false forms
of spirituality.
1. Patience and Meekness: Against Anxiety-Nervousness and Violence
Patience and meekness are two virtues that are found in every person who is
moved by grace, has a center and inner firmness; in the person who is not affected
by the acceleration, the anxiety - sometimes aggressive and fickle and the violence
that invades social life; in the person who endures, support the setbacks and the
swings of life, the aggressions of others, their infidelities and defects; in those who
do not waste energy lamenting the errors of others and are able to silence the defects
of their brothers; in the person who avoids the verbal violence that devastates and
mistreats, because he does not think himself worthy to be rough with others, but he
considers them as superior to himself (Phil 2: 3).
Such inner strength comes from a fundamental conviction: “If God is with us,
who can be against us?” (Rom 8:31). Such trust in God leads to endure everything,
to expect everything. He who is patient and meek does not allow himself to be
overcome by evil, nor does he return “evil for evil to anyone” (Rom 12:17), nor does
he take justice for himself (v.19). Whoever behaves this way banishes from his soul
the “bitterness, anger, and insults and all evil” (Eph 4:31).
Such patience and meekness are not achieved without inner struggle, vigilance
before the aggressive and egocentric inclination that inhabits us. The new forms
of verbal violence through the spaces of digital exchange also threaten us the
consecrated persons and can lead us to defamation, slander, and revenge, causing us
to sin against the eighth commandment.
Coupled with patience and meekness is humility of heart. It is the humble who
freed from self-centeredness, endure humiliations and not only the extraordinary
ones, but also the ordinary ones like Jesus who “suffered for us, leaving us an
example to follow in his footsteps” (1 Pet 2:21).
2. Joy and Sense of Humor: Against Negativity
The apostolic exhortation emphatically proclaims that “to be a Christian is a joy
in the Holy Spirit” (Rom 14:17). The messianic time of Jesus – Mebasser (prophet
of the good news) was presided over by joy. Mary rejoices (Lk 1:27), Jesus “was
filled with joy in the Holy Spirit” (Lk 10:21) and at his wonderful things, “all the
people were happy” (Lk 13:17); His resurrection brought great joy (cf. 8:8) and
thus his promises were fulfilled.
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The Christian virtue of joy consists of “an inner security, a hopeful serenity that
provides a spiritual satisfaction incomprehensible to worldly parameters”. Another
point is the consumerist and individualistic joy, which satisfies the occasional and
temporary pleasure, but does not infuse real joy. Bad humor is not a sign of holiness;
yes, it is the good humor and a positive vision of the reality.
3. Audacity and Fervor: Against Sadness and Unpleasantness
There is a Greek term parresia, which can be translated by boldness, courage,
thrust, witness without fear, and that expresses the seal that the Holy Spirit
imprinted on the Apostles to launch them to authentically announce Jesus Christ.
Parresia leads us today to boast of the Gospel that we announce, to trust unshakably
in the faithful witness, that gives us the assurance that nothing “can separate us
from the love of God” (Rom 8:39). With this energy which is the thrust of the Holy
Spirit in us we feel free, available for God and for others. Comfort, unpleasantness
and worldliness make us seek assurances and deprive us of parresia; But when we
feel compelled by the love of Jesus (2 Cor 5:14) we recover that energy which makes
us say with St. Paul, “Woe to me if I do not proclaim the Gospel!” (1 Cor 9:16).
Audacity and apostolic courage constitutes the mission.
God pushes and moves us to go beyond the known, to the peripheries and
borders; towards a humanity more wounded and searching for the meaning of life.
There is God. God wants us “on the way out”: he stretches us from our drowsiness
and launches us to dislodge us. This is already happening with so many priests,
consecrated persons, lay persons: saints who surprise, reconstruct and invite us to
get out of our mediocrity.
4. In Community: Against Individualism
Holiness is communion and therefore is closely linked with the community.
“Sanctification is a community path.” In isolation, we will hardly overcome our
concupiscence and the wiles of the evil one. This is reflected in many communities
— Christian, religious, family — saints of the past and present. In the community
and also in the meetings between friends and brothers, the mystical presence of the
risen Lord is experienced. That is why the virtue of “communion” is so important.
It makes us leave our ego-systems, and places us in the eco-system of the Spirit:
“this happened in the holy community formed by Jesus, Mary and Joseph, where
the beauty of the Trinitarian communion was reflected in a paradigmatic way”, or
in the community of Jesus with his disciples. The virtue of community leads us to
pay attention to the details of daily life, which show mutual care. Sometimes “in the
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midst of these small details, we are given consoling experiences of God”. And all this
is part of the eco-system of sanctification. Jesus’ supplication was: “May they all be
one, as you, Father is in me and I am in you” (Jn 17:21).
5. In Constant Prayer: Against False Forms of Spirituality
Prayer and adoration connect us with the Holiness of God, with its transcendence.
The holy person needs to communicate with God permanently. That is the breath
that preserves her from suffocating in closed immanence. Who prays comes out of
himself in praise and extends its limits in the contemplation of the Lord. The desire
of God manifests itself in everyday life, but also in special moments of encounter
“trying to be friends alone with whom we know who loves us” (St. Teresa of Jesus).
Silence before the Mystery of God allows us to discern in the light of the Spirit,
the path of holiness that Jesus, our Master proposes to us who are his disciples
and followers. Before the face of Christ Jesus, we re-find the path of our life and
its reason for being and experience the transformation we need. In the authentic
praying encounter, we do not escape: in the heart of God we find our world which
he loves so much, and with which he maintains an unbreakable covenant with its
lights and shadows.
And because our God is a bilateral Covenantal God, he wants to establish a
dialogue with us free beings. That’s why the prayer of petition and our collaboration
in your project make so much sense. Prayer as a dialogue with our God immerses us
in the total reality of the world and history. There our God is committed. Prayer is
transformed into ad-prayer, in silence full of admiration, in praise totally free and
fascinated. Love stops, contemplates the mystery and enjoys it in silence. Prayer
acquires its summit in the prayerful reading of the Word of God: when we let the
Master to speak to us, to advise us, to direct our lives through his Spirit. From there,
he takes us to the Eucharist, where his Word acquires maximum effectiveness. When
we receive the body and blood of Jesus in communion, we renew our alliance with
him and allow him to carry out more and more his transforming work COMBAT,
SURVEILLANCE AND DISCERNMENT
The last section of the apostolic exhortation is dedicated to the three dynamisms
that accompany the process of sanctification: combat, vigilance and discernment.
1. Combat and Surveillance
Although the Spirit of God is the great protagonist of the process of sanctification,
nevertheless, the spirits of evil are still present in our world and history. And we
have to fight them. That is why Jesus taught us to pray in the Lord’s Prayer: “Deliver
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us from the evil one”; it is a mysterious reality from which we ask the Abba to set
us free so that his destructive power does not dominate us. The Christian life is
therefore, a permanent struggle. It is not just a fight against our world and the
worldly mentality, nor against our fragility or inclinations such as the so-called
capital sins. It is also and above all the fight against the spirit of evil. And when
we overcome him, Jesus overcomes him in us. He already told his disciples: “I
was watching Satan fall like lightning from heaven” (Lk 10:18). We will never
understand in this earth the mystery of evil. It is a mysterious reality that we do
not know how to explain, but that it is the origin of so much destructive force, as it
harasses us. It is destructive, poisons us with hatred, sadness, envy, vices; and thus
it destroys our lives, our families, our communities and our nations because “like a
roaring lion, he prowls around looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8).
The Word of God invites us to “face the snares of the devil” (Eph 6:11) and to
stop “the inflamed arrows of the evil one” (Eph 6:16). In Covenant and communion
with the Spirit of God, It is up to us to enter into constant struggle. We are not
alone, but the Spirit counts on us and endows us with powerful weapons: faith that
is expressed in prayer, meditation on the Word of God, celebration of the Eucharist,
Eucharistic adoration, sacramental reconciliation, works of charity, community life
and missionary commitment.
The spiritual struggle requires us to be “with the lamps lit” (Lk 12:35) and
“awake” (Mt 24:42; Mk 13:35); and not through “let us give ourselves to sleep”
(1 Thes 5:6); may we remain attentive: “Beware of all kinds of evil” (1 Thess 5:22);
the spiritual struggle makes us mature spiritually and grow in love. “The Christian
triumph is always a cross, but a cross that at the same time is the flag of victory,
which is carried with a combative tenderness before the onslaught of evil”.
It is very bad to fall asleep, to enter into the warmth of someone who is neither
cold nor hot, because she gradually wears us down and corrupts, blinding us: “Satan
himself disguises himself as an angel of light” (2 Cor 11:14).
2. Discernment of the Spirit
Many wonder “how do we know if something comes from the Holy Spirit or if
its origin is in the spirit of the world or from the spirit of the devil?” And the answer
is: for the gift of discernment, which we must pray to the Holy Spirit. This gift is an
energy that grows in us through prayer, reflection, reading and the good advice that
Spirit provides.
Discernment is an energy that Spirit gives us and becomes little by little a style,
a way of being and acting that leads us to discover; what God’s will is and conforms
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with his Kingdom, and what does not lead us anywhere. Discernment tells us
that not everything is worth it. That good is discovered with the gift of wisdom.
Discernment faces the new in our own life: then we have to discover whether it is
the new wine that comes from God or is a deceptive novelty of the spirit of the evil
one; but it also confronts the permanent, that which induces us not to change, to
leave everything as it is, to opt for immobility or rigidity.
In discernment, the breath of the Spirit acts in us, which makes us free and
calls us to examine ourselves and to discover its signs: “Prove everything; keep the
good” (1 Thes 5:21). Everything helps us to make a real discernment: but it is
not confused only with the contributions of the human sciences (psychological,
sociological, moral, or merely spiritual): discernment as grace introduces us into the
heart of God, into the mystery of the Spirit of Jesus, which the Abba reveals to the
simple and humble (Mt 11:25). Discernment is required at special times of crucial
decision. Other times, it is required in the small, the irrelevant, the simple and every
day. This discernment has to answer the traditional “examination of conscience”,
which is done in dialogue with the Lord, who loves us and predisposes the means
for us to carry out the Abba’s will. Discernment asks us to silence ourselves and to
enter into the great silence where, after the patient waiting, God speaks and reveals
himself; it is necessary to be educated in the patience of God and in his times, which
are never ours. Discernment introduces us into the eco-system of the Kingdom of
God, of the Spirit and takes us out of our ego systems. Therefore, discernment is
collaborative. The perennial “today” of the Risen One and the Spirit that liberates
us from rigidity and makes us “penetrate into the darkest folds of reality and take
into account all its nuances, so that the novelty of the Gospel may emerge with
another light”. The Spirit enters us not to mutilate or weaken but to fulfill; it makes
us leave our self-preferentiality towards the mystery of God, which helps us to live
the mission to which he has called us for the good of the brothers and sisters.
EPILOGUE: THE BEAUTIFUL SAINT (SANTA) AMONG THE SAINTS
The saint among the saints, the most blessed was Mary, the mother of Jesus,
the anointed and fecundated by the Spirit. She lived the Beatitudes of Jesus like
no other; He filled her with joy in the presence of God; she kept everything in her
heart; she let herself be pierced by the sword of the Word. She is the accomplice of
the Spirit, through whom He teaches us the way of holiness and accompanies us;
She does not accept that we fall and sometimes she carries us in her arms without
judging us; she consoles us, liberates and sanctifies us, when we talk with her; as a
mother, she does not need many words or explanations; it is enough to whisper over
and over again: “God save you, Mary”.
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Where the consecrated life is, there is joy, there is holiness. Where the consecrated
life is, there is holiness, there is joy. The consecrated life feels today, called, more
than ever, to have the face of beatitudes.

Endnotes
In the Apostolic Letter “Witnesses of Joy” on the awake, communion, periphery of the world and
creativity-innovation. In the 1st place, he hoped that the following phrase may come true: “where
the religious are, there is joy” occasion of the year of Consecrated Life, Pope Francis presented five
expectations that contain in five words: Joy, principal axis of his pontificate,
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Jubilee Celebrations and Their Implications
for Consecrated Persons
Fr. V. Lawrence, CMF

Introduction
As consecrated persons, we are very familiar with the term “Jubilee” and
its celebration. We have attended many jubilee celebrations. We ourselves have
celebrated our own jubilees like profession jubilees, ordination jubilees, Church
jubilees, Province’s jubilees, Congregation jubilees, Founder’s jubilees, silver jubilee,
golden jubilee, diamond jubilee, etc. Why should we celebrate jubilees — sometimes
in a very grand manner? What does the Bible teach us about jubilee? As consecrated
persons, what does jubilee celebration teach us? Does it have any relevance to us as
consecrated persons? This article aims at answering these questions.
1. The Biblical Notion of “Jubilee”
The word “jubilee” is biblical in its origin. It comes from the Hebrew word yōbēl
which means “a horn of a ram”, a trumpet, the blowing of which began on the seventh
sabbatical year.1 It was called the jubilee year, a year of freedom and an invitation
to trust fully in the providence of the Lord.2 Jubilee is the fiftieth year occurring at
the end of seven Sabbatical cycles of seven years each in which all land was returned
to its ancestral owners and all Israelites slaves were freed.3 The sabbatical year was
meant to weed out selfish tendencies and activities which disastrously derailed
Yahweh’s dream project of the alternative community of Israelite brotherhood, in
an environment of oppression and injustice in the Ancient Near East. But once
the people of Israel stopped journeying and had settled themselves down in the
Promised Land, they in general fell victim to their selfish instincts, greed and began
enslaving their own brothers and sisters and grabbed their real properties and began
to cheat their own brothers and sisters with all types of deceits and cunningness.4
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Jubilee year was meant to revert them to their original owners, to restore liberty
to the enslaved brethren, to give rest to the land and to animals and to lead a full
year, a life of simplicity and totally trust in the providence of the Lord. Underneath
these practices lay the goal of establishing the threefold communion with God, with
humans and with creation.5
2. The Goals of Jubilee Celebration
2.1 Deepening Communion with God
The first goal of the jubilee celebration was to deepen communion with God.
Most of the people of Israel began to lose their touch with the God who redeemed
them and led them in the desert for forty years, because as soon as they occupied
the promised land selfishness captured their hearts. They began to be tempted by
the Canaanite gods specially the fertile god Baal. Now their primary concern was to
build their future independently on their own apart from the God who gave them
a future, based on their instincts and interests, giving only lip service to Yahweh
occasionally.
Sabbatical rest, forced them flee from preoccupation with the self and to rest
in the presence and providence of God seeking to fulfil his will alone. The Lord
clearly states that he is the owner of the land and the people are only his tenants in
Lev 25:23. It was a reminder that even when they were engaged in work and ordinary
routines of life with their own businesses, they should be conscious of his presence
always, because the land is his and the business is his gift. In this regard, Jesus in
the gospel reading is the model who is conscious of and filled with the presence of
the Holy Spirit even amidst work and daily business of the proclamation of the
kingdom of God. Contemplating God’s divine presence in the field of work and
activities makes the whole world a temple and human life a continuous worship,
where demonic forces of sin and selfishness cannot overtake.6
It is also a time of celebration. Luke speaks of it “the time of the Lord’s favour”
(Lk 4:19; see also Is 61:2). In the biblical understanding, there is absolutely no
time line simply progressing on its own, which we fill with events just like filling
the blank questions in our exam papers. What we are used to now is the modern
concept of time which is contested by even some scientists today. In the Bible “time”
is a vibrant reality only when one realizes that God is acting in history in the here
and now, otherwise, it is of no consequence, virtually a non-entity. Incidentally,
the first creature of God was “time” when he said, “Let there be light” in Gen 1:3.
It was created primarily for him to be present and to work in history. That is the
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reason why in the historical books of the OT, we have only the records of God’s
saving or punishing activities. They were not interested in a history in which God
was not the centre. The year of rest taught them to keep the Lord of history in their
hearts always and to practice self-transcendence. It reminded them that when God
becomes the true wealth and treasure, then the humans lack nothing, and they will
not attempt grabbing anything or enslaving anybody.
One more interesting aspect about time is, that the people of Israel marched
towards the future with their eyes fixed on the past, quite contrary to our style,
on the past event of the crossing of the red sea, which was a marvellous liberative
experience from slavery, selfishness, oppression and hatred of the Pharaohs. They
had to fix their eyes on this liberative experience, so that their community would
remain free from those evils from which they were liberated. Every celebration in
the history of the people of Israel was ultimately connected with this salvific event.
Jubilee is a time to remind all that time and history become vibrant realities only
when we create them in union with the Lord, destabilising and overcoming evil and
negative forces in our hearts and society.7
2.2 Deepening Communion with Humans
The second goal of the Jubilee celebration is deepening communion with
humans. A heart socked in selfishness bred greed which made them enslave their
own brothers and sisters and grab their properties. The jubilee year was a celebration
of freedom: freedom first to the slaves and debtors, whose slavery ended, and debt
absolved. It was also a time of freedom for the oppressors to free themselves from
their selfish instincts to be content with what the Lord had given them and to respect
the rights of others especially the poor. It is to restore their compassionate eyes to see
in others their own selves, the same image and likeness and to resist the temptation
to exploit others. This tendency is actually played out by the people of Nazareth,
Jesus’ boyhood home (cf. Lk 4:16-30). Probably, his villagers were little upset with
Jesus for not performing any miracles for them as he was doing in other villages and
towns. Probably they were jealous that others were given benefits and they were
neglected. The way they were trying to eliminate him by pushing him down from
the edge of the hill shows their selfishness and arrogance. For Jesus, each one is a
child of God and as such his own family member. He does not distinguish between
his country cousins and outsiders. For him, the entire humanity is God’s one family.
It was an invitation to the villagers of Nazareth to consider other villages as the
extension of their own village and outsiders as their own brothers and sisters, just as
the widow of Zarephath (cf. 1Kg 17:7-16) and Naaman the Syrian (cf. 2 Kg 5:1-27)
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were insiders in the heart of God. Every single moment is the favourable time for all
to make this choice of expansion of communion with humans.8
2.3 Deepening Communion with the Creation
The third goal of the jubilee is of establishing communion with the creation.
In the Jubilee year the land enjoyed complete rest and participated in the Sabbath
of the Lord (cf. Lev 25:5). In the biblical understanding, creation plays the role of
revealing the glory and the presence of the creator and therefore humans must be in
communion with it to enhance our touch with God. Our beloved Holy Father Pope
Francis says, “Creatures are not just resources but have value in and of themselves
and give glory to God” (cf. LS 33).9 Jubilee year was a training given to them to
be grateful for and compassionate with creation. This communion with creation
taught them transparency, order, obedience and fruitfulness which are often lacking
in humans. Communion with creation helped them to stem greed and selfishness.
When we learn to see the creation as our larger self, we will have compassion on all
creatures and live and work for their wellbeing, for it is extension of our own being.
3. Jubilee Implications for the Consecrated Persons
3.1 Time of Restoring Original Self
Jubilee is a time of celebration to restore our original self, created by God for
communion. The creation stories in the book of Genesis present the human as
facilitator of this three-fold communion. He is taken from the dust which shows
his umbilical card connection with the earth, and he is made male and female,
a communion of hearts and he is also given the breath of the creator, an inborn
communion with God. So, every human person is a microcosm of communion
with the creation, other humans and with God. This is usually marred by three
manifestations of egotistic cravings: self-aggrandizement which is a yearning to
amass wealth; self-gratification, a pressing passion for pleasure; and self-glorification,
an insatiable hunger for power, honour and prestige. All these three cravings have
been the causes of all evils in this world right from the beginning till now.
In consecrated life, we are called to lead a life contrary to these cravings of the
world. The vow of poverty is meant to pulverise our inborn tendency to amass
wealth and to be rich; chastity to chastise our passion for pleasure; and obedience
to rein in the drive to seek power, honour and prestige. The result is a continuous
communion which is cosmic in scope finally emerging egoless like Jesus and Mother
Mary. In fact, we the religious with these three vows and a strict community life of
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love are called to be a liberated class from these three-fold cravings and as such to be
an alternative model for the people in the society today as the people of Israel were
supposed to be in their days.
3.2 Overcoming Egos
The word “Jubilation” which we experience whenever we celebrate Jubilees is
related to the biblical word “jubilee”. Any jubilation is an exultant joy of victory.
That is why all the Israelite celebrations were in some way related to Yahweh’s
victory over negative forces. Today the greatest enemy to oneself is one’s own ego,
and the greatest enemy of a community is its social ego. “Our ego occupies so much
space, there is little room for anything else”, says Nilesh Rathod, in his recent book,
The Destiny of Shattered Dreams. Ego is a restriction of mental space. Our mind’s
space is as vast as the entire universe, this is the meaning of “image and likeness”
of God, but our desire to keep the “Me” at the centre of everything in life makes
it as small as a matchbox. This is the cause of all depression and ill-health in this
post-modern world today. Therefore, for a relevant and practical spirituality what
we need to ensure is to consciously reduce the level of ego, personal as well as social,
abiding enemies to be conquered by becoming more and more God-conscious.
St. Anthony Mary Claret, the Founder of the Congregation of the Immaculate
Heart of the Blessed Virgin Mary (CMF) was aware of this problem in his life
and won over it by being aware of the Eucharistic presence in him even amidst
work. He expresses this experience in the imagery of “Compass”. The compass has
two legs of which one is fixed at one point while the other moves around it. In
our personal lives very often, the fixed point is always my “Me” and the other leg
moves around it, always doing self-service. This is the greatest tragedy we all should
eliminate as missionaries. It is against the spirit of jubilee, instead the fixed point
in our missionary movement is always Christ. For this we need to move away from
our small worlds. It is a painful process of transformation which can be attained by
1) going forth, in the sense of leaving our small and secure worlds to human and
creation’s peripheries; 2) being a community of witnesses and messengers which
means a committed, others centred life and 3) men who adore God in the spirit
which is a call to recognise and worship Christ inside and around oneself. This
exactly is the spirit of jubilee.
Conclusion
The clarion call of Jubilee is to avoid the temptation to get settled down in our
small comfort zones, with our tempting modern gadgets — the new tabernacles —
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in front of which we spend a lot of time contemplating, but to be on the move like
Jesus our master urged by his love to the fringes, proclaiming self-transcendence.
We need to march forward beyond boundaries generously sharing with others our
personal and other resources and involving in common mission projects. We need
to continue to maintain a childlike trust in God and in his providence and to lead
a simple and witnessing life of detachment to proclaim communion in our divided
context. Above all, we are called upon to experience the real presence of Jesus Christ
in and around us every single moment that we may be careful to transform the time,
the greatest of all gifts, as fruitful salvation history for us and for our people. We
need to fill the entire cosmos with the presence of Jesus emanating from our small
hearts.
Endnotes
Bryan E. Beyer, “Jubilee, Year of”, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology”, Michigan 1996,
431-432.
1

2

John I. Mckenzie, ed., “Jubilee”, Dictionary of the Bible, Bangalore 2002, 460.

Cf. Lawrence H. Schiffman, “Jubilee”, Harper’s Bible Dictionary, Bangalore 2005, 511-512. See
also Bryan E. Beyer, “Jubilee, Year of”, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology”, Michigan 1996,
431-432.

3

There was accumulation of properties into large estates by wealthy individuals and families. One of
the foundation stone of the socio-economic order under tribal confederation had been the possession
by each extended family of its own dwelling and plot of land sufficient to provide the basic necessities
of life to its members. In addition to this, there was also mutual aid and support with the aim
of building a just and peaceful community guided by and animated by their covenant loyalty to
Yahweh. These two foundation stones were shaken. The nobility and ruling merchant classes of the
northern kingdom ignored the covenant obligations toward their fellow Israelites. Instead of low or
no-interest loans to help a family through a period of economic hardship brought on by drought
for example, they charged exorbitant interest rates, often 50% or more. When people could not
pay, they seized the land and either evicted the occupants or reduced them to a state of near slavery
as tenant farmers. There were also unjust and extortionist tactics (diminishing measure). Landlords
too began to cultivate the land for the products destined for the wealthy groups not crops which are
necessary for the poor to survive. They eventually enforced heavy taxes. During these ‘prosperous,
and peaceful years of jeroboam II’s reign in Israel, it was a small number (5%) who enjoyed this
prosperity and peace. For more on this, refer Antony Ceresko, Introduction to the Old Testament:
A Liberation Perspective, Quezon City 2001, 199-203.

4

Cf. Kathleen M. O’Connor, “Jubilee Year”, The Collegeville Pastoral Dictionary of Biblical
Theology, Bangalore 2005, 499-501.

5

Bryan E. Beyer, “Jubilee, Year of”, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology”, Michigan 1996,
431-432.
6

34

JANUARY – JUNE 2019

Jubilee Celebrations and Their Implications .....
Trent C. Butler, “Year of Jubilee”, Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Nashville 2003,
1694-1695.
7

Cf. Christopher J.H. Wright, “Jubilee, Year of”, Anchor Bible Dictionary, III, New York – London
1992, 1025-1030.

8

“It is not enough, however, to think of different species merely as potential “resources” to be exploited,
while overlooking the fact that they have value in themselves. Each year sees the disappearance of
thousands of plant and animal species which we will never know, which our children will never see,
because they have been lost for ever. The great majority become extinct for reasons related to human
activity. Because of us, thousands of species will no longer give glory to God by their very existence,
nor convey their message to us. We have no such right” (LS 33): Laudato Si, Encyclical Letter of
Pope Francis on Care for Our Common Home (May 24, 2015).

9

JANUARY – JUNE 2019

35

SANYASA, Vol. XIV, No. 1 (2019) 37-56: The Jacob Cycle (Gen 25:19–36:43) .....

