
John Baptist de La Salle was led to found a
community of men who were enlightened
by God to have a share in his plan of sal-
vation. They associated together to re-
spond to the needs of young people who
were poor and far from salvation.

Even today, each of the Brothers’ com-
munities finds in this historical event a
fundamental source of inspiration.

Rule, 47

1 January 2000
Feast of Mary, Mother of God

World Day of Peace

Dear Brothers, 

From Paul, by the will of God an apostle
of Christ Jesus, to our faithful brothers in
Christ. Grace and peace to you from God
our Father. (Col 1:1–2)

Convinced that like Paul I am an apostle of
Christ Jesus by the will of God, I greet you as
“faithful Brothers” in Christ. Grateful for the en-
couragement you have given me over the years
and, in a particular way in your recent birthday,
Christmas, and New Year greetings, I assure you
of my prayers that God bless you abundantly
on this first day of the new millennium.

We celebrate today the beginning of what
Pope John Paul II has called the Year of the Great

Jubilee. It is a significant year for everyone. Yet
for Brothers and all other Lasallians the year
2000 has particular importance. On 1 May we
open the 43rd General Chapter, and, by happy
coincidence, we celebrate two highly significant
events during the Chapter: on 15 May, the 50th
anniversary of Pope Pius XII’s proclamation of
St. John Baptist de La Salle as Patron of all Edu-
cators of Children and Youth; and on 24 May,
the 100th anniversary of the canonization of St
De la Salle by Pope Leo XIII. We look forward
also to the participation of thousands of Lasal-
lian young people in the celebration of World
Youth Day in Rome during August.

Faith, love, and hope

Paul thanks God for the “faith, love, and hope”
of the Colossians. They are men and women in-
spired by the Gospel that is “bearing fruit and
spreading throughout the world.” (1:4–6) We are
all apostles of Christ by the will of God. It is God
who has called us to make the loving and saving
presence of Christ a living and effective reality
among young people throughout the world. The
beginning of this important year is an appropri-
ate moment to thank God for the grace of our
beautiful vocation as Brothers of the Christian
Schools. It is a moment for thanking God for a
truly extraordinary gift to the world: the charism
of John Baptist de La Salle, a charism shared to-
day in diverse ways by thousands of Lasallians.

This day is also an appropriate moment
for thanking God for the gift of faith, love, and
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hope. Exegetes note that Paul frequently lists
the virtues we call today “theological” in the or-
der of faith, love, and hope. He seems to con-
sider hope as the fruit of firm faith and ardent
love. If our hope is not what we would like it to
be, perhaps we need to examine whether or not
we recognize God in every event and in every
individual, whether we “see everything with
the eyes of faith,” and whether we focus loving-
ly on others rather than on ourselves. Dag
Hammarskjold describes his discovery of hope
and meaning in this way: “Once I answered YES
to Someone or Something. And from that hour
I was certain that existence is meaningful and
that, therefore, my life, in self-surrender, has a
goal.” (Markings) 

Paul prays that the Colossians live their
faith and love wholeheartedly and that, forti-
fied by God’s strength, they “persevere and en-
dure always.” (Col 1:11) Brothers, I pray today
that each of us and all other Lasallians believe
and love with all our hearts, and experience the
hope we need to “persevere and endure” even
in difficulty.

Our canonizations

Those words of Paul are especially appropriate
as we praise and thank God for the faith, love,
and hope that our recently canonized commu-
nity of Turón and Brother Jaime Hilario demon-
strated in remarkable and inspiring ways.
During his homily the Pope said that these
courageous Brothers “faced their tragic destiny
as an authentic testimony of faith, giving the
last lesson of their life by martyrdom. May their
example and intercession touch the entire De
La Salle family and the whole Church.”

These Brothers were young. Four of them
were under the age of twenty-six. Another four
were between twenty-seven and thirty-seven
years of age. And the Director of the communi-
ty of Turón was only forty-six. They are witness-
es of faith for us today, witnesses in an age
which often treats religion as trivial and private.
These Brothers had interiorized their faith. They
had become men of faith. Their faith was at the

heart of their identity as human persons. They
had found what so many young people are
searching for today: meaning, moral direction,
happiness, peace. It is possible and even proba-
ble that some youth will not understand the
decisions and actions of these martyrs. Never-
theless, their supreme sacrifice will surprise,
puzzle, shock, and challenge them. That provo-
cation is already a fundamental stage of evange-
lization. 

Message for World Peace Day 

In his annual message John Paul II, like the
apostle Paul, wishes grace and peace to all men
and women and calls upon them to contribute
efficaciously to the construction of peace. 

For the Catholic faithful, the commitment
to build peace and justice is not secondary
but essential. It is to be undertaken in
openness toward their brothers and sisters
of other Churches and Ecclesial Commu-
nities, toward the followers of other reli-
gions, and toward all men and women of
good will, with whom they share the same
concern for peace and communion. (20)

The Pope recalls the tragic and bloody
conflicts that have unfortunately characterized
the last years of the second millennium. He
again condemns war and all forms of violence
as instruments for resolving differences. He
speaks of the peace that touches every aspect of
life: development, economy, human rights,
safeguarding of creation. The Pope urges every-
one to work for the elimination of misery and
for the integral development of all. He insists
that living together in peace is possible for men
and women, whatever their race, ethnic her-
itage, nationality, religion, language, and polit-
ical, social and economic situations. It is
possible, he says, because God wills peace. 

John Paul II addresses youth directly:
“May you, young people of the Year 2000, see
in others, and help them to see, the faces of
brothers and sisters, the faces of friends.” (22)
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How appropriate these words are for us
and for our partners. To help our young people
learn to live together as brothers and sisters and
to become brothers and sisters to and for others
are essential and urgent dimensions of Lasallian
mission.

This letter

In 1976 the Preparatory Commission of the
40th General Chapter invited me to give the
third of three conferences during the early days
of the Chapter. The commission informed me
that in contrast to the first two speakers—
Brothers Michel Salvage and Maurice Hermans
—I was to speak not as a specialist, but as a
Brother “actively engaged in a major way in the
apostolate of the Institute and as one who had
reflected deeply on the meaning of the Founder
for our times.” The commission assigned the
topic: The Challenge of St. John Baptist de La Salle
to the Brothers Today. The title intrigued me, but
I confess that I was unable to find a way to
speak of the challenge. I decided to speak about
eight sub-challenges. Today, twenty-four years
later, I return to the topic. This time, however, I
have found what I think is a valid way to ex-
press the challenge of John Baptist de La Salle
for today: Live Today our Founding Story. 

My appreciation of the chapter of the Dec-
laration entitled “Fidelity to the Founder” in-
creases with the years. In it we read that fidelity
to the Founder does not mean that we look to
him for answers to our problems today. It is
rather to be faithful now to the needs of youth,
poor youth especially, faithful in a way that is
consistent with the charism that God bestowed
upon John Baptist de La Salle. To be faithful
both to the Founder and to contemporary
needs demands discernment, prudence, and
boldness. Such fidelity, the Declaration says, can
exist only as the result of a search undertaken
in a “filial spirit.” De La Salle founded “a living
community of Brothers with whom he shared
his apostolic ideal and who in turn passed on
this ideal to their successors. Fidelity to the spe-
cific goals of the Founder and to the tradition

of the Institute is confided to us as the living
persons that we are.” (Decl. 6, 7)

This search is not confided to us as indi-
viduals. It is entrusted to the Institute, that is to
say, to the community of persons who consti-
tute it.

A living community in dialogue is the lo-
cus par excellence for the presence and the
action of the Holy Spirit. The General
Chapter, above all, is the occasion when
the Institute as a body, under the guidance
of the Holy Spirit, can become aware of it-
self and declare to itself what it really is.

(Decl. 7)

The 43rd General Chapter, “under the
guidance of the Holy Spirit,” must help the In-
stitute to live today our founding story.

I. OUR STORY

What I am calling story throughout this letter,
scholars would probably call myth. Neverthe-
less, I prefer to reduce the possibility of ambigu-
ity and confusion by using the readily
understood word “story.” According to Richard
Cote, OMI, myth, in fact, means word or narra-
tive and is basically a story,

the story of how a people came to be and
think of themselves as a distinct people: its
origins, its founding aspirations, the goals it
initially set for itself and pursues, and the
way all this eventually unfolds as the sa-
cred history of that people. . . . This ven-
ture is experienced and perceived as
something so utterly original and there-
fore different that it gives a people its un-
questionable sense of being quite distinct
from all other peoples.

(Re-Visioning Mission, p. 110)

The Jewish people have maintained their
sense of identity over the centuries by telling
and retelling the story of God’s action in their
history and, in a particular way, the story of the
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exodus from Egypt. Ritual celebrations of God’s
actions make the events in some way present
again. Practices and prescriptions accompany
these celebrations. The stories, rites, and laws
constitute the sacred story of the Jewish people.
When Jews live that story faithfully, they ex-
press and nourish simultaneously their sense of
identity.

We recognize this pattern in our lives as
Christians. We listen to, meditate upon, tell,
and celebrate the story of Christ’s passage from
death to life for our redemption. Sacraments
make this sacred event present and enable us to
participate in it. We live this precious story year
after year, expressing and nourishing, under the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, our identity as
Christians.

In like manner we Brothers of the Christ-
ian Schools need to listen to, meditate upon,
tell, and celebrate our founding story, the story
of how we came to be and how we began to ex-
perience and perceive ourselves as original, differ-
ent, and distinct. Article 47 of the Rule captures
the essence of what I am saying:

John Baptist de La Salle was led to found a
community of men who were enlightened
by God to have a share in his plan of sal-
vation. They associated together to re-
spond to the needs of young people who
were poor and far from salvation. Even to-
day, each of the Brothers’ communities finds
in this historical event a fundamental source
of inspiration.

“This historical event”

To keep the memory of our founding story in
our hearts and minds is not necessarily to dwell
upon all the historical details. It is to recall the
major events in De La Salle’s itinerary as
founder, and by meditation on the story allow
it to act upon us. We are blessed with an inspir-
ing story of foundation, and equally blessed to
have our Founder’s reflections upon it. 

“This historical event” begins with the sto-
ry of a twenty-eight-year-old French priest,

newly ordained, responsible for a large family,
Canon of the Cathedral, financially secure, doc-
toral student. He meets Adrian Nyel—a meeting
that changes his life. He responds effectively to
Nyel’s requests for help in establishing schools
for poor children in Rheims. De La Salle quick-
ly recognizes, however, that it is not enough to
find space for a school. He sees that what really
matters is the quality of the teachers. Conse-
quently he brings the teachers together, first in
a rented house, then, progressively, into his
own family home. Together De La Salle and the
first teachers reflect upon their experience and
strive to understand with the eyes of faith what
is happening in their lives. They search for a
pedagogy that responds to their children “as
they are” and is truly efficacious. 

