[image: image1.wmf]
By Jose Maria Arnaiz, SM 

To the Congregation of the Holy Cross (CSC)

Rome, March 29, 2000 

1. Presentation 

* What are you going to hear about? 

About an experience and the theology underlying that experience. The experience of a Congregation which is neither clerical nor lay, nonetheless it is made up of religious priests (RP) and religious lay brothers (RLB) who are all brothers among themselves. It is what we are used to calling "mixed composition." For us Marianists this is an essential element, without which we would lose part of our reason for being. 

* Who am I talking to? 

To a Congregation "composed of two distinct societies of clerics and laymen bound together in one indivisible brotherhood," which wants to make progress in the study of theology orienting towards "institutes of mixed composition" and the way to live in them various dimensions of this consecrated life. 

* Who is talking? 

A religious, a Marianist and priest who lives in a mixed Congregation.  For myself it has been an enriching experience and in the first period I lived it in a quite unconscious way and always without any kind of complication.  I tried to make a good mixture of these three things: religious life + Marianist life + priestly life.  I never thought that the Marianists who were priests -like myself -were any better or more skillful than the others, as the reality showed me that in the communities, in the Provinces and in the Congregation there were RLB endowed with the same or more human and religious qualities than some RP. Every time I had the opportunity, I have always shared this experience with other congregations and they have been grateful to me. I consider this aspect important in Marianist life, but not the most important. It leads me to practice my priesthood in a particular way; that is, in a different way than it is practiced by diocesan priests and by the ordained of other congregations. I acknowledge that the fact of living and working side by side with RLB has often kept me far away from any clericalizing tendency. I also recognize that I had the impression that this situation was depriving me of a certain priestly identity as far as it reduced excessively the practice of priesthood. The original aspect of this experience is becoming aware that the clerical of the lay dimension is but an attribute of the religious condition, which is the primordial component. It is also essential to emphasize the brotherly dimension. As a Provincial, I always made an effort to do everything mixed; if we want a work to be Marianist, we must have RP and RLB in it. The same applies to a community or a group; spirituality must be mixed, as well as conversation, dialogue, prayer and liturgy, etc. I was especially concerned with persons being "mixed:" that is, they had to think and be at their ease while living and working with priests and lay brothers. 

Our commitment to emphasize this mixed reality had to double when we assumed the care of Parish communities. In those cases, more creativity was needed to find the right place for our RLB in those communities. Generally speaking, I must say that I lived this experience with a natural attitude starting from my priestly condition. My best friends within the Marianists could and can still be found among both RP and RLB. This was not my first option in entering the Society of Mary, but rather that of being a missionary without the need for any further specification. The specific option made its appearance later on, during the novitiate and in the process of spiritual direction. 

2. Terminology to be used 

* Mixed composition: our mixed composition assumes that the Society of Mary (SM) is a Congregation composed of RP and RLB. 

* RLB: they "live their dedication to God and to the values of the Gospel in different ways, especially in the fields of science and culture and in technical and manual work" (RV 13). 

* RP: they have chosen a form of religious life which includes the practice of priesthood. They offer their ministry first of all to their brothers and then, together with them, they offer their service to the People of God (RV 13). 

* A Congregation which is neither clerical nor lay; even better, clerical and lay at the same time. In the first article of our Rule we read that "The Society of Mary, founded by William Joseph Chaminade, is a religious Congregation of Pontifical status." No specification about its lay or clerical character. The SM cannot be simply included among the Clerical Institutes (C 588, 2) because it is not under the authority of priests, nor is it recognized as such by the Church. Neither can it be said to be a Lay Institute, because the Holy Orders are received in it and the Major Superiors exercise the power of Ecclesiastical Government. 

3. Why this theme is presently raising interest in the world of consecrated life (CL) 

Many are the reasons for which this theme is presently raising interest and reflections, especially in the world of consecrated life itself: 

-It helps to give special emphasis to the charismatic dimension of CL in itself, beyond the aspect of priestly ordination and its relevant tasks. 

-Going back to their primordial tradition, in many religious institutes there is the feeling that the Founder intended to give much importance to the RLB. 

-It helps to make CL closer to the life condition and mission of the lay faithful in the Church and in the world. Most of CL is composed of women and laypersons (sisters + RLB). 

-It is a reaction against the strong trend to clericalization of CL which is taking place in several areas. 

-It gives emphasis to the fundamental dimension of brotherhood in Christ and points out the words of our Lord: "You are all brothers" (Mt 23:8; VC 60). 

