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Dear Brothers: 
1. I am happy to have this opportunity to inform you of the activities of the International Center for Marianist Formation (ICMF) that your predecessors in the 2001 Chapter recommended come into existence: 

1.1. “That an International Center for Marianist Formation be established, open to all branches of the Marianist Family.  This Center would aim to promote study and formation in the Marianist charism within the entire Marianist Family as it strives to live its missionary vocation, using, among various means, the new technology available today for education.” (“Sent by the Spirit” 41, b)

2. In this report I will briefly recall the origin of the Center, detail its activities and achievements over the past four years, present some of the opportunities and challenges that the Center faces and close with our objectives for the near future.

Background

3. In November of 2000, the SM General Administration held a consultation in Rome with representatives of various branches of the Marianist Family on the topic of fostering ongoing formation within the context of our common vocation and mission.  The General Administration had recognized that within the Society of Mary there was a “serious and recognized need” for this formation both because of the pushes and pulls of the contemporary context in most cultures as well as our renewed intention to live the missionary dynamics of Father Chaminade.  The Guide for Formation in the Society of Mary (#186-#208) provided the impetus and a framework for this phase of formation. The other branches of the Marianist Family also indicated a need (both those representatives present as well as later on in a meeting with the World Council of the Marianist Family), and all opted for collaboration in this effort, especially as we moved increasingly to a desire for “mutual formation” in various dimensions of our common mission.
4. The General Chapter of 2001 responded positively to the proposal presented to it and in September of 2002 the ICMF began operation.  The overall aim of the Center is to provide ongoing formation resources that complement the particular formation that happens in the individual Units of the SM and in the other branches of the Marianist Family. 

5. In the almost four years since its establishment, the ICMF has developed initial strategies that form a framework for its activities. The three major concerns or dynamics that presently form this framework for the majority of our work are: Life Development Concerns, Role Responsibilities and Marianist Themes.”  To this end the ICMF has provided service in a number of ways:
5.1. The design of varied ongoing formation programs sponsored by the ICMF or other groups in collaboration with the person or Unit responsible.

5.2. Implementation of ongoing formation programs as presenter or facilitator or coordinator.

5.3. As coordinator for the selection and preparation of presenters in programs developed by others.

5.4. Consultation that often serves as a catalyst for Units and groups to develop ongoing formation programs themselves.
6. Over the years, I have made it a point to personally meet on a periodic basis with diverse groups to listen to needs and inform them of our services:  e.g. the World Council of the Marianist Family, the General Administrations of the SM and the FMI, the International Organization of Marianist Lay Communities, the leadership of the Alliance Mariale, Zonal Conferences in the SM, and with other individuals and groups concerned with formation at different levels.  
7. George Cerniglia, SM, General Assistant for Religious Life is my liaison with the General Administration with whom I meet regularly to discuss Center activities and from whom I receive feedback.
Activities and Achievements

8. In the initial letter from the Superior General to me concerning the activities of the Center, Fr. Fleming outlined several priorities that the General Council proposed “for special attention in the beginning efforts of the Center.”  These priorities concerned the preparation for perpetual vows, programs for religious around the age of retirement, another Horizons program, experiments in distance-learning programs involving the Internet (E-learning), and assistance for superiors of local communities.    I will comment on these areas and then continue with other ongoing formation activities of the Center. These priorities fit comfortably into the three themes mentioned above:  Life Development Concerns, Role Responsibilities and Marianist Themes.
9. Preparation for Perpetual Vows.   After several surveys and consultations within the SM and the FMI, the Center gathered an international team of Marianist sisters and brothers who have since developed drafts of two programs that seek to respond to the needs expressed.  Each program is adaptable to local contexts and cultures.  The international team met in March to receive the feedback from Units in the SM and FMI and prepared the next step in the process. The two programs: 