More schools open, within and outside
Rheims. De La Salle finds himself increasingly
involved. He moves with the teachers to a rent-
ed house. Some decide to form with him a per-
manent community. They adopt a distinctive
habit to express and nurture their emerging and
distinct identity. They call themselves “broth-
ers” to express fraternal relationship among
themselves and to serve as a reminder that God
is calling them to be “older brothers” to their
pupils. De La Salle resigns his canonry, shares
his wealth with the poor, and enters their
world. He and some of his followers consecrate
themselves to God and vow obedience for a
year. Eight years or so later De La Salle and
twelve Brothers pronounce perpetual vows of
association to keep together gratuitous schools,
obedience, and stability. The Brothers elect
John Baptist de La Salle Superior. In effect this
“act of association” on Trinity Sunday, 1694,
constitutes the “Society of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools.” (Circular 406, p. 54)

And . . . the founding story continues. . . .

De La Salle’s “reading” 
of the “historical events”

De La Salle prayerfully seeks to discern God’s
will in the surprising series of events that char-
acterize his life. A study of what he wrote as the
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story unfolds helps us to grasp his understand-
ing of the “Brother of the Christian Schools.”
Progressively he describes the vocation of the
Brother in strikingly mystical and incarnational
language. His vision of the Brother as minister,
ambassador, representative of Jesus Christ is tru-
ly exalted, but it is at the same time a vision of
Jesus Christ incarnated in the concrete world
and everyday realities of the poor youth of his
day. We could meditate on many of his writ-
ings, including the two Memoires with their per-
tinent revelations. Yet I limit myself to the
formula of vows that he and twelve Brothers
use in the “act of association” of 1694 and to
passages from the Meditations for the Time of Re-
treat.

Employing what I prefer to describe as the
formula of “consecration” rather than “vows,”
the Founder and his disciples consecrate them-
selves entirely to the “Most Holy Trinity, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit” to procure God’s glory as
far as they are able and as far as God requires of
them. “For this purpose” they promise and vow
to unite themselves and live in society with
other men experiencing a similar call from
God. They thus state the precise manner they
believe God is calling them to live this total
consecration. They say with no ambiguity that
their purpose in coming together is to “keep to-
gether and by association gratuitous schools.”
By pledging to persevere even if obliged to beg
and live on bread alone and to do anything the
Society asks them to do in the Society, they re-
veal that their commitment touches the very
core of their being. “Wherefore,” that is to say,
in view of this total consecration to God as
Brothers—they vow association, obedience, and
stability. 

De La Salle’s meditations, composed years
later, reveal clearly that the Brothers consecrate
themselves not to a distant or abstract Holy
Trinity, but to the Father who chooses and calls
them because of his love for abandoned chil-
dren; to the Son who asks them to make his
loving and saving presence a reality in the
world of youth, poor youth particularly; to the
Holy Spirit who sanctifies them and enables

them to touch the hearts of the children God
confides to their care. They freely enter an asso-
ciation for mission which embraces their entire
existence. They commit themselves to total
availability for service and to perseverance, what-
ever the cost.

In the meditations that the Founder pre-
pared for the Brothers to use during their re-
treat, he describes poignantly the children that
God loves with infinite love and wants to come
to knowledge of truth and be saved. In remark-
ably bold language De La Salle says that God
cannot truly want this without providing teach-
ers as the means. Therefore, God, in his Provi-
dence—that is to say, in love and concern for
such children—illumines the hearts of certain
persons, calling them to respond to the chil-
dren’s need for education. 

Since De La Salle probably spoke these
words to the Brothers long before he put them
into writing, we can imagine him turning to
the Brothers gathered in retreat and declaring:
“Brothers, you are such persons. God has des-
tined you to announce his word to children. It
is God who is calling you. God is confiding to
your care the children you have in your
schools. Jesus Christ wants you to touch their
hearts as his ambassador and representative. To
become the persons God is calling you to be,
you must give yourselves entirely to the Spirit
to act in your work only under his influence.
This Holy Spirit then will come upon your
young people enabling them to possess fully
the Christian spirit.” (Based on Med. 193, 194,
195)

Our founding story . . . a remarkable and
beautiful story. Brothers, we are blessed to have
this precious heritage. But it is not enough to
admire it. We have to make it our own. We
have to live it today. That is the challenge.
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II. LIVING OUR STORY TODAY

Meditative reading of the “historical
events”

For centuries Christians have nourished their
faith and identity by meditation on the Word
of God. The Scriptures, particularly the New
Testament, have had an indispensable role in
our own tradition. That tradition is more evi-
dent, perhaps, to the “veterans” among us: car-
rying the New Testament on our person;
reading from it on our knees at the beginning
of evening spiritual exercises; giving the Scrip-
tures a central place in mental prayer; calling to
mind scriptural passages to help us remember
the presence of God and perform all our actions
with the spirit of faith; memorizing the Sunday
gospels and even entire books of the Bible. 

The various methods of lectio divina are as
valid today as they ever have been: invoking
the Holy Spirit; reading the text slowly several
times; searching in the text for answers to such
questions as who, what, where, when, why;
meditating on the text “as it is,” without im-
posing meanings; underlining certain words or
phrases; examining prayerfully key words: verbs,
nouns, adjectives; allowing thoughts, mean-
ings, feelings to emerge; permitting the text to
confront and challenge us.

Brothers, if we want to live our founding
story faithfully today, we need to meditate in a
similar way on the origin of the Institute and
on the writings of St. De La Salle. We have to
bring that story to our personal prayer and to
shared prayer with our Brothers. We can read,
for example, the three meditations I used above,
asking the Holy Spirit to enlighten us; reading
the text several times, searching for the mean-
ing of every word, phrase, paragraph; reflecting
carefully on key words: God, Providence, chosen,
called, vagabonds, abandoned, entrusted to your
care, announce, ministry, ministers, ambassadors,
representing Jesus Christ, give yourself often to the
Spirit, zeal. . . .

We need to allow the power of our found-
ing story and De La Salle’s interpretation of it to

form, challenge, and inspire us. Renewed vi-
sion, commitment, and dynamism will emerge
from such meditation. We will come to under-
stand the meaning of creative fidelity and make
it a reality.

Creative Fidelity

Vita Consecrata, Pope John Paul’s document fol-
lowing the synod on consecrated life, is an un-
ambiguous invitation to creative fidelity:

Institutes of Consecrated Life are invited
courageously to propose anew the enter-
prising initiative, creativity, and holiness
of their founders in response to the signs
of the time emerging in today’s world.
This invitation is first a call to persever-
ance on the path of holiness in the midst
of the material and spiritual difficulties of
daily life. But it is also a call to pursue
competence in personal work and to de-
velop a dynamic fidelity to their mission,
adapting forms, if need be, to new situa-
tions and different needs, in complete
openness to God’s inspiration . . . all must
be convinced that the quest for ever
greater conformity to the Lord is the guar-
antee of any renewal which seeks to re-
main faithful to an Institute’s original
inspiration. (VC, 37)

In issuing this urgent call, the Pope re-
flects the position of the 1994 synod on conse-
crated life. Creative fidelity was a major theme
and, for that reason, pervades the post-synod
document. For us the invitation is a call to
make the initiative, creativity, and holiness of
John Baptist de La Salle a reality in the life of
every Brother, every community, every District
or Delegation, and the Institute itself. It is a call
that touches every aspect of our life: religious
consecration, mission, community. We can
achieve creative fidelity only by the quest for
ever greater conformity with Jesus Christ. It de-
mands perseverance on the path of holiness
and a dynamic approach to mission.
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These orientations are, of course, not new
to us. Thirty-five years ago the delegates of the
39th General Chapter expressed them clearly in
the Declaration. I have already referred to the
dynamic and creative stance that prophetic
document takes to fidelity to the Founder. Par-
ticipants of the 41st General Chapter reaffirmed
these orientations in the last and very moving
section of the Rule, “Vitality of the Institute.”
We need to read and meditate upon that chap-
ter frequently. Its last article captures beautiful-
ly the essence of this pastoral letter:

The life of an Institute is a continual chal-
lenge to be creative while remaining faith-
ful to its origins. It can sometimes call for
difficult commitments, as John Baptist de
La Salle discovered at various points of his
life. Today, as in the past, he challenges
the Brothers, not only as the one who es-
tablished the Institute, but as the Founder
who continues to inspire and to sustain it.

(Rule, 149) 

Religious institutes and the laity

One of the most striking and “creative” dimen-
sions of Vita Consecrata is its treatment of the
relationship between members of religious insti-
tutes and the laity. The Pope recognizes that
many institutes have concluded that they can
share the charism of their founders with the
laity. They are inviting lay women and men to
participate more intensely in their spirituality
and mission. Our own Institute clearly fits this
description. During the past few decades we
have fostered this movement with conviction,
determination, creativity, and prudence. The
Pope’s personal assessment of initiatives of this
kind is strongly positive and affirming: “We
may say that a new chapter, rich in hope, has
begun in the history of relations between con-
secrated persons and the laity.” These new ex-
periences merit our encouragement, he says:
“They can in fact give rise to the spread of a
fruitful spirituality beyond the confines of the
Institute.” (VC, 54–55) Our Rule expresses the

same thought in similar language: “The spiritu-
al gifts which the Church has received in St.
John Baptist de La Salle go beyond the confines
of the Institute which he founded.” (146)

John Paul II continues with expressions
that I think confirm our own experience:

The participation of the laity often brings
unexpected and rich insights into certain
aspects of the charism, leading to a more
spiritual interpretation of it and helping to
draw from it directions for new activities
in the apostolate. (VC, 55)

Charism and charisms

In my pastoral letters of 1994 and 1995, I re-
flected at length on the notion of “charism.”
The use of the word in reference to religious life
has a short history. The first to use it in an offi-
cial ecclesial document was Paul VI in 1971.
Many participants in Vatican II employed the
word, but not in reference to religious life. The
same is true for the Council documents. It is in-
teresting, therefore, that we often find in the
Declaration and the Rule, documents composed
in 1967, expressions such as the living charism of
the Founder and fidelity to the charism proper to
the Institute. Some years later, the Congregation
for Consecrated Life formally recognized our
new Rule as a faithful expression of the charism of
St. John Baptist de La Salle. Finally, in his re-
marks to the capitulants in 1993, John Paul II
spoke of the Lasallian charism.