The Apostolic Exhortation Vita consecrata, in fact, devoted a whole paragraph to the description of what the Pope calls "Institutes of Brothers" (VC 60). The Pope also urges us to study the state and condition of the RLB within the clerical congregations and in CL in general (VC 61). 

4. History of the Marianist experience: the living out of this mixed condition has been a challenge to us all. 

Undoubtedly, our mixed composition and our way to put it into practice have evolved in the history of SM. This was due to changes which occurred within our Congregation, in the Church and in society. There were many difficult moments, but in general this mixed composition was lived out in a peaceful way; furthermore, it helped us to grow in our communion. 

-Our history began 183 years ago starting from a Lay movement in which RLB and RP lived together in the first years; in our first communities there were both lay brothers and priests. The RLB of SM does not correspond to the traditional group of "religious laymen," although since the beginning we have had a group of the so-called "Working Brothers" who dedicated themselves to manual or technical work. 

-This experience began in France, in Bordeaux, in order to respond to the needs for freedom, equality and fraternity which were typical of that time. 

It was an intuition of Father Chaminade: before making the step of founding the SM, he got in touch with several realities of religious life - both lay and clerical. The main reasons for making this step and founding a mixed institute were the following: 

· To reproduce within the Religious Institute all the richness and the image of the early Church and of the Church in general in which there is diversity of its members. 

· To continue the great monastic tradition of St. Benedict, as our Founder considers himself as a "spiritual son of St. Benedict." 

· To be able to offer the services of an Institute which would be effective and capable of responding -considering the diversity of its members -to the distinct needs of people. 

-1865-1869: a difficult period of our history, which coincided with the petition for the approval of our Constitution by Rome. The difficulty came from Rome, as they asked that the number of priests be increased, that all community superiors must be priests and that the latter must bear the main responsibilities. The Decree of 1869 specifies the functions of priests in the SM, but in the following years, up to 1891, during which our Constitution was approved definitively, it was also possible to specify the functions of our RLB in relation to the governance and the spiritual animation of our Institute. 

-As time passed by the proportion of RLB and RP has changed every now and then: now we have in average 67% of RLB and 33% of RP. The situation is different in every Province. I remember at a given moment during my life we had 90% of RLB and 10% of RP. 

-Our tasks in the areas of pastoral care, human development and especially education had a strong impact on both personal and community options for one state or the other, as well as on the decisions of Provincial Councils, which have the task of examining the applications for admission to priesthood or lay religious life. 

-Our mixed condition is present in all of our important decisions. In our most recent General Chapter, to find a solution to the problem of the excessive number of capitulants, we had to give up having the same number of RP and RLB in our chapters: a typical need of mixed composition. So the right of some of us to be members of our General Chapter only by virtue of being Provincials or Viceprovincials had to be discussed. We eventually decided to give up the right of some of us to be members of our General Chapter only by virtue of their charge, but we did not give up a participation of RP and RLB in equal number. 

-No doubt that some RLB are very committed in their task of spiritual animation, while some RP are much less committed. Sometimes we even have the feeling that some RLB "act as priests" and some RP exercise little or with great effort their priesthood; sometimes they are even comfortable with simple administrative charges and they hardly exercise their priestly ministry. Is it the outcome of a wrong discernment? 

-The new persons responsible for our Congregation in the last few years have asked us to pay attention to the descending trend as to the number of RLB. The "valid" argument they sometimes set forth is the need or urgency for priestly services, not to mention even less positive arguments such as being a prestigious priest in the Society and in the Church. 

The evolution of this history has obviously been always reflected in the different approvals of our Rule of Life all along our historical path. In this evolution we can find the basic points of reference to recompose our history. 

5. Our present legislation (Rule of Life 1983): the Marianist vocation is unique and it is lived out in diversity. 

In our present Rule of Life it is emphasized that there is only one Marianist vocation; this statement is complete only after pointing out the diversity of functions and the equality of rights and duties. This is the priority. Maybe it is not given sufficient emphasis to the point that everything is aimed at improving the living out of our fraternity. 

-Art. 12. Already in the first chapter of our Rule the significant statements are made and the important conclusions are established: we all have the same rights and duties. We are all religious under the same title and we must try to live the fullness of our vocation (RV 110, 114). The equality of our Marianist vocation is stressed by the very fact that only at the moment of final Profession the state of lay brother or religious priest is established (RV 88). One enters the SM to be a Marianist, without any further condition. Nobody is entitled to be priest or lay brother; one path or the other is chosen according to the desire expressed by each candidate and to the final response given by the superiors. This unity of the Marianist vocation is pointed out by the assertion of complementarity: "The same Spirit is manifested in a variety of complementary gifts and ministries" (RV 12). 

