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“Representing Jesus Christ Himself”
Identity and Prayer

“Since you are ambassadors and ministers of
Jesus Christ in the work that you do, you must act
as representing Jesus Christ himself. He wants
your disciples to see him in you and receive your
teaching as if he were teaching them...

“In order to fulfill your responsibility with as
much perfection and care as God requires of you,
frequently give yourself to the Spirit of our Lord to
act only under his influence and not through any
self-seeking. This Holy Spirit, then, will fill your
students with Himself, and they will be able to
possess fully the Christian spirit.”

Meditations for Time of Retreat 3.2

1 January 1990

World Day of Peace

Dear Brothers,

“To you all, God's beloved... called to be saints,
may God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ
send grace and peace” (Romans 1.7).

Paul's words to the Christians of Rome express
beautifully the sentiments in my mind and heart as
| begin this letter. We are all "God’s beloved”. Not
onty has he gifted us with life and sustained us in
his toving care, he has chosen us and calied us to
be Brothers of the Christian Schools. Furthermore,
we are all “called to be saints”, as the beatification
of Brother Scubilion and the canonization of
Brother Mutien-Marie have cogently reminded us.

Brothers, | thank you sincerely for vyour
greetings during the Christmas season and for
your earnest prayers that God bestow upon our In-
stitute, upon the entire Lasallian Family, and upon
those of us called to serve in the Central Govern-
ment, an abundance of the gifts of His Spirit.

My own prayer for “you all, God's beloved...
called to be saints,” is that God our Father and the
Lord Jesus Christ grant you through his Spirit the
grace and peace which you and each of us

need so urgently.



The Events of 1989... and our Brothers

During their end-of-the-year reports throughout
the past week, television as well as print journa-
lists have sought, with varying degrees of success,
to summarize and interpret the remarkable events
of this past year. Pope John Paul Il said in his
Christmas Day message that Europe had been deli-
vered from a nightmare. Some commentators have
said that years such as 1989 happen only once or
twice each century.

But | leave such considerations to historians
and political analysts. My purpose is simply to call
to mind that as God in His Providence has charged
us with serving youth in approximately half the
countries that constitute the United Nations, the
events of 1989 have directly or indirectly touched
the lives of hundreds of our Brothers.

The totally unexpected changes in Poland, for
example, as well as in Czechoslovakia, Romania,
and Hungary, three countries in which the Institute
was suppressed, will certainly have a profound im-
pact on the lives of our Brothers. Because at the
time | am writing these words, situations are still
far from settled, particularly in Romania, it is pre-
mature to say more at this time.

We rejoice, however, with our faith-filled and
heroic Brothers, men who have lived their religious
consecration with extraordinary fidelity in the midst
of the “nightmare” of religious persecution that has
prevailed. Despite formidable difficulties of com-
munication, they have maintained unity and solida-
rity with the Institute. Brothers, we are proud of you

and we thank you for demonstrating what our fifth
vow, the vow of stability, should mean for all of us.

I am thinking also of those of you who live and
serve in those areas of the world which suffered
extraordinary violence during this past year: Leba-
non (where our veteran Brother Paul Ruffié was a
fatal victim), the Occupied West Bank, Ethiopia, Sri
Lanka, the Philippines, Panama, Colombia, Peru...
Brothers of Vietnam and Burma, | am thinking of
you and am praying that prevailing obstacles to our
pastoral visits will soon be removed.

But on the positive side, 1989 is the year in
which the Brothers returned to Cuba. We thank
God for this great gift. It is a pleasure for me to
greet the three Brothers of the first of what we
hope will soon be several communities.

Blessed Scubilion... Saint Mutien-Marie

But 1989 was an extraordinary year for another
reason: it was the year in which God “spoke” to the
Institute and to the entire Church through two ex-
ceptional events: the beatification of Brother Scubi-
lion on 2 May and the canonization of Brother Mu-
tien-Marie on 10 December.

As | have reflected on the lives of these two
extraordinary Brothers, | have found myself focus-
ing not so much on the strikingly different way in
which the two men lived their Lasallian vocation,
but more on what they had in common; more on the
“substance” expressed and revealed in their dis-
parate personal histories.



