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THE SPECIFICITY OF LASALLIAN EDUCATION TODAY  [image: ]
Lasallian Congress  
Piraeus, Greece  
29 April - 1 May 1997  
Brother John Johnston, Superior General  
It was on 22 April 1996, more than a year ago, that Brother Fram;ois Varthalitis, President of the Council of the  Brothers of the Christian Schools in Greece, invited me to take part in this Congress. Since that time, there have  been many communications, all of which have revealed clearly the careful organization of the Congress, as well as  the enthusiastic ccmmitment of the men and women engaged in Lasallian education in Greece. It is evident also that  throughout the entire process there has been a concerted effort to respond creatively and effectively to what Brother  Fran�is described in one of his letters as "notre volonte d' avancer dans le chemin de la mission partagee".  
I congratulate you very sincerely on this excellent initiative. I thank you for inviting me to take part. I am  delighted to be with you.  
Three years ago I had the privilege of addressing at Strasbourg 900 representatives from Lasallian schools in  nearly all of the eighteen countries in which we have a presence in Europe. Some of you were present. Brother  Francois has suggested that I take as my point of departure this morning some of the ideas of that conference,  especially those that are pertinent to your theme: Specijicite de /'Education lasallienne.  
First, however, I want to say explicitly that although I have been to Greece on three occasions during my  twenty-one years of service as Vicar General and Superior General, I do not claim to have a profound grasp of your  reality. I am pleased, therefore, that Brother Pierre Josse, General Councillor, Brother Andre Jacq, Visitor, and  Brother Joseph Montanier, Auxiliary Visitor, are present also and will participate in the round table discussion later  in the program. They know your reality much better than I do.  
What I can do, however, is to draw upon the extraordinarily rich international experience I have had during the  past twenty-one years. I have had the privilege of being in direct relationship with educators and young people in  more than eighty countries of the world I consider it both a pleasure and a duty to share that experience with others.  On the other hand, I think that to a real extent my presence itself is a more significant message than anything I shall  literally say. My being with you is a reminder that we are all members of an international family of persons charged  by God with a mission of human and Christian education to young people throughout the world. It is an invitation  and stimulus to all of us to become more aware of that membership and more committed to our common mission.  Moreover, as Brother Fran�is has said very well, my presence is "an occasion de manifester notre attachement a la  vocation educative de notre Institut en Grece et a son universalite."  
The Lasallian Mission Today  
For these reasons I begin with some information and reflections to help you recall that you, Lasallians of Greece,  participate in a mission that is carried out in nearly half the countries that constitute the United Nations. We have  some 800,000 students in more than 900 educational institutions: pre-school, elementary, middle, secondary,  technical, engineering, agricultural, teacher training, university. There are programs for the illiterate, migrants,  -3- 
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itinerants, physically and mentally disabled, youth with learning impediments, youngsters with behavioral problems. [image: ] There are pastoral centers offering a variety of religious and apostolic activities. There are centers for sport and other  forms of recreation and social activities.  [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
Among the 800,000 pupils and students are infants, children, adolescents, young adults, adults, and veteran adults. [image: ] They represent a striking variety of cultures, races, ethnic heritages, languages, and religions.  [image: ][image: ]
If at the time of our foundation, all or nearly all of our pupils were Catholic, the situation today is very different. [image: ][image: ] That, of course, is no surprise to you! Here in Greece 90% of our young people and 86% of our teachers are  Orthodox. I come from an area of the United States in which there are very few Catholics. In the high school of my [image: ] native city, one third of the pupils are of religions other than Catholic. In our university in that same city, two thirds  of the students are of other religions. Throughout the world our Lasallian teachers and young people are Catholic,  Orthodox, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Shintoist, Confucianist, members of traditional religions, or [image: ] of no religious faith.  [image: ][image: ]
Some of the countries of the Lasallian world are well developed or moderately developed economically, while [image: ][image: ] others are extremely poor. Most of them enjoy relative peace; but too many are ravaged by division, violence, and [image: ] even war. Political realities range from highly supportive of our educational mission to totally opposed.  [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