9.1. Stella Maris is a systematic series of Marianist topics to enhance the preparation of temporary professed in the two, three or more years prior to the petition for perpetual vows.  A method of readings, personal reflection, shared prayer and sharing with a formator and or with other candidates is suggested.  A CD with all of the materials in French, Spanish and English should be ready to distribute to Unit Administrations by September 2006.
9.2. The Spirit of Saragossa responds to the need expressed by many for a more intense preparation of the candidate once they have been approved for perpetual vows and before the actual ceremony of profession.  A significant number of responses to the consultations from all groups asked for a type of retreat that was grounded in Marianist content and method.  Such a retreat has been developed and a workshop is being planned for March 2007 in Rome for Units who wish to send formators to learn how to use and adapt the retreat for their own context.  Information on the details of this program will be sent to Unit Administrations by September 2006.  If there is need for information on either of these programs sooner, please contact me. 
10. Renewal Programs in Collaboration with the Marist Brothers.  Participation in these ongoing formation opportunities of time for reflection and renewal has gradually grown to include religious from various Units.  In the Third Age renewal programs in French, Spanish and English, we have had a total of thirteen participants, with seven more planned to participate in late 2006.  We have also had a total of four participants in the Midlife programs (ages 35-50) in Spanish and English.  
10.1. The feedback has been consistently positive both from our own religious as well as the Marists.  Gratitude is due to many individual Marianists and Marianist communities who have assisted in giving presentations or guiding the Marianist Heritage pilgrimages or offering fraternal hospitality to our men.

10.2. The Center will continue to inform Unit Administrations of these programs and to advertise them to the broader Society in Via Latina 22 and other media.  

10.3. These programs respond to the call of the 2001 General Chapter: “That the General Administration investigate collaboration with other religious congregations in developing specific on-going formation programs, especially for our senior religious.” (Sent by the Spirit 41c)
11. Horizons.  Horizons 05 was the third instance of this popular program for religious in perpetual vows and under 41 years of age.  Thirty-one religious came from thirteen Units and benefited from the generous and competent contributions of an international group of translators, presenters, staff and coordinators from the SM and the MLC.  Particularly moving moments were the renewal of vows at the tomb of Father Chaminade as well as the participation in the International assembly of the MLC, also held in Bordeaux.   The souvenir booklet will soon be available to offer photos and words that describe the experience.  The next program is being planned for July of 2009 with the possibility of the Marianist Sisters participating. 
12. E-learning.  Providing content and interaction regarding various Marianist topics via classes through the Internet or on CD ROM is an area that is growing as a means of ongoing formation.  The ICMF is committed to providing the development and the coordination of e-learning classes in various languages.  There is good cooperation among the language groups so that each benefits from the successes and failures of the other.  The Center has engaged “E-learning Coordinators” from within the Marianist Family at a modest stipend for some language groups, but we lack coordinators in others, which has hampered advancement.  Hence, the progress in providing these classes has been slow, often uneven, yet steady.  Initial enthusiasm is usually high, but the realities of time commitments or other complications sometimes cool responses among those taking the classes.  We keep learning how best to serve in this new arena.
12.1. E-learning Courses in French.  The past year saw the launch of the first course for the francophone Marianist Family.  The collaboration of the Maison Chaminade and the Province of France were essential in beginning this effort that touches Marianists on various continents.  Several new courses are in the design and development stage.  The francophone project has also developed creative seminars on Marianist spirituality during Advent and Lent as innovative means to educate in faith via this method that is rich with possibilities.
12.2. E-learning Courses in English.  There are presently three courses online covering topics such as the lives of the founders, community in the Marianist tradition, and understanding the Marianist charism.  Three other courses should be online during 2006 with topics of Marianist prayer, the Marianist approach to social transformation, and leadership in the Marianist Tradition. The partnerships with the North American Center for Marianist Studies and the University of Dayton have been indispensable. 