Both were truly men of God, “representing
Jesus Christ Himself” to those confided to their
care. Both Brother Scubilion and Brother Mutien
gave themselves completely and unreservedly to
God. God poured the gifts of his Spirit upon them in
such abundance that they were able to touch
hearts as ambassadors and ministers of Jesus
Christ.

| thought of Brothers Scubilion and Mutien, as
well as of our other holy Brothers, when | read, se-
veral months ago, Mother Teresa's beautiful
prayer entitled “Radiating Christ™:

“Dear Jesus, help me to spread your frag-
rance everywhere | go... Penetrate and
possess my whole being so utterly that my
life may radiate your life. Shine through me to
such a degree that every person | contact
may feel your presence... Let each one look
up and see no longer me but only Jesus.”

It is not easy to pray those words and really
mean them. The impiications are staggering and
disturbing. To radiate Christ to others, | have to “let
go” and abandon myself completely to God, per-
mitting him to act through me. That thought is
rather threatening. But our Founder, St. John Bap-
tist de La Salle is uncompromising in his insistence
that we are indeed called to radiate Christ as his
ministers and ambassadors.

Communication through Images

As we strive today to understand more pro-
foundly who it is God wants us to be and what it is

he wants us to do, and as we struggle to change
whatever we must change to live our vocation
more authentically, we can benefit immensely from
meditation on the images De La Salle used te help
the early Brothers grasp the significance of their
calling:
“Images speak to us existentially... they com-
municate through their evocative power.
They convey a latent meaning that is appre-
hended in a nonconceptual, even a sublimi-
nal way — apprehended not simply by the
mind but by the imagination, the heart, the
whole person” (Avery Dulles).

To explore some of the images employed by De
La Salle and to reflect upon their implications for
us today is the purpose of this pastoral letter.

PART I: “LOOKING UPON YOURSELVES AS...”

In the first of the Meditations for the Time of Re-
treat, our Founder exhorts the Brother retreatants
to proclaim the “truth to those whom you are called
to teach... looking upon yourselves as the ministers
of God and the administrators of his mysteries”
(MTR 1.1). It is instructive to examine the Pauline
text which inspired these words: | Corinthians 4:1.
Paul says that “people must think of us” as “the
ministers of God and the administrators of his mys-
teries”.

Following the lead of Paul, but with striking ori-
ginality and creativity, De La Salle employs vivid
images, images which, according to Dulles, speak



existentially, communicate through their evocative
power, are apprehended not simply by the mind
but by the imagination, the heart, the whole person.

De La Salle, of course, uses many images: in
addition to ministry and minister, we find steward,
cooperator with Jesus Christ, ambassador. branch
attached to the vine, instrument, Good Shepherd,
guardian angel, architect. . A number of these ima-
ges are, of course, inspired by Paul, a fact of great
importance in grasping the Founder’'s understand-
ing of the Brother’s vocation:

“Without comparing yourself to this great
saint... you can say that you are doing the
same thing he did, that you are fulfilling the
same ministry in your profession” (MTR 7.1).

From Images to Models

Dulles asserts that an image conveys a latent
meaning that is apprehended in a nonconceptual,
even a subliminal way. But, he says, "When an im-
age is employed reflectively and critically to dee-
pen one’s theoretical understanding of a reality, it
becomes a model” (Dulles).

My purpose is to reflect upon the images De La
Salle employs in order to comprehend more pro-
foundly his MODEL of the Brothers’ vocation, that
is to say, his theoretical understanding of that rea-
lity. “Model” can be more precisely defined as a
‘basic pattern or design within which and against
which, every subordinate part or element assumes
its meaning and importance” (Richard O'Brien).

The title of this letter is taken from the quotation
I have chosen as the fundamental point of depar-
ture:

‘Since you are ambassadors and ministers of
Jesus Christ in the work that you do, you
must act as representing Jesus Christ him-
self” (MTR 3.2).

It is true that De La Salle does not employ the
image of “one who represents Christ” as explicitly
or as frequently as other images. Nevertheless, |
am focusing attention upon this passage and the
image that is implied because the Founder leaves
no doubt that he is perfectly serious when he tells
the Brothers that they are to represent Christ:

“Christ wants your disciples to see him in you
and receive your teaching as if he were
teaching them. They must be convinced that
the truth of Jesus Christ comes from your
mouth” (MTR 3.2).

God in His Providence...