I am proposing the word charism for re-
flection because I find it a very helpful way of
understanding and fostering the participation
of the laity in the Lasallian tradition. I am sug-
gesting that we distinguish between the Lasal-
lian charism—the charism of St. John Baptist
de La Salle—and specific ways of living that
charism, ways that are gifts of the Spirit and
can also be called charisms. One way of living
the Lasallian charism is as Brothers of the
Christian Schools. Nevertheless, there are also
other ways, some of which we are going to
consider.
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Although neither the Rule nor Vita Conse-
crata speaks explicitly of a distinction between
the founding charism and specific expressions
of it, the distinction seems to me consistent
with their content. The Pope refers to a “new
chapter” in relations between consecrated per-
sons and the laity and to “the spread of a fruit-
ful spirituality beyond the confines of the
Institute.” If lay women and men are living
Lasallian spirituality “beyond the confines of
the Institute,” is it not logical to distinguish
their “charism” from the “charism” of the
Brothers? Can we not recognize and acknowl-
edge that what we are experiencing in this im-
portant moment of our history is one of the
“unexpected and rich insights into certain as-
pects of the charism”? The Institute Bulletin of
1995 is entitled: Three Manifestations of the
Charism of De La Salle. They are the two insti-
tutes of Sisters and the Union of Catechists. I
am suggesting, however, that other manifesta-
tions are emerging and that we should encour-
age and foster them.

Article 20 of the Rule states that “The Spir-
it of God has given to the Church, in the per-
son of St. John Baptist de La Salle, a charism
which even today inspires the Brothers and
many other educators.” There is one fundamen-
tal charism, but different ways of living it. Above
I cited the opening sentence of article 146,
which speaks of the gifts De La Salle received as
going “beyond the confines of the Institute
which he founded.” The article continues as
follows:

The Institute sees the existence of the var-
ious Lasallian movements as a grace from
God renewing its own vitality. The Insti-
tute can associate with itself lay people
who want to lead the life of perfection
that the Gospel demands, by living ac-
cording to the spirit of the Institute and
by participating in its mission. The Insti-
tute helps them achieve their proper au-
tonomy. At the same time it creates
appropriate ties with them and evaluates
the authenticity of their Lasallian character.

I propose for your reflection several ways
of living the Lasallian charism. The following
list is consistent with the General Chapter list
of persons and groups constituting the Lasallian
Family. (Circ. 435, p. 37) I do not consider this
formulation as anything more than tentative.
Nevertheless, it will serve the purposes of this
letter. 

1. Brothers of the Christian Schools
2. Lasallian Religious Sisters and Union of

Catechists
3. Lasallian Partners
4. Lasallian Associates
5. Lasallian Volunteers
6. Lasallian Youth
7. Affiliated Members and Benefactors

III. CHARISM AND CHARISMS: 
UNITY IN DIVERSITY

1. Brothers of the Christian Schools

John Paul II’s Apostolic Exhortation Vita Conse-
crata articulates not only his personal opinions,
but also those expressed in the final synod
propositions. Indirectly the document conveys
views of many conferences of women and men
religious throughout the world. It also reflects
the congress on religious life that the Union of
Superiors General organized one year before the
synod. Moreover, it reflects the interventions
of religious bishops, priests, sisters, and broth-
ers during the synod itself. The document is, I
believe, an indispensable resource for anyone
writing and thinking on consecrated life today
and, in a particular way, for formators. I en-
courage every Brother to become familiar with
it. 

It is satisfying to find in its pages what I
think is probably the strongest affirmation of
the vocation of religious Brothers that the Holy
See has ever issued. The Pope conveys the
“great esteem” of the synod participants for the
vocation and repeats Vatican II’s assertion that
it is “complete” without the priesthood. Vatican
II also said that General Chapters of Institutes
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of Religious Brothers can decide to introduce
the priesthood, provided that the lay character
of the institute remain unchanged. Neverthe-
less, the Pope gives an interesting interpretation
of this statement: he says that the Council does
not explicitly encourage its introduction “be-
cause it wishes Institutes of Religious Brothers
to remain faithful to their vocation and mis-
sion.” (VC, 60) This issue does not preoccupy
most of us. We have learned to live with the
misconceptions that both clergy and lay
Catholics often have about us. However, for
younger sections of the Institute, where the vo-
cation of Brothers has a relatively short history,
this strong affirmation is helpful.

In words closely paralleling art. 53 of the
Rule, the Pope asserts that the term “brother”
suggests a “rich spirituality.” God calls members
of such institutes to be brothers of Christ;
brothers to one another; brothers to everyone,
especially those most in need; brothers for a
greater brotherhood and sisterhood in the
Church. Moreover, the Brothers “proclaim to
everyone the Lord’s words: And you are all broth-
ers and sisters.” (Mt. 23:8)

John Paul II addresses also the question
that some Brothers raise concerning identity or,
often more accurately, role, given the participa-
tion of lay partners in Lasallian mission. He
says that although religious Brothers perform
many works in common with the lay faithful,
they do so as consecrated men. They “thereby ex-
press the spirit of total self-giving to Christ and
the Church, in accordance with their specific
charism.” (VC, 60)

Identity

Earlier in this letter I reflected on the formula of
consecration used by John Baptist de La Salle
and the first Brothers. I also offered thoughts
on passages from the Meditations for the Time of
Retreat that I think help us understand more
profoundly the meaning of the act of consecra-
tion of the Brother of the Christian Schools. 

What I have to say in these paragraphs
presupposes what I have already written. I think

it essential that any discussion of the identity of
the Brother respect integrally the dynamic re-
vealed in the formula of consecration. At all
costs we have to avoid thinking of our vocation
first in terms of “religious life in general” and
second in terms of “religious life in particular.”
It has become commonplace today to assert,
correctly, that “religious life in general” does
not exist, that only particular institutes exist.
Nevertheless, I sometimes hear Brothers, even
formators, speak first of the classic triad of vows
—celibate chastity, poverty, and obedience—
and only later of the specific vows. To appreci-
ate the meaning and significance of the vows,
we need to see them in the context of our
founding story, that is to say, in the light of the
act of consecration that De La Salle and the ear-
ly Brothers made to God.

Consecration and chastity

The consecration of the Brother of the Christ-
ian Schools is a response to the Father’s call to
make the loving and saving presence of Jesus
Christ a living and effective reality in the lives
of the young, helping them “come to knowl-
edge of truth and be saved.” An unambiguous
“yes” on our part opens us to the transforming
power of the Spirit, enabling us to become the
“prolongation in history of a special presence of
the Risen Lord.” (VC, 19) 

Included in the act of consecration of the
early members of the Institute is a commit-
ment to celibate chastity. They professed no
vow of chastity, but the Common Rules leave no
doubt that celibate chastity was an essential di-
mension of their identity as Brothers. In the
pertinent chapter the founder writes that the
“first and principal obligation” of the Brothers
“regarding their exterior will be to make chasti-
ty outshine all other virtues.” As Brother Jaume
Pujol states, the chapter is “full of command-
ments, prohibitions, and warnings . . . he
(De La Salle) was convinced that he needed to
lay down these laws and so help the establish-
ment of the Institute.” (Lasallian Themes, No.
68)
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The formula of consecration reveals a
commitment to God, the young, and one an-
other that presupposes celibate chastity. That is
why I like to link consecration and chastity.
Consecrated chastity expresses and nourishes
our commitment to base our whole existence
on the gospel to follow Jesus Christ, striving to
“deepen the rich meaning” of our baptism and
to express it “by accepting the new demands”
that are made upon us. (Rule, 22, 23) 

Association and obedience

We follow our pioneers in promising to enter
into profound union with our Brothers and, to-
gether and by association, conduct schools for
the education of the poor. This commitment
has “teeth” in it! We pledge total availability
and perseverance, whatever the cost. When De
La Salle used the word “association,” he clearly
meant what sociologists today call “intentional
community,” that is to say, the type of group
which makes the most extensive demands on
its individual members. In an intentional com-
munity, members live, work, and recreate to-
gether. They voluntarily surrender control over
choices which are normally considered private
for the sake of establishing a new way of life.
The group’s transcendent mission or goal takes
precedence over the needs of the individual
members. (Patricia Wittberg, Creating a Future
for Religious Life, pp. 3-4) It is in this sense that
we understand our union as Brothers of the
Christian Schools, our union as members of
Districts or Delegations, and our union as mem-
bers of communities. 

We live in communities of faith, prayer,
mission, mutual love and respect, communities
that are welcoming to others. Convinced that
each of us has the right to community life and
that therefore each of us has the duty to con-
tribute to it, we give high priority to active and
creative presence in the community and at
community functions. Together and by associa-
tion we contribute to the mission, whatever our
individual assignment. Those of us who are
aged or suffer from ill-health contribute also by

our support, interest, prayer, and suffering.
(Rule, 48, 50, 53, 16; VC, 44) 

Because the word “association” is such an
important part of our tradition, we must under-
stand it as De La Salle intended, and not as so-
ciologists define it today. For them “association”
is fundamentally different from “intentional
community.” “Association” describes groups
which make fewer demands on their members.
They invest a certain amount of their resources
in the attainment of a common goal or objec-
tive, but they retain their personal autonomy.
(Wittberg) This is not at all the meaning that
De La Salle gave the word. Like our first Broth-
ers, we promise by the vow of obedience “to go
wherever” we may be sent and “to do whatev-
er” we may be assigned by the body of the Soci-
ety or its superiors. We know well the founder’s
extraordinary insistence on obedience, “regular-
ity,” and stability. There is no doubt that for the
Brothers of the Christian Schools, “association”
means “intentional community.”