The Jacob Cycle (Gen 25:19–36:43) and
Its Implications for Consecrated Life
Dr. M. Arul Jesu Robin, CMF

Introduction
Genesis 25:19–36:43 presents the stories of Jacob. It could also be called Jacob
cycle. These chapters are not to be understood literally as if they happened in the
history chronologically. They speak passionately of human experiences and how
God acts in the history and gradually helps establishing people of different nations.
Though Jacob is an individual, the younger son of Isaac, he is presented as the father
of the nation, Israel. It is he with his twelve sons begins the nation Israel (35:9-12).
So Jacob is the image of a nation, the whole people of Israel. He is the figure who
answers all the questions raised by the nation Israel. He is the true key to understand
the history of Israel because of his nearness to the beginning of true history of Israel.
So knowing Jacob implies knowing the very identity of Israel itself. When we speak
of Jacob, we are not talking about the individual but one of the groups that shaped
the Israelite people. It is in this context, we have to understand the change of his
name from Jacob to Israel (32:28).
There is also another figure, Esau the elder brother of Jacob who is prominently
seen in these chapters. He is presented as the father of another nation, Edom.
Edomites are portrayed as those who are against Jacob, Israel (cf. Am 1:11-12).
Jacob is called to subdue the Edomites whose culture is contrary to the Israelites.
The mission of Jacob is not only to be the father of the nation Israel but also to
humanise all cultures, to recreate the entire world by establishing order, justice,
love and peace. In other words, he is called to bring life to the world threatened by
death and destruction. He is called to be the instrument of God and mediator of
the blessings of God so that all may have life and life in abundance (cf. Jn 10:10).
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1. Literary Context
1.1 Structure
According to Luis Alonso Schökel, the outline of Jacob cycle has the structure of
a, b, c, d, e, f + binding theme + f’, e’, d’, c’, b’, a’. The following is the order of the
chapters and themes:
25 a. Genealogy of Ishmael
		
b. Birth and adolescence of Jacob – Esau
26			
c. Isaac with the natives of the country
27				
d. Jacob and Esau: break
28					
e. Flight and journey: apparition at Bethel
29						f. Laban and Jacob: welcome
						+ Rachel and Leah +
30-31					
f’ Jacob and Laban: flight and pact
32					e’ Journey: Night-time apparition
33				
d’ Jacob and Esau: reconciliation
34			
c’ Dinah, her brothers and the natives of the country
35		
b’ Deaths: Deborah, Rachel. Apparition at Bethel
36 a’ Genealogy of Esau
In this literary outline, the point of departure (a) is the genealogy of Ishmael
(Gn 25) and the point of arrival (a’) is the genealogy of Esau (Gn 36). These two
persons represent two non-Israelite nations. So around the figure of Jacob, an attempt
is made to explain the presence of two peoples rather two nations: Ishmaelites and
Edomites. The Israelites (Jacob) maintained relationships with them, sometimes
friendly and sometimes hostile. And right at the centre, we have Rachel and Leah,
the two wives of Jacob who are the mothers of the nation Israel.1
1.2 Myth
In the Biblical world, myth is understood as a symbolic expression of a founding
event and is always tied to some historical event to which a deep meaning is attached
in keeping with the culture of the group. When one speaks of “creation myths”,
one must understand two things by “creation”. It could mean either creation of
the world or the creation of a people. If one refers to the creation of the world, the
myth is called a “cosmogonic myth” and if one refers to the creation of a people,
the myth is simply called a “myth of origin”. The accounts surrounding the person
of “Jacob” can be called “myths of origin” since the aim of all of them is to bring to
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light the deep meaning of the beginnings of the Israelite people as a nation. So by
the person of Jacob, what comes out actually is the nation Israel. The whole Israelite
soul is reflected in Jacob. The accounts of the Jacob cycle are nearest and dearest to
the tribes that gave rise to Israel as an autonomous people.2
There are three things that shape a people: the human group (clan or clans)
that characterise it; the place of worship of the God who allows them to be born
as a people; the customs that distinguish it as “this particular people” from other
groups of people. These three realities always come enveloped in myths. The myths
that relate to each of these realities have its own name. Thus, the myths that seek to
spell out the deep meaning of the origin of a people or clan are called “ethnological
legends” or “sagas”. Those which do the same for the origin of a place of worship
are called “cultic legends”. And those which attempt to do the same for the customs
of the group are called “etiological legends” or simply “etiologies”. In the Jacob
cycle different ethnological, cultic and etiological legends are present. They help to
understand better the origins and distinctive characteristics of Israel.3
2. Historical Context
2.1 The Need for the Recreation of the World
According to primitive thinking, creation is not something coming out of
nothing. It is simply dominating the world that lay before human beings. The
primitive men thought that the world was being dominated by a savage nature,
wild animals, unknown spirits, etc. So they perceived the world as something that
threatened continuously the very existence of human life. As a result, they were
afraid of the world. Hence the need of the hour for the primitives was to order,
dominate and have mastery over the world. Faced with the danger to human life
from the unknown world, primitive human beings felt the need to install their God
in this fearful situation so that God might dominate the other unknown spirits, that
he might look favourably on the land they had just conquered and taken possession
of and that he might receive the adoration due to him. In other words, this God
would destroy all dangers of life and protect the lives of his devotees.
In fact the God of the people helped them to overcome the dangers of life that
they experienced from unknown, hostile and untamed world and its spirit. It is in
this context that we need to understand the account of Jacob’s wrestling with a spirit
identified as god by the Bible (cf. Gn 32:24-32). They need to acknowledge a God
who can protect them from the dangers of life and the territory from the enemies.
This idea is seen in the account of Jacob’s dream (cf. 28:10-22). Here Yhwh takes
possession of the land by taking possession of the shrine dominated by the God El.
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2.2 Different Traditions in Jacob Cycle
In the Jacob cycle, one can see the hands of at least three great traditions:
Yahwist (Y), Elohist (E) and Priestly (P). The following texts are proper to Yahwistic
tradition: the birth of Esau and Jacob (Gn 25:21-26); Esau’s bartering away his
birth right (25:27-34); the sojourn of Isaac and Rebekah in Gerar (26:1-11);
the pact between Isaac and Abimelech (26:12-33); the theft of Esau’s blessing
(27:1-45); Jacob’s dream at Bethel (28:10-11a, 13-16, 19); Jacob’s marriage
with Leah and Rachel (29:1-30); sons and daughters of Jacob (29:31-35; 30:4-5,
7-16, 21, 24); enrichment through fraud (30:25-43); Jacob’s flight and pact with
Laban (31:1-3, 17, 19a, 20-23, 25b, 27, 30a, 31, 36a, 38-40, 46-49, 51-53a);
preparation for the meeting with Esau (32:3-11, 13a); wrestling with God
(32:22-32); reunion with Esau (33:1-3, 12-17); the rape of Dinah and the pact
broken with Shechem (34:1-31); Reuben’s incest with Bilhah (35:21-22a). It is to
be noted that Yahwistic tradition stresses Davidic dynasty. Hence it attempts to link
Jacob and his sons to David who would come later and re-establish the order in the
world that has been lost during Jacob’s cycle.
The following texts are proper to Elohistic tradition: Jacob’s dream at Bethel
(28:11b, 12, 17-18, 20-22); the sons of Jacob (30:1-3, 6, 17-20, 22-23); flight and
pact with Laban (31:2, 4-16, 19b, 24-25a, 26, 29, 30b, 32-35, 36b-37, 41-45, 50,
53b-55); the angels of Mahanaim (32:1-2); gifts of Esau (32:12, 13b-21); reunion
with Esau (33:4-11); the purchase of land at Shechem (33:18b-20); the return of
Bethel (35:1-8, 14-15) and the birth of Benjamin (35:16-20). It is to be noted that
the Elohistic tradition gives importance to the theology of the covenant of Sinai.
Thus it extols the God of holiness, the God who reveals himself to man not directly
but through intermediaries, the God who is the Lord of life who grants it to man,
despite his sterility, the God who protects human beings through his angels. He is
the greatest God who cannot be confused with the Canaanite God Baal. The Elohist
too attempts to recreate the world through the figure of Jacob establishing some
order in the chaotic world.
The following texts are proper to priestly tradition: sending Jacob to Paddanaram
in search of a non-Hittite wife (26:34-35; 27:46–28:9); the blessing of El Shaddai
on Jacob (35:9-13) and the line of Esau (36:15-42). Priestly tradition stresses the
fact that the lost order can be re-established only by the practice of a morality
attuned to the law and right worship. The spiritual chaos can be overcome only by
the restoration of right worship and the laws of legal purity. So according to this
tradition, only true worship and legal purity can recreate man and the world.
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2.3 Juridical World of the Patriarchal Age
The Nuzi texts discovered between 1925 and 1931 A.D. shed light on the juridical
world of the first half of the second millennium before Christ, the patriarchal age
and several generations of Nuzi life during the 15th and 14th centuries B.C. It is
interesting to note its similarities to some texts of Jacob cycle. The sale of Esau’s
birthright (25:29-34), the blessing of Isaac to Jacob (27:1-33), Jacob living with
is father-in-law after his marriage to Leah and Rachel (29:15f.), Jacob’s barren
wife Rachel offering his maid Bilhah to her husband to bear children (30:1-4),
Rachel’s theft of her father’s household idols (31:19, 34) and Laban’s warning of
Jacob regarding marital fidelity (31:50) are reflected in the Nuzi documents. Thus
we can presume the influence of these texts on Jacob cycle. The laws found in the
Nuzi texts as well as the Jacob stories aim at establishing order in the face of possible
community disorder and moral chaos that must be overcome.
2.4 Gerar (26:1)
Gerar is the chief city of the Philistines in Abraham’s and Isaac’s time. It is a
fertile region between the two deserts of Kadesh and Shut. So Abraham and Isaac
resorted there in time of famine. It is situated on the southern border of Canaan,
near Gaza and Beersheba (Gen. 10:19; 20:1; 26:1,26).4
2.5 Blessing (27:1-40)
The Hebrew root bārak has diverse meanings. Bless/blessing has been most
frequently understood in terms of benefits like prosperity, power, and especially
fertility. But they are secondary in nature. The primary factor of blessing is
the relationship between parties. God blesses with a benefit on the basis of the
relationship. The blessing makes known the positive relationship between the
parties, whether a single individual (Gen 12:1-3) or a group (Deut 7:14-16). In
other words, blessing implies two aspects: material welfare and special protection
by God. It is for this reason Jacob was so particular to receive the blessing from his
father Isaac. The verbal and nominal occurrences of blessing appear approximately
400 times in the Hebrew Bible (88 times in Genesis alone). The subject and object
of bārak, “bless” is evenly divided between God blessing humans, humans blessing
other humans, and humans blessing, i.e., “praising” God.5
2.6 Canaanites (34:30)
Canaan designates the land along the Eastern shore of the Mediterranean
encompassing modern Lebanon, part of south Syria, and most of Palestine west of
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the Jordan. The People who lived in this region were known as Canaanites. After the
invasion of the Sea People, “Canaan” comes to be used in a more restricted sense to
designate South Palestine, and the expression “the city of Canaan” can refer specifically
to Gaza. Canaan is indicated in the NT “Phoenicia” and the people as “Phoenician”
(Acts 11:19; 15:3; 21:2). The word “Canaan” occurs 80 times in the MT. The
word “Canaan” is frequently seen in the sections of the Pentateuch which introduce
and develop the theme of promise of land to the Patriarchs (i.e., Genesis 12–50),
and in narratives of the conquest and settlement (Joshua–Judges), which are viewed
in the Bible as a fulfilment of the promise to the Patriarchs.
“Canaanite” serves as a general designation of the pre-Israelite inhabitants of the
land (Gen 50:11; cf. Neh 9:24), often in a list of “nations” previously occupying
Israelite territory (e.g., Gen 15:21; 34:30; Exod 3:8; 23:23, 28; 33:2; 34:11, etc.).
The “Canaanites” are viewed as doomed to expulsion (Ex 33:2). The persistence of
Canaanites within Israelite territory was a theological problem variously addressed
by biblical writers. The Israelites were often tempted by the fertility cult of the
Canaanites and betrayed Yhwh and went after Canaanite god Baal.
2.7 Perizzites (34:30)
Perizzites are the pre-Israelite inhabitants of Canaan. The term Perizzite is found
in 21st of the 27 lists of pre-Israelite nations (Refer Gen 15:20; Josh 3:10; 7:1;
1 Kgs 9:20 and Gen 34:20). In the most common six-name lists, the Perizzites
always occur in the fourth position among other little known nations including the
Jebusites and the Hivites (Exod 3:8; 33:2).The fact that Canaanites and Perizzites
occur together four times in two-name lists suggests that each of these groups stands
for a larger combination of peoples (Gen 13:7; 34:30; Judg 1:4–5). According to
Josh 11:3, the Perizzites are located in the hill country of Canaan.While the land
of the Perizzites was promised to Abraham and his descendants (Gen 15:20) the
Israelites found it difficult to totally defeat these people. In spite of their defeat
(Josh 12:8) intermarriage took place between them and the Israelites (Judg 3:5)
and the Israelites did not totally separate from them (Ezra 9:1). The descendants
of the pre-Israelite nations who still lived in the land were reportedly reduced to
slavery by Solomon (1 Kgs 9:20–21). The Perizzites continued to find their place
in the traditional lists of pre-Israelite inhabitants of Canaan (Neh 9:8; Jdt 5:16;
1 Esdr 8:69).6
2.8 Bethel (35:1)
Bethel means “house of God” (Jg 20:26). Abraham pitched his tent on a
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mountain East of Bethel, abounding in pasture (Gen. 12:8; 13:3). The city,
near the place, then bore the Canaanite name Luz. Bethel is the name given by
anticipation to the place. It was expressly so named by Jacob, when he had the
vision of the heavenly ladder, on his way from his father at Beersheba to Harsh
(Gen. 28:19; 31:13). He set up a pillar, and anointed it with oil, to mark the place
where God spoke with him (Josh 16:1, 2). The naming of Bethel, Jacob repeated
more publicly on his return home, 20 years later, with his family purified of idols,
when God again appeared to him, and confirmed his change of name to Israel
(Gen. 35:1-15; 32:28). Bethel belonged by lot to Benjamin, but was falcon by
Ephraim through the treachery of an inhabitant (Judg. 1:22-26). Bethel was about
12 miles North of Jerusalem. During the civil war with Benjamin, the tribes took the
ark there to consult God (compare 1 Sam. 10:3). It was one of Samuel’s towns for
judging (1 Sam. 7:16). It is one of Jeroboam’s two sanctuaries for the calf worship
(1 Kings 12–13). Under Jehu, who restored the abolished calf worship and Jeroboam
II his great grandson, Bethel comes again into prominence (2 Kings 10:29). Bethel
became the king’s chapel (sanctuary) “the king’s court” (“house of the kingdom”:
Amos 7:13; 3:14,15).7
3. Theological Insights
3.1 Jacob and Esau
Jacob and Esau are two opposing figures. Esau is presented as the representative
of a culture contrary to Israelite culture. He has negative character both in his
origins and in his customs. He is the first born and part of the family. So one has to
live with him but without having to follow his ways, without letting his selfishness
shape history. On the other hand, Jacob is the direct father of the future people,
nation. He has a mission to fulfil in history. He has to give meaning to a world that
is chaotic. He has to set it in order and to humanise it. He is to be its leader.8
3.1.1 Esau
Let us try to see in Esau the culture or nation that he represents. Gn 25:25
presents Esau at birth as being “red” (admoni, a play on “Edom”), an allusion to
the native group of Edomites and that he was “hairy” (se’ar, perhaps a play on Seir,
the country of the Edomites). Gn 25:30 explains that Esau was called Edom, and
then makes a play on words with the “red” stew that led to his loss of the rights
of primogeniture. It is to be noted that in the times of the Davidic monarchy,
the Ammonites, Moabites and Edomites were subjugated by the Israelites. We can
understand this from 27:34 where Esau “burst into wild and bitter sobbing”.9
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Gn 25:27 tells us that Esau was “a skilful hunter, a man of the outdoors who had
a taste for game. So his culture was related to “legal impurity” involving blood and
death. Isaac had special love for Esau since he liked the meat that he brought to him
after his hunting (25:28).
Gn 26:34 presents of the Hittite wives of Esau who “were a source of bitterness
to Isaac and Rebecca”. 27:46 adds that Rabecca was tired to death of living alongside
these Hittite women. The book of Ezra seems to suggest that Esau would have
committed the sin of racial impurity. So he had no right to inherit (9:2, 10-15).
Possibly, there might have been two Canaanite myths behind the robbing of
paternal blessing by Jacob. The first one is regarding “the magical meal” known
as the myth of Sa’atagat and Keret. This is about a meal with curative powers. The
second one is about the myth of Usoo and Shemé Maron that speaks of the animal
pelts alluded to in the account of the blessing. But the biblical redactors did not
copy them as they are. Rather they did a process of demythologisation, stripping
Canaanite myths of their magical elements. It is to be noted again that in terms of
the biblical myth, Esau is a representative of these cultures.10
3.1.2 Jacob
Let us look at the elements that characterise Jacob. 25:23 explicitly presents him
as a nation, a culture contrary to Esau his brother. Jacob will confront his brother
and will dominate. But he will have to accomplish this dominion by trickery since
by all accounts Jacob-Israel appears on the scene well after other groups who had
already set its cosmos in order. In order to survive, Israel would have to grasp the
firstborn by the heel. It is not by chance that Gn 25:26 tells that Jacob was born
grasping the heel (‘aqeb) of his brother Esau, thus suggesting the name “Jacob”
(ya’aqob).11
Gn 25:27-34 represents the social and ethnic struggle between two models of
civilisation: hunters and herdsmen; destroyers of life and protectors of life. Naturally,
herdsmen rather protectors of life represent a more respectable and morally better
ordered society. And Jacob is the father of such a nation and culture.
Jacob is seen wearing “the best clothes of his brother Esau”(27:15). This may
signify priestly robes, signs of the future priestly function that would be assigned
to the firstborn when he organised his family. Still later, the “Priestly” (P) tradition
would regard Israel (Jacob) as the one who would perform lawful worship in
Palestine.
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In Gn 27:27b-28, Jacob obtains a blessing for the land. God would bless the land
with fragrance, dew, fertility, grain and wine. God is pleased and has preferential
love for the culture and nation that Jacob represents. So he will give economical
blessing to that culture. However, 27:29 adds another type of blessing to the nation
that Jacob represents. This time, it is political blessing. So all the peoples, nations
and other brother-groups would be under the political sway of Israel.
His mother Rebecca had a special love for him because she had a vision from
God indicating that God’s blessing would be more on him than his first son Esau.
3.2 Rebecca
It is noted in the beginning that Jacob cycle begins with Gn 25. According to
25:21, Rabekah is sterile. Hence she is “cursed”. But Yhwh looks her with favour
and blesses her. God blesses not only her but also her husband Isaac through her. So
she is presented as one who mediates blessing. She is the one who consults Yhwh
(25:22). We know by experience that women are always mediators of life. In the case
of Rabekah, she is the mediator of life by begetting Jacob-Israel, the re-creator of life
in Palestine and the father of the nation, Israel. Paradoxically, it is this context, we
need to understand the fear of Isaac of losing his life on account of Rabekah herself
(26:29). But how can she, the mediator of life turn out to be the destroyer of life,
that too of her own husband? Here comes the intervention of Yhwh, the source
and protector of life. Yhwh transforms these dangerous situations into blessings
(26:12-14).12
Rebecca seems to be the part of the deceit that his younger son Jacob did to her
elder son Esau. But it is to be noted here that it is the plan of God that the nation
Israel is to be born by the descendants of Jacob and not by Esau. It is in this context
that we have to understand Rebecca’s special love for Jacob because she had a vision
from God indicating that God’s blessing would be more on him than his first son
Esau (25:23). The words of Isaac seem to be against the will of God who promises
blessing to the younger one. So Rebecca intervenes and assures that the blessings are
received by the younger son Jacob and not Esau.
3.3 Leah and Rachel
We see the confirmation of this trend of God choosing the “little ones” in the
wives of Jacob. Again here too God bestows his blessing on those whom men
undervalue. Hence Leah, the less-loved, the less-attractive, the scorned, is the blessed
and fertile woman while the beautiful Rachel with the fair body and fine eyes, the
favourite wife of Jacob is barren and embittered woman (29:31). Interestingly, both
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the women — Rachel and Leah — become a blessing and mediators of life for
the future creation of the nation Israel. From Leah’s womb will come Reuben,
Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar and Zebulun. From Rachel, will be born Joseph and
Benjamin. So these two women are also eponymous mothers, representative of not
just persons but peoples, nation.13
3.4 Bilhah and Zilpah
In the Jacob cycle, we come across two slave-girls: Bilhah, the maid of Rachel and
Zilpah, the maid of Leah. They represent oppressed class of society. In a way, they
have lost the real sense of life since they cannot do anything on their own accord
and they have to depend for everything on their masters. They are oppressed in the
society not only because they are slaves but also because of their womanhood. They
have to dance to the tune of their mistresses in particular circumstances (30:3, 9).
Nevertheless, in biblical history these two slave-girls become the mediators of life,
blessing, justice and happiness (30:6, 13). Dan and Naphtali are born for Bilhah
and Gad and Asher are from Zilpah. Thus, these oppressed slave girls too have a
share in the birth of the nation, Israel.14
3.5 Jacob’s Portrayal
Jacob is being portrayed positively as well as negatively in his cycle. Generally,
Yahwist do not hide the weakness or ambiguities of the fathers and mothers of
Israel. Whereas the Elohist always tries to give explanations in ambiguous cases and
justify their acts in order to safeguard their “image”. Let us note a few cases.
In the classic case, Jacob cunningly takes advantage of Esau’s hunger to deprive
him of his birthright (25:29-34). This is interpreted in Gn 27:36 and Hos 12:4 as
an act of legal supplantation. In other words, Jacob’s act is considered as blatant
“cheating”.
When Jacob reached Laban’s land, he attempted to break the cultural laws
regulating the marriage of daughters, of whom the elder should be married first.
Jacob might have believed that he had deceived Laban. But ironically, it is Jacob
who was deceived (29:18-26).
Jacob also uses his cleverness to multiply the kind of livestock that suits him
(30:37-43). And for his part, Laban keeps on cheating Jacob (31:7-12).
Rachel and Leah authorise Jacob to keep on cheating their father out of his
livestock (31:14-16). Likewise, also by means of a trick, Rachel steals the family
gods, the gods of the inheritance from her father Laban (31:30-35).
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The jealousy between Rachel and Leah are also notorious (30:1), a jealousy
portrayed as a fateful struggle (30:8) to see which one would win the love or good
pleasure of their husband (29:34; 30:20). And all this takes place in that spontaneous
popular atmosphere of two women, two mothers of the people who bargain away
nights of love with their husband in exchange for the supposed fertility power of
some mandrake plants (30:14f.).
Another case, the episode of the rape of Dinah (34:1f.) too clearly manifests the
thirst for vengeance, capacity for deception and unbelievable cruelty of two sons of
Jacob (34:13-29). Jacob too is involved in this massacre since he did not condemn
his sons for their act but was worried only for the complication that it might create
for him (34:30-31).
3.6 Understanding of These Events
How can we understand certain episodes in the Jacob cycle which are morally
wrong for modern man? We don’t need to go back to these events to look for a
needed explanation for morally doubtful situations. The problem stated here are
not moral in a strict sense. They are problems of different sort. We can understand
them in the following way:
What is mentioned here is not a moral problem. The biblical author is not
interested in dealing a moral disorder and find solution to it. He is interested to
present how the Israelites adapted of other, pre-existing mythical accounts to explain
the meaning of their origins. So instead of asking the morality of those accounts, we
need to look for the primitive account that underlines the present account. We also
have to look for the adaptation that the biblical author has introduced to humanise
and organise the chaotic world. We have to accept the ambiguity of these accounts
since the Word of God is being built up from so many cultural bits and pieces.
Secondly, we need to keep in mind that the moral criteria of the NT cannot be
applied to OT morality simply because morality is gradually progressing and we are
dealing altogether with two different epochs. Morality evolves gradually in keeping
with time, history and culture. Certainly, today’s morality is much better that what
it was some 1000 years back. It does not mean that we are better persons and our
forefathers were bad. We simply cannot compare ourselves with them and take
pride in our moral growth. They lived in different time and their morality too was
the fruit of their community “ethos”. We cannot find fault and accuse our primitive
people for not knowing about Internet and email. Who knows how the peoples
would judge our morality in 2500. It is also to be noted that the origin of Israel is
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the fruit of a unity in diversity; fruit of many peoples or groups, each of them with
its own cultural background, with its own principles of living together.
Finally, the Jacob-Israel cycle is to be read as mediation for re-creating the world.
And biblically speaking, re-creation supposes making human beings let go of their
selfishness in order to make the earth more habitable, humane and sensitive with less
sufferings and situations of death. So it is not strange that the Bible presents even
in most significant characters, their ambiguous moral conduct, full of selfishness
that has to be overcome. These accounts filled with so much of human ambiguities
are the best sign that the Bible is not trying to falsify the reality. It is understood
that by presenting these accounts, the biblical author does not approve them and
recommend anyone to follow those examples.
3.7 Being a Blessing within a Cultural Process
One of the greatest lessons that the Pentateuch teaches is that of how the Israelite
people learn to cope with the cultures which little by little became part of their being
and of their symbolic mental world view. Israel went through a process of unity
achieved around the cause of its liberty from Egypt and Canaan. Israel, since it was
born of an alliance of tribes was in its very origins multicultural. This alliance arose
through the approbation of the land, the expulsion of petty kings and the adaptation
of Yhwh as its protective divinity. This union of tribes or different groups around
the divinity of a pre-established shrine was called “amphictyony”. This beautiful
trait of recognition and respect for the culture of others is seen in the accounts of
the dream of Jacob and his wrestling with God. But these two accounts are not the
only ones to manifest the originally multicultural background of Israel. These two
examples are methodological practice that can be applied in all the accounts of the
patriarchal cycles. Here are two accounts to study this aspect:
3.7.1 Jacob’s Dream
The context of chapter 25 sets Jacob on his way to Mesopotamia, where his
parents came from, in search of a woman of pure blood and also of a divine blessing
that would guarantee divine protection and material welfare. Purity of blood was
a cultural element of nomadic or semi-nomadic groups in general. The search for
fertility under the blessing of a divinity, recalls Canaanite culture’s idea of “sacred
incubation” which consisted of the party’s going to sleep with special rites in a
temple in order to obtain a blessing of fertility. The account presents a great ladder
with its base touching the ground and its top reaching the heavens. The Hebrew
word for ladder is sullam from the root salal which means “to build up an earth by
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rolling it”. This, takes to Mesopotamian culture, with its famous terraced towers
or “ziggurats”. Jacob is on his way to Mesopotamia and he indirectly criticises its
mythology by transforming it.15
Gn 28:19 explains that Jacob “called that place Bethel”. Beth-El was a god
worshipped by the Semites under the name of Beth-ili and venerated at Elephantine
by the Hebrew groups until 5th c. B.C. The redactors interest to use various cultural
traditions once again suggests the originally multicultural reality of Israel. Jacob
also performs two actions that are typical of Canaanite culture: he erects a memorial
stone or massebah and anoints it with oil (Gn 28:18). The author takes over all these
cultural elements and adapts them to the idea that he has of his own God, YHWH
who goes on assuring him of life both through the gift of fertility and through the
possession of a land of his own.16
3.7.2 The Struggle with God: Its Cultural Background
According to Jg 11:13-22, the river Jabbok the geographic site of the event in
this passage (Gn 32:23) marked the north-eastern boundary of Israel. This places
in the kingdom of the Amorites and their culture. In the text, the expression, “and
he crossed the ford of” (ya’abor’eth ma’abar), a phrase parallel to other phrases is
quite frequent in Mari, an ancient city of Babylon. This phrase indicates a great
fear of people to cross a river. Canaanite sources reveal that rivers were ordinarily
consecrated to tutelary gods. Among the Phoenicians, there was a myth of the
struggle of a warrior against the Numen of the river. From these backgrounds,
it could be the struggle between Jacob and his group with the protective spirit of
Esau who represents the Edomite people. One can assume that the redactor of
Pentateuch created a new text from the previous texts, giving a new thrust without
destroying the original cultural elements.
From the background of this account, it is revealed how Jacob desires to conquer
the land promised by his God and acquired through the sale of Esau’s birth right
although he still does not possess it. In the scene of his taking possession of this
land, some important elements appear, such as: the ancestral mothers Leah, Rachel,
Zilpah and Bilhah with their eleven sons who form the amphictyony which will give
rise to Israel (Refer Gn 32:23-25). According to rabbinical tradition, this “someone”
with whom Jacob wrestles is the demon protector of Esau. But according to the
prophetic tradition, he is an angel of Elohim, a “Ben Elohim” of Canaanite culture,
who fears the light and is conquerable by a mortal (Hos 12:5). This occurs “in the
course of the night”, the time when hostile spirits of the “power of darkness” are
at work. Then there is a prohibition to eat the sciatic muscle (32:32-33), probably
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linked with the asaku of the Amorites, who dwelt in the area around Penuel until
after the time of the Exodus (Jos 10:1-19; Jg 8:8-17).
It is important to mention the episode that follows immediately: the meeting
between Jacob and Esau (Gn 33:1f.) where one encounters again the elements that
confirm the multicultural background of Israel. “Bowing to the ground seven times”
(Gn 33:3) was a common custom in the court of Mari and throughout the east. The
phrase “I will go before you” is parallel to the Amorite expression “he who goes
alongside you” which indicates the guide that the chief of a confederation offered to
the vassals of other confederation while they were visiting his territory. Jacob in fact
does not accept his brother’s offer since he wishes to travel independently (33:14).
This rejection reminds of the texts of Mari: “without my travelling at your side”.
Jacob feigns to follow his brother but once again deceives him taking another road.
3.7.3 Recognising the Culture of Another as an Instrument of Blessing
As indicated above with different examples, implicitly or explicitly there was
an acknowledgement of existing cultures, many of whose groups became part of
Israel, incorporating their culture in a new historical process. The Jacob cycle shows
this process of recognition accorded to the cultural values of others. It likewise
shows the complementary process that we might call the “process of newness, of
announcement of good news” where by all the cultures incorporated into the history
of a group keep moving toward the type of justice or mutual relations that the Jacob
group conceives of as being the will of their God.
4. Relevance for the Consecrated Persons of Today
4.1 Recreating a Humane Society
In the Jacob cycle, a new nation, Israel is created. And this new nation is also
given a mission, a mission of giving life to the whole world. Israel has to transform
the entire culture and humanity. The nation Israel has to humanise the entire world
to make it more liveable, humane and to change it as the place worthy of having God
as its father and without lying or deceit can call one another brothers and sisters. In
short, Jacob cycle is not about the collection of stories that present Jacob’s attempts
to have life rather they are his attempts so that all may have life. He is the re-creator
of the world, a new world where everyone can have life that too in abundance. This
mission of Jacob is still valid specially for the consecrated persons of today. In the
society, where the “culture of death” is rampant, consecrated persons are called
to promote life; to create a new world where the values of God’s kingdom like
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peace, truth, love, justice, etc. are established, to create a new world which is more
humane, liveable, habitable and sensitive, to create a world where each one respects
and treats others as brothers and sisters of one Father who is in heaven.
4.2 The Lessons for Forgiveness
In the cycle of Jacob, we note again and again the hostility that existed between
Jacob and his elder brother Esau. Esau was very angry with his brother Jacob since
he cheated him, manipulating his hunger and his father’s blindness. Certainly, it is
relationships that give and nourish life of consecrated persons. When relationships
are punctured or broken, it is life itself that is at danger. Hence we need to look
for every opportunity to strengthen our relationships that can enrich our life in
our consecrated life. It is too late that Jacob and Esau realised this fact but later is
better than never. Their hostility would have annihilated the very existence of two
groups of people: Israelites and Edomites. But their magnanimity and readiness to
seek forgiveness changed everything. From being destroyers of life, they become
protectors and promoters of life for two nations: Israel and Edom. When the
opportunity came and the initial hurt feelings are healed, the two brothers “meet
each other, kissed one another and both wept” (33:4). By reconciliation and coming
out of their anger, hatred and mutual hostility, they found “life” and enriched and
nourished it. This should be a great lesson to all the consecrated persons of today,
specially in community life. There is no better medicine than forgiveness for a happy
and lively community life of the consecrated persons.
4.3 Encountering God in Others
The meeting between Esau and Jacob could also be seen in another aspect. Jacob
runs away from his brother on the advice of his mother, who tells him to go away
“and stay for a while until your brother’s fury subsides and he forgets what you did
to him (27:44-45). Then on his way to Paddan-aram to seek a wife, he halts “at a
certain place” (28:11) where God speaks to him in dreams and tells him: “I will
bring you back to this land”. Thus, it has become a place where divine and human
met and where Jacob will again meet God. Jacob understands this quite well. So
he adds: “If God remains with me…, and I come back safe to my father’s house…,
this stone… shall be God’s abode (28:21-22). When Jacob comes back from his
thousand adventures in Paddan-aram, he becomes aware that the place agreed upon
for the encounter between God and himself is occupied by his brother Esau. His
brother, the enemy forbade him to enter the meeting place with God. The challenge
for Jacob is great: either he will keep his appointment with God and meet his brother
or he will totally fail God who will no longer be the God-protector of the land he
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wishes to re-create. “Jacob was very much afraid and filled with anxiety (32:7-8)
because he expected that Esau would attack him (32:12). Interestingly, he does not
engage his brother in battle. Rather, he uses the means of a “gift”. This gesture of
Jacob touched the heart of Esau and he was transformed (33:4). He even went to
the extent of inquiring about Jacob’s wives and children (33:5). Surprisingly, it was
in this encounter between himself and his brother that Jacob encountered God as
he says: “To see your face is like seeing the face of God and you have received me
favourably” (33:10). It is the face of Esau, the reconciled brother who reveals the
face of God. It is the face that Jacob had seen in his hand to hand struggle with
God: “I have seen God face to face yet my life has been spared” (32:31). The name
of the place where this took place was called “Penuel” which means “face of God”.
Here comes the great lesson for the consecrated persons of today: God is seen and
encountered in our brothers and sisters. This lesson is further developed in the NT
when Jesus says: “Truly, I say to you: whenever you did this to one of the least of
these my brothers, you did it to me” (Mt 25:40). This is affirmed by John when he
says: “If anyone says, I love God while he hates his brother, he is a liar. How can
he love God whom he does not see, if he does not love his brother whom he sees?
(1 Jn 4:20).17
4.4 Respecting Other’s Rights
Another great lesson that can be learnt from the cycle of Jacob as well as from the
other parts of the Bible is that every time the rights of others are not acknowledged,
there emerges dangers to life itself in the form of violence, blood and death. When
Jacob failed to respect the rights of his elder brother Easu, they ceased to be brothers
till he realised his mistakes and reconciled with his brother. Jacob’s failure to respect
the rights of his brother led to hostility and hatred and threatened the very life of
both Jacob and Esau (27:41), rather the existence of two nations: Israel and Edom.
When Dinah’s right was violated by Shechem, there was violence and the life of
Hamor and Shechem and all the males was lost (34:26). And this in turn threatened
the very life of Jacob and his sons (34:30). In other words, Simeon and Levi’s action
threaten the very existence of two nations: Canaanites and Perizzites. This in turn
threaten the very existence of Israelites. Here is a lesson for all, especially for the
consecrated persons: “respect others’ rights; your rights will also be respected. Be
promoters of life; your life and its happiness will be guaranteed”.18
4.5 Respecting Other Cultures
In the Jacob’s cycle, one can notice allusion to different cultures. The cycle of
Jacob is set in a multicultural context. Jacob who sets his journey in recreating the
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world to give life to all, did not despise other cultures. Rather he took all the good
elements from various cultures, adopted them to suit his attempt to recreate a new
world of justice, peace, love, forgiveness and equality. This should be an inspiration
for the consecrated persons who want to have life and give life to others. The best
way to be mediators of life to our brothers and sisters is to accept the differences,
goodness found in different people and culture, appreciating and accepting all that
is good and mediums of life. At the same time, one should also have the courage to
identify the dangers of life and goodness present in different people and culture and
take steps to overcome them in a peaceful and collaborative manner.
4.6 God’s Choice for the Weak
Jacob is the mediator of blessing and life. It is through him God recreates the
world with justice, peace and love. But the cycle of Jacob clearly points out the
mistakes and cunningness of Jacob. He was not a honest man. He cheated his own
brother at least on three occasions (25:27-34; 27:30-40; 33:12-17). Yet God was
gracious towards him. And God chose him as his instrument to impart blessing
and life to the whole world. It is not the apparent victim Esau who recreates life in
the society but the deceiver Jacob. It is pleasing to note that God chooses weak and
fragile persons as his instruments to carry out his plans. Even in the New Testament,
Jesus chose the weak and fragile Peter to build his Church, the new Israel than his
beloved disciple, John. “Yahweh does not judge as man judges; humans see with
the eyes; Yahweh sees the heart” (1 S 16:7). “God chose what is foolish in the world
to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong”
(1 Cor 2:27). Consecrated persons of today have a lot by the way God chooses the
weak to be his instruments.
4.7 God’s Abundant Blessing
Jacob cycle teaches us that God would bless and take care of our life. He will give
us true life. But he puts us just one condition. The condition is simple: obedience to
him (26:2-5). There was great drought. And Isaac thought of leaving the land and
going to Egypt. It was in this context that God appeared to him and told him that
he had to get settled in the land that he showed. He promised that he would bless
him abundantly as he did to Abraham. But Abraham got all those blessings and had
life in abundance because he obeyed the Yhwh. Yhwh would do the same to Isaac
if following the examples of Abraham; he obeyed God and followed his directions.
4.8 The Terrible Beast – Jealousy
It is not only today. Even some 3000 years back, people were jealous to see the
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blessings of others. Since Isaac did as Yhwh commanded him, God blessed him
abundantly. He lived his life to its full. He had all the material welfare and different
animals. Seeing the blessings of Yhwh on Isaac, the Philistines could not tolerate.
They became jealous of Isaac (26:14) and worked against his welfare so that he
might fall (26:15). People who are jealous can neither be happy or allow others to
be happy. They do not have real life in them and they do everything possible to take
away life from others. Jealousy is a poisonous enemy which should have no place in
the lives of consecrated persons and the religious communities.
4.9 Sibling Rivalry
Sibling rivalry is something experienced by many. It began with Cain and Abel.
In the cycle of Jacob, we find two sets of sibling rivalry: the rivalry between Esau and
Jacob and the rivalry between Leah and Rachel. On the one side, it is between two
males and on the other side, it is between two females. On the one side, the younger
one Jacob cheated his father and consequently his elder brother. On the other side,
the father cheated Jacob for the benefit of her elder daughter. We also should take
into consideration the amount of hatred, hostility and jealousy that existed between
these siblings. But at the end, all these peoples have a role to play in recreating the
world, creating two nations: Jacob, Leah and Rachel became the ancestors of Israel
and Esau became the father of Edom. Often religious communities and life are
ruined by rivalry among the members. Often consecrated persons are filled with
hatred, hostility, selfishness and jealousy which ruin the beauty of consecrated life,
trickle the energy and enthusiasm of the members and affect negatively the mission
and apostolate of the consecrated persons.
4.10 Loving, Merciful God
Our God is a loving God, life-giving God and a merciful God. He is not someone
away from us, somewhere up in the air. He is not an abstract God, a God of books,
theories, formulas, logic, philosophy or theology. On the other hand, he is a God of
living persons. He is a God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He is so concerned about
human persons, his problems and struggles. When we face difficulties and cry to
him for help, he is always there to help us, save us and guide us (35:3). When there
are dangers of life and we call him, he is there to destroy the dangers of life and
give us life. He has a special and preferential love for the consecrated persons. He
will not allow anyone to stand against the consecrated persons. He will not fail or
forsake them (cf. Jos 1:5-9).
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Conclusion
Jacob and the events around his life are normally not seen as a model or inspiration
for the consecrated persons. But a deeper study on the Jacob cycle reveals splendid
insights which can be a fascinating learning experience for the consecrated persons
of today. The way God moulded this “deceiver” and the weak human being as the
foundation of the future of people of God, Israel speaks volumes of God’s marvellous
plan. Indeed, Jacob cycle is yet another deep well from which consecrated persons
of today can drink life-giving water unceasingly day after day.
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SECULARISM: NEITHER A DENIAL OF RELIGION
NOR AN ENDORSEMENT
Dr. Xavier E. Manavath, CMF