To understand how the Founder arrived at
these images which help us to grasp his vision of
the Brothers’ call, let us return to that meditation
which | believe has very special significance be-
cause of its content and because of its rank as the
first meditation.

Since the time of retreat was surely as precious
a period in the life of the early Brothers as it is for
us today, it seems reasonable to suppose that the
material De La Salle prepared for the use of the



Brothers had particular importance. Furthermore,
since retreat directors normally give special atten-
tion to their first conference, it makes sense to ob-
serve very closely the content of that opening me-
ditation.

De La Salle loses no time in inviting the Broth-
ers to reflect on the meaning of their vocation in
the light of God’s salvific plan. It is God in his Pro-
vidence, that is to say, in his loving concern for
those he has created, who takes the initiative. God
wants all persons specifically the poor and
abandoned youngsters who frequented the schools
of the Brothers to come to the knowledge of the
truth and be saved. But because God works
through human ministers, the children need some-
one to announce the Word to them.

For this purpose God kindles a light in the
hearts of certain persons, those he has destined to
announce his Word. Brothers, the Founder said,
“Since God has given you such a ministry,” proc-
laim His truth without reticence or compromise,
“looking upon yourselves as the ministers of God
and the administrators of His mysteries.”

De La Salle’'s "model”, that is to say, his theo-
retical understanding of the Brothers’ vocation, is
inspired by his profound knowledge of the voca-
tions of numerous men and women in the Scriptu-
res, men and women called by God in response to
concrete needs, men and women invited but not
forced to say YES. The Founder's images minis-
ters, Good Shepherds, Guardian Angels all hel-
ped the early Brothers to grasp the nature of their
calling. It is God who has taken the initiative in cal-

10

ling them. In his loving concern for children, parti-
cularly poor children, God confides children to the
care of the Brothers and, through the Holy Spirit,
provides them with the enlightenment, the grace,
and the power they require.

I Consecrate Myself Entirely...

This understanding of the Brothers’ vocation is
evident in their Formula of Vows: in consecrating
themselves entirely to God according to this for-
mula, the Brothers revealed their belief that God
had called them to give themselves entirely to Him
and to live that consecration in the exercise of their
apostolic ministry of education. Their commitment
to this “society” was serious and demanding. They
vowed obedience and expressed explicitly their rea-
diness to go wherever they were sent and to do
whatever they were assigned. Finally they made a
vow of stability, committing themselves to perse-
vere, whatever the costs.

The Brothers’' vocation serving as Christ’s
ministers and ambassadors, representing Jesus
Christ to the young — demands that the Brothers
be men of God, men of faith, men of prayer, men of
zeal, men of community. But how can this vocation,
which De La Salle considered so exalted and so
necessary, be authentically realized? The Foun-
der’'s answer is clear:

“In order to fulfill your responsibility with as
much perfection and care as God requires of
you, frequently give yourself to the Spirit of
our Lord to act only under his influence and
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not through any self-seeking. This Holy Spirit,
then will fill your students with Himself, and
they will be able to possess fully the Christian
spirit” (MTR 3.2).

| repeat that by “model” | mean the “basic pat-
tern or design within which and against which
every subordinate part or element assumes its
meaning and importance” (O'Brien). An analysis of
the meditations of De La Salle reveals the consis-
tency of his thought concerning the vocation of the
Brother. For an excellent example we need only
examine the meditation for the feast of St. Stephen,
martyr:
“It is your happiness to have been chosen by
God to make known Jesus Christ and to an-
nounce his coming... remember that you must
be true to your faith, grounded in it, firmly es-
tablished in it. Strive then... to make known
Jesus Christ to those whom you instruct... It is
for this end that God has called you to your
present vocation” (Med. 87).

It is the Brother who is true to his faith, groun-
ded in it, firmly established in it, that is able “to
represent Jesus Christ himself” to those God confi-
des to his care.

De La Salle and Vatican Il
How interesting it is and encouraging to
reflect on De La Salle's conception of the Brothers’

vocation in the light of Vatican Il, particularly in the
light of this magnificent and extremely important
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passage on consecrated life, taken from Lumen
Gentium:

“Let religious see well to it that the Church
truly show forth Christ through them with
ever-increasing clarity to believers and non-
believers aiike Christ in contemplation on
the mountain, or proclaiming the kingdom of
God to the multitudes, or healing the sick and
maimed and converting sinners to a good life,
or blessing children and doing good to all
men...” (L.G. 46).