We are a family characterized by a profound unity on the one hand and a profound diversity on the other. In my  visits throughout the world, I never cease to be astounded at how quickly I feel "at home", a feeling I have had in [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] your country since my arrival. There is very clearly "something" that binds us to one another. That something is the [image: ] gift which John Baptist de La Salle received from the Holy Spirit for the service of young people. We call that gift [image: ][image: ][image: ] the Lasallian charism. It has been transmitted through three hundred years of history. It continues today to unite, [image: ] inspire, and give direction to all those who receive it, accept it, and live it. [image: ][image: ] [image: ][image: ]
From 0Brothers' Schools II to 0Lasallian SchoolS8  
[image: ]
There are more than 63,000 directors, administrators, and teachers engaged in this worldwide mission. Ninety-two [image: ][image: ][image: ] percent of them are lay men and women. Two percent are priests or religious of other congregations. Six percent are  Brothers of the Christian Schools. These statistics express graphically the extraordinary change we have experienced  during the past several decades in the manner of Ii ving the Lasallian mission. [image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
For some 250 years the Brothers of the Christian Schools were the "agents" of the Lasallian mission, aided by a [image: ] small number of lay men. I have often described the operative model of that long period by an inverted triangle, the [image: ] large number of Brothers at the inverted base and the small number of lay men at the inverted pinnacle. These lay [image: ] teachers helped the Brothers conduct "Brothers' Schools." I am sure that this was the experience here in Greece. But [image: ] during the past three decades, the number of Brothers has markedly decreased while the number of lay men and lay [image: ][image: ] women has notably increased. Moreover the Catholic Church - and the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian [image: ] Schools - which previously had "tolerated" lay personnel as "a necessary evil" - has recognized officially that the [image: ][image: ] laity are called to participate in all aspects of Church life.  [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
For these reasons the triangle began to change shape and gradually came to resemble a normal, rather than [image: ][image: ] inverted, triangle. It rather quickly became apparent that this "Brothers' school" model no longer made sense. [image: ][image: ][image: ] During several years of confusion and frustration, a new model gradually evolved. This model is today officially  accepted. We call it the "Lasallian School" model. The change of language is important. A Lasallian School is a [image: ][image: ] school that is "animated", not by the Brothers with lay men and women in a supportive role, but by the entire [image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
educative community, in which the Brothers participate. This model is best described not by a triangle, but by a [image: ] circle that is parallel to the ground. [image: ] [image: ]
This new understanding has become increasingly accepted as reasonable, necessary, and viable. Enthusiasm [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] among so many of our lay colleagues, together with a willingness and readiness to participate actively, has both [image: ][image: ] surprised and pleased the Brothers. The rapid development of this new way of understanding Lasallian mission has [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] been bold and stimulating. And, of course, we are still learning.  [image: ][image: ][image: ]
The Mission of the Lasallian Family [image: ] 
[image: ]
Today Lasallian mission is popularly called a "shared" mission. Participants are referred to as members of the [image: ][image: ] "Lasallian Family". They are not only directors, administrators, and teachers - whether Brothers, lay men and  women, priests, other religious - but also parents, former students, board members, school staff personnel, [image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
-4- 
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benefactors, friends, and, of course, the students themselves. I don't claim to know how many people are involved,  but the number is certainly impressive!  [image: ]
We have a potential for significant service on a worldwide level that few bodies in education today possess. But  this potential is also a grave responsibility. We must strive to actualize it as far as we are able. As an international  community of persons charged by God to "make a significant difference in the world today" through human and  Christian education, it is our mission to challenge and assist young people and adults in whatever country we find  them to develop their God-given capacities as human persons. It is our task to help them learn to live as sons and  daughters of God, as brothers and sisters among themselves, and as brothers and sisters on behalf of others; that is to  say, to be well-educated persons dedicated to the construction of a world where all can live in dignity, justice, and  peace.  