India is a land of several different religions and cultures that have co-existed in
harmony for thousands of years. Indian diversity has been the strength and basis
of modern India, the country’s inclusive nature is what sets it apart from any other
country in the world. Secularism plays an important role in a complex social fabric
like India where since time immemorial different religions have come from various
parts of the world and lived cohesively with occasional quarrels.1 The idea of a
secular, pluralistic India, tolerant of all sects and religions has been considered as
the core of the Indian society
The term “secularism” was missing from the Indian Constitution until 1976.
With the 42nd amendment of the Constitution of India enacted in 1976, the
Preamble to the Constitution asserted that India is a secular nation. However,
neither India’s constitution nor its laws define the relationship between religion
and state. The laws implicitly require the state and its institutions to recognise and
accept all religions, enforce parliamentary laws instead of religious laws, and respect
pluralism. India does not have an official state religion.
1.

CONFUSION IN THE UNDERSTANDING OF INDIAN SECULARISM

It must be admitted that the concept of secularism and its interpretation in
Indian context are still vague and unclear even among the courts and the experts as
compared to the interpretation of secularism in West. Perhaps, due to this reason,
in recent years, there has been a lot of discussion about the secular fabric of our
nation enshrined and guaranteed in the constitution of our country. Looking
at the contemporary political scenario, there has emerged a perception that this
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secular fabric is under threat. There are certain sections of the people in this country
clamouring for the removal of this secular fabric and to change India into nation
built on the ideals of one particular religion. Such an attempt is directly or indirectly
supported by a major political party that governs the nation. This is particularly
dangerous as the people who advocate this belong to the dominant religion, adhered
to by the vast majority of Indians. Though those who speak for it belong to a
minority even among the adherents of this religion, this minority can spread this
venom like a virus in the minds of others because its appeal to religious sentiments,
manipulative tactics and massive propaganda. The current political push supported
by these religious extremists is for a pro-majoritarian form of secularism, dictated
by the dominant religious majority and make religious minorities to live a life of
servility. Any step in this direction can endanger the unity and integrity of the
nation and will destroy the peaceful co-existence of the people of different religions
that characterize the face of the nation.
Perhaps, because of this confused understanding, secularism has become a
divisive, politically charged topic in India. In such a context, efforts have to be
made to conscientize people, especially the younger generation in schools, colleges
and universities, of the true values of secularism, guaranteed by the constitution of
India.
2.	NEED OF CONVERSION INTO SECULAR VISION
As the nation grapples with its secular vision, there are divisive and polarizing
forces that seek to subvert it. It must be admitted that we as a nation needs a
conversion if we truly want to prosper as one nation and live together as one people
in the midst of the multiplicity of the religious faith traditions, languages, regions
and cultures. We need a conversion of our hearts and minds into that vision of life,
enshrined in the constitution of our country, imparted by the founding fathers and
mothers of our nation. Though one of the salient features of the Indian Constitution
is its secularism, it is important that we know what this secularism means and make
a commitment to protect and defend it.
The Preamble of our Indian Constitution reads: “We, the People of
India, having solemnly resolved to constitute India into a Sovereign Socialist
Secular Democratic Republic and to secure to all its citizens: justice, social,
economic and political liberty of thought, expression, belief, faith and
worship, equality of status and opportunity, and to promote among all;
fraternity assuring the dignity of the individual and the unity of the Nation.”2
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The Preamble to the Constitution of India signifies that India is a secular state.
But we must understand what it is that we mean by “being secular;” because, it is
precisely this secular fabric of our nation that is currently under threat.
3.	ARRIVING AT A BETTER CLARITY
The departure from reliance on religious faith to reason and science, marks the
beginning of the secularization of education and society in history. Secularism
emerged in the West with the establishment of reason over religious faith and human
reason was gradually liberated from unquestioned subjection to the dominion of
religion and superstition. According to Domenic Marbaniang, secularism first
appeared in the West in the classical philosophy and politics of ancient Greece,
disappeared for a time after the fall of Greece, but resurfaced after a millennium and
half in the renaissance and the reformation. He speaks of secularism as that which
frees human reason from the subjugation to religion. He writes:
An increasing confidence in human capabilities, reason, and progress, that emerged
during the Italian Renaissance, together with an increasing distrust in organized and
state supported religion during the Reformation, was responsible for the ushering
of modernity during the Enlightenment which brought all facets of human life
including religion under the purview of reason and thus became responsible for the
freeing of education, society, and state from the domination of religion; in other
words, the development of modern secularism.3

The Oxford English Dictionary speaks of secularism as that which excludes
religion from morality and develops a negative approach to religion. It states:
“Secularism is the doctrine that morality should be based solely on regard to the
well-being of mankind in the present life to the exclusion of all considerations
drawn from belief in God or in a future state.”4
The understanding of Indian secularism, offered by S. Radhakrishnan, former
philosopher, scholar and president of India, more or less converges on that which is
enshrined in the constitution of India. He writes: “When India is said to be a secular
state, it does not mean that we reject the reality of the unseen spirit or the relevance
of religion to life or that we exalt irreligion. It does not mean that secularism itself
becomes a positive religion or that State assumes divine prerogatives. We hold that
not one religion should be given preferential status.”5
Donald E. Smith, Professor of Political Science in Pensylvania University has
provided a working definition of a secular state in his book on India as a Secular
State. He writes: “Secular state is one which guarantees individual and corporate
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freedom of religion, deals with individuals as citizens, irrespective of his religion, is
not constitutionally connected to a particular religion, nor does it seek to promote
or interfere with religion.”6
Drawing on the above definitions and interpretations, “being secular” means
that we are called to abide by the principle of the separation of state and religion.
In political terms, secularism is a movement towards the separation of religion and
government.7 This can refer to reducing ties between a government and a particular
religion, even when majority of the people practice that religion. Though secularism
has its own nuances in its concrete implementation in a given country, in India, it
entails that the state offers equal treatment of all religions and the religious beliefs
and laws are lived mostly in a personal domain.8
4.

COMPARISON WITH WESTERN SECULARISM

In the West, the word secular implies three things: freedom of religion, equal
citizenship to each citizen regardless of his or her religion, and the separation
of religion and state. One of the core principles in the constitution of Western
democracies has been this separation, with the state asserting its political authority
in matters of law, while accepting every individual’s right to pursue his or her own
religion and the right of religion to shape its own concepts of spirituality. Everyone
is equal under law, and subject to the same laws irrespective of his or her religion.
In contrast, in India, the word secular does not imply total separation of religion
and state. It means equal treatment of all religions. Religion in India continues to
assert its political authority in matters of personal law. The applicable personal law
differ if an individual’s religion is Christianity, Hindu or Islam. The term secularism
in India also differs from the French concept for secularity, namely laïcité while
the French concept demands absence of governmental institutions in religion, as
well as absence of religion in governmental institutions and schools; the Indian
concept, in contrast, provides financial support to religious schools and accepts
religious law over governmental institutions. The Indian structure has created
incentives for various religious denominations to start and maintain schools, impart
religious education, and receive partial but significant financial support from the
Indian government. Similarly, Indian government financially supports, regulates
and administers the historic Hindu temples, Buddhist monasteries, and certain
Christian religious institutions; this direct Indian government involvement in
various religions is markedly different from Western secularism.
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5.

SECULARISM: WHAT IT ENTAILS FOR THE GOVERNMENT

It concretely means that state, its government, its institutions and
persons mandated to represent the state remain free from the official endorsement
of any particular religion. The government exercises the right to be free from
any particular religious rule and teachings. Secular nation replaces laws based on
scriptures with civil laws, and eliminates discrimination on the basis of religion.
State refuses to impose a particular religion or religious practices upon its people
and declares itself to be neutral on matters of religious belief. It will maintain the
view that public activities and decisions, and especially political ones, should be
uninfluenced by beliefs of any particular religion and its practices. At the same
time, the people of the state as citizens, remains free to practice any religion of their
choice or not to practice at all, any religion. In other words, secularism truly means
that the government neither denies religious faith nor does it endorse a particular
religion.
Being secular promotes a social order separate from religion, without actively
dismissing or criticizing religious belief. Secularism is not an argument against
religion; it is one independent of it. It does not promote one religion but respects
all. Such a respect for all religions manifests itself in freedom of religion. Beliefs in
religion generally are not subject to legal or social sanctions, and, at the same time,
the state does not allow the authority of religious leaders over political decisions. A
secular state protects all religions equally. It observes an attitude of neutrality and
impartiality towards all religions. It will have to abide by the principles of equality,
liberty and neutrality. Hence secularism is not to be understood as a movement away
from traditional religious values. As secularism embodies the normative force of
liberty, equality and neutrality, it makes possible for different religious communities
to live together in harmony in a democratic set up. Otherwise governance will
come to a paralysis. So all modern democratic nations are generally considered to
be secular. What all secular governments, from the democratic to the authoritarian,
share is a concern about the relationship between the state and religion. Each secular
government may find its own unique policy prescriptions for dealing with the above
concern.
Though the state remains neutral with regard to religion, it regulates and intervenes,
especially when people in the name of religion commits crimes against humanity,
violates civil liberties and norms of living, and when the religion becomes abusive,
violent and does not promote human harmony and progressive development. For
example, being a sage, a sanyasi, a poojari, a priest or a mullah does not give you the
license to abuse minors, commit sexual crimes, do illegal transactions of property,
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misappropriate funds or preaches bigotry and hatred. This is where the government
intervenes, regulates and places legal sanctions if necessary.
6.

CHARACTERISTICS OF A SECULAR NATION

What could be some of the characteristics of a secular nation? They could be the
following: (a) a secular nation usually is not homogeneous, but is pluralistic; (b) it is
very tolerant of religious diversity and widens the sphere of private decision-making;
(c) it is a nation without any official images of religion; nor is there a common ideal
type of behaviour with universal application; (d) the nation does not say which
religion should be followed by a person; (e) it cannot compel its citizens to follow
a particular religion; (f) it cannot have its own national religion; (g) it cannot give
preferential treatment to the followers of a particular religion; (h) economic/social
status and not religion to be a basis of government aid; (i) followers of every religion
are allowed to manage their religious and charitable institutions with no state
control; however, they will need to operate within a broad framework of rules such
that their wealth is used for public benefit and national interests/security; (j) every
citizen can freely practise his or her religion but fraudulent conversions are banned
and (k) freedom of speech and expression allowed with adequate safeguards though.
It is good to remember that almost all the founding fathers and mothers of our
nation who drafted the constitutions were practicing Hindus. However, instead of
making that religion as mandatory for all Indians, they were committed to bring into
the constitutions the spirit of secularism. This is because while being committed to
their own faith, they were also people who were tuned to the foundational wisdom
common to all religions and redirected it to the common good of the nation.
As a secular nation, we, therefore, need to uphold, defend, and protect the true
secularism, constitutionally mandated to be lived by the government and the people
of the country; government neither denies all religions (atheistic) nor does it endorse
a particular religion (theocratic) while the people remain free either to practice or
not to practice any religion.
Now, in the context of the fact that most people of our nation adhere to a religious
faith, let us take a step further in developing a foundational understanding of what
religions are. Sometimes, when we see the conflict, the violence and bloodshed
caused by religious rivalry and fanaticism, we tend to ask the question: why religion
at all? Why shouldn’t we get rid of of religion? Communism and communist nations
tried to eliminate religions for so many years but could not succeed.
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7.

OPTION OF DENYING RELIGION

Looking at the contemporary world with all its advancement in science and
technology, there is still a rising religious consciousness; there is one profound truth
that is becoming increasingly clear to us: science and technology are not going to
replace religion. They cannot survive as substitutes for religion. Arnold Toynbee, a
British historian writes:
In my belief, science and technology . . . cannot satisfy the spiritual needs for which
religion of all kinds does try to provide, though they may discredit some of the
traditional dogmas of the so called “higher” religions. Historically, religion came
first and science grew out of religion. Science has never superseded religion, and
it is my expectation that it will never supersede it. For a true and lasting peace, a
religious revolution is, I am sure, a sine quanon. By religion, I mean the overcoming
of self-centred-ness in both individuals and communities by getting into the
communion with the spiritual presence behind the universe and by bringing our
wills into harmony with it. I think this is the only key to peace.9

We can admit that what this historian said is prophetic. All the scientific
progress we have attained, has not replaced religion. Religion in each civilization
has indicated about the faith of human beings in absolute values and a way of life to
realize them. Carolyn Gratton, counsellor and author of several books on spiritual
guidance writes:
We all know that there is a Mystery to life and world which we can never fully
understand. However you may language it, understand it or try to express it, it
is still a mystery. We can call it the Mystery of all That is, the Whole, the Eternal
Source of everything that exists or the favourite names we give to the God whom
we believe in. We live in it and surrounded by it. “It includes us, and yet it eludes
us. It is beyond our rational analysis, beyond the control of our powers of willing
or achieving”10

Generations of philosophers, theologians, mystics, physicists and biologists
have all continued to express the profound interconnectedness of everything with
everything else; this inter-forming relatedness is indeed one aspect of this allencompassing Mystery.11 We are all and always placed within a network of interforming relationship that involves humans, animals, nature, history and cosmos.
It is the root of all life in and around us.12 God can be seen as this mystery hidden
beneath the interwoven web of life that holds everything together.13
Religion, essentially, is about a relationship; the relationship between ourselves
and the above Mystery of God that surrounds us. Etymologically, the word,
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“religion” is derived from the Latin word, re-ligare. Religion is essentially a means
to get ourselves re-connected with the Mystery. They are organized belief systems
or faith traditions, that speak about this ultimate Mystery that we call God and
offer to the human spirit varied explanations and images of that One Transcendent
Mystery.14 They tell us what to believe about that Mystery which we usually call,
the Holy Other or God. They explain the basic relationship between and among
God, world, ourselves and others in a meaningful and coherent way, and thus, offer
answers to the ultimate and basic formation questions about life and world.
Through our insertion into these faith traditions or the belief systems, we are being
co-formed and nurtured within the ambience of these faith traditions, shaping the
way we think, live, decide and act. Therefore civil laws, customs, conventions and
directives etc., are not the only means of social control but the religion and morality
also formulate and shape the human behaviour, decisions, actions and relationships.
Religious faith and form traditions are the most influential forces of social control
as well as the most effective guides of the human behaviour. The social life of a man
in addition to its economic, political, philosophical, scientific and other aspects, has
also religious aspects. Religion is the major concern of the humans. There is and has
always been in the heart of the humans a perennial search for the Mystery of the
“more than,” a religious quest which makes him able to become a restless creature
even beyond the satisfaction of his physical needs. Religion revolves around man’s
faith in this supernatural Mystery.
8.

ENDORSING A RELIGIOUS FAITH THAT TENDS TO POLARIZE

In recent years and in the present day world, there has been a rising religious
consciousness, even in our country, possibly as a reaction to extreme liberalism,
permissiveness and moral decline brought out by modernity and post modernity.
Unfortunately what we are witnessing today is a rising religious consciousness
that polarizes, divides and excludes. Here, the problem is not with religion itself
but with the way we understand, interpret, practice and live it. Authentic religion
is meant to unite and not divide. A religion that brings division and disunity is
not authentic. It would have been easy to attain this unity, if there was only one
religion. But there are multiple religious faith traditions, more so in our country,
offering themselves as pathways of salvation. The increasing polarization among
religions manifests itself in a certain kind of intolerance, fear and distrust of each
other. It becomes particularly dangerous when governments start endorsing one
particular religion, endangering the secular fabric of the constitutions which they
are supposed to uphold.
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A rise in such a polarized religious consciousness based on a particular
religious tradition can endanger the harmony of the social order and the peaceful
co-existence of multiple religious faith traditions; it can give rise to fanatic, imposing
and violent forms of expression that threaten the secular fabric of the society and
spread intolerance of those faith traditions, different from its own dominant form.
This is what characterizes the contemporary social and political scenario, even of
our own nation.
We have many problems and challenges that confront our nation—problems
like, corruption, unemployment, poverty, ecological degradation, etc. However the
worst tragedy would be inter-religious conflict. The country will burn as it has often
happened in our history after independence. What can we do so that such tragedies
are not repeated? How can we arrive at a true, and therefore, lasting peace in the
midst of religious pluralism? The only way out is to uphold, defend and protect
the true spirit of secularism against all lunatics and fanatics who seeks to subvert
religion to suit their own hidden agenda; this is the only liberating pathway ahead
of our nation if we want to stay united as citizens, grow together and work for the
development of our nation.
To foster harmonious human living in the context of religious pluralism, it is not
enough that one understands the tenets of one’s own religion. It is important also
that we tune to the foundational wisdom common to all religions. To be committed
to one’s own and at the same time to respect the other’s, we certainly need a wider
horizon and often will have to seek, search and move beyond mere popular and
conventional perceptions of our own faith. No wonder that Jesus said: “Ask, seek
and knock.” Today many are the followers but few are the seekers in their own
journeys of faith. Please remember that the blind cannot lead the blind. If so both
will fall into the pit.
Right formation and guidance is expected of those who exercise that responsibility
in relation to others. As leaders (both political and religious), parents, academicians,
educators and students, we must be the guiding lights, the way farers, the visionaries
and the credible sign posts. There is urgency demanded of us that we remain
committed to the secular democratic principles, build up our country, protect and
defend the secular fabric of this nation. We must learn to build a nation where there
is unity in diversity, where people of different religions live together, where while
being committed to one’s own faith, everyone learns to respect the faith traditions
different from his/her own; we need a nation that is free from violent imposition
and moral policing. We as people of one nation, learn to live unitedly, harmoniously
and pool our resources and contribute to the development of our nation. This is a
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kind of education which we need to seek and strive after through our education in
liberal arts, sciences and humanities.
9.

FEW GUIDELINES TO STEER OUR WAY FORWARD

As we steer our way forward in a secular country striving to live our own faith,
what are some of few guidelines that we should follow? If we want to abide by
the principle of separation between state and religion, what should be some of the
guidelines that can indeed help us. In this journey forward, a statement that Jesus
offered in the Gospels can throw much light. A Pharisee, in order to drag Jesus into
a trap, asked him a question: “Teacher, we know that you are true, and teach the
way of God truthfully, and care for no man; for you do not regard the position of
men. Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” But
Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why put me to the test, you hypocrites? Show
me the money for the tax.” And they brought him a coin. And Jesus said to them,
“Whose likeness and inscription is this?” They said, “Caesar’s.” Then he said to
them, “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the
things that are God’s.” When they heard it, they marvelled; and they left him and
went away” (cf. Mt 22:16-22).
The Jews knew that there was no one who had a claim on their lives but God. Only
God was worthy of tribute, for only God had a claim on their lives. They hoped
Jesus would state that obvious truth and provide an “on the record” statement which
they could then use against him to have him arrested by the Romans for sedition,
because he was promoting non-payment of the Roman tribute tax.
But Jesus was too smart for them. He asks them to produce the coin which was
used to pay the tax and tell him whose image was on the coin. Of course it was
Caesar’s image. Only Caesar had the right to mint coins. Of course, in the process
of minting coins, Caesar would want to be sure and cover them with his image and
propaganda: including his face, name, and royal and divine titles. Jesus knew this
would be on the coin and so he skilfully eluded their trap by stating that if it bears
Caesar’s image then it must belong to Caesar and they should give it back to him.
Then Jesus goes one step further than they anticipated. He continues, “and give
to God what belongs to God.” What belongs to God? The Psalmist says: “The
earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof” (24:1). That is a fancy way of saying
that EVERYTHING on the earth belongs to God. And keeping with Jesus’ line of
thought, what is it that bears the image of God? In Genesis 1:26-27, we are told that
God created humankind in the image of God. We bear the image of God. That is
who we are, the incarnated, en-fleshed, image of God.
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By that understanding our very lives along with the entire world — sea, land,
air, and all the creatures that inhabit them, our families and our homes, the families
of other people throughout the world, all of it belongs to God. To give God what
is God’s is to use it all as responsible stewards of the Creator’s possessions and in
pursuit of that responsibility to honour God as the rightful owner of everything.
A deeper reading of the passage would also reveal a more fundamental truth
with many dimensions. “Give to God what belongs to God and give to Caesar
what belongs to Caesar.” This means that we must, first of all, discern clearly what
belongs to God and what belongs to Caesar. Secondly, we also need to be careful
not to give to Caesar what in fact should belong to God and reversely, not to give
to God what, in fact, should belong to Caesar. This can be a guiding principle as
we steer our way forward in a secular country, upholding the secular ideals and at
the same time, living our religious faith. Let us now explore the first part of the
statement.
9.1

Do not give to Caesar what belongs to God

Caesar stands for all our human leaders who are called into governance in
different fields, politics, religion, industry, entertainments, or sports. None of these
stars should be treated as God. Worship, adoration and surrender must be rendered
only to God and not to Caesar. If we do, it is idolatry. In the long run, all the
human leaders even in religion may stumble and fall. For example, we have several
of these leaders caught in all kinds of scandals and ended up in jail.
We should never make a cult of any human leader, whatever the field is. We
need to respect leaders, but do not make a cult of them. If we divinize them, despair,
frustration and disillusionment will come to us in the long run. Ultimately we will
be the losers. No single human leader can be the Messiah. We should not surrender
our hearts to them.
There are always dark sides to any human leader however efficient he may be. We
need to assess them by the quality of the fruitfulness that they bring out in the wider
society. If the end result is violence, polarisation, division, exclusion and mutual
suspicion, know that they are not good leaders.
In a multi religious society like, India, we should also not expect our political
leaders to propagate, defend and promote a particular religious faith. That is not their
role. If they do so for any reason, just know that they will use the religion to promote
their own goals, to assert their own power and to establish their own Kingdoms.
For the same reason, governance of nation should not be given to Sanyasis, Pujaries,
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Mullas or priests. Because, it is not their mission. These are people called to lead and
guide people to God and they should not occupy the chair of Caesar. It is Caesar’s
duty to construct our roads, build bridges, run our trains and buses and do politics.
To help him do so, we need to reimburse him from our earnings; we need to pay
the taxes needed for the construction and development of the nation.
9.2

Do not give to God what belongs to Caesar

It means first of all, that we should not bring politics into religion and avoid
politicization of faith, for example, asking for votes in the name of religion. We
must also see that the Government machinery and its resources are not used to
promote a particular religion. Also important is that in a secular nation, we should
not appeal to or manipulate religious sentiments to promote ourselves or sell one
political party or ideology.
We must also allow God to be God and do not sell our own images of God,
religion and practices and impose them on others (for example, moral policing,
lynching others if they do not conform to our own religious beliefs and practices
and violent imposition of our own brand of religion on others). Ask always the
question: Does the God in whom we believe rejoice when we impose, murder and
lynch another human being in his or her name? Is God that cruel? After all this
violence, how can we return home and sleep with a clear conscience? Can we truly
build up relationships of love even in our own family with such hatred and violence
committed against others? There is violence built in the heart of these lunatics and
that same violence will one day come to consume and bury them.
We must know that the true God only knocks, appeals, invites, proposes but
does not impose himself violently or forcefully; he respects our freedom. A forced
expression of love is no love at all. Our hearts must be free in relation to God — a
freedom that allows us to discern and make decisions that are free. There will be
divine retribution to those who walk away from the path of love, but that happens
only because of our own rebelliousness. We also should learn not to project on to
God our own idiosyncrasies, prejudices, discriminations and false judgements and
think that this is the way God thinks and acts.
We must pay taxes to government but not to God. Let the offerings of our
hearts, whatever they are, be directed to God; but let them be offered in all humility
and they are not to be trumpeted before others. They are not taxes or compensations
given to God for the services rendered to us. God is not to be engaged in a barter
deal. No God needs our donations of any kind. For the same reason, those human
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mediums who represent God cannot demand payment from others for the services
rendered in the name of religion. We need to give taxes to the Government but our
hearts to God.
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A FIDELITY THAT REBELS:
LESSONS FROM THE MOVIE WHALE RIDER
Dr. Paulson Veliyannoor, CMF