Association for the education of youth,
poor youth especially

“Intentional community” or association in the
Lasallian sense, is in view of the mission, a mis-
sion of human and Christian education of
youth, poor youth especially. (Rule, 3) At the
very heart of this mission is solidarity with the
poor. Since 1986 we have called our fourth vow
“association for the educative service of the
poor.” (Rule, 25) This vow commits us to do all
we can to make human and Christian educa-
tion possible for the economically deprived, for
victims of social injustice, for youngsters with
behavioral problems, for those neglected, mar-
ginalized and even excluded from society, for
those requiring special attention because of dif-
ficulties at school, at home, or in society gener-
ally. Yet the Rule says more. In the educational
service we provide, we must “become earnestly
involved in the promotion of justice and human
dignity.” Whatever the personal, social, or eco-
nomic situation of our students, we need to help
them become increasingly sensitive to injustice
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and to their responsibilities for building a soci-
ety in which all can live justly in dignity, mutu-
al respect, and peace. (Rule, 3, 14, 40)

Solidarity with the poor and 
evangelical poverty

As we linked consecration and celibate chastity,
we need to link education of the poor and the
evangelical poverty we profess today by vow.
De La Salle and the first Brothers made no vow
of poverty, but they lived poverty from the be-
ginning. For them “insertion” was a reality long
before someone coined the expression. De La
Salle considered poverty, like celibate chastity,
to be an essential dimension of the Brothers’
life and mission. In his beautiful meditation for
Christmas day, he says that a sincere love for
poverty will enable the Brothers to “touch the
hearts of these poor children. . . . But if you
do not resemble the newborn Jesus,” you will
not be “loved or appreciated by the poor, and
you will never have for them the role of savior.”
(Med. 86.3)

Our Rule recognizes this linkage: “The
Brothers become poor in order to follow Christ
who was poor and in order to serve better all
persons as their brothers and sisters, especially
those most in need.” (Rule, 32) For many of us
perhaps, to live “poorly” is a challenge that
seems ambiguous, difficult, frustrating, and
even futile. Nevertheless, we dare not allow
“evangelical poverty” to slide to the margins of
our consciousness. Some years ago Father David
Fleming, currently Superior General of the Mar-
ianists, wrote, very accurately I think, that
people, youth especially, expect consecrated re-
ligious to manifest simplicity, even a touch of
austerity, although they make no pretense at
simplicity themselves:

It is quite clear that nothing speaks more
compellingly of holiness than a simple,
austere lifestyle: conversely, nothing arous-
es more disbelief and alienation than the
aroma of luxury among the professionally
religious. (Pilgrim’s Notebook, p. 32) 

The Rule calls us to “live simply as persons
of modest condition, having everything in
common.” (32) Some might find this statement
either insufficiently demanding or too vague.
Regardless, it can serve as a helpful instrument
for examination of our life as individuals and as
communities. Moreover, if “living poorly” seems
vague, the strict obligations of our commitment
to the common life are quite clear: we forego in-
dependent use of money and monetary goods,
retain only the bare ownership of our patrimo-
ny, and agree that whatever we earn or receive
as gifts or pension belongs to the Institute.

Stability

Integral to our consecration to God is our vow
of stability. God is calling us to fidelity. Those of
us who witnessed the withdrawal of many
Brothers two to three decades ago might be in-
clined to view our vow of stability with a cer-
tain cynicism. My personal view, however, is
that this vow should occupy a far more central
place in reflections on our vocation than it does
now. 

It is true that Brothers withdraw from the
Institute after having promised to maintain
their commitment “inviolably all my life.”
Their reasons are personal, complex, and var-
ied. We profoundly regret their leaving us. Nev-
ertheless, we hold them in loving respect and
refrain from judging them. If it is true, howev-
er, that in our history a number of Brothers
have not persevered, it is equally true that thou-
sands have lived faithfully all their life. The first
Brothers vowed to persevere even if obliged to
beg and to live on bread alone. Many did in
fact live in dire poverty and yet remained faith-
ful. We have all known and loved many Broth-
ers who have lived their vocation faithfully
until the end of their lives. Some of these
Brothers weathered severe storms of one kind or
another at various moments of their lives. We
thank God for all of them. They encourage and
inspire us.

The International Catholic Child Bureau
(BICE) has promoted in recent years the notion
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of “resilience.” Obviously, many loving and de-
voted persons are working tirelessly to change
unjust or undesirable situations of children.
Nevertheless, current injustices are not going to
disappear overnight. Meanwhile many young
people are living in situations that are inhu-
man. Consequently they have to learn that
they can deny external circumstances the pow-
er to destroy their lives. With God’s help they
can live as human persons despite their situa-
tion. For this purpose, they need resilience. They
need faith in God and in themselves. They
need love, hope, strength, and courage.

Brothers, we also need resilience. Difficult
and less than ideal situations in our personal,
community, and apostolic life are inevitable.
Our vow of stability obliges us to deny external
circumstances the power to dominate us and
weaken our resolve. As I write these words, arti-
cles are appearing throughout the world con-
cerning the retirement of cartoonist Charles
Schultz, creator of Peanuts. One episode, pub-
lished many years ago, is quite pertinent. Char-
lie Brown informs Lucy, who is playing
“psychiatrist,” that he can no longer tolerate
this world as it is. She takes him to the top of a
hill and tells him to view the world. She then
asks if he sees any other world. When he an-
swers that he does not, she shouts at him,
“Well, live in it then!” 

Fidelity requires us to say yes to the reality
that is ours. Only that reality exists, no other. To
it we have to say yes with our arms out-
stretched, that is to say, crucified and risen with
Jesus Christ. To live the vow of stability is not
to live stoically in the face of difficulty, nor is it
to “play” victim or martyr. It is instead to live
with joy, enthusiasm, and hope the circum-
stances that are ours. Paul VI wrote that people
searching for meaning and happiness have to
hear the Good News “not from evangelizers
who are dejected, discouraged, impatient, or
anxious, but from ministers of the Gospel
whose lives glow with fervor, who have first re-
ceived the joy of Christ, and who are willing to
risk their lives so that the Kingdom may be pro-
claimed.” (Evangelii Nuntiandi, 80)

Role of the Brothers in Lasallian 
mission

Although religious Brothers “perform many
works in common with the lay faithful, these
men do so insofar as they are consecrated, and
thereby express the spirit of total self-giving to
Christ and the Church, in accordance with
their specific charism.” (VC, 60) 

This remark of John Paul II helps to focus
our reflection on the role of the Brothers in
Lasallian mission. We contribute to the mission
of the Institute, whatever our individual assign-
ment may be: teaching, governing, animating
school activities, or rendering other services as-
sociated with the mission. Nevertheless, none
of these functions are reserved to us. Lay men
and women can do everything that we can do.
We cannot respond, therefore, to the question
of our role by specifying one work or another as
ours. As the Pope says, the difference is not in
the work that we do, but in the fact that we do
it as consecrated men. I will consider three im-
portant aspects of our role: service, witness, and
mediation.

1) Service

Although no work is reserved to us, and we can
transform whatever work we do into a contri-
bution to the mission, we should, I think, give
priority to some tasks. I think that we should
favor positions in which we are visible, in direct
contact with the young, and have the possibili-
ty of exchanging with them on issues that are
important to them. I think also that when qual-
ified Brothers are available, we should assign
them to leadership positions, particularly that
of chief administrator. Finally, I think that we
should give priority to services that permit us to
exercise the role of evangelization: religious
education and various kinds of pastoral activi-
ties, including in a particular way, animating
Lasallian youth groups and other forms of com-
munities of faith. 

Since we are all “catechists by vocation” and
called to solidarity with the poor, I encourage
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every Brother, whatever his habitual work, to
find ways to exercise an evangelizing role; for
example, by active participation in school litur-
gies, prayer services, retreats, work with Lasal-
lian youth and other communities of faith, etc.
Later I treat the subject of voluntary service. I
think that we Brothers ourselves should donate
a few hours a week to voluntary service of those
in need.

Some of us are no longer in schools or
other centers because of obligatory retirement
policies, age, physical problems, or other rea-
sons. If we are blessed with good health, how-
ever, we need to search creatively for ways that
we can continue to exercise our Lasallian mis-
sion as long as we are able. The possibilities are
many! Nevertheless, when the day arrives that
we can no longer render apostolic service, we
can contribute, as I said above, by our support,
interest, prayer, and suffering. 

2) Witness

We have to be careful that we do not separate
witness and service. We do not witness in the
abstract; we witness as we serve. In the work
that we do, whatever it is, we send “messages”
nonstop. Young people are very sensitive to
these messages. They watch carefully to see if
we are really striving to be the people we pro-
fess to be. Directly and indirectly we express
our beliefs and values. Moreover, we communi-
cate whether we really love and respect them.
Of course our lay partners witness in this way
also—and their witness is very important. Yet
we witness as consecrated religious. The value
of our witness, therefore, is directly related to
the quality of our consecrated life. When the
young esteem us as loving, dedicated “broth-
ers,” when they appreciate our professional
competence, and when they discover that we
really believe in Jesus Christ—so much so that
we strive to follow him wholeheartedly as
Brothers—we send them the “messages” that
God wants us to send.

3) Mediation

Still, we send the young more than messages.
With the eyes of faith we recognize mediation
as an essential aspect of our role. It is only with
eyes of faith that we can understand De La
Salle’s profound, even mystical, understanding
of our vocation. He urges us to give ourselves
frequently to God, confident that through us
the Holy Spirit will come upon our young peo-
ple, enabling them to possess the Christian spir-
it. When you experience difficulty in guiding
your pupils, the Founder says, “turn to God
with confidence.” Ask Jesus Christ insistently to
make his Spirit come alive in you since he has
chosen you to do his work. Present to Christ
the needs of your pupils. (Med. 195, 196) In
short, we have to live our religious consecration
as Brothers with all our heart and trust the Lord
to do the rest.

Although we distinguish these three aspects
of our role, they cannot be separated. As we exercise
our particular ministry, we send messages as wit-
nesses and serve as mediators of the Holy Spirit.

2. Union of Catechists, Lasallian
Guadalupana Sisters, Lasallian Sisters

I treat these three “manifestations of the
charism of De La Salle” together because they
fall within the definition of “consecrated life”
in the Church. The founders of each of these
institutes found inspiration in the charism of
John Baptist de La Salle, that is to say, in the
gift the Holy Spirit bestowed on our Founder.
The institutes continue today to live explicitly
the spirituality and pedagogy of De La Salle
and, while totally autonomous, maintain close
relations with us. Members participate in ses-
sions of CIL and SIEL and as consultants in
General Chapters. In addition they collaborate
closely with the Brothers on the local level.

Five years ago, the Bulletin of the Institute of
the Brothers of the Christian Schools described
these institutes at length. Each of them has a
fascinating “founding story” and history. I lim-
it myself, however, to these brief comments.
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Union of Catechists of Jesus Crucified
and of Mary Immaculate

The oldest of the three institutes is that of the
Union of Catechists of Jesus Crucified and of Mary
Immaculate. Founded in the early part of the
20th century by Brother Teodoreto of the Dis-
trict of Turin, with the collaboration of a Fran-
ciscan Brother, it developed into one of the first
“secular institutes” in the Church. For Brother
Teodoreto the catechist was more than one who
explained the catechism in a school or parish:
“The true catechist is a catechist on the street,
in Church, with the family, in a restaurant, in
the university, in the barracks. Always and
everywhere the catechist has to be an apostle.”
(Bulletin, No. 241, p. 8) Members of the Union of
Catechists include those who consecrate them-
selves by means of the vows of chastity, pover-
ty, and obedience—but live “in the world”
rather than in a community—and those consid-
ered “associate catechists.” Associate members
include both single and married persons from all
walks of life. They strive to live the ideals of ho-
liness the Union proposes and participate in one
way or another in the catechetical-educational
apostolate of the institute. 