11Lasallian11  
[image: ]
Until her death a few months ago I had enjoyed some thirty years of periodic correspondence with a religious [image: ][image: ] sister with whom I taught many years ago. She was a both a Latin and English scholar and extraordinary teacher. [image: ][image: ][image: ] She was also, however, something of a "purist" in reference to the English language. In one of her letters she  remarked, "You Brothers talk about "Lasallian" this and "Lasallian" that. What a horrible adjective! I don't know [image: ] whether the adjective sounds "horrible" or not in your language, but it is certainly artificial. We have taken a man's [image: ][image: ][image: ] name and transformed it into an adjective. I am sure that one person who totally agrees with the assessment of my [image: ][image: ] friend is John Baptist de La Salle! As I have remarked on many occasions, every time I use the expression [image: ][image: ][image: ] "Lasallian" I have the impression that our founder is irritated with me. [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
He is probably saying this morning: "I founded CHRISTIAN schools and my successor is talking about [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] LASALLIAN schools." We should take this observation seriously. Christian schools and Lasallian schools are not [image: ][image: ][image: ] parallel categories. There is no question of Christian schools here and Lasallian schools there. A Lasallian school -[image: ][image: ][image: ] whatever its nature or level - is essentially a CHRISTIAN school. [image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
For the sake of clarity, let me state that De La Salle's use of the expression [image: ][image: ]Christian was not based on  ecumenical considerations. It would be convenient here in Greece to claim that De La Salle founded "ecumenical"  Christian schools, but that would be a distortion of historical fact. De La Salle was a man of his day and lived in a  specific geographical area. When he used the word Christian in speaking of the schools, he meant [image: ]Catholic. [image: ] Nevertheless, De La Salle was a man who always made his own the thinking of the Church. Were he living today,  he would participate enthusiastially in the search for unity among all Christians. [image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
In Greece you have the opportunity to live a profound ecumenical experience. Whether Orthodox or Catholics, [image: ][image: ] you are Christians. You know from everyday life that there is far more that unites than divides you. You are one in [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] your common faith in Jesus Christ. At the same time you are honest in acknowledging that differences exist and, for [image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ]
that reason, with mutual respect, you structure your religion courses accordingly.  [image: ]
Lasallian schools, therefore, are shaped by belief in Jesus Christ and his Gospel. But they exist in an age in which [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] religious belief is often trivialized. Religion today is often treated as an unimportant facet of the human personality,  one that should be kept "private"; religious convictions are presumed by some to be irrational, arbitrary, and  [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
irrelevant; religious people are expected to "bracket" their religious convictions from the rest of their personality. [image: ] [image: ]
Consequently, it happens in the Lasallian world that some teachers are willing to call their schools [image: ]Lasal/ian, but  are reluctant to acknowledge that they are Christian. They profess "fidelity" to certain Lasallian pedagogical  principles, but at the same time minimize or hide, if not deny, the Christian character. We need, therefore, to be  clear: an institution can legitimately call itself [image: ]Lasal/ian only if it is unambiguously Christian.  [image: ]
The Christian identity of our schools involves more than courses of religious instruction, more also than pastoral  programs. The Christian dimension must permeate and shape every aspect of the life of the school: tone, [image: ] atmosphere, spirit, signs, symbols, relationships, curriculum, requirements, policies, regulations ... [image: ] [image: ]
[image: ]La Specificite de l'Education lasallienne  
But if Lasallian schools are essentially Christian schools, is there a response to the theme of this congress: is there [image: ] a "specificite" of Lasallian education? Are there characteristics that give Lasallian schools a specific identity? [image: ][image: ] [image: ][image: ]
The answer is clearly "yes". Lasallian schools are Christian schools, but schools in which a certain number of [image: ] specific characteristics are given prominence. These characteristics correspond to priorities which De La Salle [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] 