There are no two opinions that the Catholic Church is going through some very
hard times. The sexual abuse scandal that exploded nearly two decades ago does
not seem to end—newer cases are cropping up everywhere, including in some very
strong citadels of the Church.1 Pope Francis is coping criticism from within and
without for what some consider to be his too progressive stance on some moral
issues.2 There have been financial scandals and crises of disobedience in Vatican as
well as elsewhere.
The Church in India has been going through its share of problems and challenges
as well. The Syro-Malabar Church, together with its patriarch, has been mired for
some time in scams related to land sale.3 The most recent event in the Indian Church
has been the arrest of Bishop Franco Mulakkal of Jalandhar Diocese (currently
divested of his position) following the accusation of repeated rape of a religious
sister.4 This event has snowballed into a major crisis, precipitating, among other
things, the thorny issue of obedience, vowed by members of religious orders and
promised by diocesan clergy to their superiors. These events have led the laity, who
has been at the receiving end of a highly clericalized and ritualized Indian Church,
to release their pent-up frustrations and anger towards the hierarchy of the Church.
Even from within the hierarchy of the Church are emanating voices of dissent,
anger, frustration, and sense of betrayal. Some of those who had been spokespersons
for the hierarchy have become its staunch critics. The mushrooming of expansive
church structures, the funds for which are sometimes raised through forced
donations from the faithful, has become an eyesore for many. There were reports of
protests against the visit of George Cardinal Alancherry, the Major Archbishop of
the Syro-Malabar Church to the Syro-Malabar communities in England, the latter
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expressing their anger at what they perceived to be highhanded ways of dealing with
the diaspora and the financial exploitation they were subjected to.5 In every sense, a
great tsunami is threatening to engulf the Church, especially in India.
Mass Media with their insatiable need for breaking news as well as the proliferation
of social media networks such as Facebook and WhatsApp have helped these
challenges become the talk of the town and feeder for never-ending debates. Those
who are members of WhatsApp groups would know very well how the discourse
gets way too emotionally intensive and often times highly subjective, speculative,
and prematurely judgemental. Everyone seems to be an authority on what is
happening and oftentimes the exchange of ideas goes beyond the limits of dignity
and decorum, ambushing dissenting views and shaming those who dissent. In one
sense, it is providential that there are avenues where anyone can state one’s opinions
and be heard as well. For, it is necessary that there must be space for expression of
one’s feelings and ideas regarding what is happening within the Church. However,
what stands out in many interactions and debates is the bitterness and hostility that
seep out of them, hurting everyone, and one wonders if it does more harm than
good. There is real apprehension among those who care if the Church in India, very
specially the Church in Kerala, will end up like the secularized West with no space
for faith practices, that too, with a pace greater than what it took for the West to
reach where it is now.
The Thorny Issue of Religious Obedience
One of the key issues that has surfaced in the discussions—be they about
objections to Amoris Laetitia, handling of sexual abuse, protest by the priests of
the Nigerian diocese of Ahiara against the appoint of the bishop, or sisters taking
to the street to clamour for the arrest of Bishop Franco—is the issue of fidelity
and obedience to the Church teachings and hierarchy, which the clergy promise
during their ordination and the religious profess as simple or solemn vow as they
enter consecrated life. To what and to whom do we profess fidelity and obedience?
What are the limits of obedience? When does the duty to rebel take primacy over
obedience? Could there be a form of fidelity that has the power to rebel? And how
do we rebel?
The decree of the Vatican II on religious life, Perfectae Caritatis, has this
observation to make:
In professing obedience, religious offer the full surrender of their own
will as a sacrifice of themselves to God and so are united permanently and
securely to God’s salvific will […] Religious, therefore, in the spirit of faith
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and love for the divine will should humbly obey their superiors according
to their rules and constitutions.6

As is evident, the obedience is offered to God, and God’s Will is the primary
object or subject of one’s obedience; the superiors become only a conduit to discern
the same. And, in the true spirit of Vatican II, we know that this surrender is not
meant to be a lifeless one. This obedience is a call to be faithful to the source of
everything, God, using God-given faculties. For, the document goes on to say:
Realizing that they are contributing to building up the body of Christ
according to God’s plan, they should use both the forces of their intellect
and will and the gifts of nature and grace to execute the commands and
fulfill the duties entrusted to them. In this way religious obedience, far
from lessening the dignity of the human person, by extending the freedom
of the sons of God, leads it to maturity.7

In discussing the possible conflict between the ideals of obedience and freedom,
the apostolic exhortation Vita Consecrata has this to say:
In an especially vigorous way this obedience reproposes the obedience of
Christ to the Father and, taking this mystery as its point of departure,
testifies that there is no contradiction between obedience and freedom.
Indeed, the Son’s attitude discloses the mystery of human freedom as the
path of obedience to the Father’s will, and the mystery of obedience as the
path to the gradual conquest of true freedom. It is precisely this mystery
which consecrated persons wish to acknowledge by this particular vow.
By obedience they intend to show their awareness of being children of the
Father, as a result of which they wish to take the Father’s will as their daily
bread (cf. Jn 4:34), as their rock, their joy, their shield and their fortress
(cf. Ps 18:2).8

The instruction “The Service of Authority and Obedience: Faciem Tuam,
Domine, Requiram” from the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and
Societies of Apostolic Life makes it amply clear that such obedience is given to
God through human mediation, and therefore may involve limits and objections
in conscience to the human dynamics involved. Joseph Rovira offers a three-point
summary of the document, highlighting the above factors:
1) The constant reminder that we owe obedience to God alone, with
everything else amounting to mediations and the reality within which we
seek the divine will; 2) the emphasis on the fraternal-communal aspect and
on the fact of human maturity as the context for living out this service;
3) therefore, an awareness of limits, whether of the one obeying or the one
ordering, limits which give rise to understandable tensions, difficulties and
even “objection in conscience.”9
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It is these “understandable tensions, difficulties and even ‘objection in conscience’”
that are evident in the recent events. The religious (and Christians in general) are
called to have a “prophetic imagination” as well which calls for challenging the royal
imagination as the prophets and Jesus did.10 However, there is a danger when this
prophetic imagination loses its connection with the source. As Schneiders warns, “if
prophecy loses touch with the reign of God that it must serve, we will become rebels
without a cause, blind leaders of the blind.”11 Whereas it is understandable that the
bitterness and anger emerge from a sense of betrayal and pain, it is also necessary
that the faithful learn how to root for change within the Church, while remaining
an integral part of the Church, dissenting from a place of love and compassion. For,
this is what prophets did, and it is such kind of prophetic imagination that every
Christian has been called to embrace, thanks to the grace of Baptism.
Perhaps it is here we can learn a lesson or two from the world of cinematic
fiction. The New Zealand movie Whale Rider (2002) is a beautiful meditation on
how to dissent and work for positive change, while remaining firmly rooted in love
and compassion for those whom you challenge, with their warts and all. In this
paper, I will provide a brief synopsis of the movie, followed by its insights on the
theme under reflection and how it can be applied to those who want to see and
work for change within the Church. This is especially applicable in the context of
obedience in religious life, a topic that has been challenged much amidst some of
the crises that have hit the Church in India leading to much bad blood.
Synopsis of the Movie Whale Rider
The film Whale Rider12 is based on the novel of the same name by Witi Ihimaera.
Niki Karo did the script and direction for the celluloid version of the novel. The
movie premiered at the 2002 Toronto International Film Festival and has gone on
to win several awards round the globe. In 2005, it also made it to the British Film
Institute list of 50 films one should watch before turning 14.
The movie pivots on the myths and culture of the Whangara, an indigenous
Polynesian tribe, from the east coast of New Zealand. The Whangara are more
broadly referred to as Maori. They trace their origin to a single ancestor, Paikea,
who came to the shores riding a whale, escaping death when his canoe had given
way in the sea, thereby forming a deep existential bond with the whales. Since
then, the Maoris have lived in a rigid patriarchal structure wherein only a first-born
male could be considered direct descendant of Paikea, and therefore, become the
chieftain. The Maori chieftain had the sacred duty of being the custodian of the
tribal customs and traditions and carried a deep bond with the whales, the totem
animal of the Maori.13
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The movie Whale Rider is a fictional story of Paikea Apirana, a twelve-year-old
daughter of Porourangi, the first-born of the current chieftain, Koro. As per the
unbroken tradition of the Maori, Koro had wanted his first-born to be the next
chief, but to his deep sorrow, Porourangi had neither aptitude nor interest in the
role, and walked away. Fearing that the Maori culture would perish without a leader,
Koro looked forward to the first-born grandson; but his hopes were dashed when
his daughter-in-law gave birth to twins – a boy and a girl - but died in childbirth
taking the boy with her and leaving only the girl to survive. The voice-over of the
girl, Paikea, tells us at the very beginning of the movie: “There was no gladness when
I was born. My twin brother died and took my mother with him. Everybody was waiting
for the first-born boy to lead us but he died and I didn’t.” Koro wants Porourangi to
move on and get married again to beget another son; but the latter bursts out in
anger at his dad’s apathy and rigidity, and names the girl child Paikea, the name of
their ancestor, and walks away.
Pai grows up as the darling of everyone in the house, with a very special bond
with her grandfather, Koro, who loves her deeply. However, their relationship
deteriorates when Pai begins to assert her conviction that she is born to lead her
people. Paikea has a certain grace and poise and in-born leadership qualities that
keep surfacing in all her interactions with the people around. The audience is given
the first glimpse of the truth that Paikea is destined to be the leader when she
successfully repairs the torn rope used to start the motor for pumping water. She
had asked Koro about their ancestral history, and Koro used the analogy of the
rope which had been made out of various strands and referred to the strength of
the rope resulting from the cohesion of the strands to talk to her about the unity
of the tribe and how their story, like the long strong rope, went all the way back to
the first ancestor, Paikea. However, when he tries to start the motor by using the
rope, the rope breaks, and he goes in search of another one. In the meantime, Paikea
successfully ties the broken rope and starts the engine, seeing which Koro shouts at
her asking her never to do that again as it is dangerous. However, the audience is
left with the insight that under Koro’s leadership, the unity is breaking down and it
is left to Paikea to stitch it together again and make it work. But Koro is too blind
to see the writing on the wall.
When Koro, though fond of Paikea as a grandchild, screams that she is of
“no use” for the tribe, the tension deepens and her dad decides to take her with
him. But as she leaves, the whales react, and Paikea feels the call of the whales
in her gut and asks her dad to drop her back. She barges into the room where
Koro is closeted with other elders discussing plans to select an heir, and declares:
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“Paka, I am back.” From then on, she begins to assert her conviction of being
born to lead. Paikea’s grandmother, Nanny Flowers, angered by the discrimination
shown by her husband, supports Paikea in her every move, though she herself is
not fully aware of the destiny that awaits Paikea. When Koro begins a school to
train the first-borns in the tribal arts and to select the potential chief, Paikea wants
enrolled. When rebuffed, she secretly watches the lessons given, picks up the chants,
and masters the art of using taiaha, the sacred weapon, with the help of her uncle
Rawiri. Hemi is the first-born boy who grabs Koro’s attention as the potential heir
to succeed him; but Koro is devastated when he finds that Hemi picked up a fight
with Paikea using taiaha and was defeated by her. Rejecting Hemi as a probable,
Koro takes rest of the boys to the sea and gives them the ultimate test to be chosen
the chieftain-to-be: Koro removes the reiputa (whale-tooth) that he wore as the
chieftain and casts it into the sea in front of their eyes, and asks the boys to go
fetch it. But none of them succeeds. Paikea is the one who manages to recover it;
but the entire family keeps it as a secret away from Koro, as they felt he was “not
ready for the news.” Finally, on the school cultural night, Paikea reserves a seat for
Koro as her guest of honour and plans to surprise him with the news of her winning
the speech context; but Koro does not turn up, and Paikea delivers the speech in
honour of Koro, but with a broken heart and tears streaming down her face pained
at his rejection.
Paikea and family return to their house only to realize that the whales have
somehow landed at the beach, and are dying one by one. The entire tribe, as one
man, does its best to keep the whales alive and force them to return to the sea, but
somehow they refuse to. Koro, recognizing the master whale and believing that if the
master whale returns to the sea, all others will follow, seeks the help of everyone to
push the giant whale back to the sea, but does not succeed. When Paikea approaches
the whale, he screams at her to go back as he believed that her disobedience and
rebellion caused the entire tragedy. However, as everyone, tired to the bones, gives
up efforts for the day and returns to rest a bit, Paikea approaches the master whale
again, mounts on it — as once the ancestor Paikea mounted — and gently taps it to
move; and the whale takes off to the sea with her. Finding that other whales are also
moving back to the sea, Koro and the entire tribe turn back only to see little Paikea
on the master whale, speeding into deep waters. As Koro stands stunned, his wife
takes out the reiputa that Paikea had recovered from the sea and thrusts it into the
hands of Koro. In a flash, everything makes sense for Koro and for the first time he
realizes that he was wrong all along and Paikea indeed is the one to lead and whales
answer to her alone. They now fear for the death of Paikea, but she survives and
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Koro, totally repentant and absolutely grateful, anoints Paikea as the chieftain; the
entire tribe feels rejuvenated and the traditional festival boat (waka taua) is repaired
and colourfully launched into the sea with everyone participating in the traditional
war chant (haka) and Paikea leading them from the chieftain’s seat on the boat,
flanked by a beaming Koro on the side. The movie ends with this image lingering
and the voice-over of Paikea: “My name is Paikea Apirana and I come from a long line
of chiefs, stretching all the way back to the Whale Rider. I am not a prophet, but I know
that our people will keep going forward, all together, with all of our strength.”
Insights from the Whale Rider
The movie has been the subject of much discussion and scholarship on the role
of women in patriarchal societies;14 but it has many more nuanced reflections to
offer. As is evident, the key theme of the movie is the conflict between tradition
and change; and the theme refracts into conflicts between patriarchy and inclusion
of the feminine, gender discrimination and gender inclusiveness, prejudice and
open mindedness, and between rigidity and patient striving. These are all perennial
conflicts in any human society, played out in different forms and editions. They are
relevant conflicts in the context of the Church, which is the focus of our reflection
here. In dealing with this existential conflict, there are plenty of formative insights
the movie Whale Rider offers to us as a Church. I identify a few of them below:
The Establishment Seeks to Protect and Preserve Traditions
Any institution—be it political, cultural, religious—generally tends to maintain
status quo when it comes to traditions. It is no surprise, though. The very institution
itself is part of the tradition, and it is the traditions that elevate people to their roles
within the institutions. Therefore, the impulse to preserve traditions and be loyal
to them is a natural instinct, and a necessary one as well. Anyone who threatens it
is expelled or sacrificed with a deep sense of religiosity. Institutions, thus, tend to
operate on a scapegoat mechanism or sacrificial expulsion; and historical Christianity
has been no exception.15 At one level, Koro cannot be faulted for his passion and
conviction to maintain tradition even by expelling anyone who threatened it. For,
the loss of traditions is loss of the communal being. His very role was to be the
protector of the heritage the community had received. He fulfilled them to his
best. He was conditioned by his inherited ideas and ideals, which prevented him
from seeing the changing reality before him. Throughout the film you feel for this
character who means well and is honest to himself, but has become a prisoner of his
own beliefs.
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The same could be said of several members of the Church, especially those who are
in hierarchy. They have been appointed precisely to be the guardians of traditions,
and they grow into the image and likeness of that role day by day. It is important
to look at them with this perspective and compassionate understanding. Not all
traditions are bad; on the contrary, they are often good and necessary. They connect
us with our origins and give us a sense of belonging and direction. However, some
of these traditions may outlive their relevance as time passes by, and turn out to be
blocks to further growth and development; and instead of serving as lively arteries to
connect between our origins and destiny, they begin to atrophy. Koro failed to see
this. Sometimes the leaders of the Church can fail to see this reality too—at times
because they do not want to see, but oftentimes because they are so nested in their
status quo that they simply fail to see it. It is here we need genuine prophets with
prophetic imagination to hold a mirror against them as well as against all within the
Church to help us realize what is happening.
It is sad how Koro notices the breakdown of the tribal cohesion, but fails to see
himself as the potential cause. He is always looking outward to find a scapegoat,
and Pai was a convenient and proximate victim. Even when every effort to make
the whales return to the sea fails, he does not think of giving Pai a chance to do
something: He simply cannot see her contributing anything other than evil to
the system. Finally, it took a Taborian transfigurative moment to force his eyes
open to see, for the first time, the double-edged truth—the Himalayan truth of his
own colossal error and the irreversible election and destiny of Paikea Apirana. To
his credit, he surrendered to the truth at that very moment and embraced it with
repentance.
Fight the System from Within
One of the ways to respond to the clash between the unchanging tradition and
the pressing-to-be-born change is to give up the struggle and walk out. Who cares
if the system perishes; I just want to save myself. Another possible solution is to
exit the system and fight against it from the outside as an enemy. Perhaps there are
situations wherein either of these solutions, given the unique context, might be the
reasonable one, if not optimal. However, neither of these solutions is wholesome
and ideal. Exiting the system and allowing it to perish might do more harm than
good, and those who truly care may be left to rue. And, exiting and fighting it as an
enemy would only end up in an imitative sacrificial response that seeks to expel and
kill, but not to heal.
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Think for a moment: What would have happened to the Maori tribe if Paikea
had left with her father never to return? The culture that was dying would have
been left to die out and rot for want of a new leader, and she would not have a
Maori culture to return to later, ultimately losing her own ground. She would have
preserved her life, but her life would have been less than fulfilling and devoid of her
own cultural roots. The same can happen in religious communities. No religious
community is ideal, every community is but a shadow of its Platonian prototype.
To exit it is easy; but a typical behavioural trait of those who exit religious/priestly
life or the Catholic Church is a perennial, compulsive need to justify their decision
by continuous negative critique of religious/priestly life or the Church. Whereas
there are always elements worth critiquing, such compulsive criticism appears more
a defense mechanism than a constructive one or one that emerges from deep love
for the Church or religious/priestly life.
Paikea was convinced of her call, a call that began hazy and unclear but as
something that she felt deeply within her gut. Her love for the culture and
the traditions was genuine and deep. So was her love for her Koro, whom she
affectionately called Paka. When everyone around Koro found fault with him, she
alone showed deep understanding for his inner torture and empathized with him;
while never compromising the conviction about her own vocation. She disobeyed
Koro in many ways; but she would never allow anyone to water down his authority
or standing in the society. She never allowed any traditional practice to suffer;
rather, she participated in them fully, while at the same time working towards a
change. It is this love for the community and its chieftain and traditions that kept
her within the system. But remaining within the system, she led her own fight—not
out of compulsion or hate, but out of genuine love and conviction. How does such
a stance compare with the sights of immature defiance and wild celebrations and
distribution of candies by some religious sisters when Bishop Franco was arrested
and jailed in Kerala? Even when their demand for arrest of the Bishop was genuine,
one would have expected an expression of sobriety and even sadness at the depths
to which ecclesiastical positions have fallen in some cases. A fidelity that seeks to
rebel does so with genuine pain at the unwholesome realities, with deep love for the
community that lives through the same, and when one sees the rebellion succeeding
at the unavoidable cost of some individuals, you feel for them, respect and defend
their basic human dignity, but still go on fighting the system for a change.
Faithfulness to the Original Source Matters
In a rebellion that seeks change, where do the loyalties lie? The fidelity that
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rebels must be a fidelity that remains true and committed to the original source. If
Pai defied Koro in several matters, yet acknowledged and defended before others
his primacy, it was because she remained connected to the original source and
inspiration of her community. She had an inborn and visceral connection to the
whales, the totem animal of the Maori. She could hear them. She could sense them.
When she was forced to leave Koro’s household to go and live with her father, the
whales reacted; and her innate connection with and orientation to the whales, the
spiritual guardians of the Maori, led her unconscious to pick up the sensations,
inspiring her to cut short the journey and return to the household and declare to
Koro three times, indicating her definitiveness: “Paka, I am back […] But I am
back. I am back.” Her fidelity to the origins is repeatedly hinted at in the movie by
showing her seated in the waka and having a gut-level connection to the whales
every time she had to suffer for her prophetic role.
I have come across situations where religious have left the Order because a
superior behaved unjustly to them, or the provincial did not send them for the
studies they wanted or give them the appointment they sought. There have been
occasions, during the organic growth and bifurcation of provinces, where members
have opted to move to the newly minted province not because of authentic reasons,
but simply because they did not want to remain in a province where a certain person
was the provincial—even when they knew very well that that provincial’s term could
end in another few more years! To whom do they owe fidelity? To a mere individual
or to God who called them? Their vocation seems founded on brittle foundations
and it would be no wonder if they remain unhappy and unfulfilled in their newly
chosen province or mission, because the problem is not basically with the person
they are fleeing, but with themselves! As a saying goes, “where ever you go, there
you are!” It is their own self they must address and work on, not the provincial or
the superior or the community member whom they blame.
This fidelity to the original charism is what Schneiders refers to in her paper on
obedience and dissent:
The prophetic imagination emerges whenever fidelity to a community’s
founding inspiration is effectively evoked to energize movement toward an
alternative future which stands more in continuity with that past and thus
stands a better chance of improving the condition of those victimized by
the present regime. 16

Jesus was the exemplar of such obedience to the original source, his own Father.17
It is such obedience to the source that gave him the clarity to rebel against the
corruption of the hierarchy, even when he respected their God-given authority.
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In consecrated life too, this example of Christ translates as obedience to God and
fidelity to the founding charism. Vita Consecrata observes that it is to the founding
charism that one remains faithful and it is such creative fidelity that gives them
clarity of thought and purpose even to rebel for the sake of the real good:
In the first place, there is the need for fidelity to the founding charism
and subsequent spiritual heritage of each Institute. It is precisely in this
fidelity to the inspiration of the founders and foundresses, an inspiration
which is itself a gift of the Holy Spirit, that the essential elements of the
consecrated life can be more readily discerned and more fervently put into
practice [....] Institutes of Consecrated Life are thus invited courageously
to propose anew the enterprising initiative, creativity and holiness of their
founders and foundresses in response to the signs of the times emerging in
today’s world. This invitation is first of all a call to perseverance on the path
of holiness in the midst of the material and spiritual difficulties of daily life.
But it is also a call to pursue competence in personal work and to develop
a dynamic fidelity to their mission, adapting forms, if need be, to new
situations and different needs, in complete openness to God’s inspiration
and to the Church’s discernment.18

Paikea’s was such a creative fidelity. She suffered in the process, though; but
ultimately, the victory was hers and for the entire community, including her Koro.
Where do our fidelities stand and how do we live out our creative fidelity?
Empathic Love as the Link between Obedience and Prophetism
What defines, guides, and redeems a fidelity that seeks to rebel, drinking from
the source of the original inspiration? It is love that empathizes. What’s the point
in speaking in tongues or knowing the hidden mysteries of the universe or playing
the greatest prophet or social activist or raising people from the dead or fasting unto
death, if there is no love in the heart? As St. Paul would remind the Corinthians,
Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not
proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily
angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but
rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes,
always perseveres. (1 Corinthians 13: 4-7, NRSV)

The heart of a genuine prophecy that seeks change and works towards it is love.
It is such love that made saints and martyrs of those whose fidelity rebelled. It is
such love that moved the greatest of rebels, Jesus Christ, and his many followers
that included Paul the Apostle, Francis of Assisi, John of the Cross, Therese of Avila,
Theresa of Kolkata, Oscar Romero and innumerable others. It is the absence of such
love that doomed many prophets who ended up enemies of the Church, the world,
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and themselves. Love, love alone justifies an obedience that rebels at the service of
prophesy. Love, love alone ensures that it does so not to hurt, but to heal; not to
exclude, but to embrace; not to shame, but to redeem; not to kill, but to give life.
If there is any one individual who understands Koro and refuses to judge him,
but loves him to the extreme, it is Paikea. Koro’s leadership does not inspire the
tribe. The old order is somehow dying. The center does not hold. The young
generation, presenting the traditional chants, disrespectfully and playfully vitiate
the atmosphere, and the elders join them in silly laughter, even in the presence of
Koro. It is Paikea then, keeping her cool and disregarding the disrespectful sounds,
continues the chant and completes it. When Koro shouts that Pai is of no use
to her, she overhears it and runs out to the waka in the dark. Her father follows
her and comforts her by blaming Koro for his insensitive comments; but she does
not agree: “He didn’t mean it, about me.” Porourangi says that Koro is looking for
something that does not exist anymore, and Pai counters him saying that Koro is
looking for a leader and they do exist. When Nanny Flowers—Koro’s wife and Pai’s
grandmother— in an attempt to console Pai after Koro’s angry eruption at the
dining table, remarks that sometimes they will have to simply let him think that he
is the boss, Pai defends Koro: “He is the boss.” At another moment, Pai worries for
Koro and asks Nanny: “What if he fails, Nanny? […] And what will happen to him?
[…] It is not Koro’s fault, Nanny […] Not that I am a girl.”
With all his efforts to find a successor failing and his ideal world falling apart
around him, Koro sits in the dark and calls out to the ancestor whales in all his
angst. The entire world—both physical and spiritual— is deaf to him; but Pai alone
understands his pain. Seated on the waka, she hears his cry and realizes: “He was
calling to the ancient ones, asking them to help him. But they weren’t listening.” So she
tries. “And they heard me.” Not surprisingly, as she plunges into the sea to recover
Koro’s reiputa, she also captures a crab for making tea with it for her Paka, to bring
him back to health. That’s empathy in its splendour. The director also provides us
a hint in that scene that the recovery of the reiputa would be the signal that would
ultimately open the eyes of the chieftain and bring him back to his wholesome
health.
Paikea’s heart is one that seeks to hold the old and the new in creative tension,
rejecting neither. If she rebels, it is only at the service of a fidelity to a call; and
the rebellion is never against an individual, but a tradition whose time has come
to die and to be reborn in newer form. That Koro is the center of her life and her
undeniable leader is evident when she invites him to be her guest of honour at the
cultural night, reserving a special place for him and dedicating her prize-winning
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speech for him. “This speech is a token of my deep love and respect for Koro Apirana,
my grandfather,” so she begins her speech glancing tearfully at the vacant chair left
for her Paka. And, as is evident, the entire speech is actually meant for him—to
help him see the bigger picture, to realize that the turn of events is nobody’s fault,
and everyone can be in it together to seek a new destiny. The speech also showcases
her deep understanding and pain at the heavy cross her Paka is carrying. For she
says, interspersed with sobs and tears, not merely expressive of her sorrow at the
absence of her Paka at the show, but far more expressive of an empathic sharing of
his existential sorrow as her own:
Because sometimes, even if you’re the leader and you need to be strong...you can
get tired. Like our ancestor, Paikea, when he was lost at sea … and he couldn’t
find the land, and he probably wanted to die. But he knew the ancient ones
were there for him … so he called out to them to lift him up and give him
strength. This is his chant. I dedicate it to my grandfather.