Today the Union has in Italy an extraordi-
nary network of House of Charity centers, that is
to say, vocational/technical schools. Many mem-
bers collaborate in parish catechetical activities for
persons of all ages. In Peru the Union has 20 cate-
chetical centers in which members work in coop-
eration with parishes. They are engaged in many
other apostolates and services, including pastoral
activities for young people, catechist training
centers for teaching religion in state schools,
work with street children and with prisoners. In
Eritrea, associate catechists train young people
for employment. And in Sao Paolo, Brazil, pio-
neer members are establishing a new foundation.

Lasallian Guadalupana Sisters

Founded in Mexico in 1946 by Brother Jean
Fromental, the Lasallian Guadalupana Sisters de-
scribe themselves as “born under the protection

of Our Lady, Virgin of Guadalupe, and in the
shadow of our Father and guide, St. John Bap-
tist de La Salle.” His charism is a source of inspi-
ration and spirit. (Bulletin, p. 25) Today the
institute is present in Mexico, Columbia, the
Philippines, Madagascar, Brazil, Bolivia, Peru,
the United States, and Rome. It has some 220
members, almost forty novices and more than
sixty in pre-novitiate programs. In a variety of
ways Sisters pursue the purpose of the Institute,
which their Rule defines as procuring a human
and Christian education for children and
youth, especially those that are poor, and of
providing domestic services in houses of reli-
gious and priests. 

One of the most remarkable and ad-
mirable realizations in recent years has been the
establishment of the Institute in several new
countries. God is blessing their missionary com-
mitments with vocations. In these countries Sis-
ters operate their own schools or collaborate
with the Brothers.

Lasallian Sisters 

The youngest of the three institutes of conse-
crated life inspired by the Lasallian charism is
the institute of Lasallian Sisters. The Brothers of
the Christian Schools in Vietnam founded the
congregation in 1966. Its purpose is the human
and Christian education of children and young
people. While the congregation is independent
of the Brothers, the Sisters work by preference
with the Brothers. Today some twenty-five to
thirty Sisters have communities in Vietnam,
Thailand, and the United States. Each country
has its own formation program, with novices,
postulants, and aspirants. 

With exemplary faith and courage, the
Lasallian Sisters have weathered the storms of
war, poverty, separation, and exile. Today they
run their own preschool programs, collaborate
with the Brothers in primary and secondary
schools and in pastoral activities with young
people, care for retired Brothers, work in homes
for the elderly and in hospitals. 
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Other apostolic religious institutes

These three institutes have an explicit relation-
ship with John Baptist de La Salle. We should
remember, however, that founders and found-
resses of a number of other apostolic religious
institutes throughout the 18th and 19th cen-
turies found inspiration in the life and mission
of De La Salle and in the new form of conse-
crated life he developed. Furthermore, the
Conduct of Schools influenced many teaching
congregations. Although never linked formally
to other institutes of this period, the charism of
John Baptist de La Salle had an extraordinary
impact on the development of religious life and
of education.

3. Lasallian Partners

Another way of living the Lasallian charism is
as Lasallian Partners: “The Spirit of God has giv-
en to the Church, in the person of St. John Bap-
tist de La Salle, a charism which even today
inspires the Brothers and a great number of other
educators.” (Emphasis added. Rule, 20) 

Today approximately 68,000 Lasallian ad-
ministrators and teachers are at the service of
some 800,000 young people of all ages, in near-
ly a thousand schools and centers. Of these
68,000, 2 percent are priests or religious of oth-
er institutes, 6 percent are Brothers of the Chris-
tian Schools, and 92 percent are lay men and
women. These statistics reveal vividly the ex-
traordinary change we have experienced in the
last thirty to forty years: a change in the num-
ber of collaborators and in our vision of Lasal-
lian mission, a change leading us to encourage
the full participation of lay men and women, as
well as priests and religious of other institutes,
and to accept them as partners. 

From Brothers’ schools to Lasallian
schools

For years I have used the image of an inverted
triangle to describe the model of Brothers’
schools that I experienced as a pupil and as a

young Brother. At the inverted base were a large
number of Brothers and at the inverted pinna-
cle a small number of lay teachers. These men
—literally men until recent years—helped the
Brothers run “their” school. Gradually, for sev-
eral reasons, the triangle began to change
shape. What was formerly the base became the
pinnacle. A small number of Brothers now
found themselves at that pinnacle. Conversely
a large number of lay teachers found them-
selves at the base. Despite this change, howev-
er, we didn’t alter the way we understood our
schools. We continued to think of them as
Brothers’ schools. The lay teachers were there to
help us run our school. Yet the model no longer
made sense. It was creating frustration and dis-
orientation for everyone.

Confronting squarely this anomalous situ-
ation, we began to change the model. We start-
ed to speak of Lasallian schools rather than
Brothers’ schools. In a Lasallian school the lay
teachers do not help the Brothers run the
Brothers’ school. They are “partners” with the
Brothers in animating the school. The model of
triangle yields to that of circle. The 41st Gener-
al Chapter in 1986 captured succinctly this dra-
matic shift:

The Brothers’ community is ever mindful
that its apostolic activity takes place with-
in an educational community in which all
the functions, including positions of re-
sponsibility, are shared. . . . The Brothers
make known to all the other members of
the educative community the essential el-
ements of the Lasallian tradition

. . . and participate in the creation of
communities of faith. (17a, c) 

Seven years later, the 42nd General Chap-
ter reinforced the Rule by declaring that “a way
of looking upon ourselves as the only author-
ized agents of the Institute’s mission is obso-
lete.” (Circ. 435, pp. 8–9)
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Reception of the movement 

The positive, even enthusiastic, reception of
this movement by so many of our teachers, per-
sonnel, parents, board members, former stu-
dents, friends, and benefactors has astonished
many of us. Of course, not everyone has re-
ceived it enthusiastically. It is not surprising
that some—particularly teachers hired in the
past without reference to the Lasallian character
—are indifferent. We need to insist, however,
that all members of the educative community
understand De La Salle’s vision of young people
and his approach to education and, at the very
least, not be obstacles. We have to do all we can
to encourage everyone to become active partic-
ipants in the task of creating schools that are
worthy of the name Lasallian. And, of course,
when we have control over the hiring process,
we need to make sure that candidates know
what the school expects of its teachers and are
willing to meet those expectations. 

We have teachers who profess religions
other than Christian. Many of them, while not
believing in Jesus Christ as we do, believe in
God, religion, and moral values, and have great
appreciation of the Lasallian tradition. They
find inspiration in the charism of John Baptist
de La Salle. We can say, therefore, that they
share in his charism. 

Meaning of “partners”

I need to explain my understanding of the
word “partners.” I use the word in a way that
includes persons who participate in the Lasal-
lian charism in very distinct ways and at differ-
ent levels of commitment. I am not proposing
“partners” as a formal category of members, or
as persons who would work with others not
considered partners. I think to define “partners”
in this way would be divisive. We Brothers have
gradually learned that looking upon ourselves
as the “authorized agents” of Lasallian mission
is “obsolete.” (Circ. 435, pp. 8–9) We are work-
ing diligently to transform our schools from
“Brothers’ schools” to “Lasallian schools.” We

are learning to accept our lay collaborators as
“partners” rather than as persons who help us
run our schools. We don’t want to create a new
elitist group of “authorized agents” that would
expect to be the privileged ones in a school.

Rather than focus on who are “in” and
who are “out,” we should encourage everyone
to become active participants in the task of cre-
ating schools that are authentically Lasallian.
We should never stop inviting, perhaps more
indirectly than directly, all members of the ed-
ucative community to participate wholeheart-
edly in the Lasallian tradition.

Need for decisions and new governmental
structures

Participation of the Brothers in our institutions
takes many forms today. In some schools a Broth-
er is Principal and a certain number of Brothers
teach. In other schools Brothers teach under the
direction of a lay head. In still others no Brothers
work in the schools. These institutions have be-
come Lasallian schools without Brothers. They re-
main, however, in the network of District schools
and centers. The District leadership team ani-
mates them and holds them accountable, like
all the other works in the network.

Because of the steady decline in the num-
ber of active Brothers, however, some Districts,
in the not-too-distant future, will have to de-
cide how many and which schools they wish to
maintain in the network, to which schools and
centers they will assign communities, what ac-
tion they will take with the other schools—and,
obviously, what criteria they will use to make
these choices. John Paul II addresses the “diffi-
cult and often painful” task of reassessing apos-
tolates and suggests certain criteria: fidelity to
the charism of the institute, the fostering of
community life, attention to the needs of the
universal and particular Church, necessity for
generous and bold responses to new forms of
poverty and to those forgotten, excluded, and
abandoned. (VC, 63)

Another important matter is that of partic-
ipation of the laity in decision-making and in
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accountability. Clearly “partnership” presuppos-
es both. Our Lasallian Partners need a way to
share in the determination and execution of
policy regarding schools and works—and in the
creation of new works. For this purpose we
need suitable structures at every level. Situa-
tions vary considerably in the Institute. To de-
scribe the structures that schools, communities,
and Districts have already created would require
more space than I can afford in this letter. I
want to make one comment, however, concern-
ing a recent development. Some Districts are
adapting their District chapters and District
councils to permit lay men and women to
function as consultants. Since these bodies
must consider all Institute concerns, which in-
clude far more than matters relating to the net-
work of District apostolic works, I think these
adaptations should be considered temporary at
best. On the other hand some Districts have
created new structures of partnership that func-
tion independently in matters that concern the
apostolic network, but always in relation with
the District Council. Still other Districts have
organized highly effective convocations or as-
semblies of lay partners and Brothers and
charged them with responsibility for proposing
fundamental orientations for the future of the
mission. A significant number of Districts have
lay men or women working full-time as mem-
bers of the Visitor’s team in various areas of
mission.

I strongly support this movement, provid-
ed, of course, that structures meet certain con-
ditions; for example, recognition of and respect
for the distinct identities of participants in
Lasallian mission. In the immediate future, at
least, newly created bodies have to be clearly ac-
countable to the Institute regarding the Lasal-
lian character of the institutions. Finally, their
policies must always be coherent with Institute
and District policies.