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considered essential. De La Salle, however, did not leave us a definitive list of these characteristics. For this reason [image: ] published lists of characteristics can vary somewhat in content, order, and number. I have made a list of seven and, [image: ] for practical purposes, have placed them in a certain order. But there is nothing absolute about either the list or the [image: ] order. In practice the characteristics are interrelated. It is the integration of these characteristics which gives the  school its "Lasallian" identity. [image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
Characteristics of the Lasallian School[image: ]  
[image: ][image: ]
1. Respect for each student as a unique person [image: ][image: ] 
The first characteristic on my list is "respect for each student as a unique person". This profound respect which [image: ] communicates to each person that he or she is "important" is a manifestation of the brotherly and sisterly love which [image: ][image: ] should characterize all the members of a Lasallian educative community.  [image: ][image: ][image: ]
De La Salle used to tell the early Brothers that God considers each child in their schools to be precious. He loves  them and wants them to "come to knowledge of the truth" and to be "saved". That is why he calls certain people to [image: ][image: ] be Christian teachers. You are such people, he would say to the Brothers. I say that to all of you today: you are such [image: ] people.  [image: ][image: ][image: ]
It is clear, therefore, that De La Salle considered the role of teacher to be a vocation. Teaching is, of course, an  occupation, a manner of earning a living. But it is more than that. De La Salle is saying to all of us today that God  has confided young people to our care. They have the "right" to grow as human persons. We have the "duty" of  assuring that their rights are honored. But this "duty" is not onerous. It is a gift from God. The mission we have  received is a tremendous responsibility, but it is also a privilege.  [image: ]
The first characteristic of a Lasallian school is, therefore, respect, reverence even, for each student as a unique  person. Canon Blain, one of the first biographers of De La Salle, said that at an early moment of the history of the  Institute, the founder and his first followers decided that the term "schoolmasters" was in no way adequate to  describe the kind of persons they believed God was calling them to be. They deliberately chose to call themselves  "brothers", not only because they lived in communities, but also because they considered themselves to be "older  brothers" of the children confided to them and thought that the expression "brother" would remind them that they  were to exercise their "ministry of charity with truly loving hearts".  
A "ministry of charity" to be exercised with "truly loving hearts". The biographer's phrase captures and expresses  very vividly the soul, if you will, of a Lasallian school. Whatever its type or level, the Lasallian school is to be a  "ministry of charity" exercised with "truly loving hearts". For this reason I always invite our directors,  administrators, teachers - and all other members of our school communities - to consider themselves to be "brothers"  and "sisters" of the young people that God is confiding to them - whatever their race, ethnic heritage, language,  religion, economic class, intellectual ability, personal talents.  
Our youth come to us with very personal and often burning questions, convictions, perplexities, concerns, hopes,  fears, and frustrations. We must meet them "where they are" - not where we think they should be, not where we  were when we were their age, not where our past pupils were in the '60's, '70's, and '80's. We must meet them  where they are today. As their elder brothers and sisters, we must respect them, accompany them, and walk with  them side by side.  
In meetings with Lasallian educators, it sometimes happens that teachers will say, "All that is well and good, but [image: ][image: ] what about discipline?" Of course there must be discipline. In fact, creating an atmosphere of order and discipline is  an essential manifestation of profound reverence for each young person. If that reverence is lacking, the teacher  becomes indifferent. But the teacher who really loves young people accepts them as they are - which means as [image: ][image: ] developing human persons who find themselves at specific moments in the long process of becoming adults. In his [image: ] love for them, the Lasallian teacher imposes appropriate limits on their behaviour, and, at the same time, challenges [image: ] them to accept more and more responsibility for their lives. The effective teacher knows how to stay ahead of his [image: ][image: ] young people in order to "stretch them" - without, however, tossing them into water that is too deep for them.  [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
The first characteristic of our seven identifying characteristics is, therefore, profound respect for each student as a [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] unique person.  