With that she does the chant which brings the whales to the shore for the
denouement. And we get a final glimpse at her empathy and connectedness to her
Paka when she sees Koro looking at her riding the whale as their ancestor did—
the moment of revelation that had the power either to shatter him to pieces or to
redeem him. Recognizing the sword piercing his soul, she whispers from the top of
the whale: “It’s okay, Paka.” While watching the movie, these words of Paikea hit
me as reminiscent of the revelatory words of Jesus to the mystic Julian of Norwich:
“All shall be well. All shall be well; and all manner of thing shall be well.”19 And
Julian observes: “This was said so tenderly, without blame of any kind toward me or
anybody else.”20 Similarly, Pai’s words were an invitation for Koro to see everything
that unfolded as part of a greater design and to rest easy. It was her way of offering
him absolution and his moment of redemption, without any kind of blame towards
him or anyone else. Only love can do so.
Conclusion
In the present crisis that has engulfed the Universal Church as well as particular
churches such as the ones in India, the questions to ask are these: If you feel called to
be a prophet whose fidelity seeks to rebel, do you still have an empathic understanding
towards those who resist you, of their fears and concerns? Do you care enough to
remain within the system and lovingly fight its warts? Does your prophesy emerge
from a fidelity to the original source and not from your own narcissistic wounds and
compulsions? And finally, is your prophetism born of and sustained by an empathic
love that seeks to bless and redeem, to absolve and to include, to heal and revive? If
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your answers to these four questions are in the affirmative, may God who began the
good work in you bring it to completion!
What the hierarchy or those at the receiving end of the rebellion need to guard
against is the tendency towards royal consciousness21 that seeks to silence the voices
of dissent or rebellion. The authentic royal consciousness they should actually take
part is the consciousness of Jesus that remained faithful to the Reign of God, and
not the false royal consciousness of the powers and principalities that ruled the
world. Such an openness will keep them grounded and alert to the signs of the times
as well as to co-opt such rebellion for the purpose of advancing the mission of the
Reign of God. This in turn will make them genuine prophets who join hands with
other genuine prophets to will only one thing: Kingdom of God taking root in and
amidst human hearts.
Whale Rider provides a beautiful parable as to how to realize change embracing
everyone while remaining firmly rooted in and faithful to one’s vocation. As a
concluding aside, it is worth commenting that the ratio institutionis of on-going
formation, which is “an intrinsic requirement of religious consecration”22 must
include such creative and reflective use of classic movies and literary classics especially
novels, as fruitful adjuncts to the traditional courses and content of such formation.
After all, “the universe is made of stories, not of atoms,”23 and human beings, of
whatever age, connect with stories and are much more open to be transformed by
stories than by theories. It must be precisely this universal truth that made Jesus
use parables as his primary mode of teaching. What such stories provide is a space
for safely “othering” one’s own struggles and dilemmas in living the intricate and
challenging human mystery, and yet, applying the insights to oneself in the sacred
privacy of the nakedness of one’s own soul. Whale Rider is one such movie that
provides this space for those looking around for a template to fight for change while
remaining faithful to one’s roots.
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ECCLESIASTICAL OFFICES AT THE SERVICE OF PASTORAL
MINISTRY: THE NOTION OF ECCLESIASTICAL OFFICE IN THE
1983 CODE OF CANON LAW
Dr. Jose Ammaikunnel, CMF

Introduction
In the Church, there are well defined offices which are meant for her smooth,
well organized functioning. Hearing about the “Ecclesiastical office”, we may have
a negative thought of authority and power but the ecclesiastical offices are mainly
for the “pastoral ministry” though not in the strict sense of the term. Moreover, it
is from the pastoral image of the Church that her juridical order draws significance;
it is the manifestation of the pastoral order in the manifold ways that the juridical
order is established. The Church uses various means for attaining the supreme
objective of salus animarum (salvation of the souls). The system of “office” is one of
the prominent means among them. This institution visibly serves the purpose of the
Church in such a way that the official ecclesiastical functions and responsibilities
are attached to specific, juridically determined positions that are entrusted to legally
competent persons, who carry them out in the name of the Church for the spiritual
benefit of her members (CIC c. 145 §1).
In conformity with traditional practice and doctrinal progress, the Church has
also created, adapted and developed her own legal system, so that her pastoral
mission may be carried out effectively and in an organized manner.
The 1983 Code contains a broad definition of ecclesiastical office in canon 145:
An ecclesiastical office is any post which by divine or ecclesiastical disposition is
established a stable manner to further a spiritual purpose.1

The second paragraph of CIC c. 145 asserts that the obligations and rights
proper to individual ecclesiastical offices are defined either in the law by which
Joseph Ammaikunnel, CMF is a Claretian missionary. He holds a doctorate in canon law from Lateran University,
Rome. Currently he is a professor at Sanyasa: Institute of Consecrated Life (SICL), Bangalore, visiting professor at
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the office is constituted or in the decree of the competent authority by which the
office is at the same time constituted or conferred.
In the definition of ecclesiastical office in the 1983 Code, there is no distinction
between the office in the broad sense and in the narrow sense. The office in the
narrow — real and proper — was limited to the ecclesiastical activities of those who
received the sacrament of the order or are called to the power of jurisdiction. In
fact, only the clerics were qualified to hold the ecclesiastical offices. The laypersons
were excluded. But now that concept has changed and the modern understanding is
that all activities performed by a baptized person in the Church are real and proper
ecclesiastical office. Therefore, even the layperson can be the titular of it.2 According
to J.I. Arrieta, the ecclesiastical office in the proper sense is an organizational unit
established in the Church so that the Church can realize her proper end. It is an
abstract subjective unit attributed with precise public roles.3
The new concept of ecclesiastical office in the Code defers from the narrow sense
used in the CIC 1917 because it does not require the exercise of power of order or
jurisdiction for all the ecclesiastical offices. The 1983 Code modifies the narrow sense
of the 1917 Code by adding two elements, namely the subjective stability of the
ecclesiastical office (stabiliter constitutum) and the objective element that refers to the
formalities of the constitution of the office (ordinatione sive divina sive ecclesiastica).
And these two elements, we cannot find in the Second Vatican Council.4
1.1. The Concept of Munus in the Ecclesiastical Office
The first concept in the definition of the ecclesiastical office is “function” (munus)
and that has a general meaning — any function (quodlibet munus) — Functions or
munera are the activities that are not qualified as offices. In the Church the offices
have special importance. Munera (functions) and office are the expressions that
facilitate the continued growth and sanctification of the Church.5
According to J.I. Arrieta, in the canonical order of the Church, office configured
as an organizational technique for designating different ecclesiastical responsibilities6
and, hence for distributing the public functions of the Church in a stable manner7.
The organizational set up involves specific functions in a unitary central structure,
with holders of titles of relative juridical positions of rights and obligations, and
individual and specific organizations with proper rules and principles. This is
evident in the central ecclesiastical organization, in the diocesan organization, in the
administrative organization, in the juridical organization, the pastoral organization
and so on.
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In the perspectives of public function and organization, ecclesiastical office
may be understood in the following way: it is a juridical factor for determining
the ministries previously received8; provides objectives in the exercise of
public functions; serves to execute public administration; is functional for
the delimitation of the subjective juridical situation deriving from the public
function of the Church.9 In this regard, such an office could also be conceived
as a transpersonal subject to whom law attributes certain types of competences
of public nature.10 The concrete entitlement takes place through the canonical
conferral of offices, by means of that a specific person becomes the holder of
office.11 According to Arrieta, ecclesiastical office covers certain integrative
elements, such as abstract juridical subjectivity erected by an ecclesiastical
authority in a stable manner12, with a legitimate canonical provision, namely,
the juridical attribution of competences and so on13. To clarify his views in this
line, he refers to other authors such as E. Labandeira and J.A. Souto.14 Offices are
constituted and organized in view of satisfying the proper needs of the ecclesial
community. In this regard, offices fulfil three interrelated functions: 1) they
externalize the public administration of the Church and thus determine the active
abstract subjects of the pastoral functions (ministers or pastors); 2) by entrusting
the ecclesiastical office to a person, a subject who can act with the authority of
the Church is specially determined and 3) the creation of ecclesiastical offices
establishes a relationship between the organization and those who are served.15
In short, Arrieta presents ecclesiastical office as a juridical means for entrusting
various public functions of the Church to legally competent persons who are at
the service of the ecclesial community.16 The legal competent is not based on the
Holy orders.
1.2. The Competent Authority to Constitute the Office
The second aspect of the ecclesiastical office is the competent authority to
constitute the office. Church offices are not created by secular authorities; neither
are they created by private individuals or groups. They must have an appropriate
canonical origin.17 Therefore, in the Church no secular authority or any private
individual or any group or groups have the jurisdiction to create an ecclesiastical
office. The ecclesiastical office can have its origin both in the divine18 ordinance and
in the positive ecclesiastical ordinance.
According to Arrieta the ecclesiastical offices have three interrelated functions:
The concrete legitimization is manifested through a specific person
who becomes holder of an office. The ecclesiastical office fulfils three
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interrelated functions. First, the ecclesiastical office externalizes the public
administration of the Church and thus determines the active abstract
subjects of the pastoral functions (ministers or pastors). Second, by
entrusting the ecclesiastical office to a person, the subject who can act with
the authority of the Church is specially determined. Third, the creation of
ecclesiastical office establishes a relationship between the organization and
those who are served.19

Even when we say ecclesiastical offices as divine origin, nothing prevents the
ecclesiastical laws to specify its contents, formulating other rights and duties
and hypothesizing different modalities of its exercise. It can happen when the
office is constituted by decree and this constituted office should also be given to
a particular subject and therefore, the same decree has to define the rights and
duties of the person who hold the office.20
1.3. The Competent of Stability of Office
Another important aspect of the ecclesiastical office is that it is constituted in
a stable manner. In the case of divine institution, stabiliter means “in a definitive
and essential way”; in the case of the human (ecclesial authority) institution,
stabiliter means “in a permanent way, even if it is not necessary”, that is to say,
it won’t establish differently until a new initiation arrives.21
According to James H. Provost, the ecclesiastical offices are created in a stable
manner, in the objective sense. He writes:
The canon says an office is “constituted” in a stable manner. This is the
objective sense of the term, and is in keeping with canonical tradition.
An office is created to assume that a given function will continue in the
Church, even after the initial officeholder departs. An office exists for the
good of the Church and does not depend on the charisma or gifts of a
particular officeholder.22

The office holder can change or be absent for more times, in this case the
office is vacant. But the office remains even if there is no office holder. This
is called the objective stability.23 The subjective stability means that the office
holder possesses it for a period of time.24 This is clearly stated by J.I. Arrieta:
Although the office is established and entrusted to a holder, the absence
of an incumbent, for any reason, does not affect the juridical existence of
the office. For this reason each office must be established in the abstract
(CIC c. 148) and simultaneously or subsequently conferred to an office
holder by canonical provision (CIC c. 147).25

When we analyse the ecclesiastical office, we can find certain offices are temporary
in nature, for example the office of Vicar General. When the diocesan see becomes
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vacant the office of the Vicar General is also vacant. According to Arrieta:
The general affirmation of juridical stability of the office, however, is subject
to qualification. There are two examples of offices with temporary stability.
A) the provisory establishment of office, for example, in the designation
of the provisional office of diocesan administrator in the case of vacant see
(CIC c. 421) and B) the temporary establishment of institutions to which
the office belong, for example, the session of the synod of bishop or the
particular councils26.

However, this temporary nature does not affect the stable nature of the
ecclesiastical office.
1.4. The Concept of Spiritual Purpose
In the Church, the ecclesiastical offices are constituted for the spiritual purpose.
This spiritual finality is the aim that justifies the creation of ecclesiastical offices, as
well as the type of juridical configuration and the rights and duties attributed to
them.27 In finem spiritualem means that the activity which deals as an ecclesiastical
finality, has, then the purpose to attain a bonum ecclesiae (good of the church). On
the other hand, the in finem spiritualem confirms that the activity is an activity of the
Church.28 But the spiritual purpose cannot be always the end of all the ecclesiastical
office, as it is clear from such mundane realities as temporal goods in the Church
which exist for the spiritual purposes of providing for divine worship, the support
of clergy and other ministers and works of the apostolate and charity.29 So any office
becomes ecclesiastical if it directly or indirectly acquires the scope of the salvation of
the soul through the exercise of the ordinary power (CIC c.1752).30
According to James H. Provost, when a function is constituted as an ecclesiastical
office, the effect is that the person who performs that function for a spiritual purpose
does so in the name of the Church. The spiritual purpose is provided not on the
initiative of the individual, nor as the result of the person’s charisma alone, but
primarily as an act of the Church, for officeholders act in the name of the Church
when they carry out Christ’s priestly, prophetic, or royal function in virtue of their
office.31
There is a tendency to confuse the ecclesiastical offices with the word munus.
Mosconi observes: The criteria of discernment obviously makes reference to what
is described recapitulating the canonical notion of an office on the basis of the
present code. To affirm that to be in the presence of an ecclesiastical office, there
is a need to verify first of all if we are in front of a munus. The term that appears
seventy seven times in the text of the code generally points out a function and
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designates therefore one or more functions attributed to a particular subject. An
office is not therefore a provision purely honorific, but it has to correspond to
an effective form of work to help other people, in other words it appears to be of
public relief in the Church. It can be of different nature (quodlibet) that is with
a function of consultative or supervisory character exercised by an individual or
several people in a collegial way.32
P. Erdő in his article “Sacra ministeria e ufficiecclesiastici per eccellenza”, tries
to investigate the use of the three concepts munus, officium and ministerium in
canon law.33 He distinguishes first of all those activities of the Faithful, which
they accomplish on the basis of their individual responsibility and those, which
they perform in the name of the Church. Those activities, which can be qualified
as “ecclesiastical” and which are performed in the name of the Church, that
is to say, public activities, can be called “‹services” (ministeri) of the Church.
He again distinguishes between the sacred ministries (ministeri sacri), which are
linked with the special mission of the sacred ministers and “simple ministries” or
“services” (ministeri semplici). When a ministry is carried out in the framework
of a juridical institute, which involves the entrusting of the complex of rights and
obligations related to this public activity to a person, then it can be considered
as a charge, that is to say, a public munus in a special sense. Such public tasks or
charges, which are established in a stable manner, and which correspond to the
criteria of CIC c. 145 §1 (and without doubt to those of CCEO c. 936 §134) can
very well be termed as ecclesiastical offices.35
Erdő further makes a distinction between those ecclesiastical offices, which
laypersons can undertake (uffici laicali, official ecclesiastica laicorum), and those,
which only clerics can assume (uffici clericali, official sacra).36 Therefore, the offices
that are undertaken by the laypersons are all those ecclesiastical offices which do
not require the power of sacred ordination. However, the basic offices are clerical
ones, and they exist by virtue of divine law. Next to these basic offices, there are
other clerical offices, which exist on account of ecclesiastical law. In addition to
all these, there exist other offices, which are also stably constituted for exercising
certain tasks of the Church, and which are performed in the name of the Church
for the salvation of souls. This last mentioned category of offices can also be
assumed by laypersons.37 Thus, for Erdő, the internal distinction of offices on
the basis of ministerial charges and the capacity of their holders on canonical
determination are basic in explaining ecclesiastical office.
According to S. Berlingò, the present canonical notion of office has contributed
to reducing some misunderstandings concerning the same notion that existed
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previously. The new notion, to a great extent, is a clarification and it is not
only rich in ecclesiological implications, but also useful for a better pinpointing
of some juridical concepts.38 As for Arrieta, so also for Berlingò, office in the
canonical order has an important “functional” and “organizational” value. He
writes about the functional concept and notion of office as: “una determinazione
oggettiva intesa a disciplinare in modo razionale le attività necessarie per il realizzarsi
dell’ordinamento”.39 Berlingò, in this perspective, seems to articulate office in
the wider functional dimensions. Ecclesiastical office, as he explains, consists in
that function (teaching, sanctifying and governing) which is exercised in view
of a spiritual purpose, and that is objectively determined with its connotation
of obligation.40 The objective determination of obligations is for achieving the
proper ends of the entity.41
Just like Berlingò, J.H. Provost also seems to link the institution of office with
theological grounds. The Church has developed various legal structures to carry
out her mission of continuing the work of Christ in the world. The institution of
office is one among them, because, “in the Church, office is a function established
in a stable manner by divine or ecclesiastical ordinance, to be carried out for a
spiritual purpose by the one who has been legitimately appointed to the office.42
Office provides a key structure in support of the Church’s mission. Erecting
a position as an ecclesiastical office is a commitment by Church officials to the
people of God that this function is important enough, even when the initiator of
the office is no longer available. By the institutions of office, which are established
and exercised on the force of prescribed laws and regulations, the faithful are
assured that they are served by competent ministers.43
Conclusion
According to canon law, an office in the Church in its very constitutional level has
divine and ecclesiastical elements. In order to constitute an office by the ecclesiastical
authority, the ecclesiastical authority should have the specific authority. But as
a matter of fact, the law does not sufficiently specify the ecclesiastical authorities
and their competence to constitute offices in the Church, except in some special
situations. Thus, the constitution of an office in the Church is ultimately related to
an administrative act.
Offices are certain qualified functions in the mission of the Church exercised by
physical persons who enjoy the basic capacity provided by baptism. However, while
all the faithful hold these functions on the solid basis of the ontological capacity
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supplied by baptism, clerics do it on account of their additional capacity rendered
by sacred ordination. The sacred ministries and the ecclesial functions presuppose
the existence of a juridical power of governance. This power, which has special
characteristics due to the sacramental structure of the Church, can be considered in
a theological as well as in juridical and canonical perspectives. Thus it is particularly
manifested in the dynamism of a joint effort for a common goal. By employing
the principles of dignity and personal responsibility of the faithful are reasonably
recognized, the exercises of offices are efficiently facilitated and the greater good of
the ecclesial community is guaranteed.
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Recapturing the Contemplative Dimension of
Consecrated Life for More Effective Mission
Sr. Lifey Paul, SJB

In recent times the pace at which science and technology has been developing is
incredible. The breakthroughs in contemporary science like the Human Genome
Project, the discovery of the God Particle and of Gravitational Waves, etc., give
a dazzling picture of the power of modern human’s scientific and technological
progress. At the same time, today’s world also witnesses the disheartening scenario of
stark spiritual poverty, widespread unhappiness, aimlessness — particularly among
the youth, meaninglessness of life, consequent despair, and so on. This is manifested
in the rising number of suicides in various parts of the world, economic disparity,
corruption, poverty, etc. This scenario of the world was prophetically expressed by
Martin Luther King Jr. in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech in 1964. He stated:
Modern man has brought this whole world to an awe-inspiring threshold of the
future. He has reached new and astonishing peaks of scientific success. He has
produced machine that think […]. Yet, in spite of these spectacular strides in science
and technology and still unlimited ones to come, something basic is missing. There
is a sort of poverty of the spirit, which stands in glaring contrast to our scientific
and technological abundance. The richer we have become materially, the poorer we
have become morally and spiritually.

It is a sad fact that material prosperity is almost always accompanied by spiritual
poverty. This paradoxical situation is not limited to laypersons only, unfortunately
even men and women of religious congregations have become victims of this
unhealthy paradox, especially in contemporary times. Our religious houses are
supposed to be the storehouses of moral and spiritual energy where others can
recharge their spiritual batteries. This implies the permeating presence of a divinely
saturated atmosphere in our institutions. But, in the real life, we are swayed by
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narrow, petty, parochial considerations. As Martin Luther King Jr. has expressed
beautifully, there is a sort of maddening pursuit to accumulate wealth, power, and
status to the total exclusion of the humanness in us. Our institutions of learning are
preparing efficient individuals, but not good citizens or humans. It seems to me that
this paradoxical situation has come about mainly because contemporary men and
women have been neglecting the dimension of the spirit, especially of the spirit and
practice of contemplation. And in my search for the influence of the contemplative
dimension in religious life, I came across the opinions expressed by many, either
in the printed media or in discussions, that the interest in contemplative life has
decreased a lot especially among the young religious because of the excessive
influence of purely worldly things and comfort.
It may not be an exaggeration to say that religious life is in a state of crisis.
While appreciating the many positive changes in recent years, we cannot deny the
fact that there is an erosion of credibility in the way religious life is lived today.
Absence of a vibrant spirituality can be sensed everywhere. Often the deliberations
of General and Provincial Chapters, which reflect a high degree of radicalism and
hard options, remain so only on paper for many religious orders. The vast majority
are cocooned in comfort zones of security. This has resulted in a lot of pessimism
and disappointment both within and outside religious life. The widespread malaise
of individualism, consumerism and careerism has considerably weakened the spirit
of commitment and availability among many religious.1 A crisis is a situation in
which one of the two results is certain: either a deep transformation or a sad decline
and gradual disappearance of the original system.
In order to comprehend the present situation regarding the contemplative
dimension of life lived by the religious an empirical study was conducted in my
Province using questionnaires. To my surprise all the participant without any
exception voiced strongly that there is a need for each of them to make their prayer
life deep and incessant. Given below are some of the hurdles I could analyze from
the study as the barriers to the contemplative dimension of the life of the religious
today, and it calls for a deep self-searching and transformation.
The Barriers to the Contemplative Dimension
Shallow God-Experience
Religious life on the whole seems to manifest shallowness of God-experience.
In 1975 Vandana Mataji had once said that the religious of our times seemed not
to have enough spirit of contemplation and serenity to enter into relationship with
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others and to grasp what reality was. She described religious life as having become a
smooth and easy way of life, an uninterrupted enjoyment of the goods of providence,
full meals, soft clothing, well-furnished houses, the pleasure of senses, the feeling
of security, the consciousness of wealth and power. Excessive institutionalism has
sucked the spirit and vitality of religious life today. Increasingly, security of the
institution has removed the basic insecurity demanded by the Gospel. One of the
reasons identified in the case of many for leaving the consecrated life is the absence
of spiritual life.2 Many religious are entirely lost in their work, neglecting their
contemplative dimension. They give themselves entirely to their work of service at
the cost of their contemplative dimension. This seems to have chocked the spirit of
religious life today.
Untapped Natural Instinct for Prayer
Humans, by their basic nature, are inclined to commune with God. As
St. Augustine puts it insightfully, they yearn for God, and remain unsatisfied until
they rest in God. This fundamental hunger for God is the basis of contemplative
prayer. But today, even for the religious who are convinced of the necessity of the
encounter with the Lord in prayer, prayer is often reduced to mere recitation of
some formulas. Moreover, the one or two half-hours set aside by the rule for prayer
is often looked upon as the heaviest of burdens. Often most of us take to some
reading, or think of personal matters, or fall asleep. Even we try to trim off as much
as we can from our prayer time to give it to what seems to be a more important
employment. We fail to give in to the natural instinct for prayer. We are willing to
forgo the need of encountering the Lord in prayer.
Lack of Time for Prayer
Some people protest saying that they do not get sufficient time for prayer either
because they have work that they cannot neglect or the persons available are not
sufficient in the community to carry out the mission. The duties of their state in
life come first and should be preferred to prayer. But it is not correct to say that
we have no time for prayer. The time we devote to anything depends on the value
we attach to it. Appreciation of a thing is decisive in determining the amount of
time allotted for it. Our appreciation for God is proportionate to the time we are
prepared to spend for Him. As Jesus has said, “where your treasure is, there your
heart will be also” (Mt 6:21). We always find time for anything that we consider
important. Hence the complaint, we have no time to pray, boils down to this that
we are not serious about our prayer-life. The problem of prayer is not primarily one
of time but of personal interest.
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Changing Concept of Prayer
Many modern religious are tempted to think that their ministry is their prayer.
Such a concept is theologically and psychologically wrong. We know beyond doubt
that no one does work while praying, unless that person regularly stops working
and prays. Falling an easy prey to activism means emphasizing the pillar of work,
action, to the detriment of personal and community life, damaging the dimension of
contemplation and community living. All the values that make up the contemplative
side of the religious life take on lesser importance than is due to them, and they lose
the great value which they really possess in the life of each religious.3 Apostolic
spirituality is not a simplistic identification of work and prayer. The apostolic
spirituality of the consecrated life involves two mutual and integral movements —
an appropriate, regular involvement in contemplation which leads to service and an
involvement in activity that shows a desire for, and sometimes provides the subjectmatter of formal contemplation in private. As one grows faithful and sensitive to
these two movements, life becomes permeated by the presence of the Spirit of God
praying and acting within.4
Impact of a Life Deprived of Contemplative Life
It is true that prayer is not an easy enterprise. Spiritual life will always be a
battle. There will always be obstacles that need to be overcome if we wish to live a
life of prayer. If we fail to overcome these obstacles our life encounters difficulties.
I discuss here a few of the difficulties.
Joylessness
Today, like Martha in the Gospel of Luke, we keep ourselves busy and remain
worried about many things. Since we move from one schedule to another at
a highly-accelerated speed, at times we ignore and overlook certain priorities of
our consecration and run the risk of being like machines that keep performing
programmed actions till the fuel fails or technical errors occur. Sometimes we keep a
watertight separation between ‘the sacred and the secular’, our being and our doing,
to the point of a fragmented existence, without having a core reference that unifies
our actions. The core that can unite our fragmented existence is the union with the
Lord which takes place through silence, prayer and contemplation, without which
we will continue to be fragmented persons, tired and sad disciples, incapable of
living the ideals of our consecration. No wonder that people who come to us often
notice us as joyless persons.
100

JANUARY – JUNE 2019

Recapturing the Contemplative Dimension.....

Distantness
Religious are called to be at the service of the divine and human. But it is a
bit disheartening today to see the comfortable power hungry religious lacking love
and compassion towards fellow humans and neglecting their responsibility towards
society. At times, the huge walled buildings and well established institutions become
the only focus of the religious, not the needy people outside. We try to distance
ourselves from the world. It is essential to live in the awareness that we are the
disciples of Jesus called to be with him and imbibe his qualities in us. We are called
to be compassionate as our master is; called to be in the world, but not of the world.
This is possible only if we give ourselves some quality time for silence and solitary
prayer contemplating the master. If the warmth of God is not in our heart, we miss
God’s own love and tenderness. If we don’t have it, we cannot share it with others.
Ineffectiveness in Mission
Today a good number of religious somewhat lack the sense of mission, and are
deeply immersed in the institutional form of ministries that were started in order
to carry out the real mission of fostering the reign of God. This necessarily involved
taking the side of the oppressed and working with them for their integral liberation.
Unfortunately, today, the sense of mission is gradually replaced by professionalism
and worse by careerism and pursuit of personal ambitions. Many men and women
religious are enthusiastic about some pet projects of their own, but not about the
fulfilment of the mission.5 Not many religious in India today are burning with
passion for Christ and passion for humanity. There are individual religious who
dedicate themselves for the poor. But they are often marginal in their congregation
and are often marginalized too in such situations. This in no way underlines the
importance of excellence in whatever one does. When we have love and respect for
God and for those for whom we work, we will most naturally do our best or give
the best we have.6
Identifying with the World
Countless efforts among religious focus on the identity and image of religious
life today — who religious are and what are they about. It appears that often
religious define themselves by the work they do. In a globalized world, everything
is measured on the basis of its utility and profitability and people feel good in
individual performance and the individual becomes the measure of everything.
Extreme individualism has deteriorated the influence of the family, community,
churches and associations. By growing in independence, people have lost in terms
of values such as co-existence, spirit of sacrifice, and renunciation. In a marketJANUARY – JUNE 2019