Our manner of radiating Christ is made explicit
by John Paul Il in these words addressed to the
Congregation of Christian Brothers, but applying as
well to us:

“The Church is grateful for your labors on be-
half of the gospel, and for everything you do
to make Jesus the Teacher present in the
world today. Remember always that the
measure of your effectiveness depends on
how totally you ‘put on Christ’, how totally
you accept his word into your hearts, how to-
tally you remain in his love.”

Our vocation then, Brothers, according to our
Founder and according to Vatican I, is to make the
loving and saving presence of Christ a visible and
effective reality in the world of education and
among the young. The word “visible” is important.
The distinctive character of vocation to consecra-
ted religious life

“...1s not the vocation to holiness (common to
all Christians), but the public profession... of
the will to live fully and radically the Gospel...
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It is a public commitment to follow Jesus
Christ, which is not to repeat and imitate what
he did, but rather... to reincarnate his pres-
ence in the world... God, in Jesus Christ,
must be made manifest through us so that hu-
manity may understand that God /s and that
only God truly /s... religious evangelize first
and foremost by being what they are, what-
ever may be their way of life and action... re-
ligious as such will evangelize tc the degree
that, through their lives and their being, they
again make present in the world, faithfully
and radically, Jesus Christ himself.” (Mar-
cello Azevedo, Vocation for Mission, pp. 8,
14. 138)

Integration of Constitutive Dimensions

An analysis of the images used by De La Salle
reveals clearly that “John Baptist de La Salle was
led to found a community of men who were enligh-
tened by God to have a share in his plan of salva-
tion. They associated together to respond to the
needs of young people who were poor and far from
salvation” (Rule, 47).

He founded this community of men to respond
to what he perceived as a critical need. There was
certainly never any intention on his part to found a
religious community to which would be assigned
some useful apostolic activity.

His model or theoretical understanding of the
Brothers’ vocation never admitted a dichotomy be-
tween religious consecration and ministry. The
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model introduced some years later and based on a
distinction between principal end and secondary
end, or generic end and specific end, was foreign
to his manner of thinking. Never did he tell the
Brothers that they were religious primarily and mi-
nisters, ambassadors, Good Shepherds, or “repre-
sentatives of Christ” secondarily. For him the im-
age said it all. For De La Salle the Brothers glori-
fied God by living together and by association their
total consecration to the Holy Trinity as ministers of
Christian education.

A Clear Dichotomy...

Unfortunately, however, with the prominence
awarded to a certain interpretation of the formula
of primary end/secondary end, we lost sight of De
La Salie’'s model. There developed among us a
clear dichotomy between the “religious” and
“apostolic” dimensions of our life.

While | acknowledge that | risk oversimplifying
or even caricaturing, | think that it is accurate to
say that all too often the tendency was to identify
the “primary end” with “religious life” understood
essentially in terms of prayer, silence, regular ob-
servance, fidelity to the vows; and to identify the
“secondary end” with apostolic activities.

The priority in both initial and continuing forma-
tion of the Brothers was accorded the “primary”
end. While professional formation for exercise of
the apostolate was provided, the relation of minis-
try to religious consecration was not given
adequate attention. The model operating in fact
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a model which developed from consideration of the
Brothers as ‘“religious” on the one hand and
“teachers” on the other is not at all the model
that emerges from serious reflection on the images
used by De La Salle. | believe that this inadequate
“model” has had and, to an extent, still has conse-
quences that are significantly negative.

1. My impression is that for many of us our pro-
fessional and apostolic activity is on the margin of
our religious life. It is not sufficiently associated
with our consecration. Our apostolic activity not
only does not nourish sufficiently our religious life,
it is even at times an obstacle to our growth as reli-
gious persons.

2. Because commitment to the apostolate has
not been presented with sufficient clarity as an in-
tegral part of the consecration of the Brother to
God (Rule, 87), and “ardent zeal” not always insis-
ted upon as an essential dimension of the spirit of
the Institute, many of us have not been the evange-
lizers we should be. We have been highly success-
ful school men, but sometimes too easily satisfied
with providing quality education and not sufficiently
concerned with being ministers of the young and
with making the schools centers of effective reli-
gious instruction and pastoral service as well as
centers of academic or technical excellence.