2. Spirit of Community  
The second characteristic flows from the first. A healthy spirit of community must permeate Lasallian schools. [image: ] This spirit of community must involve not only the students, but directors, administrators, teachers, staff personnel, [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
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Brothers, parents, former students, and friends. One of the reasons the schools for the poor founded by De La Salle  succeeded while many others did not is that those he and the early Brothers created were characterized by a fraternal  and orderly spirit. Young people experienced loving acceptance and encouragement, as well as satisfaction and  pride that they were learning.  
Let me share with you a pertinent experience. A couple of years ago a Minister of Education in a certain country  told me that he had two children in our school and remarked, as if surprised, that they were very happy. When I  replied that I considered that to be normal, he said, "Brother, I am the Minister of Education. I know that the spirit  you have in your schools is not at all typical." I am not in a position to comment on the spirit in other schools. But I  can honestly say that the spirit of communion in our schools around the world is generally quite good. That  characteristic is in no way accidental. It is essential.  
Our young people must experience themselves as brothers and sisters and learn that they have to be brothers and  sisters to others. That experience of unity is itself formative. In my contacts with thousands of young people  throughout the world, I have been able to observe their differences: differences of race, ethnic identity, culture,  [image: ]language, religion, economic levels, political freedom, educational opportunities ... But what always impresses me  as I listen to young people and watch them play or engage in conversation is that youth everywhere are essentially  the same. Their differences are real and must be taken seriously, but they are secondary in importance. As young  people growing from childhood through adolescence to maturity, they experience similar joys, fears, dreams,  frustrations, problems. They wrestle with the same questions concerning the meaning of life, human love and  relationships. Young people everywhere are the same because we are all the same. We are all children of the same  God. As a consequence, we are all brothers and sisters.  
But how obvious it is that we don't live the way brothers and sisters should live. There is so much injustice,  exploitation, crime, political corruption, discrimination, scandalous absurdities such as the abuse of children, hunger,  homelessness, and even new forms of slavery. The current plethora of ethnic, tribal, nationalistic, religious conflicts,  together with a resurgence of racism and xenophobia in nearly every comer of the globe, is a major disappointment  of this decade. Television coverage of slaughters and of refugee camps fills us with such sentiments of helplessness,  frustration, and anger that we somehow learn to see without really seeing and to hear without really hearing.  Otherwise, we would not be able to sleep at night.  
I believe that those of us who constitute this international communion we call the Lasallian Family can - and must  - form young people who are not only trained very well academically or professionally, but also prepared and  motivated to participate actively and creatively in the task of building a society where all can live in dignity, justice,  and peace.  
Lasallian schools must be characterized by a strong sense of community, a community which is committed to [image: ] building other communities.  
3. School of Quality  
Throughout our 316-year history, we have consistently reaffirmed our commitment to the human and Christian  education of young people and adults, particularly of those who are poor. We Lasallians exercise our mission in the  heart of the world of education, where we affirm values that are genuinely human and, at the same time, challenge  the human to go beyond itself. We try to help young people appreciate all that is genuinely human and at the same  time understand that there is more to life than the human person can see with reason alone.  
We fulfill the mission we have received from God when we strive to awaken in young people a serious attitude  towards life; when we help them experience the autonomy of personal thought and learn to use their liberty to  overccxne prejudices, preconceived ideas, and social pressures, and to place their intelligence and training at the  service of others; when we teach them how to listen, understand, trust, and love; when we instill in them a sense of  trustworthiness, justice, brotherhood and sisterhood (J)ecl 41).  
It is precisely for the purpose of exercising this mission of human and Christian education that we "keep schools".  As we all know, De La Salle insisted that the school be a place where learning really takes place. With this end in  view, he devoted considerable energy to developing effective methods and techniques and to training the Brothers as  ccxnpetent teachers. Moreover, he insisted that the curriculum of the schools be adapted to the needs and capabilities  of the children.  
A school that is authentically Lasallian is, therefore, a school of quality. Whatever its nature and whatever the age  and ability of its pupils, it must be characterized by excellence. The Lasallian school is a school where culture,  values, and faith are effectively transmitted, that is to say, young people really learn. Moreover, they develop a thirst  for the truth, together with a firm ccxnmitment to intellectual honesty.  
