“The name of Brother which the religious give to one another …”

Some Considerations about Mixed Composition

My dear Marianist brothers: priests and lay religious, I wanted to write something about Mixed Composition.  After some reflection on that subject I reread writings about it and discovered once more the wealth of documents that we have and soon forget.  For this reason I offer you these reflections, encouraging you to think a bit and to return to the texts that help us live our Marianist religious life.

I thought I had original ideas, until I realized in my reading that they are borrowed ones.  The fact that I appropriate them is not a bad idea either.

I begin with a remembrance: “… who remained a brother.”


This phrase pronounced by the bishop of Calahorra on the occasion of thanksgiving for the beatification of Bro. Jesús Hita, sounded awful to me.  Certainly, Bro. Ramón Búa had prepared a good homily and read the biography of Bro. Jesús, capturing his displeasure at not being admitted to the priesthood.  He captured the mentality of very many people about “remaining a brother,” as if a fulfilled religious who carries his vocation to the extreme, would be one who becomes a priest.

Some reflections based on this remembrance:


1.  There is no external difference between Marianist priests and lay religious (I refer to what I have known, since 1970) except regarding the sacraments. Some tasks that could be qualified as “priestly” are also carried out by lay religious, such as preparation for the sacraments, ministry work (and responsibilities), community direction, spiritual accompaniment ….
“Lay” tasks are also carried out by priests, such as teaching “secular” subjects, assuming responsibilities for the direction or management of schools, house work …

José Eizaguirre in his book Señales de vida  (Signs of Life), reflects on this equality as an attractive trait for those considering Marianist religious life.
This is not the case of a mix with unclear identity for each religious.  The “union without confusion” took place and happens now because it is not a matter of certain tasks being exclusive to the priest or the lay brother, but rather of carrying them out from a clear identity. This was very clear when the majority of the Province was dedicated to schools.  In parishes there is a more notable difference between the pastor and the rest of the religious.  This point requires much further consideration.  I can think of several factors:

· Even when a community animates a parish, the appointment of pastor falls to a priest.
· It is difficult for us, lay religious, to find an area of activity or means of presence, with the excuse that “it’s the pastor’s job.”  The social tendency toward formation and specialization takes away spontaneity to lead missions where people are better prepared, so that we enter into the dynamics of assigning “his own tasks” to the priest. 

· Besides, “Father is Father” for the parishioners, and he has more authority.
With this, I do not mean to criticize parishes, which are immensely good for the Province; but rather to call attention to avoid slipping into division of roles or exaltation of the priest figure.
Chapter VIII of the [Zaragoza Province] Directory dedicated to “Parishes” perfectly places the mission of a community, in a parish entrusted to the Province:
“(The brothers) are called with the rest of the people and communities forming a Parish, to animate the particular way of life of the parish through their nearness and presence, by  contributing the charism they have received and the witness of religious life, and by carrying out various ministries and ecclesial services, among them that of pastor.” (8.2).

2.  When we have been defined through our actions (there are still some elderly brothers that call the religious, “teachers”), there is no question about identity.  The phrase defining this style is: “We are what we do.”  When we are defined by what we are, the question of who I am becomes more complex.  Why am I a lay religious rather than a priest? (or conversely):  How am I a lay or priest Marianist religious?
In this sense, we participate with the laity in the search for the role of lay persons in the Church and in the world.  Through our consecration as lay religious, we can share our presence with the laity in lay ministries and service, which would assume a mutual enrichment.  We are a Marianist Family and the fact of belonging to this family is not a matter of working with or for the rest; rather it affects our way of being and of understanding each other.

3.  Our Mixed Composition is an enormous wealth that we contribute to the world, the Church and to religious life itself.  This is well reflected in our Rule of Life: 
“Its members, priest and lay religious, form a single family” (RL 11).
“The Marianist community seeks to portray a more faithful image of the Church; it rejoices in the mutual enrichment this mixed composition brings to its community life and mission.” (RL 13).
We live out this treasure naturally and normally, but we may become unbalanced in either of these two senses.  Among Marianist religious there is a remarkable lack of candidates to the priesthood in the Provinces of the United States and in Eastern Africa, and there is lack of native lay religious in Colombia.
Is it a matter of vocation (a call from the Lord which must be respected)? Or of service to the mission (call from the brothers that ask for priests or lay religious for the mission of the community)?
As far as I am concerned, service to the mission prevails –through our vision of service, which will not be that of the bishop in need of priests.  Thus, it is up to each Unit to encourage someone to the priesthood who was not considering it and to say no to someone who was asking for it.  In our world of self actualization, it is something very strong to say no to someone who believes he is being called by the Lord; but there, humility appears once more to accept human mediation regarding calls from God. 
The Rule of Life is wiser and less cutting in this dilemma.  It plays with both aspects: 
“The Society attempts with each religious to discern the call he has received from the Lord.  Keeping in mind the needs of the provinces and communities and his aptitudes and desires, it prepares him to lead his religious life according to his vocation within the Society.” (RL  6.13).
In the Commentary on the Rule of Life, in the very interesting chapter 10 on Mixed 
Composition, Enrique Torres, dealing with the process that is followed, opted for the call of the brothers and the Superiors:
“Thus, one joins the Society of Mary in order to be a Marianist without any conditions.  And the priesthood is not accepted as a personal choice, and even less as a right; but rather as a response to a call from the brothers and the Superiors” (10.3).
In his book,  Una única familia. Nuestra composición mixta de religiosos  sacerdotes y religiosos laicos,  Ignacio Otaño insists on the aspect of discernment on the part of the religious and the community, and on the freedom of those to be ordained (they cannot be forced):
“No one can call himself to the priesthood.  The active part of the people of God in that call is realized in the Society of Mary, in the responsible response of the brothers to the consultation about the candidate to the priesthood and in the final decision of his superiors.”  (p. 127).