12.3. E-learning Courses in Spanish.  By the time of the General Chapter, a pilot program of the first course in Spanish should have been completed.  There has been good cooperation between the Marianist Family in Latin America and in Spain to inaugurate this endeavor.  Ágora Marianista and Ediciones-SM are our main partners in this program.

13. Leadership Education.  At the request of various Units, the ICMF has developed leadership education and strategic planning programs for groups of directors of local SM communities as well as Unit councils and assemblies (e.g. in India and Eastern Africa).  The ICMF acted as catalyst and consultant for the Conference of European Marianists in the early stages of its recent program for local superiors.  A week-long program of leadership formation in the Marianist tradition was held in 2005 for the three branches of the Marianist Family in Korea.  I found this to be an excellent example of mutual formation as our brothers and sisters and MLC members together faced the implications of evangelizing in their country.
14. Other activities in the area of Role Responsibility formation
14.1. In collaboration with the General Assistant for Religious Life in the Society of Mary, the ICMF in 2004 helped to design and make presentations for The Tabor Experience, a program for recently ordained SM priests; the International Formators’ Meeting, and for the Seminar for New Unit Leaders in 2003.
14.2. At the last meeting of the International Organizing Team for the MLC in Rome, the ICMF was asked to collaborate in responding to their challenge of developing a “Formation School of Marianist Leaders at a Regional Level” to prepare mission-focused leaders who promote social justice action in the Marianist Lay Communities.

14.3. In a project sponsored by the North American Marianist Family Council, the ICMF assisted the “Marianist Lay Formation Initiative” to design and implement a program for the formation of persons committed to the establishment and maintenance of Marianist Lay Communities.

14.4. The ICMF, in collaboration with the General Administration and the Province of the US, is coordinating the establishment of a Marianist International House of Studies at the University of Dayton.  This will accommodate SM religious from any Unit, offering finances that will cover tuition and living costs for those Units needing this resource.

14.5. In partnership with the Association of Marianist Universities, the ICMF collaborates in the design and implementation of yearly formation programs for Marianist Educational Associates.  These are faculty and staff from the three Marianist Universities who are publicly committed to grow in a deeper knowledge of the Catholic and Marianist traditions of the Universities in order to better embody and witness to those traditions personally and as institutions.

15. Marianist Themes.  Along with the e-learning courses, this area includes a variety of content and approaches with a particular focus on the dialogue between faith and culture.  This emphasis is most easily seen in furthering the initiative started in the project regarding “Contemporary Theology and Marianist Spirituality.”  The following is a listing of the activities in these areas. 

15.1. The project initiated some years ago by the Society of Mary General Administration entitled, “Contemporary Theology and Marianist Spirituality,” has yielded several fine books on important dimensions of the general topic.  These books were published in their original languages, either Spanish or English, and have been distributed throughout the Marianist Family.  The ICMF has sought to continue harvesting the fruits of this project in a variety of ways.  We have worked with individuals and groups regarding a translation of the original versions into another language, thus making it available to more members of the Marianist Family.  Here, again, we have worked closely with the Maison Chaminade in Bordeaux and with the North American Center for Marianist Studies.  
15.2. In a related activity, the ICMF was instrumental in bringing the directors of the above two Marianist study centers together to exchange information, ideas, publication resources, e-learning experiences and materials for e-learning classes.  
15.3. Along with the above translations, the ICMF has been gradually developing study guides to help individuals and groups to delve more deeply into these and other books on Marianist themes.  Our challenge now is to make these more available to the world-wide Marianist Family. 

15.4. The ICMF has recently completed a project of making available in DVD and CD formats a video program entitled:  “Where We Were Born: Scenes from our Foundation.”  (This is an adaptation of an original 1997 slide program produced by the SM and FMI of Spain.)  Complimentary copies were sent to all houses of formation in the SM and FMI and these are available from the Center for other groups or individuals. 

15.5. With the approval of the General Assistant for Education, the ICMF is coordinating the development and publishing of a resource document on the historical roots of the Characteristics of Marianist Education.

