Spirit of Saragossa
Notes

1. We began the retreat with several days of “orientation”.  This included logistics of the retreat: prayer schedule, houseworks, etc.  More importantly, we each “introduced” ourselves and talked about our involvements over the past year and how we come to this experience.  We also urged participants to write a substantial “salvation history” which would be used during the first days of the retreat.  We arranged that each person would take one day for prayer leading, music preparation, and homily.

2. We spent one session, sharing our symbols (Adele’s Garden), prayer (Madeleine), and intention for the retreat (WJC Library).  This could have been developed more fully and spread out during the entire orientation period.

3. It occurred to me again that the best way for Directors to “learn” the retreat is by actually making it themselves.

4. I gave an “overview” of the retreat, tracing the major themes and elements.  There would be three periods of prayer each day, Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer together each day, common Eucharist, and a “sharing of the grace of the day” during Evening Prayer.  We emphasized silence and recollection throughout.

5. The two Directors met daily at 4:45pm to talk about the retreat and to discuss any “issues” that arose.  This proved to be a supportive structure.

6. It is important to highlight the “Orientation and Foundation” of this retreat:     John 3:16 during the Orientation period and during the first day or two.
7. I tried to have the retreatants reflect, during the first section, on their own life, their growth in faith, the “giftedness” of their life and vocation.  Phil 3:4-14 was a helpful passage in getting them to pray about their response to this gift of God.  They also wrote a Magnificat which was later shared.

8. We used the symbols (water, clay, hands, and Jars of Cana) rather effectively.  Each week, the symbol for that week was placed in the centre of the chapel and became a point of reference and reflection.  Using the clay to “press” onto the crucifix (asking that we might be molded into the likeness of Christ) was a graphic expression as well.  During the liturgies, we referred back to these symbols as we moved through the retreat.

9. The daily sharing of the “grace of the day” during Evening Prayer was also quite helpful.  Everyone participated on most days.  It also gave us a sense of where each other was as the retreat progressed.  We kept the Eucharists rather simple throughout, except on major feast days.

10. At the end of the first Pillar, we had a ritual for the renewal of baptism.  Before each renewed his baptismal vows with a lighted candle, he spoke about the meaning of this sacrament for him.  After the renewal, the Director placed a white scarf on the retreatant’s shoulder.  This was good but we should have planned for better quality scarves and candles beforehand.  If symbols are used, they should be strong and clear.

11. A case could be made for having the Eucharistic exposition, with its particular theme, at the end of the Pillar rather than at the beginning.  Because of the way we began this retreat (on a Saturday), we chose to have it at the beginning.  I used the occasion to also introduce the next Pillar, sketching out the general themes and showing how the symbol, the Scriptural icon, the particular dimension of the Vow of Stability, and the Eucharistic theme were related.

12. It would have been helpful if we had given each retreatant a picture of the particular Scriptural icon at the beginning of each Pillar.  This artistic representation could have helped them focus the themes.

13. During the second Pillar, each retreatant wrote a personal Act of Consecration.  We asked them to take time doing this and told them that it would be shared during the closing liturgy of the retreat.  It seemed that they all took this seriously.

14. The special meditation on our Marian Alliance (“I am chosen as an apostle…”) was an important focus during this second Pillar.  It is also a good opportunity to ask Mary for a particular grace in preparation for perpetual vows.

15. We took a break day after about 12 days of retreat.  We went on an outing together and this seemed very good.  We had a similar break day after another 10 days or so, but this seemed unnecessary to some of the retreatants.  We also did not do this second one together and that was probably not so good.  We could have planned a “pilgrimage” if a suitable place could have been identified.

16. We ended the second Pillar with a Reconciliation Service.  It is important that this be well planned and seen / experienced as a central element of the retreat.  During the communal part of the service, we “molded” pieces of clay onto the crucifix, asking that our lives (clay) be molded into the likeness of Jesus.

17. We ended the third Pillar with a renewal of the Sacrament of Confirmation.  We gave each Brother a paper flame and asked him to write the gift he was requesting.  He shared this, then was anointed on the forehead and hands with oil by the Director.  All others raised their hands over the individual and sang “Come, Lord, Jesus, send out your Spirit…”  This was very effective.  Since we were all sitting on the floor around the room, we taped the flame on the wall above each person’s head for the rest of the retreat.
18. During the final liturgy at the end of the retreat, we each shared our own Acts of Consecration which had been written during the second Pillar.  These were collected afterwards, typed and sent to each participant.  With the sharing of the Acts, each person also shared the Cana Jar that he had fashioned.  The retreatants did amazingly well with this part.
19. It is important that expectations be clear at the beginning of the retreat: three one-hour periods of prayer, silence, no radios or newspapers or TV, etc.  It is also important to have some support personnel around to take care of temporalities concerns.  A few short articles on methods of prayer could have been helpful during the Orientation period.  

20. It is good if the team can reflect Marianist mixed composition (Brother, priest, Sister).  As well, a maximum of 3-4 persons per Director seems optimal.
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