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Unfortunately, concern for the truth is not clearly evident in contemporary life. I am frequently dismayed by what  [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]
appears to me, even among people supposedly educated, a careless and apparently indifferent approach to truth,  even to accuracy of facts. What seems to me to be lacking is a commitment to an objective quest for the truth,  wherever that quest leads and whatever the consequences. Freedom of expression is increasingly hampered by the  concern to be "politically correct". The preoccupation of the media to "sell their product" leads to self-serving  selectivity of information and even to distortion of the facts. The moral relativism that permeates society today is  another complication. One declares something to be true because one wants it to be true, or because one thinks that  it is logical or "just" that it be true.  
These reflections are pertinent for every Lasallian educational institution, whatever its nature and level. Without  exception our centers must be concerned with cultivation of the human spirit and with "growth in the ability to  wonder, to understand, to contemplate, to make personal judgments, and to develop a religious, moral, and social  sense" (Gaudium et Spes). Our professional, technical, engineering, and agricultural schools must combine  specialized training with humanistic and cultural development. Finally, Lasallian schools must provide adequate  opportunities for learning and development in languages, art, music, drama, and sports.  
Lasallian schools must be characterized by their quality. [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] 
4. A School that is Christian  [image: ]
To be faithful to the unambiguous teachings of John Baptist de La Salle, our schools must be Christian, so visibly  Christian that they be "signs of the Kingdom of God" and "means of salvation". Religious instruction, therefore,  must have a privileged place. In fact, De La Salle said clearly that for the Brothers the teaching of religion is their  "principal function". But the teaching of religion has never been dissociated from the rest of education. There has  always been an effort to unite the work of evangelization with growth in education and culture (Deel 40).  
As I said earlier, our schools are shaped by belief in Jesus Christ and his Gospel. But they exist in a secularized  age. Some of the young people in our schools strive to live their faith as Christians, while others are indifferent or  even hostile towards all "organized" religions. Nevertheless, I think that young people everywhere today are  hungering for spiritual depth. They are wrestling with profound questions that touch the very meaning of their lives.  Moreover, they are searching for love and for communty. Our schools have to be centers in which young people can  pose their questions openly and honestly and know that they will be respected and their views taken seriously. They  are very interested in our own answers to these fundamental questions and concerns. We need to "walk with them"  as brothers and sisters and share with them what we believe, without in any way attempting to impose our beliefs.  
Because our schools are Christian, they propose Jesus Christ as the Way, the Truth, and the Life. They propose,  but never impose. Because we believe that Christ reveals what being human really means, as well as who God is and  how he relates to us, and because we love our young people, we want to share our faith with them. Of course, we  must find the "right moment" and "use the appropriate language to speak of Jesus Christ" (Rule, 15). I think,  however, that the fact that impressive numbers of young people throughout the world today are actively engaged in  Christian movements, groups, and assemblies is a clear indication that many young people are more open to  receiving the message of the Gospel than is sometimes thought. We must take the youth of today "where they are"!  
Brother Fran�ois has informed me that in your schools there is separate religious instruction for those who are  Orthodox and for those who are Catholic and that classes are given at all levels two hours a week. He said also that  professors of religion and the Brothers are responsible for these classes. That is encouraging.  
At the same time it must be said that formal religious instruction, important as it is, is not sufficient. We need to  have a program of pastoral activities that effectively responds to the needs of our youth. These activities range from  prayer, sacraments, retreats, and assemblies, to communities of faith, youth groups, and volunteer programs. I am  pleased, therefore, to learn that pastoral animation is assured by professors of religion in collaboration with the  Directors and with the "pere spirituel" of each school.  
I want to make a few remarks about two very interesting movements in the Lasallian world today: Lasallian youth  and Lasallian volunteers. I think that these movements are important because young people are telling us  emphatically and unambiguously that they find them to be significant responses to their search for meaning and  community. These rather informal structures seem to be effective. When approaches to the education of young  people in their faith are found to be efficacious, they should be fostered!  