The time has come, I think, to consider
the creation of an international working com-
mission on mission, made up of Lasallian Part-
ners and Brothers. Moreover, I believe the
General Chapter should consider the advisabil-

ity and feasibility of some kind of international
assembly of partners and Brothers, an assembly
that the Superior General would convene, for
example, one or two years before the General
Chapter. Furthermore, I think that a lay man or
woman should be a member of the secretariat
for Lasallian mission at the Generalate. 

Unexpected and rich insights 

Obviously the success of all aspects of this
movement depends on the willingness of the
laity to assume responsibility for the Lasallian
character of our schools, the openness of the
Brothers to partnership with the laity, and the
organization of effective formation programs at
the Institute, District, and school levels. What
many parts of the Institute are realizing in these
areas is impressive. Nevertheless, we need to do
better. The long-range success of Lasallian
schools as instruments of human and Christian
education is directly dependent on what we do
today to invite and assist our lay men and
women “to share more intensely in the spiritu-
ality and mission” of our tradition. (VC, 54)
That is another way of saying that we must do
even more to help our lay partners share as
married or single lay men and women in the
charism of John Baptist de La Salle. 

John Paul II writes that the “participation
of the laity often brings unexpected and rich in-
sights into certain aspects of the charism, lead-
ing to a more spiritual interpretation of it and
helping to draw from it directions for new ac-
tivities in the apostolate.” (VC, 55) Is that not
an accurate description of our experience?

4. Lasallian Associates

The 42nd General Chapter declared that “the
sharing of mission will be a priority at all levels
in the Institute during the next seven years.” I
think that the Institute has in fact given high
priority to the development of what we call
“shared mission.” Regions, Districts, and com-
munities have made an extraordinary effort to
make known to “the members of the educative
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community the essential elements of the Lasal-
lian message.” (Rule, 17c) And the good results
of this effort are evident.

According to that same article the Brothers
offer to those who want it a more intensified
sharing of Lasallian spirituality, encouraging
them to make a more explicit apostolic commit-
ment. Many Lasallian Partners have in fact en-
deavored to live their baptismal consecration in
accord with the charism of John Baptist de La
Salle. Some, relatively few, have become mem-
bers of groups or communities of faith inspired
by that charism. Most, however, have been con-
tent to live their commitment wholeheartedly
as members of the larger educative community.
They have not expressed any particular desire
to become members of a Lasallian association.

Search for new forms of association

On the other hand, some of our partners are
manifesting a desire to become more closely
and more formerly associated with Lasallian
mission and with the Institute. Although we
lack precise data, indications are that their
number is increasing. I think it important that
the General Chapter take very seriously this in-
terest and respond creatively to it. I have ob-
served that religious institutes without many
schools and teachers have not given high prior-
ity to the development of what we call shared
mission. Many of them, however, have done
much more than we have in promoting associa-
tions. One observer has spoken of an “explo-
sion” of associations linked with religious
institutes. In many countries a thirst for “spiri-
tuality” is very evident. Unfortunately, some
people are seeking to quench this thirst by em-
ploying a “supermarket” or eclectic approach.
That is one reason, I think, that the synod on
consecrated life encouraged religious institutes
to make it possible for the laity to “share more
intensely in the spirituality and mission” of
their institutes and thus foster “renewed spiritu-
al and apostolic dynamism.” (VC, 54, 55) 

I am very encouraged that certain lay men
and women recognize Lasallian spirituality as

highly Christian and apostolic and want to live
their faith in accord with it. Last year a Lasal-
lian volunteer spoke with me concerning her
future. She was an active member of Lasallian
Youth in secondary school, founded a Lasallian
Youth group at one of our universities, and is
now a Lasallian Volunteer. She knows that she
can become a Lasallian Partner, but she is look-
ing for more. How many others want to become
Lasallian Associates, I do not know. Neverthe-
less, the interest manifested in various areas of
the Institute merits a response.

Of course we have to be clear that what
we are talking about is a structure of association
for those who are spiritually and apostolically
motivated. We are not talking about a “profes-
sional” organization. There could never be any
expectation, for example, that members of such
associations would receive preferential treat-
ment in the appointment of heads of schools
and departments.

Our experience and current policies

Various kinds of associations linked with the In-
stitute already exist. We have a long history, for
example, of associations of parents and of for-
mer students. During the last twenty-five years,
however, groups have emerged with a more ex-
plicit expression of consecration to God. One of
these associations is called Signum Fidei. The
first group of Signum Fidei members consecrated
themselves to God during the General Chapter
of 1976. They renewed their baptismal conse-
cration and pledged to live it in accord with the
charism that the Holy Spirit gave John Baptist
de La Salle. They committed themselves to a life
of faith and zeal and to collaboration in one
way or another in the human and Christian ed-
ucation of youth. Today there are more than
eight hundred members of Signum Fidei in
some thirty countries. The essentials of the as-
sociation are the same everywhere, but they are
expressed in accord with the cultures of their
nations. Many Lasallians in Spain belong to
communities of faith. A Third Order, founded
in France in 1986, has few but very faithful
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members. France also has “Lasallian teams”
made up of men and women who have com-
pleted the intense two-year formation program
that the District offers. Different forms of asso-
ciations are evident in other countries as well.

The experiences of these existing struc-
tures can serve as point of departure for discus-
sion during the General Chapter. Moreover, the
experiences can be helpful even now in coun-
tries that want to respond creatively to the in-
terest some of their partners are manifesting.
Article 146 of the Rule expresses the official po-
sition of the Institute. Written ten years before
Vita Consecrata, its language is notably similar.
It declares that “the spiritual gifts” that the
Church received in the person of the Founder
go “beyond the confines of the Institute he
founded.” The Institute considers the various
Lasallian movements a grace which is renewing
its vitality. It welcomes men and women who
want to live according to its spirit and partici-
pate actively in its mission. The Institute helps
them achieve their autonomy and at the same
time creates “appropriate ties with them and
evaluates the authenticity of their Lasallian
character.”

Carmelite theologian Bruno Secondin con-
siders the Pope’s treatment of “communion and
cooperation” between consecrated religious and
the laity “a new horizon, one of the most inter-
esting and open” of Vita Consecrata. I agree. I
have already referred to some pertinent para-
graphs. I find remarkable such passages as “a
new chapter, rich in hope, has begun in the his-
tory of relations between consecrated persons
and the laity . . . experiences of communion
and cooperation should be encouraged to give
rise to the spread of a fruitful spirituality beyond
the confines of the Institute.” (VC, 54–56, 62)

Future possibilities

I believe very strongly that we should foster
structures that will allow Lasallian Partners, if
they wish, to become Lasallian Associates. I
think, as I said earlier, that there can be a vari-
ety of ways of living the Lasallian charism.

Lasallians can live “unity in diversity,” mani-
festing mutual respect, support, cooperation,
and collaboration.

The original way of living the Lasallian
charism is, of course, as members of the Insti-
tute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools.
Thanks be to God, we have young people in
reasonably good numbers entering our novi-
tiates each year, especially in Africa/Madagascar
and Latin America, but in other Regions as well.
At all costs we have to avoid lack of clarity and
confusion concerning the identity of the Broth-
ers. There can be no blurring of the distinction
between Brothers and lay associates. Sister Ju-
dith Merkle addresses this point very well:

Religious communities (institutes) need a
clear identity around the meaning of core
membership in order to invite others to
selective participation. They maintain the
necessary boundaries for their own identity
and respect the fact that those with selec-
tive participation have core membership
elsewhere. The more a religious communi-
ty is a random association, the more it is
headed for identity confusion and dissipa-
tion. It will not be haven for others be-
cause its own house is not in order.

(Different Touch, p. 156)

We don’t want to propose to our lay part-
ners a form of association that is in reality a
“watered-down” version of the Brothers’ life.
Such a proposal is paternalistic and a subtle
form of “clericalism” in that its underlying as-
sumption is that a spirituality that is both lay
and Lasallian is not feasible. The late Cardinal
Pironio, a man of exceptional experience with
both consecrated life and lay associations, once
said that lay people are not looking for a “new
form of consecrated life. What they want is to
live in a secular way as true disciples of the
Lord.” We need to welcome enthusiastically
those who wish to become Lasallian Associates
and help them create new and original ways of
living the Lasallian charism. They themselves,
however, must be the protagonists in this
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search. Nevertheless, the Institute, Regions, Dis-
tricts, and communities obviously have to help
in establishing appropriate and sound formation
programs for prospective Lasallian Associates.

5. Lasallian Volunteers

Still another fascinating way lay men and
women, most of them young, are living “our
founding story” is as Lasallian Volunteers. Their
commitment is for a limited period. Yet it is an
authentic embodiment of the Lasallian charism.
The story of John Baptist de La Salle and the
gift the Spirit conferred on him motivates and
inspires these generous men and women. The
pillars of the movement are faith, communion,
and service.

Lasallian Volunteers—short-term

During vacation periods throughout the last
two decades, many volunteers have offered
themselves for service in poor countries, and
also in their own nations. These volunteers in-
clude pupils, former pupils, teachers, personnel,
parents, and friends. Some have served during
two, three, or even more vacation periods. 

Ordinarily these volunteers are engaged in
programs of education or of development that
contribute significantly to the life of the peo-
ple. Simultaneously these activities are valuable
educational experiences for the participants.
They come to know the richness of cultures
previously unknown to them and grow in un-
derstanding and esteem for them. Because of
the concrete service they have rendered and
the personal relationships they have estab-
lished, they become more aware of and more
sensitive to the situation of disadvantaged peo-
ples and frequently become involved in the
long-range struggle against poverty and struc-
tural injustice. 

Lasallian Volunteers—one or more years

The movement of volunteers on a long-term
basis has been evolving in diverse ways for

many years. Numerous young men, for exam-
ple, as an acceptable alternative to mandatory
military service, have collaborated in the apos-
tolic works of the Institute in countries other
than their own. Some of them have lived with
the Brothers. 

In recent years, however, increasing num-
bers of Regions and Districts have been re-
sponding positively to the desire of young men
and women to dedicate a year or more of their
life in the service of the poor. In some areas the
responses are ad hoc; in others they are more
structured. Some include the option of living
with the community.