15.6. At the instigation of the General Council, the ICMF has begun a process of reflection within the SM on the matter of mixed composition.  This process will include conducting a session at the General Chapter of 2006.
Challenges and Objectives for the Future
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Perhaps the most daunting challenge regarding ongoing formation that the ICMF faces is one that we share with individual religious, local communities and with Unit Administrations and comes to us from the Guide for Formation in the Society of Mary #188: 
16.1. This stage is long. It begins when a religious makes his perpetual profession and lasts the rest of his life. During this time, normally, the religious progresses in rhythms of diverse intensity. But deterioration can also take place. During this whole time there are certain periods which reveal a different intensity of personal and community challenges to progress and renewal. They should be set up in a flexible way and harmonized with the inner promptings which arise at the initiative of the Spirit.
16.2.  Attempting to honor “the inner promptings which arise at the initiative of the Spirit,” both of the individual and the Unit is a classic and continuing issue in the quest for identity – which is at the heart of formation.
16.3. To carry out its modest role in this quest, the ICMF has some short-term and operational objectives and others that are more long-term and visionary.

17. Short-term and operational objectives: 

17.1. The ICMF will complete or strengthen its continuing activities, e.g. the various e-learning programs, the study guides, the perpetual vow preparation project, the reflection on mixed composition, Horizons 09, along with the other programs mentioned above. 
17.2.  As the activities of the Center increase either by its own initiative or by request, the limitations of one full-time director and one secretary are being felt.  I am seeking to engage “project coordinators” for several of the activities that would lend themselves to this dynamic, e.g. study guides, or perhaps the Marist-Marianist renewal programs.  

17.3.  It has now become clear to me that developing an ICMF website would enhance our ability to make certain of our programs known and available to more persons in the Marianist Family.  I have begun work on this objective, securing a domain name (www.icmf.info) and engaging designers and developers of the website.  The website will be related to the international website of the World Council of the Marianist Family (marianist.org).  Once it is developed, the challenge will be to make the website known.  Then the test will be to keep the multilingual site relevant, lively and provide the right combination of information to motivate persons to access it. 
18.  Long-term challenges 

18.1.  As hinted at above, ongoing formation is centered in the paradox of the stable yet evolving identity of the gift of the Spirit that we call “Marianist.”  If it is a name worth growing into at the various stages of our individual and collective lives, then one of the things we need to be concerned about is the next generation of Marianist Studies experts and popularizers – both lay and professed religious.  The ICMF is in conversation with leadership and formators around the Marianist world to identify likely persons and then to advocate for experiences and education that will stimulate their motivation and talent.  
18.2.  In his Circular 16, “To All Marianist Religious In Mid-Life (Ages 40-70)”, Father David Fleming states:  “…I hope to stimulate some reflection about our life-tasks and some dialogue among the different age-groups in the Society.”  The ICMF may be able to assist in stimulating this reflection and play a role in the “bridge building among cultures and generations.”  
18.3.  The ICMF is still young.  When it comes to maturity it may look different than it does now.  The challenge for the Center will be to listen attentively to the questions and needs of the Marianist Family that will help to create what it will be.  There is a normal tendency in organizations to “settle in” with what is working.  There is practical wisdom in this, of course, yet a fertile founding charism like ours continually calls us to a Spirit-filled creative fidelity. What are the virtues and competencies of the missionary of Mary needed for formation in apostolic faith in this century, given the diversity of cultures in which we exist or to which will be called?  
Conclusion

19.  The Early Christian Community, favorite icon of Father Chaminade, faced similar challenges in responding to the daily needs of its members.  We hold ideals and hopes that arise from our faith and its expression in the Christian scriptures that point in a direction for the service of the International Center for Marianist Formation in its service of the Marianist Family: 
And he gave some as apostles, others as prophets … as pastors and teachers to equip the holy ones for the work of ministry for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain faith, knowledge, mature personhood, the full stature of Christ         Ephesians 4
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