Lasallian youth [image: ] [image: ]
[image: ][image: ]
There is no uniform definition of the term Lasallianyouth, nor is there a uniform organizational structure. But we  [image: ][image: ][image: ]
are witnessing a steadily growing number of international, national, regional, and district gatherings of young people  - students of our schools, former students, or other youth attracted to these activities. These assemblies take different [image: ][image: ] 
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forms, but they all touch in some way the three traditional Lasallian traits: faith, communion, service. I have had the  privilege of participating in international meetings of Lasallian youth in Toulouse, Quebec, Manila, Bujedo, and  Rheims, all memorable experiences. I have met some of your young people at several of these occasions. Each of  these large assemblies seems to give birth to new local assemblies.  
Nevertheless, short gatherings of this nature are insufficient. Ongoing groups or ccmmunities of Lasallian youth  are indispensable. There are already many such groups in existence. I am always pleased when I have the  opportunity to exchange with them during my visits. But the nmnber is still small. We need to multiply such groups.  
Lasallian volunteers  
Movements of volunteers have been evolving in diverse ways for a nmnber of years. Participants are usually  young adults, often but not necessarily former students. During the last fifteen years or so, the number of volunteers  for service in poor areas of the world during the summer vacation periods has increased steadily. Last summer there  were some 300 volunteers from Lasallian institutions in Europe alone. These volunteers included students, former  students, teachers, parents, friends, and Brothers. But there are also in the Lasallian world volunteers of one, two, or  more years .  
I have listened with great interest to the testimonials of volunteers and former volunteers. They speak of the  tremendous impact the experience has had upon them, almost inevitably asserting that they have received far more  than they have given. In addition to gaining increased knowledge of economically poor countries and a deepened  sensitivity to the realities of the people, some volunteers relate that they have "found themselves". Others say  explicitly that they have discovered or rediscovered religious faith.  
This congress is an opportunity for you to reflect upon the religious dimension of your schools and to evaluate the  efficacy of your programs.  
5. Solidarity with the Poor  
Solidarity with the poor is an essential dimension of the tradition of the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian  Schools and therefore of our Lasallian mission today. We Brothers, in fact, profess a special vow of association for  the educational service of the poor, a vow which obliges us to conduct schools or other centers of Christian  education that are accessible to the poor.  
Who are the poor? The Rule of the Brothers is clear: the econcmically deprived, victims of social injustice,  delinquents, the marginalized and neglected, those who have learning difficulties, and those who suffer from  personal, social, and family problems. (40)  
I think that it is important to state explicitly that education, as I have described it, must be made available to the  poor. It was De La Salle's recognition of the right poor youngsters have for education that led him to found the  Institute. Moreover, many econcmically poor youngsters are extremely talented intellectually. They have a right to  develop their God-given talents and abilities. We must be careful to avoid forcing the economically poor into a  special category, as if economic poverty were equivalent to a lack of ability to learn. We need to open the doors of  opportunity to those who have beccme marginalized by circumstance.  
When we receive financial assistance from governments, our schools can be accessible to the econcmically poor.  Without that assistance , what we can do is limited. That situation is a source of enormous frustration to the Brothers  and many other Lasallians. But frustration is not enough. We have to do everything we can to provide full or partial  scholarships to as many needy pupils as possible. At the same time we have to search for new and creative ways of  financing educational programs for the poor.  
But solidarity with the poor obliges us to take very seriously another directive : when we work with students from  families that are more or less well off, we must instruct them in their duties and responsibilities with regard to social  justice and universal charity �ule 40). Our schools need to offer young people programs which 1) enable them to  know and understand the injustices that exist at every level of society; 2) learn the social teachings of our Churches;  3) have the opportunity to serve the poor, the sick, the aged; 4) participate in follow-up discussions and evaluations.  In some parts of the Institute, our Lasallian schools have developed impressive programs of education for justice. In  other parts, too little has been done.  