101

S ANYA S A Journal of Consecrated Life

oriented world everything including human beings is measured and evaluated
according to the profitability and utility.7 World’s ways have crept into religious life
without much hesitation. They seem to fall short when it comes to knowing how to
share some of the elements of their lives that grow out of the prayer life. We have
come to believe that it is our job that gives us satisfaction and a status in society. It
draws religious into action groups which seek to stir up conflict against any statusquo in order to arrive at the dignity of the human person. Action and involvement
have become more attractive for today’s religious than contemplation — focus on
doing than being.8 We fail to learn to transform our apostolic engagement into a
form of genuine prayer that brings us closer and more intimate to Christ.
Ways to Reclaim Our Contemplative Dimension of Life
Going Back to the Roots of Religious Life
Although there seems to be a decline in the contemplative dimension of religious
life, there is a hope for revival. The reclaiming is possible mainly by a renewed
personal life. We are invited to return to the foundation of our life; that is to have
a personal relationship with the person of Christ and to have an ever-alive love for
people. If we ask ourselves how we should begin the immense task of the renewal
of the vision and mission of the consecrated life, we cannot do better than reclaim
the contemplative dimension of our life. History testifies that Christian religious
life began for the chief purpose of contemplation. The monks retired into the desert
to be with God in contemplation. Poverty, chastity, and obedience were practiced
as means towards this end. The founders of active orders did not depart from this
tradition. They never substituted action for contemplation. What they did was to
opt for a different kind of contemplation which may be termed as contemplation
in action or contemplative activity. They believed that a religious is not a good
religious unless she/he is a person of contemplation, and always contemplating
and communing with God. However, during the Post-reformation period the
contemplative aspect of religious life suffered a setback due to many reasons a few
of which we have just discussed above. The false mysticism of the times together
with the suspicions it created was a contributory factor. The necessity of staffing
the numerous institutions such as hospitals and schools was another. The need
for special studies and specialization occasioned by the rapid growth in all the
departments of knowledge was still another factor that contributed to the erosion of
the spirit of contemplation. Celibacy which was originally meant for greater union
with God through contemplation is now becoming to be considered as a means to
more efficient work.
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The necessity for prayer in religious life becomes clear again when we look at it
from the point of view of religious witness. In a world which is making an idol of
increasing production and consumption there is need for a balancing factor which
will expose the vanity of mere production and consumption. And the world is in
constant danger of losing sight of the ultimate values, although the religious by one’s
own example is expected to hold aloft these values. It is the specific responsibility
of the religious to bear witness to the priority of waiting upon the Lord by being an
outstanding example of the contemplative feature of the Church. For a religious,
this contemplative activity is strengthened by the regular observances of silence,
cloister, prayer, and common life. It is also not to be neglected by those who
are more intent on doing than on being. A religious is not exempted from the
temptation to discard the regular observances that foster a contemplative attitude.
However, if she gives in to this temptation, she may carry on an effective apostolate,
but it will be “the fruit” of a form of contemplation that is more mechanical than
religious in character. We can observe this drifting away in different forms among
many religious today. Hence it is relevant to go back to the origin to recapture this
contemplative dimension. Perhaps the best strategy to recapture it can be by giving
a renewed attention to our personal life, community animation and formation.
Paying Attention to the Renewal of Personal Life
According to the Indian philosophy, in every individual, the mind and body
is enwrapped with a portion of divinity, the soul. The individual’s supreme duty
is to achieve her expansion into the Absolute, for she is a spark of the divine.9
The expansion into the Absolute is primarily through union with God that is what
happens in contemplation. Therefore, a renewed personal life is required for this
expansion, if the person has deviated from the path of naturally striving to become
one with the Absolute. We require internal and external austerity measures such as
silence, study, reflection, meditation, etc., for this renewal.
Personal prayer can be looked upon as having a ‘date with God’ — a metaphor
that highlights its intrinsic freedom and versatility. A ‘date’ is a gift of time spent
with someone we love or wish to know better. We do not see it as an obligation.
Contemplative prayer is a gift God wants to give us, and not a duty to be added to
our ‘to do’ list. How we spend the time with God may be as varied as how we spend
time on a date with a loved one — sometimes conversing, sometimes exchanging of
confidences, sometimes listening attentively, and sometimes in silent communion.10
Time and Duration of Prayer:The choice of the time and duration of prayer arises
from a determined will, revealing the secrets of the heart. One does not undertake
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contemplative prayer only when one has the time; rather one makes time for the
Lord. Whatever may be the trials and dryness we encounter, we should have the
strong determination not to give it up. We cannot always meditate, but we can
always enter into inner prayer, independently of the conditions of health, emotional
state, or work. This entering into inner prayer can be contemplation as it is just
looking, listening, and loving the Lord in the stillness of our being. Our heart is the
place of this quest and encounter, in simplicity and faith.
Habitually in the Presence of God: To devote a certain amount of time to prayer
every day is an exercise of the love of God. The Constitutions ask that we set
aside some time to make some room for prayer. If prayer is a grace, it cannot be
programmed. The only thing we can and should program is our attitude of waiting.
Placing ourselves habitually in the presence of God, setting aside some specific time
for prayer saves our energies, centres us much more effectively and prepares our
body and spirit for the reception of the gift, the gift of contemplation.11
The sacraments are the channels through which God comes down into us.
Each sacrament has its own effect, even though all of them have but one aim and
purpose, which is our union with God, just as contemplation serves the same. By
the sacrament of Baptism, we unite ourselves to God like a son is united to his
father. By the sacrament of confirmation, we unite ourselves to God like a soldier
is united with his captain, deriving strength to fight and overcome our enemies in
all temptations. The sacrament of reconciliation unites us to God like friends who
are reconciled. Through the sacrament of Eucharist, we become one with God like
food and drink with the body. By the sacrament of the last anointing one is united
to God like the child who returns from a distant country to his father’s house, to be
reunited with him. These are the different sacraments, but all of them require the
union of ourselves with our God. Among these the sacrament of reconciliation and
Eucharist are the two main sacraments we receive so frequently.
Reconciliation: The sacrament of reconciliation restores and renews the
fundamental gift of conversion received in baptism. It has a particularly important
function for growth in spiritual life. Without a personal and community experience
of conversion, there can be no contemplative dimension. The contemplative
dimension is basically a reality of grace, experienced as God’s gift. The graces
that we receive from the sacrament of reconciliation are a dislike for sin and the
determination not to sin again. We receive the strength to undertake the correction
of our evil inclinations, the courage to take up the practice of virtues and finally to
seek perfection. This state of our being fosters contemplation. In order to receive
these graces, we need the renewal in the celebration of this sacrament. We need to
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appropriate and regularize the personal reception of this sacrament. For this we need
to prepare ourselves well. The first preparation is the purity of intention, the second
is attention, and the third is humility. The intention must be uniting ourselves with
God again and become more pleasing to Him. For this we approach the sacrament
with great attention, with a loving, repentant heart, with a strong determination not
to sin again. The third preparation is humility. This virtue is extremely necessary
if we are to receive abundantly the graces which flow through the channels of the
sacraments. Besides these three, the most important preparation we should make
for the reception of the sacrament is the total abandonment of ourselves to God’s
will.
Holy Eucharist: The holy Eucharist is the most grace-abounding of the sacraments.
It is the source and apex of all Christian life. In it we receive not only particular graces,
but the author of grace, Christ himself, in his divinity and humanity, body and soul,
flesh and blood. Holy Eucharist is the source of spirituality both for individuals and
for communities. It is the heart of consecrated life. In the apostolic exhortation, Vita
Consecrata, Pope John Paul II called the consecrated for participation in the sacrament
of the Eucharist and assiduous and prolonged Eucharistic adoration daily.12 His
invitation is very vibrant: “My dearest ones, encounter Him and contemplate Him
in a very special way in the Eucharist celebrated and adored everyday as the source
and summit of existence and action.”13 Devout participation in the celebration of
the Eucharist is the irreplaceable centre and animating force of the contemplative
dimension of every religious community.14 Each and every religious should take an
active part in it every day, according to the concrete circumstance in which their
community lives and works. Here the fullness of intimacy with Christ is realized by
becoming one with him. Therefore, we must give a preeminent place to the daily
celebration of the Eucharistic sacrifice.15 Praying in the presence of the Eucharist
outside of the celebration of the Mass is one of the constitutive elements of the
spirituality of every religious institute. It is above all, a sacrament of sacred presence,
because it is the sacrament of the paschal mystery which is the coming of the Lord
in person. To pray in the Eucharistic presence does not consist simply of making
a visit to Jesus in the Eucharist. What is really involved is rather, receiving the
visitation of him, who is coming, offering himself to us and handing his life over
to us. It is he who is visiting us, who maintains his presence among us, through
grace. Our part is to receive him gratefully and responsibly. Prayer in the presence
of the Eucharist holds a very important place. It is there, in that presence, that the
Eucharist exercises a mysterious and configuring magisterium.16 The time spent in
adoration of our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament is a time of opening oneself to the
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gift of life in the Eucharist. Eucharistic contemplation deepens one’s relationship
with Christ made present under the appearance of bread.17
Liturgy of the Hours: The divine office is the public prayer of the Church. It
is a source of devotion and nourishment for personal prayer.18 It is designed to
sanctify the whole course of the day.19 It sanctifies the time, precisely inasmuch as
it sanctifies persons, in their mode of existing. Those who are docile to the action of
the Spirit are strengthened to climb the holy mountain of perfection. As a prayer,
the liturgy of the hours strengthens us in all the struggles and difficulties they
meet on the rough road of holiness. It removes all obstacles and creates within us
suitable dispositions. It has a capacity to open us up to the contemplative life.20
The contemplative dimension of lives of the religious will find constant inspiration
and nourishment in the measure they dedicate themselves to the Divine Office
with attention and fidelity.21 A greater appreciation of the spiritual riches in the
Office of readings could also help achieve this. St. Francis de Sales reminds us of the
sacredness of the Divine Office and exhorts us to remain attentive during the Office,
because we are saying the same Office as the angels.22
Asceticism and silence are constantly needed for daily conversion to the Gospel.
It would, therefore, seem indispensable for the contemplative dimension of every
religious life too. A reawakening of spirituality is desired, especially in the active
apostolic life, both for making the mission to be more effective and to make
consecrated life possible in a world which seems to be impenetrable with the work
of evangelization alone. For our world is marked by activism and loneliness. It is
indifferent to silence and contemplation. In such a situation, our authentic life based
on silence and asceticism becomes a true witness which transcends the material
realm.23 Silence is a great revelation. It is the beginning of an inward journey.
Self-realization is felt in the silence of the soul. Silence can reveal the truth about
ourselves, about others, and about the reality around us. Hence, we need to expose
ourselves to silence to discover the truth. Silence leads to stillness. Once the stillness
of the mind is reached, it is easier to realize God’s image in us and around us. Again,
silence is calming the mind and hearing by the heart. It is more an act of discipline
on our ears and the hearing faculty from the heart. Asceticism helps to bring about
this discipline to our being.24
Spiritual direction, in its strict sense, also deserves to be restored to its right place
in the process of the spiritual and contemplative development of the religious. The
role of a spiritual director has been described since the first century, when Paul
and John were encouraging their disciples how to walk closer with Jesus Christ.
The spiritual director simply assists the seeker in uncovering and discovering the
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direction of God in the person’s life. This enables the person to see, claim, receive,
own, and reverence God’s voice, and God’s acting in such a way that it elicits a
natural and genuine response. The person seeks guidance when the going gets
tough, and is confused or unable to recognize her own authentic experience of
life.25 At those moments she needs the wisdom of others. The Holy Spirit is the
true guide of the spiritual life; and the role of the spiritual guides is primarily to
assist in discerning and identifying what is truly spiritual in the soul. They promote
a disciplined growth in spiritual life. They help us to distinguish between the voice
of God and all other voices coming from our own confusion or from dark powers
beyond our control. They encourage us when we are tempted to give it up all, to
forget it all, and to walk in hopefulness. They discourage us when we move too
rashly in unclear directions or hurry proudly to a hazy goal. Therefore, spiritual
direction is necessary for those who wish to grow in their relationship with God. It
cannot in any way be replaced by psychological methods alone.26
Understanding of Evangelical Counsels
The profession of the vows is a means to consecrate oneself more perfectly
to God. The practice of chastity, obedience and poverty contains a high degree
of asceticism, on the one hand, and a large measure of charity, on the other. A
religious who is serious in living up to her religious profession is certainly led to
contemplation. The exercise of vows naturally draws a person to prayer. When
the vows are rightly understood and faithfully observed, they represent the best
preparation for contemplation.27
Consecrated Celibacy as Means to Contemplation: Every consecrated celibate
has a special call to contemplation. Contemplation is one of the chief purposes of
consecrated celibacy. The celibate way of life is a personal orientation to the Lord. It
is a freedom for focusing on Him, and a freedom for undistracted prayer. Therefore,
we can say that the consecrated celibacy is a means to contemplation. It functions
in different ways.
Love reserved for God: It is easier for a celibate than a non-celibate to acquire
contemplation. The love of the celibate is reserved for God. The main object of
the celibate’s affection is Christ. If we consider freedom from family demands and
concerns, celibacy has an advantage over marriage in regard to prayer because the
celibate, being freed from such responsibilities and claims, can devote herself wholly
to God in fervent prayer. While a great deal of time and effort is spent by a married
person in planning the economy, the celibate is free from such worries in consequence
of the economic security that she enjoys.28 Market, prices, procurement, etc., may
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not bother her. This is by no means an insignificant factor because the married
people are obsessed by such preoccupation for the greater part of their lives. The
state of celibacy requires and implies detachment so as to render the celibate free for
other occupations. Freedom from all outward preoccupation and from the various
necessities of the average human life, are included among the other blessings derived
from celibacy. So the celibate has enough and more time for prayer.
Sexual energy converted to spiritual energy: Celibacy is of great help for
contemplation. The celibate person has increased spiritual power because her sexual
energy is converted into spiritual energy. This gives the celibate a distinct advantage
in the pursuit of wisdom and in the practice of contemplative love. It makes her
a better candidate for mysticism. Besides, detachment is of the very essence of
mysticism, and it is doubtful if there is any other detachment that cuts so deeply
into the human fibre as celibacy. It creates an awful loneliness at the core of one’s
being.29 This loneliness if properly faced can open the doors of perception to an
inner world that might otherwise be inaccessible. It can create the best soil for
contemplation.
Joy: One finds meaning in life when one feels being loved by someone and in
turn is able to love others. Thus, the root of one’s joy is love itself. The true source
of love is to be seen in Jesus and this love is one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit.
The joy is derived from love. The joy of celibacy is a contributing factor towards
greater contemplation as we experience the source of love in it. Even apart from
the union with Christ which celibacy realizes and the spiritual benefits which the
world derives from it, there is a human fulfilment in celibacy — a kind of inner joy
is granted to those who seek first the kingdom of God. It is very easy for a joyful
person to arouse herself up to God in contemplation. Celibacy unlike poverty is not
seen directly. It is seen as a happy and loving life. The happiness is expressed in our
work and life and those around us experience it.30
Obedience- the Best Preparation for Contemplation: Obedience is a virtue that is
difficult for most, especially those engaged in active life. The reason is that each one
has one’s own way of looking at things. When a person resolves to do some work
that involves sacrifice and great effort; one likes to do it according to one’s own
personal ideas. It is very difficult to be forced to follow the will of others in such
cases, especially if one believes that her ideas are better than others’ and it may be
right. In such situation, a contemplative person is inclined to practice renunciation.
She does not hesitate to obey and follow the opinion of another. She is willing to
compromise as long as the work goes ahead, as long as truth and justice are valued,
and the interest of Christ is served. The vow of obedience counteracts selfishness
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directly and helps in contemplation. Clinging to personal opinions, self-interest,
personal ways of doing things, and attachments to one’s own judgments are some of
the defects which obstruct contemplative prayer. Obedience opposes these defects
and facilitates prayer. Obedience is much more than giving one’s due to God and
to the authority; it is the unconditional surrender of oneself to Christ and the total
offering of one’s heart to him. It is the total dedication of oneself in love to God and
this dedication brings about perfect conformity between the divine and the human
will. Therefore, it is the best preparation for contemplation, which is the unity
with God’s will in love. It opens us to the spirit of Jesus. Lived obedience helps us
to be the devoted co-operators of the Holy Spirit. It impels us to learn what the
Spirit has in mind now by turning our mind and heart repeatedly to attend to the
spirit. This resonance with and docility to the Spirit, when it develops and matures
takes on something of the nature of perpetual prayer, i.e., contemplation because
contemplation is an ongoing identification of one’s heart and mind with the heart
and mind of God.
Poverty as an Allegorical Prayer Leading to Contemplation: Poverty can be considered
as an allegorical prayer. It is a way of life expressing itself to God, our choice of divine
abundance over trust in creatures. It is a perpetual, bold and prayerful downgrading
of human resources to facilitate an upgrading of hope in our partnership with God.
The person of poverty finds that her lack of human resources throws her back on
God again and again. And so the consecrated person must repeatedly look for God’s
help. Since poverty is a deliberate life of confidence in God, it is a constant source
of divine abundance.31 The purpose of the vow of poverty is the detachment from
earthly goods. The obvious advantage secured by this vow is freedom from the
care of temporalities and anxiety concerning them. This freedom from temporal
worries is not intended to make life easy and carefree. Its purpose is to allow our
desires and efforts to be directed towards eternal possession. It is the root of and
beginning of all virtues, all good, and all happiness. The virtue of it does not consist
in an empty purse, but in a detached heart: it means being non-showy in act, and
in affection. This detached heart is the prerequisite for contemplative prayer. The
most essential characteristic of this vow is simplicity of life. This simplicity casts
aside all that hinders the wholehearted response to God’s call, and in turn brings us
serenity in the peaceful acceptance of any deprivation. This simplicity and trusting
dependence enables us to enjoy and appreciate the goodness and beauty around us.
It helps us to be happy in the companionship of friends, to use without misgiving
and to generously share whatever good things come our way. This simplicity of
life is a helpful predisposition for contemplative prayer because the qualities of
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contemplative prayer are impossible without simplicity of life. Simplicity of heart
keeps our mind clear for contemplation, for union with God’s love.
Meditation and the Word of God
In the spiritual world, mediation is the most essential pillar for building up
spiritual life. It is the bridge between vocal prayers and contemplation. Its ultimate
purpose is to lead the person, through mediation, to a God experience. From a
spiritual perspective, meditation is a way to obtain spiritual growth. It is a way to
attain greater knowledge of God. Through meditation, we are enabled to travel
within our own inner chamber, or the inner cave, in order to encounter the divine.
Therefore, we can say that meditation is a way to develop self-knowledge and by
God’s grace have the God experience.32 Every religious is expected to cultivate the
practice of meditation for this reason. As the Church’s spiritual tradition teaches,
meditation on God’s word and on the mysteries of Christ in particular gives rise
to fervour in contemplation and the ardour of apostolic activity.33 Listening to and
meditating on the word of God is a daily encounter with the surpassing knowledge
of Jesus Christ. The word of God is the first source of all Christian spirituality. It
gives rise to a personal relationship with the living God and with His saving and
sanctifying will.34 The significance of the word of God in the life of the religious
is further stressed by the Second Vatican Council. It says, “Let the religious have
sacred scripture at hand daily, so that they might learn the surpassing importance
of knowing Jesus, by reading and meditating on it.”35 It is for this reason that from
the beginning of religious life, Lectio Divina has been held in the highest regard.36
The commitment to this type of spiritual exercises will be effective, actual and even
apostolic, if the word is heard not only in its objective richness, but also in our
historical circumstances and in the light of the teachings of the Church.
Marian Devotion
The Virgin Mary is a contemplative model for every consecrated person. The
spiritual attitude which characterized her life were her listening to the word of
God in prayer, her standing courageously by the cross of the Lord and teaching
us contemplation of the passion. Religious life will find the sure way to illuminate
and strengthen the contemplative dimension of our lives by reviving devotion to
her, according to the teaching and tradition of the Church. A filial relationship
to Mary is the royal road to fidelity to one’s vocation. It is the most effective help
for advancing in that vocation and living it fully. The contemplative dimension
of the religious life would be incomplete if it is not directed in filial love towards
her, as she is the mother of the consecrated souls. This love for her is manifested
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with the celebration of her feasts and in particular with daily prayer in her honour,
especially the Rosary.37 The invocations and pleas we address to Mary are not so
much a prayer as they are a loving filial conversation with her. The Rosary is a prayer
of contemplation. It favours an attitude of contemplating with Mary. It proposes
for our meditation the mysteries of the Lord’s life and leads us to contemplation.
Therefore, we should never give up the centuries-old tradition of reciting the holy
Rosary daily in our communities. When it is recited in community, it creates a
community of prayer, a contemplative community.
Community animation
Community life is vital to religious life. The community is the source of strength
and inspiration for religious to live the consecrated life meaningfully. Prayer, as the
language of the community, is like our mother tongue. Just as a child learns to speak
from its parents, brothers, sisters, and friends, but still develop its own unique way
of expressing itself, so also our contemplative life develops and is fostered by the care
of the praying community. Therefore, each member of the community needs to take
the initiative to build up communion of hearts in the communities. We must build
up an atmosphere in which each one feels at home and in which we support and
inspire one another to deepen their interior life. We need to eliminate worldliness,
a comfort-seeking attitude, gossip, competitiveness, and cultural domination from
our communities and foster a community atmosphere that promotes contemplation,
communion, reconciliation, respect, concern, and compassion.38
Authority: As Means to Fostering Spiritual Development
The person in authority acts as an animator or stimulator to foster the community’s
consecration. With the appropriate spiritual, apostolic, and cultural animation
the members of a religious community will gradually grow into mature persons
in Christ. The superior’s task is to coordinate the progress of individual members
through personal sharing, periodic community meetings, encouraging generosity
and fidelity of the community, etc. Her main responsibility is to give a spiritual
dimension to the community and apostolic animation among the members.39
Community Meetings
Slight waves of shock I experienced when I came across the statement of one of
the participants of my survey, who said that no one in the community asked about
the prayer life of the person concerned. The community meetings have turned out
to be a platform for future planning and execution of projects and activities of
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the community. The time for evaluation of spiritual life is often neglected. Every
community exists for mission which projects the life and holiness of the Church.
Even though the community activities are planned, the vitality of the spirituality of
the community is under threat. This may result in the decline of the spiritual growth
of every individual member which could drive them to identity crisis. This may also
lead them to lose the witnessing aspect of religious life. In such communities, it is
clearer that they have adopted the corporate world’s style of functioning, which is
like heading towards its own death. The spiritual dimension of the community is
overlooked in such communities. This shows a lack of sensitivity to the spiritual
needs of the members. Community meetings through an open and transparent
dialogue can help each member to become sisters to one another in Christ. Our
highest vocation is to enter into communion with God and with our brothers and
sisters. If the spiritual dimension of the members is not taken care of, the very
foundation of the community is at stake. Spiritual life of the community chiefly
depends upon the animator of the community, who requires courage and creativity
to create space for the spiritual growth of the members. Communion is born with
the sharing of faith. This will help the growth of fraternal bond. So, it is important
that the community meetings should, not only plan the activities of mission, but
should mainly focus on the spiritual growth of the members. This will help each
member to evaluate their own interior life with the help of other members.
Attention to contemplative formation
The spiritual dimension is the one that is fundamental and comprehensive of all
other dimensions. In formation, attentive nourishing of the spiritual dimension is of
utmost importance to foster a spiritual outlook and lifestyle. Potissimum Istitutioni,
Directives on Formation in Religious Institutes, emphasizes the same: “Whatever
the insistence placed upon the cultural and intellectual dimensions of formation,
the spiritual dimension retains its priority.”40 A solid spiritual foundation alone can
bring about the desired self-transcendent formation.
The central goal of formation is formation into Christ. When human formation
is carried out in the context of anthropology, it leads to and finds its completion in
spiritual formation. The spiritual formation is aimed at an intimate and unceasing
union with Christ. Formation is the process of becoming more and more a disciple of
Christ in growing configuration to him. This process requires a genuine conversion
and a putting on of Jesus Christ. In this process, God elevates her by grace in
proportion to the soul’s generosity and collaboration with the divine action. The
experience of the personal discovery of God as the one who is desirable, the one who
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attracts with an irresistible force for communion with Him is precisely the first stage
of spiritual maturation.41 Therefore, formees need to be given a taste for spiritual
exercises, which they may grow in a loving and living relationship with Jesus. And
so, they need to have a fixed time and place for prayer and contemplation. They are
called to develop a personal spirituality centred on the Eucharistic Lord. Prayer and
contemplation provide the ambience for the reception of the Word of God and at
the same time they spring from listening to the Word. Without an interior life of
love which draws the Word, the Father and the Spirit to itself, an outlook of faith is
not possible (Jn 14:23). Every vocation to consecrated life is born in contemplation,
from moments of intense communion and from a deep relationship with Christ,
from the beauty and light which was seen shining on his face. From there the desire
to always be with the Lord and to follow him matures; “how good it is for us to
be here” (Mt 17:4). Every vocation must constantly mature in this intimacy with
Christ. Pope John Paul II reminds consecrated persons: “Your first task therefore
cannot but be in the line of contemplation. Every reality of consecrated life is born
and is regenerated each day in the unending contemplation of the face of Christ.”42
At the end of formation, sometimes it is found that formees lack personal, deep
and experiential knowledge of God/Jesus. Therefore, in the formation of young
religious the practice of prayer and contemplation need to be fostered. It has to
take into consideration the interiority, recollection, and silence. The awareness of
God, of others, and of the universe will lead one to a deeper awareness of oneself.43
Listening to and meditating on the Word of God daily and active participation in
the celebration of the Eucharist, adoration, regular recourse to the sacrament of
penance effecting in personal and community conversion, spiritual direction by the
competent guides, etc., may be powerful means of developing the contemplative
dimension and of harmonizing deeply the active and contemplative elements.44
Thus, as men and women of God in contemplation, they will grow in Christ’s
values such as detachment, simplicity, love of peace, and non-violence.45 Having
received such spiritual formation, they will be able to draw strength in and through
their union with the Lord in the midst of various activities.
The Fruits of Contemplative Life
Contemplative life cultivates numerous fruits in the life of the consecrated
persons. It can be experienced by the individual herself as well as those who come in
contact with her. It is appropriate to begin to praise all the fruits of contemplative
life when these virtues are so highly praised by the King of glory. We need to work
to possess these fruits if we want to leave the land of Egypt, the bondage of evil. For
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when we have attained these fruits we will soon attain the manna. All things will
taste well to us, and no matter how much the world may dislike their savour, to us
they will be sweet.46 Below given are some of the fruits of it.
Participation in the Divinity
Contemplation enables us to get into the inner part of our being. The inner
part of our being is the divinity. We receive the divine nature in us through the
sacrament of Baptism. The divinity is grafted into our being through this sacrament
and so there is also the divine nature flowing in us. Contemplation enables us to be
in touch with this divine nature in us. Hence, we are strengthened to participate in
the divinity of the Lord.
Spiritual Freedom
Spiritual freedom is the outcome of a strengthened and deepened discipleship
achieved through contemplative prayer. It helps to remove everything that might
prevent the spirit of God, from speaking freely to us and be in us. Since contemplative
prayer challenges us to move beyond words, thoughts, images, or feelings, our ego
cannot be manipulated with the desires of the world. Through contemplation we
liberate the Spirit of God from entanglement in our impulses. We allow ourselves
to be carried away by the Spirit of God. We permit God’s Spirit in us to move
wherever he wants it to move and let the Spirit do his re-creating work in us.47 If we
do not experience this spiritual freedom, we cannot contribute to the world what
our Lord wants us to do. This can be clearly understood from the words of Merton.
He who attempts to act and do things for others or for the world without deepening
his own self-understanding, freedom, integrity and capacity to love, will not have
anything to give others. He will communicate to them nothing but the contagion
of his own obsessions, his aggressivity, his ego-centered ambitions, his delusions
about ends and means.48

We come to the consecrated life to surrender ourselves to Christ and to his Spirit
in a kind of death, in order to live again a life which he gives. The freedom that we
seek in our life is the freedom to be open to the new life which comes from Christ,
the freedom to follow his Spirit.49 We seek to be attentive to his voice speaking to
us in our inner being. The spiritual freedom enables us to be open to the needs of
the times and act accordingly by the guidance of the Spirit. Growing in spiritual
freedom will bring fruits in our missionary life. We possess this spiritual freedom in
contemplation.
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Transcending Individuality
A transcendent person is a person of spiritual maturity. This maturity brings
inner peace. This is a gift to be treasured. For most of us the sense of peace comes
and goes. Yet with spiritual maturity comes a certain inner peacefulness that radiates
a bit to others. Grace overflows. Those who are in the presence of such a person are
also able to experience that peace.50 This peacefulness reflects that the person is more
and more with the Lord in her daily life and tends to turn to God in the in-between
moments of daily living. Transcendence is the strength that forges connections to
God and the larger universe, and provides meaning to our existence. It is expressed
in one’s own (a) appreciation of beauty and excellence, awe, wonder, sense of the
sacred: noticing beauty, excellence and skilled performance in various domains of
life, from nature to art to science. (b) Gratitude: being aware of and thankful for the
good things that happen, taking time to express thanks. (c) Hope: optimism, future
mindedness, and future-orientation: expecting the best in the future and working
to achieve it. (d) Humour: liking to laugh and tease: bringing smiles to other people,
seeing the lighter side, (e) Spirituality: faith, purpose; having coherent beliefs about
God and the higher purpose and meaning of the universe. Knowing where one
fits within the larger scheme; having beliefs about the meaning of life that shape
conduct and provide comfort.51
Humility
Humility is a supernatural virtue, and consists in facing reality, the great reality
of God and our place in relation to Him. Acceptance of ourselves as we are is a great
thing and it will foster contentment and mental health. The essential act of humility
is to give to God the glory and render homage to Him in all we do.52 Humility
comes from the Latin word humus meaning fertile earth. The earth is trodden by
everyone. We cast on it all the refuse we don’t need. It is silent, and makes richness
out of the refuse. It is open to the rain, and is ready to receive any seed we sow.
When we are humble we learn to be like this before God and before people, ready to
receive anything. Indeed, the basis of humility is not our goodness, but the greatness
and goodness of God.53
Signs of Humility
There is nothing that gives us such peace as humility. In spite of difficulties if
we persevere in the practice of humility, we will begin to taste the joys of paradise
because a humble person totally depends on God always and no evil power can
lead her astray. It can be clearly understood from the words of St. Teresa of
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Kolkata. She says, “If we were humble, nothing could change us- neither praise nor
discouragement. If someone were to criticize us, we would not feel discouraged. If
someone were to praise us, we would not feel proud.”54 There are some signs which
may show that one has begun to walk the road of humility, which in the end,
through God’s grace produce in her the virtues.55 These virtues are hidden from the
one who possesses them even if she is told that she has them. She prizes them so
much, though she is always trying to obtain them. She thus perfects them more and
more in herself. Those who possess them make the fact clear to anybody with whom
they come into contact.
Pleasant to deal with: The humble are always pleasant to deal with. They always
consider the wishes of those whom they deal with. They consider them as own
brothers and sisters and their presence brings peace, joy, and contentment. They
have high esteem for other’s opinion and even are ready to forgo their own interests
and desires.56 They remain always radiating joy and peace all around.
Detached: Detachment is a total openness to reality and a willingness to respond
to whatever call God gives. Leaving everything behind, it is most clearly expressed
by a humble person through the priorities by which she lives. To serve God’s reign
effectively, she keeps herself free of perspectives that are contrary to the peace and
justice, the compassion and love, which constitute God’s work.57
Readiness to do even the lowliest task: The humble are ever ready to be content
with whatever the Lord may want to do with them.58 And they always find joy
in doing God’s will in their life without seeking worldly honour and power. This
readiness is the result of detachment which is acquired through contemplation.
Not coward but confident, enthusiastic: Humility is not a sickly virtue, timid and
feeble as some imagine; on the contrary, it is strong, magnanimous, generous, and
constant, because it is founded on truth and justice. The truth consists in knowing
what God is and what we are. Justice consists in our recognizing that God as our
creator has a right to command us, and we as His creatures bound to obey Him.59
A humble person is a strong and courageous person. All the martyrs, especially John
the Baptist, are true examples of humility. John the Baptist is known for humility
from his words, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (Jn 3:30). He remains a
great example because he preferred to die suffering the most terrible torments rather
than abandon truth and justice.
Avoids the spirit of criticism: The humble person avoids the spirit of criticism as
it is very dangerous to humility. One who criticizes has a negative attitude towards
others and puts herself above the other person. On the other hand, the humble
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person has a positive attitude and tries to praise and admire the actions of the other.
If she cannot do this, she abstains from speaking. Such a person also shows a special
tendency towards those to whom she is disinclined. Instead of turning the back
against them, recognizing in her natural aversion a sign of pride, a sincere effort
is made to overcome it.60 Such a person always remains gentle to those who insult
them, growing in patience.
Mission
Prayer imparts universal warmth to the mission or apostolate. A deep prayer life
contributes mightily to a universal warm love for our brothers and sisters. Since we
are to love as Jesus loves us, and since the divine manner is to receive the sinner with
an embrace and a kiss, our apostolic life can be achieved only by a gift of God.
Agape
The contemplative attitude and experience bestows agape. The contemplative
attitude penetrates into the beauty of creation and hence into the beauty of created
persons. The contemplative intuition sees a non-finite relationship in the very heart
of created reality. She looks with astonishment. She is able to see in others a hidden
beauty. To this hidden beauty, she is able to respond warmly and universally. In
contemplation, we learn to love in the divine manner, in a gratuitous manner. Our
human way of loving is conditioned by many facts, whereas God’s way of loving
is unconditional. A contemplative in her apostolic life is able to love as God loves.
She is able to love even those who are usually considered not lovable. God’s love
has some characteristics which distinguish it from human love. They are as follows:
Redemptive love: Divine love is redemptive. Jesus insistently entered into
communion with outcasts and pointed to the remission of their sins as a sign that
the Kingdom has come (Lk 5:27-32; Lk 7:36-50; 15:1-32; 19:1-10; Jn 4:1-43).
Christian agape follows this same line; God wants to redeem us through the love of
our brothers and sisters. Contemplative life strengthens us to deepen our awareness
of God’s love for us. No one can fulfil in any successful way the project of becoming
a celibate lover without a deep enduring interior prayer. No one can reach out in
an effort to really care for other human beings unless they know how much they are
cared for. It is only since God first loved us that we can try to love one another in
His fashion.61 We cannot give what we do not have. Contemplation makes us aware
of His infinite and redeeming love for us.
Creative love: God’s love is a creative love. Human love is directed toward a
goodness which already exists. When we seek something or love someone, we seek
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and love only on the condition that we have found some good. God does not love
that way. Divine love always creates this goodness because before God has loved
nothing existed. Thus, divine love is a force that radiates goodness.We are called
to love goodness in those for whom and with whom we work. We are to love even
those who are not lovable in an obvious way. God’s love is creative of the goodness
that He loves and we learn this love in contemplation.
Self-emptying love: Another characteristic of Christian love is that Christ is its
source and its model. Christian love expresses itself by giving one’s life for the other
(Jn 15:12-13; 1Jn 3:16; 4:9-11; Eph 5:1-2). It does not mean only to die but to live
each day for others. In our missionary life one proposes to die each day to oneself
so that our sisters and brothers may live in God. This type of death is already a
resurrection. But often daily reality is torn and weakened by sin. For this reason, a
religious cannot exist without a continuous movement of conversion by which one
renounces sin. The grace for this conversion and self-emptying is attained through
contemplation by the intimate union with the Lord.
Rootedness in Mission
A contemplative religious, instead of being crushed by failures, comes out of the
wine press with her youth renewed. She gets this attitude of humble triumph in the
midst of defeat from that union with Christ and from that unshakable confidence in
his omnipotence. A prayerful apostle never loses courage. She does not allow herself
to be shaken by the disheartening words of others. She does not go into retirement
just because of some failures. As a tireless bee, she sets about joyfully building up a
new honey-comb in her plundered hive. She is capable of enduring any deception,
ingratitude and misunderstanding that may concern her activities. Only such a
recollected soul can persevere in work that is monotonous and tiresome. Only such
a person can stand firmly even when all desert her. She stands deeply rooted because
her roots go deep down and is in the Lord.62
Radiates the Supernatural
Contemplation makes the person capable of sanctifying others by her example.
In the sermon on the mountain, our Lord called his apostles the salt of the earth and
the light of the world (Mt 5:13-14). A genuine contemplative religious, as the true
salt of the earth will be a real agent of preservation in human society. As a beacon
shining in the night, the brightness of her example, which is brighter than the light
of her words will dispel the darkness, piled up by the spirit of the world. Her life
will cause to shine forth in splendour the ideal of true happiness which Jesus set
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forth in the beatitudes. Contemplation makes the person radiate the supernatural.
Contrary to the world’s understanding that our God is a hidden God, our God
reveals Himself in a certain manner through His fervent souls. Thus, the love of
God becomes visible to the world through the contemplative. A sister in a hospital
or in an orphanage has the power and effective means to sow in others a deep love
of our Lord and His teachings, even while remaining prudent within the limits of
her duties. But if she does not have an interior life and intimacy with the Lord,
this power will not even be suspected. But we all are called to be contemplatives,
radiating the supernatural to others.63
Here we find that the mission is the fruit of our contemplative life. At the same
time it is mission that put us back in prayer. It is like the two sides of the same coin.
It cannot be separated from each other. Therefore rather than being mere doers it
is also necessary to be listeners of the Lord, which happens only in a contemplative
heart. Thus it is important for us today to recapture the contemplative dimension
to become more effective in the mission entrusted to us.
Conclusion
The contemplative way of life enables the religious to become courageous
and fearless proclaimers of God’s words. In Redemptoris Missio Pope John Paul
II affirms: “A missionary must be a contemplative in action. He finds answers to
problems in the light of God’s word and in the personal and community prayer
[…]. The future of mission depends to a great extent on contemplation.”64 Effective
ministry is impossible without mature prayer. God is the source and wellspring of
our life and mission, and only contemplation can keep us intimately attuned to
God. To conclude, we can confidently say that what is of great significance for the
consecrated life today is not to become mere experts of contemplation or action
alone, regarding one as superior and the other as inferior. What today’s world of
astounding change and development, particularly in the material world, needs is
a harmonious and creative blending of both. This joyful and enriching process of
study and investigation has made me realize the importance of focusing on the
contemplative dimension of my religious life. Even though this study has its own
limitations and drawbacks, it can provide ample direction and profuse stimulation
to those who genuinely strive towards making their life of consecration and mission
more relevant, significant, and joyful in today’s world.
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GO TO PERIPHERIES – POPE FRANCIS’
CALL TO CONSECRATED PERSONS
(Prophetic Role of the Religious)
Sr. Jisha Mathew, SCSC