Vatican Il and Apostolic Religious Life
Vatican Il took a new and very satisfying ap-
proach to apostolic religious life, providing orienta-

tions which have, in effect, replaced the primary
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end/secondary end formula. Speaking of apostolic

institutes, Perfectae Caritatis asserts that
“...apostolic charitable activity is of the very
nature of religious life... for this reason, the
entire religious life of the members should be
imbued with an apostolic spirit, and all their
apostolic activity with a religious spirit”
(P.C. 8).

This passage strongly supported efforts in the
39th General Chapter to clarify the identity of the
Brother and to restore to the Institute the apostolic
spirituality of the Founder. The result of those ef-
forts is expressed, of course, in the extraordinary
document A Declaration: The Brother of the Christ-
ian Schools in the World Today, which vigorously
and effectively makes its own the model of aposto-
lic religious life originally proposed by John Baptist
de La Salle.

In continuity with that orientation, our new Rule
insists that each Brother take upon himself “the re-
sponsibility for integrating within his own person
these constitutive dimensions of his vocation: con-
secration to God as a lay religious, apostolic minis-
try of education, especially of the poor, and com-
munity life” (Rule, 10).

Integration, not Juxtaposition

| think, however, that there is still some confu-
sion in understanding the meaning of “integration”.
As much as | would like to think that the problem of
“dichotomy” or even “trichotomy” is behind us, my
experience indicates to me that such is not the rea-
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lity. I can mention, for example, a recent lively deb-
ate over which is primary: religious consecration
or mission; and another over which is primary:
community life or mission. In both instances | think
the Brothers were operating out of a model in
which “elements are juxtaposed” rather than a
model in which "dimensions are integrated”.

To grasp the real meaning of “integration”, it is
necessary to differentiate between “distinction”
and “separation”. Mentally, we can distinguish the
three dimensions consecration, mission, com-
munity the integration of which constitutes the
mode! of our apostolic religious life. But we cannot
separate these three dimensions in space or time.

It is a very serious mistake to identify religious
consecration with “spiritual” activities, community
with the times we are literally together, apostolic
ministry with specific apostolic activities. No. Integ-
ration is not equivalent to the juxtaposition of acti-
vities commonly associated with consecration, mis-
sion, and community. The word “integration” must
be interpreted in its literal sense: the three consti-
tutive dimensions have become one. They cannot
be separated. We are, therefore, consecrated men
twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week; we
are community men twenty-four hours a day, seven
days a week; we are apostolic men twenty-four
hours a day, seven days a week.

Balance and Discipline

Obviously the activities relating to the three di-
mensions must be kept in equilibrium. To achieve
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sound balance and discipline in the ordering of our
daily activities, we need the help of the Rule, the
community annual program, and the personal
program. But this equilibrium wiil be achieved
more surely if our understanding of ourselves as
Brothers is shaped by images that appeal to our
imagination and heart and lead us to the authentic
model within which and against which, every as-
pect of our life finds its meaning and importance.

Brothers, our unity and effectiveness as an
international religious family at the service of the
Church requires that we have a common under-
standing of who we believe God wants us to be and
what we believe he wants us to do. In short, we
need a common theoretical understanding of what
it means to be a Brother. For this reason we have
reflected upon the images that lead us to De La
Salle's “model” of the vocation of the Brother.

But, of course, describing who we are supposed
to be is one thing; becoming who we are supposed
to be is quite another. How do we become men who
will radiate Christ to youth? Once again, we hear
the Founder's reply:

“In order to fulfill your responsibility with as
much perfection and care as God requires of
you, frequently give yourself to the Spirit of
our Lord...” (MTR 3.2).

To represent Jesus Christ himself, we must, ac-
cording to St. John Baptist de La Salle, be MEN OF
PRAYER.



PART II: THE BROTHERS: MEN OF PRAYER

The starting point for understanding De La Sal-
le’'s remarkable teaching on prayer is the identity
of the Brother. We believe that God has first desti-
ned and then called us to respond to the needs of
youth, particularly poor youth, for a human and
Christian education. We consecrate ourselves to-
tally to God in association with other persons expe-
riencing a similar call.