-Art. 13: diverse and complementary functions. 

The Rule does not use the term "category." It says something about the different ways to live our Marianist vocation: laically or priestly. We also find a reference to the different ministries (RV 69). An adequate formation is provided to be able to exercise these different ministries (RV 6.15). 

-Chapter 7: How the RP and the RLB can take part in the governing function. 

One of the important points in which the mixed composition is stated is the description of the participation on an equal basis of RLB and RP in chapters and in Councils, both on a general and on a provincial level (7.22, 7.26, 7.55, 7.65). This equality implies some practical inconvenience; nonetheless it was a sign of good health for the SM. 

The great principle that guides in practice the government of our Society is that all positions can be occupied by all our religious members, with the exception of those that are explicitly reserved in the Rule to one or another category. At present, in fact, the roles of Superior General and Vicar General are reserved to priests; this does not apply on a provincial level and even less on a local level. 

6. Theological reflection 

Our experience and our way of proceeding can be properly understood only in the perspective of a theology of communion. According to this theology, these are the practical conclusions: 

-A part of Marianist life is common to both our RP and our RLB: the condition of religious and Marianist. In both cases an option is made for the corresponding state and the relevant confirmation is received from the community. As we already indicated, the classification of the SM as a Lay or Clerical institute cannot be found in our Rule. It was not required by the Congregation for Religious Life at the moment of our approval. This absence of qualification finds support in the new Canon Law; in giving the definition of Clerical institutes (C 588.2) and Lay institutes (C 588.3), in fact, it leaves the door open to mixed institutes. Furthermore, this is consistent with the neutral character which it attributes to the state of CL: "The state of consecrated life, by its very nature, is neither clerical nor lay" (C 588.1). 

-Another part is different, though: the religious lay brother is not the "non- priest;" instead, he is the religious who has chosen the condition of the layman within the Marianist consecrated life. The religious priest, on the other hand, has chosen to live out his priestly condition in the framework of consecrated life. The characteristic tasks of each of them are represented in explicit form in the Rule of Life. The most peculiar characteristics belong to the priest: Eucharist celebration, Sacrament of Reconciliation, teaching of theology and spiritual guidance, initiation to the Marianist spirituality, presidency and animation of liturgical celebrations. Nonetheless, many aspects that are typical of priesthood are not his exclusive right. In any case, there is no reason to tend to make uniform the RLB to the RP; when diversity is corrected by the absence of categories or preferential options and tends to complementarity, it is healthy and convenient. 

-What is different needs to be made complementary: this is a challenge to our Society and, of course, a great objective. We can make complementary a conversation, a ministry, a library, a renewal of engagement (vows and priesthood), a retreat, the relationship with a diocese or with a parish community, etc. 

This condition has consequences upon: 

· Vocational pastoral care, that is, the invitation to be a Marianist religious and to live out this reality in the condition of a priest or in that of a lay brother. The concerned person asks to be a lay brother or a priest and it is up to the community to decide about our state. In a certain moment of our history some of us thought it was better that those who were to become priests were called without asking for it; but this idea did not take root. 

· Formation: a part is common and another part is typical of1he RP. We do not have a specific formation for the RLB. 

· Community life: our members take part in community life with equal rights and duties. All are called to perform all services, including, of course, the animation of the local or provincial community. 

· Spirituality: of course there are special emphases concerning the religious priests' spirituality and other special emphases concerning the lay brothers' spirituality, but the leading thread of Marianist spirituality is the same for both. 

· Mission: on this level all tasks and responsibilities are common, except those requiring priestly ordination; that is, an RP can assume an administrative task and an RLB can follow an activity of spiritual animation. The ideal situation would be that they work together in the same activity. As to this aspect, in our Rule we have the indication to take on the responsibility of activities that can benefit from our mixed composition (RV 73) 

· Government: about this aspect we already said something before. 

7. Conclusion: a grace and a task 

In our case, we are not defined by Canon Law but by our Rule, which marks the peculiar characteristics of a mixed Congregation. Our Rule enables us to live the "union without confusion" mentioned by Father Chaminade, who has the merit of this great intuition. 

We consider this reality as a task. Our history tells us that we must take care of our mixed condition, by cultivating the spirituality, the structures and assure, respect and develop it. Our history also tells us that it is all a grace. It is a gift of the Lord. The best way to live it out is to deepen our brotherhood as well as our capacity to live diversity in communion (e pluribus unum). 

Jose Maria Arnaiz, SM 
For the Congregation of the Holy Cross (CSC)
Rome, March 29, 2000 
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