The structured programs differ from Re-
gion to Region. In one, for example, approxi-
mately thirty volunteers live together in a large
community made up of Brothers and volun-
teers and commit themselves to an intense pro-
gram of prayer, community, and service of the
poor. In another Region thirty to forty volun-
teers live with the Brothers in communities in
poor or troubled areas, either within their Re-
gion or in a foreign country. Nearly all are
young, but there are exceptions. They work as
teachers, teacher aids, catechists, or youth min-
isters. Some are involved in literacy programs,
sports, and a variety of other activities and serv-
ices. These volunteers are looking for an experi-
ence of community life. Therefore, they freely
accept the requirement to participate in the
community life of the Brothers, including daily
prayer and Eucharist. Some former volunteers
have become teachers and youth ministers in
Lasallian apostolates.

Perhaps we should now be more explicit
in inviting older persons to become Lasallian
Volunteers, including men and women officially
retired from teaching.

It is interesting that in 1976, the 40th
General Chapter opened the door to the laity
not only for involvement in the apostolic activ-
ities of the Institute, but also for living in com-
munity with the Brothers. (Circ. 406, p. 21)
Twenty years later, John Paul II declared that
the Church should hold “voluntary service,
which draws from the richness of consecrated
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life, in great esteem.” Moreover, he endorsed a
synod proposal that religious institutes enable
lay persons “to share fully for a certain period
the Institute’s community life and its particular
dedication to contemplation or the apostolate.”
(VC, 56)

6. Lasallian Youth

The 42nd General Chapter recognized “Young
Lasallians” as members of the Lasallian Family.
The movement of Lasallian Youth is an integral
dimension of pastoral ministry with young peo-
ple. It is a structure that is clearly formative. It is
equally true, however, that young Lasallians, in
their life of faith, communion, and service, share
in the charism of John Baptist de La Salle. Their
movement, therefore, is an expression of that
charism. During the past several years there has
been an “explosion” of Lasallian Youth activity.
That is not an exaggeration—although situations
vary considerably. In some areas of the Institute
the development is remarkable. In other areas,
there is less development or even none at all.

The movement takes different forms.
Some Regions or Districts organize national or
regional assemblies and periodic international
assemblies. Sometimes the programs are five to
seven days in duration and include well-organ-
ized service projects. Many of our schools have
active groups of Lasallian Youth. Members meet
weekly or monthly for prayer, planning of serv-
ice projects, and reflection on their experience.
They commit themselves to service on a weekly
or monthly basis. Some have more extensive
projects during the vacation period.

7. Affiliated Members and Benefactors

For many years the Institute has given public
recognition to men and women who have par-
ticipated actively in Lasallian mission or have
contributed significantly to it in one way or an-
other. This recognition takes different forms.
But the two “classic” forms are affiliation and
benefaction. The Institute grants persons who
have collaborated in Lasallian mission in a

striking way over a long period the title of “af-
filiated members.” The Institute recognizes still
others with the title of “benefactors.” Public
recognition of the profound relationship exist-
ing between certain lay men and women and
the Institute is both necessary and appropriate.
We need to express publicly our gratitude and
appreciation.

These forms of recognition predate the
contemporary Lasallian movement. I think that
the General Chapter should consider affiliation
and benefaction in the light of recent develop-
ments.

IV. LASALLIAN MISSION

The challenge: live today our founding story. We
have a “founding story” to live today because
John Baptist de La Salle gradually discerned
God’s will in his regard and embarked in faith
on an adventure that has continued for 320
years. He came to believe that God was confid-
ing him with a special mission. We would now
say that the Holy Spirit bestowed on him a
charism. He shared that charism with the first
Brothers who then began the process of trans-
mitting it to successive generations of Brothers.
Today we understand more clearly than before
that living this charism is not reserved to the
Brothers. We have just reflected on diverse ways
that lay men, women, and youth can live the
charism.

The charism of John Baptist de La Salle is
essentially apostolic and, therefore, oriented to-
ward mission. The mission confided to us is the
human and Christian education of youth, poor
youth especially. The mission is also at the serv-
ice of young adults, adults, and “veteran”
adults. (Rule, 3, 13) My purpose now is to offer
brief reflections on seven topics related to Lasal-
lian mission: 1. the Reign of God; 2. education
in the faith; 3. pastoral ministries; 4. education
of the poor as the effective priority; 5. educa-
tion in social justice; 6. advocates for social
change; 7. defense of the rights of children.
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1. The Reign of God

Last year I suggested that the notion of the Reign
of God provides an excellent framework for un-
derstanding Lasallian mission in general and
the defense of the rights of children in particu-
lar. To “live today our founding story” includes
a determined commitment to establish, renew,
and diversify our works “in accord with what
the Reign of God requires.” Every Lasallian
school and center must be “a sign of the King-
dom.” Its orientations, atmosphere, and quality
of relationships must “signify” the interperson-
al communion that the Reign of God requires.
More than that, each school or center must be a
“means of salvation.” Our ministry requires us
“to work effectively for building up the King-
dom of God.” (Rule, 11, 3, 69)

John Paul II says that “by their charisms
consecrated persons become signs of the Spirit
pointing to a new future.” The expectation of
Christians is directed toward the future King-
dom, but that “expectation becomes mission so
that the Kingdom may become more fully es-
tablished here and now.” (VC, 27) The Reign of
God “aims at transforming human relation-
ships; it grows gradually as people slowly learn
to live, forgive, and serve one another.” Its na-
ture is “one of communion among all human
beings—with one another and with God.”
Christianity, he says, longs for “universal fel-
lowship and sisterhood, for all men and women
are sons and daughters of the same Father and
brothers and sisters in Christ.” (Redemptoris Mis-
sio, 14, 15, 43). 

Jesus dedicated himself to the proclama-
tion and establishment of the Reign of God. Be-
cause our vocation is to make visible the loving
and saving presence of Christ, we dedicate our-
selves to the proclamation and establishment of
the Reign of God. It is within this framework
that we situate Lasallian Mission.

The Regions of the Institute have sub-
mitted to the General Chapter several major
challenges. They include the following: evange-
lization today; announcing Jesus Christ to the
young in a world that is multi-cultural, multi-

religious, secularized, and dominated by con-
sumerism and individualism. (2nd Letter of
Preparatory Commission, p. 17) To live today our
founding story, we must confront this challenge.

2. Education in the Faith

The General Council and members of the vari-
ous secretariats studied recently the situation of
education in the faith in Lasallian mission to-
day. I do not intend to report on these meetings
or to discuss the issues, one of which is termi-
nology. That is a matter for our specialists. For
convenience I will employ the expression “edu-
cation in the faith.” I have reflected on this
theme in several pastoral letters, most recently
in the letter of 1997. In that same year we pub-
lished The Lasallian Mission of Human and Chris-
tian Education, which devotes many pages to
the Christian dimension of our schools, educa-
tion in the faith, faith in relation to culture, ec-
umenical and interreligious dialogue, and other
relevant topics. Moreover, you have recently re-
ceived the Bulletin with its report on the fifth
colloquium, entitled Communicating the Faith
Today. Even more recently you have received
our Report to the General Chapter, which has
many pertinent comments.

I limit myself now to raising the topic and
to expressing my conviction that it must be a
major theme of the General Chapter. The temp-
tation to back away from the challenge implic-
it in education in the faith is great. In the face
of the indifference and occasional hostility that
young people manifest, we sometimes feel help-
less and fearful of facing the challenge squarely.
Nevertheless, I don’t want to exaggerate. Lasal-
lians are increasingly taking constructive action.
In some areas of the Lasallian world, our schools
offer well-organized classes of education in the
faith or of religious studies on a daily basis.
More frequently, schools have classes twice a
week. Brothers and Lasallian Partners are striv-
ing to understand young people and their mi-
lieu. They are trying to find the “right
moment” and the “appropriate language to
speak of Jesus Christ.” (Rule, 15) 
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Catechists by vocation

Brothers, if we do not confront this issue, we
are not serious about “living today our found-
ing story.” De La Salle’s vision of the Brother,
evident everywhere in his writings, is unam-
biguous. We must, of course, put flesh on that
vision in a world very different from his own:

You have been appointed by God to suc-
ceed the holy apostles in teaching the doc-
trine of Jesus Christ, and in confirming his
holy law in the minds and hearts of those
whom you instruct when you teach cate-
chism, which is your principal function.
. . . Did you apply yourself sufficiently to
this during the year? Have you looked
upon this task as your principal duty in
their regard? (Med. 145.3, 91.3)

Inspired by such passages, the authors of
the Declaration state that we are catechists by vo-
cation. (38.1) Despite the difficulties in commu-
nicating the faith today, “we do not renounce in
any way our determination to proclaim Jesus
Christ.” (39.4) To be a catechist by vocation is to
love and respect our young people as distinct
human persons. It is to accept them “as they
are” and to take them seriously. It is to walk side
by side with them, permitting them to share
openly their perplexities and questions about
the meaning of life and about religious faith. To
be a catechist by vocation is to share with
young people what we see, think, and believe,
without trying to impose our faith on them.

Formation and leadership

Obviously, Brothers, we—and all others engaged
in education in the faith—require sound intel-
lectual formation. We must insist that all those
involved in education in the faith in our schools
be well qualified and hold views that are consis-
tent with the teaching of the Church. We can be
pleased that in many parts of the Institute, our
young Brothers are receiving a solid education
in religious sciences, catechetics, and pedagogy.

One final remark concerns leadership.
Many Brothers throughout our history have
been outstanding leaders in the field of educa-
tion in the faith. Some Brothers today provide
extraordinary leadership to the Church both lo-
cally and nationally. Moreover, we are educat-
ing hundreds of “catechists” in our universities
and specialized centers around the world. For
example, our new centers in Abidjan and Nairo-
bi are educating young religious of more than
fifty religious institutes. On the other hand
some Brothers ask whether we are exercising
the leadership that we should exercise. I ask
that question myself and hope the General
Chapter will consider it. 

3. Pastoral Ministries

In listing pastoral ministries as a separate cate-
gory, I do not separate it from education in the
faith. By pastoral ministries I refer to those ac-
tivities that contribute to education in the faith
but ordinarily take place outside the classroom.
Organization of pastoral activities is very di-
verse in the Lasallian world. Still, everywhere I
sense a renewed interest in helping young peo-
ple become aware of the presence of God in
their lives and learn to pray. Schools have cre-
ative programs to help their students appreciate
the sacraments of the Eucharist and of Recon-
ciliation, and to prepare for the sacrament of
Matrimony. They make retreats and days of rec-
ollection available to all. They organize small
communities of faith that permit those who are
serious about their faith to live it with others
who seek the same possibility. Many schools
have pastoral centers where young people can
receive counseling and find pertinent reading or
multimedia materials. Often those responsible
for these centers organize talks, seminars, and
discussions on topics important to young peo-
ple today. 