I have long advocated that each of our schools be an "impact center", that is to say, a center which "reaches out"  to the poor around it and responds creatively and effectively. The possibilities for service are almost unlimited:  literacy programs - in the school or in other centers ; teams of volunteer teachers and young people to work with  street children; night classes for school drop-outs ; Lasallian youth groups to respond to the needs of the sick, the  aged, the neglected, etc. Many of our schools "reach out" even to the poor of other countries by providing financial  
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assistance. Some even send ymmg people, teachers, former students, parents, and friends during vacation periods for  service in needy countries.  
Solidarity with the poor is not an accidental or secondary aspect of a Lasallian school. It is an essential  characteristic.  
6. Teachers: Men and Women of Faith and Zeal  
When De La Salle insisted that his teachers manifest in a particular way the virtues of faith and zeal, he obviously  had in mind the Brothers of the Christian Schools. The situation today is, of course, significantly different from the  situation he knew. He could not have anticipated that a future General Chapter would express a conviction that it is  obsolete to consider the Brothers to be "the only authorized agents of the Institute's mission" and that "shared  mission constitutes an integral part" of the vocation of the Brothers (Circ. 435, p. 43).  
But, of course, we are still learning to live shared mission. During these days together, you will have ample  opportunity, formal and informal, to share your positive and less positive experiences. The General Cmmcil has just  ccmpleted, in dialogue with Lasallians throughout the world, a very important document entitled The Lasallian  Mission of Human and Christian Education: A Shared Mission. It is our hope that this document will be of  assistance to all those who want to deepen their commitment to the education of young people as Lasallians.  
To succeed in creating schools that are authentically Lasallian, we must have competent and dedicated teachers,  men and women who are committed to working together creatively, constructively, and enthusiastically. The  teachers and staffs in our schools - whatever their religion - must understand the identity of the Lasallian school and  agree to promote or at least respect that identity. Those responsible for hiring teachers must make very clear to  applicants that all teachers in a Lasallian school are expected to recognize and respect its distinctive identity.  
7. Organized around the story of De La Salle  
Many, if not all of the six characteristics I have described, are probably characteristics of other religious institutes  engaged in the mission of human and Christian education. What is important is not that we be different, but that we  be authentic. In other words, we define our identity in terms of who we are, not in terms of who we are not.  Nevertheless, what does indeed differentiate the Lasallian school from other Christian schools is that it is organized  around a remarkable and inspiring story, that of John Baptist de La Salle.  
Our experience of recent years indicates clearly that many of our partners find, like the Brothers, great inspiration  and enlightenment in the story of this man who was so moved by the need the poor children of his day had for  education that he changed completely the direction of his life, entered into two "worlds" that were entirely new to  him - that of the poor and that of education - and founded the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools.  
Our experience reveals to us the truth of that article of the Rule which states that the "Spirit of God has given to  the Church, in the person of St. John Baptist de La Salle, a charism which even today inspires the Brothers and a  great number of other educators" (Rule, 20).  
ARERWORD  
[image: ][image: ]
Lasallians of Greece, I thank you for the opportunity to offer these reflections and to encourage you to live fully  your mission as Lasallian educators. You are members of an international ccmmunion of men and women  committed to building brotherhood and sisterhood through the human and Christian education of youth and adults,  especially those who are poor. I close with the passage from the biography of the Founder to which I referred earlier.  The author has in mind, of course, the Brothers of the Christian Schools. But when he says "brothers", you can say  brothers and sisters.  
"If the name of schoolmasters had been acceptable up to this time, it was no longer proper, now that they had  joined together to form a single body. That of brothers was the name that fit them best. For this reason, they chose it.  
"This name reminds them that as brothers they owe each other mutual proofs of tender but spiritual friendship ;  and that considering themselves as the elder brothers of the children who come to be taught by them, they should  exercise this ministry of charity with truly loving hearts." (Blain, Ch. 3, VoL 1, Bk. 2)  
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