In the third millennium, the challenges of globalization are experienced by
all in India. The moral, ethical and spiritual values in the world are changing
rapidly from bad to worst. The economic mechanisms of today’s world promote
inordinate consumption and inequality which damages social fabric. The increasing
technological sophistication is transforming the world yet there are many who suffer
because of incurable diseases, fear and desperation, war and violence. Many are
marginalized without work, without food and without place to live. The humanity’s
cry for survival and search for real joy and meaning in life compel the religious to
respond like the God of Israel who heard their cry and liberated them from the
crushing slavery of the Egyptians.
Prophetic vocation of religious invites a particular attention to the present
signs of the Spirit and draws us to have a radical and prophetic response to witness
through the life of religious. Pope Francis describes today’s challenges saying, “The
hearts of many people are gripped by fear and desperation, even in the so-called rich
countries. The joy of living frequently fades, lack of respect for others and violence
are on the rise, and inequality is increasingly evident. It is a struggle to live and,
often, to live with precious little dignity” (EG 52). The culture of prosperity deadens
us: religious become incapable of feeling compassion for the poor, we do not hear
their cry. It is necessary to have a renewed awareness which is prophetic that can
lead consecrated life to become a prophetic witness in the globalized India.
A religious cannot be faithful to one’s prophetic vocation if one does not develop
a deep sense of mission in one’s life and devote one’s energies to the fulfillment
of mission. The religious earnestly endeavored to be radical prophets of the Lord.
Every religious is called to be prophetic to respond to the challenges of globalized
India.
Sr. Jisha Mathew belonging to the Congregation of Sisters of Mercy of the Holy Cross obtained masters from Sanyasa:
Institute of Consecrated Life on the theology of consecrated life. She is involved in teaching and animating young
people. She can be contacted at srjishamathew@gmail.com.
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The comprehensive understanding of the mission of the religious towards those
in periphery in India needs to find new ways of understanding Christ mission in the
concrete situation of our country. The General Chapter of the Jesuits redefines the
concept periphery. It implies geographical and spiritual spaces where others do not
reach or find it difficult to reach. Peripheries exist everywhere in the midst of the
secularized globalized postmodern world. But they have to be recognized in their
variety and diversity.1 The prophetic dimension of consecrated life places before
the religious the challenge of reaching out to the peripheries to proclaim the Good
News in new ways.
In proclaiming God’s message of love and compassion, Jesus crosses over
physical and socio-religious peripheries. In the same manner, religious are invited
to preach the kingdom of God to those living outside their physical and spiritual
peripheries. The peripheries are difficult and often uncomfortable places. They do
not provide the security and comforts of one’s home. Often it demands an insertion
into unfamiliar or even uncharted territory. Embracing peripheries demands
strong faith, courage, openness to others and a willingness to take risks. It is at the
peripheries, we encounter the tragedies of poverty, hunger, thirst, pain, and death.
Prophetic way of living demands from religious a movement from center to
peripheries. “Each Christian and every community must discern the path that
the Lord points out but all of us are asked to obey his call to go forth from our
comfort zones in order to reach out to all the ‘peripheries’ in need of the light of
the Gospel” (EG 20). A prophetic way is an inner lens, in which we see the reality
of persons, institutions, and conditions of globalized world and to respond to such
reality. Prophetic mission is an essential characteristic of religious life. It makes
the religious to confront profoundly and to witness radically. The socio-economic
cultural context of today challenges religious to live in solidarity with the poor, the
marginalized and the exploited. Into such a fragmented world, the prophetic role
of a religious is vital. Here we are challenged to make a shift from the structured to
the unstructured approaches to address the current situation of our world. We are
called to be in the world but not of the world. Our immersion into the society will
be a prophetic witness. Jesus became one among us to be the hope for the least, lost
and the last. We need to enter into this dynamism of Jesus’ mission and vision. He
was never part of any organization yet he communicated to the people of his time
the love of the Father by entering into their life situations and setting them free
from their bondages.
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1. Biblical and Ecclesial Foundation of Prophetic Mission
The prophetic call or mission is one of the fundamental themes in the Bible.
God has a dynamic involvement in the world of men and women. The Old and
New Testament understanding about the prophetic mission finds its connectedness
in the realities of the Church today. The newness and radical innovativeness of the
prophets in the Old and New Testaments remain as a stimulus for the prophetic
mission of the religious in the heart of the Church.
1.1 Features of Yahweh – The Basis of Prophetic Ministry
Although prophetism is a universal phenomenon found in most religions, in
Israel it evolved and came to have its own stamp of uniqueness because of certain
features of Yahwism, the religion initiated by Moses. Here are some features that
were conducive to the flourishing of the prophetic tradition.
1.1.1 Yahweh as a Personal Reality
The God of Israel was seen by the people not as a cosmic force but as personal
charismatic. This personal relationship led the Hebrews to search for God’s will and
enter into a relationship with him. God is known only because He chooses to make
Himself known. The prophets too are chosen individuals to receive God’s revelation
of His will and to make it known to the people.
1.1.2 Yahweh – the Just and Merciful
In the book of Exodus, God is shown as intervening to liberate the oppressed. If
people are to remain loyal to a just and merciful God, they have to bejust in their
dealings with their fellowmen. For the prophets, ethical requirements found their
value in their reference to God, not in themselves. The people of Israel recognizes an
ethical purpose in God accordingly; human believers have to engage in relationships
of justice, the defense of human rights, and mercy towards the weakest more than in
cultic practices. The central thrust of the prophetic message is justice.2
1.1.3 Yahweh – the Absolute King
The Israelites believed that Yahweh was an all-powerful Lord of the universe and
the king of their nation. The role of the king had to be spelled out while safeguarding
the belief in Yahweh’s kingship. The king was seen as only a representative of Yahweh
to realize his justice by his righteous rule. The king was also subject to God’s laws.
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2. The Prophetic Movement – Who is a Prophet?
The English word ‘prophet’ is derived from the Greek prophetēs which is a
compound of pro and phemi which means to speak. The preposition ‘pro’ can have
three meanings – ‘in front of,’ ‘on behalf of’ or ‘beforehand’. Thus a prophet is not
only one who foretells the future but also the one who stands in front of an audience
and speaks on behalf of God the message he has received from God. Prophets were
God’s specially called and inspired messengers. They were holy men of God who
spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit.3
Among the many shades of meaning in Israel associated with the prophets, what
comes forth in the OT is that the prophets were leaders who sought to transform
society based on their vision of Yahweh and His kingdom.
3. Jesus the Prophet
At the time of Jesus, there were groups and systems which were either forces of
life or forces of death. People were over burdened with the stringent practice of laws
and payment of tax.
At the time of Jesus, Jewish culture was filled with cult, law and apocalyptism,
an indicator of the loss of real freedom. It resulted in the fundamental tendencies
within the Jewish culture, whose beneficiaries were none but the priestly classes.
Its implication was that the priestly class, in connection with the rulers of the
time had spread its dominance over the Jewish world; there by holding the people
under its power which had lost its connection with the real life of the people. It
was in this context Jesus announced the message of radical freedom, the reign of
God. His interaction with the Jewish culture opened a new horizon of freedom for
the poor and marginalized, and the oppressed could experience the empowering
presence of the divine. Jesus identified himself with the “accursed”, the “people of
the land.” Identification with these people brought about freedom to Jesus, which
he expressed in his words and deeds. This freedom became a prophetic freedom in
Jesus by which he transcended the cultural conditioning and emerged to be a radical
prophet.4 His mission consisted in working for the marginalized and the poor.5
Jesus inserted himself completely to the relation of the people of his time. Through
miracles, teachings, healings and other acts of mercy, Jesus responded to the need
of the people and liberated them from the slavery of sin and he became good news
to the poor.6
4. Prophetic Mission from the Perspective of the Church
The prophetic liberative mission of the Catholic Church to stand in solidarity
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with the oppressed poor, the weak and the marginalized to condemn the cause of
their poverty and oppression which are often embedded in unjust socio-economic
structures, is as old as the Church itself. It has its own foundation in God’s own
liberative mission in the Old Testament through Moses, other prophets and in
the liberative ministry of Jesus Christ in the New Testament. Yet, this missionary
commitment, systematically formulated as social doctrine, was begun only in
1891 with the publication of Rerum Novarum by Leo XIII. The appalling working
conditions of the factory workers were addressed in this encyclical. The encyclical
considered as the first ever document on the social issues, was written as the
Church’s prophetic response to the socio and economic problems caused by the
tempestuous industrial revolution of the time.7 During the Second Vatican Council
(1962-1965), the Catholic Church became increasingly aware of its commitment,
concern and solidarity with all the humanity especially the poor at the peripheries
and those suffering from various forms of social injustice.
The Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata presents new insights and
understandings into the prophetic dimension of religious life.Mission is always and
everywhere essential; it is “not considered a marginal task for the Church but is
situated at the center of her life, as a fundamental commitment of the whole people
of God” (RM32).
The Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium describes a Church envisioned by
Pope Francis which is prophetic and missionary; that heads forth to the peripheries;
that together with the marginalized announces the Gospel and the salvific liberation
and transformation for all that the Gospel seeks to bring about; that is willing to
fulfill her prophetic mission – to be bruised, hurt, and dirtied. Religious are called
and sent to be missionaries and prophets of this Church.8 Pope Francis exhorts the
religious to be awakened to the prophetic mission of being the instrument of God
for the liberation and promotion of the poor, and for enabling them to be fully a
part of society. This awakening results in solidarity with the poor (EG 187).
The mission of Jesus clearly indicates that God opted to be on the margins, with
the marginalized, against marginalization, exclusivism, and all life-denying forces.
Hence for religious, mission must be mission from the margins. Option for the
poor is, first and foremost, God’s option. It becomes the option of the religious as
they are called to follow Christ in a special way.
5. Prophetic Mission of Religious: an Indian Perspective
Church has a prophetic action for justice and authentic human development.
Such action for humanization and liberation is a crucial part both of Church’s
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mission and her service. “The Church and missionaries fulfill the prophetic action by
working for human development and liberation.”9 “Although religious consecration
is built on the foundation of the baptismal consecration common to all Christians,
it has an irreplaceable unique prophetic mission in the church.”10
Mission is understood as the prophetic tasks of building up new communities of
love, freedom and justice, which are the culmination and meaning of religious life.
Therefore the vision and mission of the religious are Christological, Charismatic
and Ecclesiological.11
5.1 Christological Dimension
The mission of the religious is Christological, because Jesus Christ is the point
of departure for the religious. Mission gets to the very root and primary meaning
of the divine plan, when it is related to the saving reality of Jesus Christ, crucified
and resurrected and to the apostolic nature of the Church. Therefore the mission
of the religious is Christ oriented, to make the God of Jesus Christ fully known to
all humanity.12 In this perspective, the mission of the religious becomes the heart
and soul of all activities and communication. Through the prophetic mission, the
religious is open to all who are the continuation of Christ’s humanity on earth.
As the Old Testament prophets were of Yahweh-oriented in their life, the
religious is Christ-oriented in their fundamental commitment. Religious life always
looks to Christ for its inspiration. Christ is considered to be the ideal religious,
always seeking and fulfilling the will of the loving Father, and thus becoming the
presence of the divine grace on earth. Thus Christ’s ideology becomes religious’
ideology and Christ’s way of thinking and acting becomes every individuals’ way of
thinking and acting.13
Thus the religious want to be where the cry of the poor meets the ear of
God. Therefore, the religious have the ability to speak the vision of God to both
oppressor and the oppressed. To the former the message of criticism and challenge
to conversion, to the latter the message of hope.14 Therefore, today’s reality seems to
confirm the fact that the prophetic dimension is to be a key paradigm and priority
for religious life.
5.2 Charismatic Gift of Prophecy
By means of living the evangelical counsels through the public vows, the religious
do their service. In this way a vowed life, being a prophetic life style, by itself renders
an unparalleled service in the up building of the Church as God’s people. For this
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reason, in the religious community always the aspect of love is fostered because love
itself is a service. This is what St. Paul says in 1 Cor 14:1 that we are to aim at love,
earnestly desiring the spiritual gifts especially the gift of prophecy. Thus religious
life belongs to the prophetic element in the Church. It conveys a divine message by
adopting like Jesus’ prophetic life style in the service of the Church.15
5.3 Ecclesiological Dimension
The prophetic mission of the religious is also ecclesiological, because religious
life can only be expressed and legitimized within an ecclesial context. The mission
of the religious life presupposes and flows from the general mission of the Church.
The Church is ekklesia — an assembly of people of God — called together for a
particular purpose of making the reign of God a reality in the world. However, the
ecclesial dimension of religious life is not restricted to the visible Church of the
Magisterium, but open to the whole humanity, to all who participate in the genuine
design of humans, originally visualized in and for Christ.
5.4 Prophetism Today
In a globalized India what is expected of a religious is to explore ways of being
prophets. The present scenario challenges the religious of their usual way of being
and doing. At a time of extensive and rapid change which affects the quality of
human life, the prophetic mission finds its relevance.16
The effort of the Old Testament prophets was the restoration of the communities.
Their attempt was to remind the people about the Mosaic covenant and its religious
and social imperatives. If religious wish to be the prophets of the modern world,
they must remind the people about our covenantal relationship with God which
was established by Jesus Christ with His precious blood.
In the multi religious context of India, the religious should devote their
energies to the task of building communities based on the values of the Kingdom
— freedom, equality, love justice and peace. In the present situation of India, a
prophetic mission enables the religious to rearticulate one’s faith and commitment
and a country like India needs prophetic religious with mission and vision to be
creative and dynamic.17
6. Peripheries that Call into Prophetic Action Today
A recurring theme for Pope Francis has been what he calls “the periphery”
(EG 20) and the movement of the Church from the center to peripheries of our
globalized world. He invites the religious to reimage religious life and mission in a
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radical way, and find their true identity on the peripheries. Religious are asked not
only to look around to identify the peripheries, but to identify the most neglected
and “peripheralised” people around them as they engage in different apostolic
ministries. He continues to challenge the religious and the whole Church, to get
out of themselves and to go toward the periphery and to protect themselves from
becoming self-absorbed. In his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, Pope
Francis says, “I prefer a Church which is bruised, hurting and dirty because it
has been out on the streets, rather than a Church which is unhealthy from being
confined and from clinging to its own security” (EG 49).
As Jesus entered into his mission, he took up a stance for all the marginalized,
the anawim, those on the periphery, whether they were marginalized economically
or socio-culturally. He was well aware of the unjust structures that have created
marginalization and poverty. His lifestyle, the kind of followers he chose, and the
focus of his ministry are all expressions of his identification and solidarity with those
on the peripheries. The movement of Jesus was prophetic and counter cultural and,
therefore, revolutionary from the beginning.
And so to mention a few of the peripheries that call the attention of religious as
followers of Christ are:
6.1 Human Trafficking
Human trafficking is the third largest organized crime after drugs and the
arms trade across the globe. Trafficking is an activity leading to recruitment,
transportation, harboring or receipt of persons, by means of threat or use of force or
a position of vulnerability. India is considered as the hub of this crime in Asia. As
per the statistics of the government, in every eight minutes a child goes missing in
India. In 2011 about 35,000 children were reported missing and more than 11,000
out of these were reported from west Bengal.
Kids especially girls and young women mostly from northeast are taken from
their homes and sold in faraway states of India for sexual exploitation and to work
as bonded labor by the agents who lure their parents with education, better life, and
money for these kids. In response to such a pathetic situation to protect the dignity
of human being, the religious needs to take a prophetic action to stop this crime
against dignity and modern slavery. Pope Francis has said “Together we can and
must employ our energies so that these women, men and children can be freed thus
putting an end to this horrible trade.”18
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6.2 Tribal: Landless Labourers
The tribal life in India is intimately linked to land and forests. Land is not an
individual possession, which one can accumulate through greed. Land and forests
are the home of the tribal’s. It is the identity of the whole tribal existence. Land
is not an economic commodity but belongs to socio-ethnic religious order. “The
story of exploitation and deprivation of tribal land is robbery of the life, based
on these communities. Sometimes they are tortured, beaten and put to death.”19
The perspective of powerful is held high and executed. The Church contributes to
build up the tribal communities. The prophetic role of the religious is to develop a
counter culture humanism that values quality of life rather than the possession of
things possessedand priority for the basic needs of the people rather than luxuries
of life. In order to develop such a culture religious needs to be part of the struggling
people by partaking in various people’s movements, that are emerging as alternative
to the oppressive structures and educate the people of their rights and build up
solidarity with Dalit, tribal, women and other marginalized groups.20
6.3 Sex and Gender
One of the current challenges in India is the promotion of gender justice in an
intercultural context. “God created humankind in his image, male and female”
(Gen 1:27). The foundation principle of the Catholic Social Teaching is the dignity
of the human person. Every human being is created in the image and likeness of
God and therefore has inherent dignity. However, our words and action sometimes
reveal an assumption that certain human beings are created more in God’s image
than the others. This seems to be true related to matters of gender. Catholic Social
Teaching qualifies the basic principle that all persons are created in the Divine
image and, therefore, have inherent dignity. Therefore, no persons are created in
a lesser divine image. We are all daughters and sons of God and every person is a
revelation of God.21
6.4 Migrants and Refugees
The care of migrants, the immense multitude without any nation, which wanders
the roads everywhere, is not a monopoly of any institution, be it public, private
or religious. Most of the immigrants, in many countries, find themselves in an
irregular situation, which makes them to hide themselves in order protect them.
The Instruction Ergamigrantescaritas Christi, published in 2004 by the Pontifical
Council for the Pastoral Care of the Migrants and Itinerants, affirms already in its
opening note: “Contemporary migrations constitute the largest movement of people
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of all times. In recent decades this phenomenon, which currently involves about
200 million human beings, has turned into a structural reality of contemporary
society, and constitutes a problem that steadily becomes more complex from the
social, political, economic, religious and pastoral point of view.”22 Ten years after
this document was published, the UN estimates in 2014 indicate that 232 million
people live outside of their country of birth. In its last official report, published in
2012, estimated as nothing less than 45.2 million refugees throughout the world.
Prophetic mission is to be always welcoming of the immigrants, but a special
attention should be given to the rescue of the history and culture traditions of each
and every ethnic group though the service of listening and promotion of the human
person.23
6.5 Ecology – Caring for the Common Home
A very important periphery today is the natural environment. Dust, stinking
gases, plastic, filth, stagnant polluted waters, dying fields and forests, cemented
grounds and disappearing earth grounds, are the curses of today. Prophetic call
to action is for a genuine love for the soil, the air, water resources, all living and
nonliving beings, for the entire natural environment, for the universe itself.
In the third millennium, human kind is at a critical point in history, the global
warming and the consequent ecological crisis are threatening the very existence
of the world. The encyclical of Pope Francis, Laudato Si invites us to protect the
environment, to care for our common home. The vision of Pope Francis is that the
ecological crisis ultimately linked to a crisis of values, a spiritual void that permeates
today’s technocratic society.
Consecrated persons in India are of course subject to the same post-modern
economic and cultural forces that are distant from an integral ecology and from the
poor and marginalized. In his address to the Major Superiors of men and women,
Pope Francis has called on all religious to be prophetic in their vocation. Religious
often live and serve on the periphery; in places where environment is often degraded;
it is a prophetic role of religious to bring an awareness of life at the margins to the
forefront with our own communities and then to the broader society.
7. Barriers to Prophetic Witnessing towards Periphery
Commitment to religious life demands radical living of the prophetic role in the
heart of one’s ministry in relation to the person of Jesus, to the founding experience
of one’s congregation and the apostolic need of the world. Religious admit that
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there is an existence of divisions and conflicts among them based on caste, language
or region. The prophetic religious certainly identify these evil forces and rise above
petty partisan politics, narrow minded clannish and tribalism tendencies, and strive
towards establishing a ‘religious culture’ that matches the Gospel expectations. This
is a prophetic call of the religious to counter the barriers and evil designs of the
divisive groups within oneself, congregations, and churches.24
7.1 Individualism Vs Vocational Commitment
In a globalized world everything is measured on the basis of its utility and
profitability and people feel good in individual performance and individual becomes
the measure of everything. Extreme individualism has weakened the influence
of the family, community, churches and associations. Due to growing attitude
of independence, people have lost in terms of values such as co-existence, spirit
of sacrifice and renunciation. World’s ways have crept into religious life without
much hesitation “Looking at religious life from the perspective of the Kingdom,
the constant effort of the religious should be to journey with Christ and the human
community towards the realization of new society”.25 This is what we call the ongoing
process of commitment.If religious life is envisaged as a stable form of life in terms
of established rules and regulations the commitment of the dedicated person can be
affected due to fixity and obsession of being faithful to some rules and regulations.
If the commitment is to a God of history, religious will find the fuller meaning of
being true to the prophetic role in the here and now. Because religious commitment
is an ongoing process filled with variety of demands, challenges, and opportunities
for the prophetic witness, it is very important to note that the road to perfection is
the acceptance of God’s unconditional love for us, and the acceptance of his action
within us. It would seem that now, more than the idea of taking vows and binding
ourselves by promises, there needs to be a desire for total commitment. It is always
the same Christ we are serving. Thus our commitment is final only in Jesus Christ.26
7.2 Shallow God Experience Vs New God Experience
Religious life today is devoid of deep God experience. Many religious are entirely
lost in their work, neglecting their contemplative dimension. Religious life has
become smooth and easy, an uninterrupted enjoyment of the goods of providence,
full meals, costly clothes, well-furnished houses, earthly comforts and pleasures, the
feeling of security, and the consciousness of wealth and power. These have chocked
the spirit of religious life today. Today’s context requires a new experience where
we are in constant communication with God like prophets, and become the voice
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of God. A person who has experienced God will never be selfish and be indifferent
to the sufferings of the people who live around him or her. This new experience
moves religious to prophetic mission, to establish Kingdom of God.27 The call of the
religious is to deepen their God experience, without this one cannot be a prophet
of the Lord. It also means to be equally involved with the people. The deeper the
experience of God, the greater would be one’s involvement with the problems,
needs and struggles of the people.
7.3 Institutionalization vs Option for the Poor
The religious have a greater responsibility in India to become involved in the
development of the oppressed classes and the marginalized like, the Adhivasis,
Harijans and slum dwellers and through their prophetic role and an authentic
commitment can challenge and stimulate social transformation. Today more than
ever a radical commitment is demanded from the religious in order to rediscover the
dignity and the human rights of the oppressed and the marginalized. So India needs
prophetic religious who, with their gift of creative imagination could lead people
back to the Kingdom values.28
Authentic religious spirit and vitality have been drained off by excessive
institutionalization. The security of religious institutions has moved the basic
insecurity demanded by the Gospel (cf. Mt 5:3-12). The religious are no longer
seen as the people on the cutting edge, but rather are viewed as upper class people
intimately connected with maintaining the institutions of society.29

Building community was an important aspect of Jesus’ vision and mission. When
the institutional Church lost this vision, it was the religious who upheld the value
of community for all these centuries. Today the religious have moved away from
this vision both in the Church and in society.30 The Church in India should make a
sincere and serious option for the poor. Option for the poor is an option for a new
society where there will be no poverty and exploitation.
7.4 Traditional Ministries Vs Creative Ministries
In the changed context of the world and the Church, many of the traditional
ministries have lost their earlier attraction and value as a response to the felt and
expressed needs and demands of those whom the religious seek to serve. However,
in many circumstances, religious are not ready to abandon those ministries to look
for newer means of serving which truly respond to the actual needs. They still
continue to offer many services in the form of ministries. But they fail to ask the
most fundamental question as to whether these are the needs of those whom they
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serve in the present situation of India. The religious are expected to follow Christ
closely. If so, they can have no other mission than that of Christ himself: “to bring
the good news to the afflicted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, sight to the blind,
to let oppressed go free” (Lk 4:18).
8. The Prophetic Alternatives: New Paths and Opportunities towards Periphery
Today’s religious men and women need to be prophetic, capable of waking up
the world, of showing that they are special breed who have something to say to the
world. To be prophetic witness of a different way of doing things, acting and living.
It is necessary to spend time in real contact with the poor. It’s necessary to know
from experience what’s real, to dedicate time, going to periphery to truly know
the situation and the life of the people.31 The life of the religious today should be a
prophetic witness, which creates a new and greater vision, mission, opportunities
and spirituality for our time.
8.1 A New Way of Being Present
Renewal of life, in the new way of being religious must be a phenomenon of
the Spirit, a spiritual rejuvenation. One of the treasures of religious renewal is
the quite simple assertion that Christ in the Gospel is the supreme norm of every
religious. Whatever the way religious are directed they must find the source of their
life in Christ in whom they are incorporated by baptism and to whom they are
pledged again by religious profession. Thus Christ is the supreme rule, the norm
against which they measure all their actions.32The religious are called to be a reality,
immersed in the world. The joy and hope of the men of our time especially, of those
who are poor and afflicted in any way are the joy and hope the grief and anguish of
the followers of Christ as well (GS, I).
The new prophetic religious is a searching person. The religious of today live
in a completely open situation. The religious need to live in the present acting on
their own personal judgment. New religious must hope to reveal themselves as less
authoritarian and they would be one who is sensitive and responsible to both the
individual and the society. Being a religious in the new way means, person who is
taking the Gospel as source book and responding to the needs of others. Renewal
of religious life means strengthening the brotherhood of man and not building or
retaining a safe and secure organization. Thereby the new religious value of life, as
God’s greatest gift to humanity and commitment to God is the key to understand
their new life style. Thus they need to be a religious for others as Jesus himself was.
JANUARY – JUNE 2019

135

S ANYA S A Journal of Consecrated Life

8.2 From Center to Peripheries
The mission of the religious must continue to be a movement away from
center, right out to the margins. It is a movement towards the periphery and the
marginalized. The most appropriate place for religious life is on the edge, at the
periphery, in the company of the outsiders.33 The reference to the periphery is a
metaphor that goes much deeper than a geographical coordinate. As Pope Francis
says,
I am convinced of one thing: the great changes in history were realized when reality
was seen not from the center but rather from the periphery. It is a hermeneutical
question: reality is understood only if it is looked at from the periphery, and not
when our viewpoint is equidistant from everything. Truly to understand reality
we need to move away from the central position of calmness and peacefulness and
direct ourselves to the peripheral areas. Being at the periphery helps to see and
to understand better, to analyze reality more correctly, to shun centralism and
ideological approaches…34