Faith, communion, service

In many of our schools today, young people de-
vote two or more hours a week to service of the
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poor, aged, or sick. Some schools require a min-
imum number of hours; others make it volun-
tary. We could classify such programs as
“social” rather than “pastoral.” Personally, how-
ever, I believe that they are very effective instru-
ments of evangelization. Last March I had the
opportunity to participate in a panel discussion
on “service as formative.” One of our Lasallian
Partners mentioned that he had been responsi-
ble for organizing service activities for some fif-
teen years. Yet during the past seven years he
has linked the program to the movement of
Lasallian Youth and to the three “pillars” of
faith, communion, and service. He remarked on
the positive impact of this linkage. It has situat-
ed service within a framework of faith and
deepened its meaning and significance.

I have already treated the Lasallian Youth
“explosion” in many parts of the Lasallian
world. Nevertheless, the topic is very pertinent
to this reflection on pastoral activities. I read re-
cently a fascinating interview given by Nicolas
Toussaint, a young Lasallian in France. He dis-
covered these pillars as a student in one of our
schools. He later became a Lasallian volunteer
and worked in a program for marginalized and
excluded youth while living with the Brothers.
Nicolas is now a volunteer in the Philippines.
He commented in the interview, very percep-
tively, that he recognizes “a unity and a force in
the three pillars: faith, communion, and serv-
ice.” Nevertheless, because of what he calls a
“brilliant intuition,” these three pillars do not
constitute an “entrance requirement.” They are
instead “three paths proposed to each youth to
advance toward unity.”

Often I have listened with great emotion
as young people have reflected on their experi-
ence as volunteers or young Lasallians. They in-
variably speak of the tremendous impact that
the experience of service has had upon them,
asserting that they have received far more than
they have given. In fact some say that the expe-
rience has changed their lives. A year ago I lis-
tened to some thirty Lasallian university youth
who had just returned from a one month win-
ter “break,” a vacation they had used for serv-

ice. They described the poor people they had
just met and served. Some were moved to tears
as they spoke . . . and were unable to continue.

My conviction grows steadily that the ex-
perience of groups founded on faith, commun-
ion and service is formative. Some young
people discover or rediscover God and religious
faith. Others find a new image of Jesus Christ.
They come to know him as loving and compas-
sionate, as the Good Samaritan and the Good
Shepherd. Still others discover a new under-
standing of Church. Finally, I think that through
service youth come to know intimately a world
of poor and disadvantaged people, a world they
hardly know now, or know only cerebrally.

These pastoral programs are, I think, Provi-
dential. They are effective. When structures
emerge that are effective in educating young peo-
ple in the faith today, we need to promote them! 

Sense of vocation

In both classroom teaching and pastoral activi-
ties, we have to foster in our youth a sense of
vocation. They have to see that God is active in
their life, now and in the future. They have to
recognize the Providence of God as they choose
a partner for marriage and as they make career
choices or search for employment. They have to
be open to the possibility of a call to the priest-
hood and religious life—and our young men, to
the possibility of a vocation to the Brothers of
the Christian Schools. Decisions to enter semi-
naries and postulancies are often counter-cul-
tural. In the face of frequent family opposition
and bewilderment among their peers, candi-
dates need our support, encouragement, and ac-
companiment. 

4. Education of the Poor as the Effective
Priority

Living today our founding story requires us to
take seriously article 40a of the Rule. Our Dis-
tricts must establish a plan of evolution of
apostolic works that will make direct service of
the poor progressively the effective priority.
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Implementation of this article requires strength-
ening works for the poor that already exist, pass-
ing some of our current works to others, and
creating new ways of educating the poor.

Article 40a states clearly that such a plan
includes ways to recruit or train replacements
that will permit the release of Brothers for edu-
cation of the poor. Interestingly, the Rule gives
the same directive when speaking of the mis-
sionary activities of the Institute. In 19a we read
that to respond to pressing needs in other
countries, we might have to confide to others
some of our current works. The basis of this ori-
entation is Ad Gentes, 40, of Vatican II.

These passages are definitely “hard say-
ings” for many of us. Yet John Paul II confirms
them by urging religious, even if their institutes
are experiencing a paucity of vocations, “to re-
spond generously and boldly to new forms of
poverty through concrete efforts, even if neces-
sarily on a small scale, and above all in the
most abandoned areas.” (VC, 63) He says further
that it is God who calls consecrated persons to
present new answers to new problems in ways
consistent with their original charism. (VC, 73)

The number of Districts taking concrete
steps to implement articles 40a and 19a is increas-
ing. We are witnessing an impressive number of
new projects, activities, and even schools and
centers. These initiatives are not “on the margin”
as they perhaps would have been a few years ago.
They are instead in the “mainstream” of District
apostolic works. Some Districts have withdrawn
communities or reduced the number of Brothers
in certain schools, maintaining the institutions as
Lasallian schools of the District. They have rein-
forced current works for the poor and have creat-
ed new ones. The withdrawal of a community
from a school in no way implies a lack of confi-
dence that the school can be an effective instru-
ment of human and Christian education. It
implies instead that we Brothers have a particular
commitment to the education of the poor and,
because of our vows, have the freedom to act.

The significant progress and positive atti-
tude of the Brothers is encouraging. We need to
keep moving in this direction!

5. Education in Social Justice

We see progress also in the creation of effective
programs of education in social justice. Again,
the Rule is clear. (14, 40). No institution, what-
ever kind of education it offers and whatever
the age of its students, can justifiably use the la-
bel Lasallian unless the students are learning to
be brothers and sisters, not only among them-
selves, but also to and for others, particularly
those in need. This is a message we need to
send uncompromisingly and unambiguously to
all members of the educative community. 

Specifically we have to organize programs
of education in world problems: courses, lec-
tures, assemblies, seminars, reading materials,
multimedia materials, etc. In addition we need
to educate our young people in the social teach-
ings of the Church. Then we have to organize
programs of service similar to those I have al-
ready described, with opportunities for reflec-
tion on the experience in the light of the
Gospel. 

6. Advocates for Social Change

We need to consider still another dimension of
our commitment to justice: Lasallians should be
advocates for social change. We have an enor-
mous force of Brothers, teachers, personnel,
board members, parents, former students,
friends, and young people. What we can do de-
pends on our imagination and determination,
but, of course, the degree of freedom of expres-
sion and accountability of politicians that exists
in our countries has an influence. Whatever the
political situation, however, we have to “brain-
storm” possibilities, then develop a plan of ac-
tion. In most countries we can have an effective
impact through participation in campaigns for
desired change. The Pope writes that all Chris-
tians must have a preferential option for the
poor, but consecrated persons “in a special
way.” The Lord calls them “to denounce the in-
justices committed against so many sons and
daughters of God, and commit themselves to
the promotion of justice.” (VC, 82)
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7. Defense of the Rights of Children

Last year I wrote that the situation of countless
children in today’s world is an unspeakable
scandal. I said that our Lasallian charism invites
us to make solidarity with neglected, aban-
doned, marginalized, and exploited children a
particular focus for our mission. Trying to be
concrete I wrote seven pages of possible actions.
Nevertheless, I acknowledged that I am not at
all an expert in the issues involved. God will-
ing, I will be able to devote time after the Gen-
eral Chapter to research and to contact with
persons and agencies active in the field. 

The response of both Brothers and Lasal-
lian Partners has been encouraging. I hope that
the General Chapter will promote the defense
of the rights of children as a specific way that
Lasallians can live today our founding story.

AFTERWORD

“You have not only a glorious history
to remember and to recount, but also
a great history still to be accomplished!

Look to the future,
where the Spirit is sending you in order to do

even greater things.”
(VC, 110)

These words capture the spirit of the synod ac-
curately and succinctly. They capture also what
I have tried to say in the title and content of
this pastoral letter: The challenge: live today
our founding story.

The Pope reminds us, however, that reli-
gious institutes “have a future to the extent that
still other men and women generously welcome
God’s call.” (VC, 64) I have written about diverse
ways that men and women can live the Lasal-
lian charism. The Brothers’ vocation, however, is
the original way. We believe with the Founder
that “the need for this Institute is very great”
and with the 41st General Chapter that “the
young, the poor, the world, and the Church still
need the ministry of the Brothers.” (Rule, 141)

I thank God that we have excellent young
men in various stages of formation in the Insti-
tute. Nevertheless, we all know that some Re-
gions have a good number of vocations while
other Regions have few. I had originally intend-
ed to include a section on the pastoral ministry
of vocations, but this letter is already too long.
Besides, I have addressed the topic in many
other pastoral letters, particularly in the letter of
1998, where there are eight pages on vocations.

Nevertheless, I would like to share with
you the initiative of Brother Jeffrey Calligan,
whose position in the United States/Toronto Re-
gion includes coordination and animation of
the pastoral ministry of vocations. He plans to
send a letter to each Brother in the Region con-
cerning the vocation situation and invite him
to return a card saying what precisely he is go-
ing to do to promote vocations. I applaud the
initiative and pray that it will bear fruit. I sug-
gested two years ago that if every Brother would
invite at least one qualified young man to con-
sider the possibility of a vocation to the Insti-
tute, our statistics would be different! May many
Brothers throughout the Institute commit them-
selves to the pastoral ministry of vocations!

Several times over the years, I have men-
tioned certain recommendations of Brother
Cornelius Luke, longtime Visitor General. In a
visit during my novitiate year, he suggested that
every day we pray a passage from the Imitation
of Christ. I have not succeeded in finding the
reference, but I recall the passage because I have
prayed it regularly since my novitiate:

Lord, what I have done in the past is nothing;
give me the grace perfectly to begin.

On this first day of the new year, new cen-
tury, and new millennium, a year of great sig-
nificance and importance for all Lasallians, I
make those words my prayer for each of you
and for all others participating in Lasallian mis-
sion. When I apply the prayer to Lasallians,
however, the first part of the prayer becomes
hyperbole. What we have done in the past is
definitely not “nothing.” On the contrary, the
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good that generations of Lasallians have done
during our 320-year history is beyond imagin-
ing. Nevertheless, we wish it had been even bet-
ter than it has been, and we ask pardon for our
failures and shortcomings. 

But it is primarily the second part that I
pray today:

Lord, give us the grace “perfectly to begin.” 
Give us the grace to live today our founding story.

I pray through the intercession of Mary,
Our Lady of the Star, Our Lady of Good Counsel.

I pray through the intercession
of our beloved Father and Founder,

Saint John Baptist de La Salle.
I pray through Christ our Lord.

Amen.

Fraternally in St. De La Salle,

Brother John Johnston, FSC
Superior General