4.  The key is in the discernment which in our case takes place within a process, from the beginning of the novitiate (or before) until the time of asking for perpetual vows.  During this time there have been models demonstrated for living religious life fully as a priest and as a lay religious and above all, for what is involved in the union between the two (it is not foolishness to have the two types of formators already in the novitiate).  Therefore, besides the inclination of each person there is a whole process.  The Provincial Council should not be given full responsibility to maintain Mixed Composition at the final moment of this progressive maturation.  

The “Guide for Formation in the Society of Mary” insists on this process in discernment:
“ … The religious with temporary vows, having this openness and with his participation in concrete ministerial activities, will become aware of his abilities and personal desires for one or the other service or ministry in the Society of Mary and the Church. Only with that broad apostolic experience can a definitive option be made well at the time of asking for perpetual vows. Both the orientation toward the priesthood and the lay religious state must be the fruit of a positive choice and not the rejection of the other ‘category’…” (163)
The Guide presents the profile of a Marianist priest, the criteria and motivations for being a priest, as well as the process of discernment.  It lacks something similar for the lay brother.  Then I realized that as a religious, there is no difference in one’s state until perpetual profession; rather one is already a lay religious from first vows, with the formative process, the goals and the means that appear in the Guide.  The process of access to the priesthood through the lay religious life also helps our priests to be less clericalized than others.
I am glad that among the young men in our Province of Zaragoza there are some inclined to the common life of Marianist religious, some as priests and others as lay religious.  Another particular detail of our province is that in broadening the Chapter, the parity between priests and lay religious is also maintained.


5.  I cannot forget Chema Alvira and his tenacious battle against the use of the word “brother.”  We are all brothers (equality) rather than some being “fathers” and others “brothers” (asymmetry).  We have been born with a vocation to be in the world without external forms, although with a strong inner identity.  The use of the word “Don” (in Spanish), did not place us from the start in a different, separate category as the word “Brother” might imply.  To carry this to an extreme, put the word “Friar” in front of your name … and you will see how bad that sounds.  This is not a chameleon-like policy of going unnoticed; it consists in discovering that something inhabits a “normal” person rather than the reverse.
Nowadays, with the colloquial ways of greeting, the respectful title of “Don” has fallen into disuse.  This is welcome if we can talk about Javier without indicating from the start whether it is Father Javier Jáuregui, Don Javier Pérez Valencia or Javier Gaja (lay person).

6.  I imagine some brother thinking “there rises the anticlerical streak.”  I think that in the Society of Mary we have some phenomenal, well-formed priests who live out their priesthood as a service to their brothers and with them to the ecclesial community and to society, without believing themselves superior to others, without caste privileges, knowing how to place themselves in a plane of equality and support.  We need to go see other priests (at funerals for example) to realize the wealth we have at home.  I subscribe to the words of Ignacio Otaño in the previously cited book:
“… The problems (of mixed composition) do not present themselves in any instance in virulent form nor in demanding an equality that may have been violated.  Thank God that positions are not tackled with a partisan attitude that would try to defend one’s own clerical or lay ‘camp,’ but rather with an attitude of looking for the common good” (p. 20).

7.  Some may think that the “working brothers” are missing from this reflection. This is on purpose.  When that which defines us is what we are rather than what we do, then the difference between worker—teacher becomes meaningless.  When it is time to educate at a school and to educate in the faith, anyone can do it regardless of his type of work.  In a parish, the witness that we contribute as parishioners and as a community has little to do with the work that we accomplish.

I will finish with another anecdote:


This happened to me in Colombia, where a Chocoano called me “Father.”  I spent quite a while explaining to him that I was neither a priest nor a seminarian, nor a fool; that I was rather like a male version of a nun.  The good man waited patiently and even showed interest in my speech about the lay religious life, only to say to me in the end:

“Very well,  Father, but would you happen to have a little money to give me?”


That left me thinking that before other more urgent calls such as hunger, or the lack of horizons or of hope, there is no problem with Mixed Composition.
Valeriano Sarto, SM
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