More fundamentally, Pope Francis intends to anchor his reflections on the direct
experience of the true life of, and in the periphery. “This is really very important to
me: the need to become acquainted with reality by experience, to spend time walking
on the periphery in order to become acquainted with the reality and life-experiences
of people. If this does not happen we then run the risk of being abstract ideologists
or fundamentalists, which is not healthy.”35 Pope Francis warns the Church not to
become so fixated on the center that it neglects the periphery—those people who
lives on the edge of mainstream society, whether within the economically advanced
nations, or globally.36
There is a tension between the center and the periphery. Religious congregations
must get out of themselves and go toward the periphery. They must avoid the
spiritual disease of the Church that can become self-referential: when this happens,
the Church itself becomes sick. It’s true that accidents can happen when you go out
into the street, as can happen to any man or woman. But if the Church/religious
remains closed onto itself, self-referential, it grows old.37

8.3 From Developmental Model to Transformative Model
The religious life is permeated with a great hope in the midst of challenges of
today. The religious life has its own future, which depends on some transitions we
need to make: from individual to communitarian, from institutions centered to
periphery centered, from authority to service oriented, from religious vocation to
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a Church which is not only totally ministerial but also totally religious. Option for
the poor today demands working for systematic change, approach to development
based on the people’s rights, and for sustainable development. We need to make
a shift from developmental-and-charity model approach to that of transformative
model.38
The development of each congregation is a temptation to live the prophetic
life of religious. We are living in a situation, where many religious congregations
have focused on development along with the world rapid changes. The missionary
response of the religious cannot be solely on the criterion of efficacy and efficiency.
Instead, they should be based on the evaluation of the credibility and evangelical
reliability of the gift of the Spirit entrusted to them for the good of the Church.39 A
transformed heart and a converted religious in any cross-cultural missionary effort
depends upon people on fire with God’s burning love, people with a transformed
and transforming heart, people with the evangelical spirit of willing sacrifice and
joyful asceticism.40
8.4 From Quantity to Quality
One of the most extraordinary signs of the times of present era is a strange
contradiction. There is a growth of philosophical schools, theological schools and
psychological schools which are all converging to point out that man will become
fully all that he has the potential to be only when he opens himself up to become
a man for others. Present day’s society is more and more geared to a sense of
community. All these show that somewhere, somehow, something has gone wrong.
As Christian men and women, we believe that life in Christ is the vocation of
all God’s creatures. This points out that the Church, the continuing, saving and
uniting presence of Christ in the world, has the answer. The Church offers to the
world true community where love binds everything together in perfect harmony
(Col 3:14), and in which man can find that deep harmony which only faith in
Christ can bring.41
The religious are not qualitatively superior, but they publicly accept a task of a
public living of a quality of life in Christ to which all are called. The primary task
of the religious is to make Christ present to the world through a witnessing life.42
Therefore, Francis J. Moloney says:
The religious must show to the world that the call of life ‘in Christ’ is not just a
preached doctrine but also an achievable reality, and thus give both Christians and
non-Christians hope point our finger at the institution of the Christian Church
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which lays claim to be an institution of love, faith and hope asking. The most
effective means of performing this two-fold task is the quality of our lives together.
The religious must not tell the world and the Church that they share life, but they
must show them by living it.43

8.5 A Need for Creative Ministries
The creative ministries of religious are to give new paradigm form from
‘congregation growth’ to ‘congregation that gives life’, where religious life embraces
the full mission of Jesus. Today a good number of religious have somewhat lost the
sense of mission, and are deeply immersed in the institutional form of ministries
which were started in order to carry out their real mission which is the furthering
of the Reign of God. For us in India, where the vast majority are pushed to the
periphery of society because of their socio- economic and political powerlessness,
promotion and furthering of the Reign of God necessarily involves taking the side
of the oppressed and working with them for their integral liberation.
We are a pilgrim people, having participated in the prophetic mission of the
Father, the Son and the Spirit marching in solidarity with the whole human family
of God towards the new heaven and new earth. The prophetic mission of the
religious to all the people of India in the new millennium will be a very demanding
vocation.44 The Spirit is calling the religious today to express the ministries of Jesus
and his good news in new and creative ways.
8.6 Integrated Religious Communities
The new challenge congregations are facing today is how to understand structure,
and live community life in a way that is not compatible with, but fostering of ministry,
not because ministry has priority over community any more than community has
priority over ministry but because the two must be integrated into a coherent life
form, if both are to be accorded their appropriate role in ministerial religious life.45
To move from institutional structure to integrate religious communities with
local communities of faithful, where prophetic living becomes a sign of hope and
fulfills the call of God as religious. In India, at the periphery the problems and
struggles are structurally related to mass poverty, fatalistic superstitions, pervasive
corruption and gross injustice. Confronted by these harsh realities of life, the
Church and the religious institutions need to set their face towards them with an
urgent prophetic response.46 The religious are to work for the rights of the poor,
fight against injustices done to the poor due to lack of their education, empowering
them for a new community, training programs for the people at the periphery and
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even involving in the ecological concerns of education. This is possible only when
they integrate their religious communities with local faithful for a prophetic living.47
8.7 A New Form of Religious Apostolic Ministries
Many of the religious congregations find its origin or model of Roman
institutionalization. The crucial question is how far the religious presence is growing
into a local reality of India? The religious in India should exhibit a prophetic way
of expressing and feeling with local communities at the periphery, to stand by the
side of the poor for the liberation from the structures of domination, oppression,
injustice and legalism.
In India, we have very good religious administrators, the best institutional
structures are built and religious are trained to run these institutions, yet, this is
limited to one’s own congregations. The education, health ministry, social-work
centers have not fully embraced the charism or mission of Jesus. Therefore, it’s
important to take into consideration the following aspects.
a. Training new candidates with effective formation for mission. Men and women
who do not have requisite human and spiritual qualities and aptitudes necessary
for the religious life and mission needs to undergo serious faith formation. They
need to be formed to live an ordinary or simple life style rather than a secured
life. This type of formation makes candidate to live a prophetic life.
b. Educational ministries, though admired for their excellent academic standards
and discipline, fail to instill the social consciousness in the students. Very few
volunteers in social ministry have become the agents of social transformation.
How many religious are ready to participate with government for better policy
of education, and for better administrations? In the past or even now every
village has a government schools which offer free education to children. In reality
these government schools are with poor standards. An active involvement of the
religious would brighten the many disadvantaged children who cannot afford a
better schooling.
c. Health ministries have given a great contribution in India. In the rise of
globalized world, many of their hospitals are running in loss or in a hopeless
situation. There is an urgent need to find new creative methods to reach out to
people, to reach where people are, rather than expecting them to come where
we are. Many of the government hospitals are in poor condition of service, poor
administration, cleanliness etc. how many religious congregations are ready to
send religious to work in government hospitals of India? A religious need to
think of such service to the society.
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d. Law to promote justice. In India there are many people falling in line at the
court for justice, especially the poor. Few congregations have trained religious
to be lawyers, but many are working for their own congregations. How many
religious are ready to fight on behalf of the poor, victims of injustices, human
trafficking etc? A new way of being prophet by religious is an urgent need.
Conclusion
A prophet is to contextualize oneself in the reality to see everything in God’s
perspective. It causes one to be equally grounded in the realities of the world. For
religious cannot live in isolation, doing the minimum or just being confined to the
structures. It is in the realities of the world around we can perceive the hand of God
and His call to be an instrument of his action and transformation. In the religious
communities, there are many professional teachers, nurses, doctors, administrators,
pastors. It’s easy to confine oneself to such professional platforms. But it takes
courage and creativity to inaugurate a new frontier missionary presence.
In the 21st century religious needs to find new language and styles to communicate
the Gospel. It requires enlarging one’s tent for new endeavors, to have one’s life
project and mission focused on those at the margins. There needs to be a shift in
the place of the religious, from the structured set up to periphery. The prophetic
mission needs to be made a conviction, an act of faith more than an idea because
ideas cause one to reflect but convictions live on.
Religious life is threatened by narrow mindedness, structures, and institutions
that limit them, make them repetitious, trapped in their habits. But if they open
space for people at the periphery, losing their security and comfort, religious life will
become significant and attractive.
The prophetic dimension of religious life implies renewal and creativity, of a
transformation that will make them move from center to periphery, from selfsufficiency to self-criticism and to innovation under the guidance of the Spirit. It
will oblige them to get out of their habits and routines that generate immobility;
to push them to abandon convenient structures that paralyses, and to abandon the
rigidity of certain traditions that are empty and meaningless.
The Religious are called to a greater integration of the three quintessential aspects
of our Christian consecration — contemplation, communion and prophetic witness
and commitment. This integration generates a new way of leading and living their
consecrated life in the world. Their religious identity as consecrated men and
women challenges them to be trailblazers in finding new ways of following Christ
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that are more appropriate and relevant for today. As a contrast community, they
will generate passion for God’s reign, create meaning for their consecrated life, fire
up creative imagination in their commitment to the poor and marginalized and give
life and hope to a world in despair.
The future of the religious, as living prophetic witness gives new signs of hope in
the field of mission towards periphery in the globalized India as bright as the reign
of God. The prophetic mission of religious has no room for pessimism and sense
of hopelessness. Therefore, the consecrated life calls for a greater commitment and
prophetic witness that which distinguishes from other forms of life.
The religious families as prophetic communities are called to prophesy by their
quality life. The most effective way of proclaiming the gospel is life witness. The
exemplary life of the religious is the most powerful weapon that can attract many to
the person of Jesus than any of the works that is carried out by the religious.
The Religious must therefore, allow themselves to be led by the Spirit to a
constantly renewed discovery of God and of His Word to a burning love for God
and for humanity. They are disciples as well as the prophets of Christ, called to
follow him intimately in his prophetic role and thus help the people rediscover
the meaning of life, hope and confidence. It is to continue Christ’s mission, ‘the
proclamation of the kingdom of God’. They ought to become the agents of change
and transformation as they walk constantly with the Lord and with His people.
They have a greater responsibility in promoting the kingdom and human values.
As prophets, their lives should be an inspiration to others as channels of peace, love
and justice.
Religious need to be sent to the frontiers of the world. They cannot remain static
in traditional ministries but must move to innovative and challenging ones and take
radical stands in the Church and society. And with the decline in vocations, religious
need to offer to the young candidates’ experience of new missions. The religious
need to cherish and nourish consecrated life as a gift and live it passionately. This is
possible only through prayer that will make them men and women of God.
Finally, I might say that the significance of consecrated life does not diminish,
because of the fall in the number of those who embrace it. What is important is
that, those who have embraced it, love the Lord with their whole heart; be persons
‘rooted and grounded in Christ’, enter deeply into the Paschal Mystery — be grains
of wheat destined to die in order to give life to others (Jn 12:24).
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The Dance of Mission
(A Daring New Initiative of the Spirit by the Marist Brothers:
International New Communities for a New Beginning)
Bro. Jeff Crow

In the past three years, six new Marist communities have appeared around the
world, composed of lay people and Brothers, with a seventh to start later this year.
By any standards in the Church today this is remarkable. It is a small piece of
evidence that “mission is not in any crisis” – the mission of the Spirit of God that is.
The spark for this initiative came from a meeting of Marist leaders in 2013.
This led to an invitation from the then Superior General of the Marist Brothers,
Emili Turú, in a letter entitled The Dance of Mission, for brothers and lay people “to
discern, before God, whether you feel called to leave your home country to form
part of an international community in another region of the world. If you wish to
offer some years of your life to the service of the Marist mission beyond the borders
of your province or your country, I encourage you to step forward and make known
your availability.”
The letter contained the vision behind the proposal:
“As we approach the beginning of the third century of Marist life and mission,
and trying to be faithful to our origins, we believe that the time has come for Marists
of Champagnat to awaken the dawn of a new beginning through:
• A SIGNIFICANT EVANGELIZING PRESENCE AMONG CHILDREN
AND YOUNG PEOPLE IN SITUATIONS OF VULNERABILITY, where
others do not go, giving them prominence and defending their rights.
• GLOBAL AVAILABILITY: by creating a new mentality and a new attitude,
looking beyond the usual horizons of our administrative units and regions, and
opening up to the possibilities of international collaboration for mission.
This is an article by a Marist Brother Jeff Crow who presents here the new initiative of their congregation in establishing
new Marist communities composing of lay people — both married and unmarried — and Marist brothers. He calls
this as a new initiative of the Spirit in response to the present situation. It is an inspiring highly informative article and
valuable sharing of an experience which can be of great help for the consecrated persons of today in fashioning and
envisioning their community life for the mission
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• INTERCULTURALITY: Marist international communities, which promote
within themselves a communion of cultures and an appreciation of their diversity,
as well as their integration in the context in which they are located.
• A MEANINGFUL LIFE: through its gospel quality and through the fraternal
witness of the communities, which can take different forms according to the
membership (brothers, laity, other congregations…)
• AN EMPHASIS ON SPIRITUALITY: a clear commitment to enter more
deeply into our spiritual experience, paying particular attention to the mystical
and prophetic dimensions of our Marist life.
“We believe that the elements contained in this vision are a call to each and
every Marist to make these a reality, in accordance with their particular context.
At the same time, we are aware that interculturality, an important aspect of this
vision, is still very new in our Institute. … We believe that we must continue to
build international communities on the five continents, so that this vision of the
future may take a concrete shape and be visible.” (Montagne: The Dance of Mission,
25 March 2015).
Over the years since some 125 people have put their names forward. 55 have
completed the preparation and discernment program. They have come from the
five continents: youngest 24 and oldest 78; 33 brothers and 22 laypeople (4 married
couples; 9 single women and 5 single men). Their 22 countries of origin/residence
have been Argentina, Australia, Bolivia, Brazil, Cameroon, Canada, Chile, Colombia,
Ghana, India, Italy, Korea, Madagascar, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru,
Philippines, Spain, United States of America and Venezuela.
The Superior General accepts their commitment, commissions them as
missionary Marists, and recommends their appointment to the relevant Provincial
to new communities in the five ‘regions’ of the Institute: Africa: (3 brothers, a
married couple, a single woman) to Atlantis in South Africa; Arco Norte:
(4 brothers, a single woman and single man) to East Harlem in USA; (2 brothers and
a married couple) to go to Cuba; Europe: (2 brothers, 2 single women, 2 single men)
to Syracusa, Italy; (2 brothers, a married couple) to Moinesti, Romania; Oceania:
(2 brothers, a married couple) to Mt Druitt, Australia; South America: (2 brothers,
2 single women) to Tabatinga, Amazon, Brazil. In addition, 2 Lavalla200> members
(a brother and a single layman) have been appointed to the Fratelli project (Marist
and De la Salle Brothers) for Syrian refugees in Rmeileh, Lebanon. A further 10
brothers, a single woman and single man were appointed to existing communities in
three countries of the international District of Asia and two of its formation houses.
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Three brothers (including the formation team) were appointed to the General
Administration.
The places of the new communities were proposed by the respective regional
bodies of Provincials with a general target group of vulnerable young people in mind.
The particular ministry of each community has to be discerned and implemented
by the community itself in conjunction with the regional leaders and the General
Administration. As can be easily appreciated, this takes time and patience. Their
first priority is to create an intercultural Marist community. In most cases, a new
language has to be learnt. Immersion in the local neighbourhood and culture,
contact with the local church and like-minded groups, sorting out the practical
details of support services, and simply acclimatising, are all essential aspects of ‘a
new beginning’.
Special characteristics of these communities
1. They are intercultural: international, mixed forms of Christian life –
religious, married, single, a range of ages, different genders, differing cultural, social,
professional and educational backgrounds, the whole spectrum of personalities.
Some would say that we are crazy to have such diversity under one roof! But no
more crazy than Jesus’ vision of living as brothers and sisters and serving ‘the little
ones’. In other words, such communities are, of necessity, faith-based if they are to
remain together. A key aspect of our presence is that our relationships are core to
our mission and central to a new beginning for Marists. The Spirit is very much at
work.
Fr Anthony Gittins CSSp in his book Living Mission Interculturally develops this
idea with the zen story: “The teacher asked his disciples, “When do you know it is
dawn?” One says, “When you can distinguish a white thread from a black one.”
“No,” said the teacher. “When you can see the outline of a tree against the horizon,”
ventured another. “No,” said the teacher — and to all other efforts to answer the
question. “When you can look into the eyes of a stranger, an ‘other’, and see a
brother, or a sister, then it is dawn; until then, it is still night.”
He provides promptings from others to describe the path from multi-cultural
to cross-cultural to intercultural: “We have just enough religion to hate each other,
but not enough to make us love one another” (Jonathan Swift). “Peace involves a
profound crisis of identity. The boundaries of self and others, friend and foe, must
be re-drawn” (Rabbi Sacks). “We must walk united with our differences; there is no
other way to become one. This is the way of Jesus” (Pope Francis).
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2. They are Marist communities, not religious communities with lay volunteers.
This characteristic emerged during our first preparation program as laypeople asked
whether we brothers were serious about their ‘joining’ a community for an extended
time. How do we see our Lavalla200> communities? Are we all equal? Are we all
full members or are some of us to be just long-term helpers? There are multiple
examples in the Marist world of volunteers spending time in existing communities
and multiple examples of ‘communities’ that share life and mission but not actually
living together under the one roof.
So, our vision evolved. Following distinctive vocational paths, we share leadership
in the community and are co-responsible for our life and mission together. There is
no appointed leader for the community. Our intentional communities have flexible
structures discerned by all. We know why we have chosen to live together. We
constantly refer back to this in our times of community dialogue and prayer. In
some places a co-ordinator is named for the ministry.Giving the communities a
canonical status is currently under study.
3. They experience considerable isolation. This is inevitable in the placement
of communities in geographical or existential peripheries. Even in cities where the
word ‘isolation’ may sound strange, the communities are initiating a new presence
out of step with existing Marist and even church structures. Peers are hard to
identify, soul companions even more so. Their presence is not universally welcomed
for a host of reasons — their independence of thought and action, the resentment
and suspicion of local people towards outsiders, bad past experiences of missionaries
and NGOs. They can feel vulnerable in terms of their self-value and very faith
(cf. the film Silence).
Besides the pastoral support of the local Provincial, an international
accompaniment team has been appointed to follow up individuals and communities.
In addition to annual on-site visits, social media has made regular contact possible
and invaluable. The different ‘batches’ have set up virtual communities for staying
in touch.
4. They are communities sponsored by the region, not the local Province
alone. Indirectly, this initiative is generating fresh dynamism in regions of the
Institute. All the provinces of a region are involved in the discernment of where
the communities are to be established and the focus of their ministry. Before, such
collaboration has resulted from internal needs such as inter-provincial formation
houses and other joint services internal to the region.
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Lavalla200> is a call to dream and combine forces for the future of Marist
charism and mission, offering new ways of being present among children and young
people on the margins of life, meeting emerging human and social challenges such
as immigration, asylum-seekers, human-trafficking, the defence and promotion of
Child Rights.
Regional Lavalla200> communities also provide a welcome for volunteers in
conducting holiday camps and immersion experiences. They also play a special role
within the region, communicating their experience and inspiring others regarding
“a new beginning”.
Some Lessons
Re community living
• It takes time to develop trusting relationships. Working together as colleagues is
not enough as time goes on.

• The members of a community have to make a personal commitment to the
vision of Lavalla200> and to the well-being of each other. If they put conditions
on this or are selective it is better that they withdraw.
• We are called to discover the dignity of difference. It can be uncomfortable and
humiliating to acknowledge our prejudices.
• For a community to persevere and thrive, there needs to be companionship,
empathy, mutual respect and tolerance.
• Relationships falter when people do not share their faith together.
• A regular forum is needed for identifying and expressing emotions and needs, for
affirming one another and articulating frustration.
• Not all combinations of people work out despite their idealism.
• There is work to do to develop suitable administrative structures in the local
Provinces for Lavalla200> communities. Further, some people in the wider
community do not recognise the member status of lay people in the Marist
community.
• Tensions can develop within the community before a common ministry is
worked out, especially if this takes a long time.
• Really sharing leadership, valuing our equality as Marists in decision-making, is
not easy. The temptation is always there for one person to lead without dialogue
and even take control.
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Re ministry:
• Discerning ‘new’ Marist ministries with young people on the margins is a difficult
challenge for any community.
• The Lavalla200> initiative envisages working as a team rather than on individual
or separate ministries. This is a challenge for all, but for some especially.
• Once a clear Marist project is starting to emerge, there is a value in naming
one of the members as the Project co-ordinator for leadership, management and
external reference.
• We (both the intending member and the Marist leaders) need to discern ministry
capacities as well as community readiness.
• Our charism leads us to engage young people in their personal growth in all its
dimensions. Hospitality alone is not our ministry.
• We work best with the local church rather than as employees or holding
responsibilities in the church.
• We need to work closely with NGOs and other agencies, especially at the start.
• It has not been easy or satisfying to “inherit” an existing project.
• An entry point used in many countries is providing education support services:
a tutoring centre, library, computer centre, language classes, a hostel; or pastoral
services with youth groups.
• This can be more refined in terms of target group: disabled children, gypsies,
indigenous/tribal groups, children of refugee families, children affected by HIV/
AIDS, vulnerable children, etc.
• In many situations it is not possible to get involved in direct pastoral/catechetical
work: e.g. with muslim refugees, in many countries of Asia, or with limited
language.
• Taking a long-term view of presence, it is important to “train the trainers”,
prepare youth leaders, provide professional development and formation for
mission, and engage in vocations ministry.
•
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Lay people prefer to be engaged in activities shortly after arrival. They compare
their ‘new’ situation with what they have left behind and wonder about whether
they have made the right decision. They feel as if “the clock is ticking” for them
more than for the brothers.
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• Difficulties in learning the language pose a real challenge for the placement of
laypeople especially in Asia if they have a two year commitment.
• There will probably be a need for some financial investment for a room,building,
recreation space, etc. as well as for payment of local instructors. This may come
directly from Marist sources or funding agencies sourced through the region.
• Some may need to undertake special training: e.g. social work, community
development, teaching language, youth ministry.
• Most ministries require some government authorisation. This may be in the
form of a Foundation, Trust, Registered Charity, NGO status, etc.
• Our people must do local child protection training and receive appropriate
authorisation to work with children before they start work. Assisting the diocese
or local Province in this regard could become a project of the community where
protocols and practices do not currently exist.
• The community needs a communication strategy for sharing its experience with
the Region.
Re getting started
• Our biggest single challenge has been getting visas. So far, we have never been
refused but we have experienced lengthy delays.
• This puts considerable emotional pressure on people who have made a fixed
time commitment and raised many questions regarding their support during this
waiting time.
• The consequence has also meant a staggered start for new communities, an extra
challenge that they do not need.
Ministries of current Lavalla200> communities
Atlantis: This is a town some 20km outside of Capetown in South Africa. It
was developed in the apartheid era as an industrial centre to provide employment
for ‘coloured’ people. Investment has declined but the people have stayed on. The
Marist presence for the moment is one of collaboration with the local Church and
NGOs working with the large number of children and youth in a variety of weekly
activities and holiday camps.
East Harlem: The community occupies a former presbytery in upper Manhattan.
Prior to the new community being established, Marist Brothers from the region
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had managed a project connected to the local Catholic school in favour of Latino
immigrants, many of whom were undocumented. This project continues and
now also offers a high school program accredited by the Mexican government. In
addition, support is given to a number of Latino parish youth groups.
Moinesti: A small town in the north of Romania with a predominantly
Orthodox Church. The main focus of the community to date has been on learning
the language. This has proved a challenge. Good contact with the local authorities
has meant a large room in a complex for needy families being placed at the discretion
of the Marists for providing contact and services with children and young people.
There are some who have been more or less abandoned by parents who have gone
to other countries in Europe seeking work.
Mt Druitt: An outer suburb of Sydney, regarded as among the mostsocially
disadvantaged in Australia. The community has established ties with the local
aboriginal community and other ethnic groups. Its main ministry is to support the
operation of the Marist Learning Zone, a joint project of the Marists and Catholic
Education, negotiated before the new community arrived, to re-integrate students
who are not attending school.
Syracusa: A small coastal city on the south-east side of Sicily, not far from the
port of Augusta. The community lives in a centre under the control of the diocesan
Caritas. Their outreach is to recently- arrived migrants, especially unaccompanied
minors. Many contacts were made anddaily visits to a centre of “first welcome”.
Recently the community leased a space in the centre of the city where it is intended
to offer education programs (esp. Italian), counselling, arts and crafts, and simply
companionship.
Tabatinga: Three countries (Brazil, Peru, Colombia) share a common border
in this area of the Upper Amazon. There are twin towns —Tabatinga (Brazil) and
Leticia (Colombia) — that are 1000 km to the nearest cities in their respective
countries, with no roads. So, it is quite isolated. The area is home to many indigenous
rainforest groups, other indian descendants, mixed-race river people, “missionaries,
mercenaries and misfits”, those trying to exploit the resources of the Amazon and
those defending against this. The community is yet to determine a Marist project as
such but has involved itself in diocesan youth work. It also has connection with a
group against Human Trafficking.
Cuba: The new community will take up residence in Holguín in the southeast
of the country in 2019. The city of Holguín itself is some 700 km from Havana or
500 km from the nearest Marist presence in Cienfuegos. The Bishop has asked for a
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Marist presence and will assist in their settling in. The community will have to adapt
itself to the particular social and religious culture to determine its ministry.
Discernment and Preparation
Some people propose themselves. Some are invited. After the initial burst of
internal publicity, there has been an effort to encourage Provincials to encourage
possible participants and to use the international website and communications to
inform and inspire others.
We rely heavily on the local Provincial and his team to provide information and
make a good recommendation. For this purpose, we have prepared some criteria
as the basis for an assessment. For laypeople there are many questions to address
regarding availability for assignment for two years minimum. Some benefit from a
form of accompaniment during this period.
With police and medical checks in place, names are presented to the General
Council for approval as candidates for the preparation program.
Preparation Program
Desired Outcomes
o Each person will discern if they are called to be part of the Lavalla200> initiative.
o The leaders of Lavalla200> will be able to discern those who are called to be part
of the project and to which international community they will be appointed.
o Each person will come to a deeper appreciation of cultural diversity as well as
understand the personal challenges he or she faces in intercultural living.
o Each person will develop new competencies and skills and a spirituality for
intercultural living.
To achieve these outcomes, we have designed a two-month program that is
experiential in character. The venue is a cluster of farm houses in a small hamlet
about 50 km from Florence in Tuscany, Italy.
We chose this venue for several reasons. In the first place, we wanted somewhere
where we can live in small mixed fraternities of 4 or 5, where we can pray together,
live a deeper community experience in our sharing and reflecting together and
looking after ourselves [cooking, cleaning, shopping etc.]. Secondly, we wanted a
place that would be new for all of us - a new language, new environment, and new
culture. This strategy of fraternities has proven very effective in anticipating close
living in mixed groups.
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Personal discernment continues throughout the two months by the individual’s
own soul-searching and by focussed personal accompaniment each week.
Over the weeks, there is a series of workshops related to self-knowledge,
discernment, communication, community-building, the spiritual journey, being
Marist, intercultural dynamics and theology of mission. We have been blessed with
the quality of presenters ready to work and even stay with us in a simple, rural
setting.
Language is a challenge. We work in Spanish and English and engage translators
to assist in the workshops. Learning to cope with limited language is all an essential
part of the process.
Half-way through the program the participants are invited to write a letter of
availability to the Superior General. A conversation happens between each participant
and the Superior General or one of his Councillors. On this basis, on his knowledge
of the circumstances of possible destinations and on the recommendation of the
accompaniment team, the Superior General accepts candidates and commissions
them. In the final week we travel to the Hermitage in France, our Marist origins,
for this moment.
Supporting Structure
Lavalla200> is a joint initiative of the General Council and the regions of the
Institute. The General and his Council have initial responsibility for the people
and for confirming possible community sites. The regional leaders propose
community sites and are responsible for everything else regarding the community
life and mission, including finances. It is an expensive venture and costly in terms
of precious human resources, but we are committed at both General and Regional
levels to supporting this new life. The local Provincial has governance — Marist,
civil, and ecclesial — and pastoral responsibility for the community, acting in the
name of the regional group of leaders.
There is a lot that is new in this ‘structure’ and much has been learnt over the
past three years. We have developed a template of Statutes defining respective
responsibilities and a management structure. We have also developed a Memorandum
of Understanding between the participants and their respective Provinces of origin.
This is a crucial document for laypeople especially. It sets out what they can expect
in terms of Province support before and after their time with Lavalla200>.
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In their own words
It is still too early to ‘evaluate’ the initiative. We have made mistakes and are
learning all the time. We do not want to play with peoples’ lives.
The testimonies below give a feel for what participants say about their experience.
They serve as an inspiring conclusion to this article.
“It is important that we, as a married couple, learn from the brothers to be
bearers of the charism and that they also learn from our vocation as a couple. We
are very happy to be here as an intercultural community, sharing our culture and
our spirituality, what we are and above all that the hearts of the brothers and the
laypeople beat to the same rhythm.”
“Not everything is easy-going in community. We have our happy moments but
also times of frustration. The most important thing is that we live such moments as
a community, as brothers and sisters.”
“After not being with us for some weeks, a fellow rang the bell a few days ago
and asked to return to our education centre, explaining that his experience with
us had been really good. He said that he had felt valued, had discovered a sense of
belonging and been treated with dignity. Now I can say that this moment was a
reflection of what moves us as Marists, bringing a maternal face and presence such
that a kid can come back when he needs to.”
“I value everything that has happened for me, the highs and the lows, and I
strongly believe that these two years have been extremely important for my life.”
“The more I interact with the students and the people around through teaching
and other activities, the more I learn their ways and culture. In all it is worth stepping
into the unknown land. Thank you.”
The recent General Chapter (2017) stated its belief that “the future of the charism
will be founded on a communion of fully committed Marists, brothers and lay”.
They described this as a “global charismatic family”: our homes as beacons of hope,
the face and hands of God’s tender mercy, brothers and sisters to all, bridge-builders,
journeying with children and young people on the margins of life, responding
boldly to emerging needs. The incoming Superior General, Bro. Ernesto Sanchez,
titled his closing words, “The new beginning has already begun!” The Lavalla200>
communities model that new beginning.
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