Since by vocation we must represent Christ, we
must be men of God, men of faith:

“Hence, since the object of the Institute of the
Brothers of the Christian Schools is to edu-
cate children in the spirit of Christianity, and
to endeavor to procure them that spirit, it is of
the utmost importance that the Brothers be...
imbued... and abundantly filled with the spirit
of faith” (Collection).

Walking with the Lord

To be men of faith is to "walk with the Lord”,
that is to say, to “live in fellowship with him”. { find
the biblical image of “walking with the Lord” im-
mensely helpful. It seems to me that it has special
relevance for apostolic religious. | am particularly
fascinated by the description of Enoch:

“Enoch lived for three hundred sixty-five
years. Enoch walked with God. Then he va-
nished because God took him” (Gen. 5:23-24).

Our life of faith is a relationship with the Father
whose presence is real to us; a Father who loves
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us: a Father who has chosen us to be his sons and
to be Brothers; a Father who not only called us yes-
terday, but who calls us TODAY, this first day of a
new decade.

Our life of faith is a relationship with Christ
the Christ who has risen and who is present to us
in our everyday life; the Christ who is for us the
WAY, revealing to us by his life and teaching what
being human is all about; the Christ who is for us
the TRUTH, revealing to us by his life and teaching
who God is and what he is like; the Christ who is
for us the LIFE, imbuing us with his Spirit, enabling
us to live as sons of his Father and as his brother;
the Christ who wants us to radiate his presence to
youth.

Our life of faith is a relationship with the Holy
Spirit, who leads us as he led Jesus (Gospel of
Luke) and as he led our Founder; the Spirit whose
gifts make it possible for us to manifest Christ to
those confided to our care; the Spirit whose pres-
ence and gifts will enable us to touch hearts.

By the spirit of faith we are led "to look upon
everything with the eyes of faith, to do everything
in view of God, and to attribute all to God” (Rule,
5). This faith is the basis of the spirit of our Insti-
tute, the attainment of which "is of the utmost im-
portance”.

An Ardent Zeal

This spirit of faith kindles in us “an ardent zeal’
for those confided to our care “in order to open
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their hearts to receive the salvation revealed in
Jesus Christ” (Rule, 7). | never cease to marvel
that De La Salle uses the word zeal forty-six times
in the sixteen meditations he prepared for the re-
treats of the Brothers. His language is uncompro-
mising:
“In calling you to this holy ministry, God de-
mands that you fulfill it with an ardent zeal for
their salvation. For this is the will of God and
whoever does God's work carelessly is cur-
sed” (MTR 9.1).

“Your zeal must go so far that you are ready
to give your very life, so dear to you are the
children entrusted to you” (MTR 6.2).

Called by the Name of “Brother”

We live our faith as brothers in fact we call
ourselves by the name “brothers”. We strive to be
brothers among ourselves, brothers to the adults
with whom we are in contact, older brothers to the
young people confided to our care (Rule, 53).

We hope that by the fraternal character of our
community life and by our active and selfless pres-
ence among those we serve, we witness to the
possibility of creating true brotherhood and sister-
hood among peoples and nations (Rule, 9).

Prayer: Moments in Time and Space

Prayer has been defined as a period of “heigh-
tened awareness” in faith of the loving presence of
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the Lord and of our presence to him. Prayer is es-
sentially a matter of “being with” the Lord in loving
attention. These moments of “being with” God are
truly precious. | mean “moments” quite literally
moments which are located in time and space. It is
not helpful, in my opinion, to use the werd “prayer”
interchangeably with “life of faith”. The life of faith
is the relationship we enjoy with the Lord at all ti-
mes. “Prayer” refers to specific moment of “heigh-
tened awareness” in faith, moments during which
we communicate with God in praise, thanksgiving,
contrition, petition. These moments nourish the re-
lationship we enjoy with God throughout the day.

Over the years | have tried to illustrate the point
I am making with a very personal example. My par-
ents enjoyed a profound relationship for more than
fifty years. | have a sharp recollection from my
childhood days of my father telephoning my Mother
from his place of employment once or twice every
day without fail. These contacts by telephone were
moments of “heightened awareness” of their pres-
ence to one another, moments which expressed
their love for one another and nourished it. My par-
ents were not literally conscious of one another
throughout their working day, but their profound re-
lationship was such that it shaped their vision, their
judgments, their decisions, their actions from
morning to night. | think that prayer is related to the
life of faith in a similar way.

First and Principal...
De La Salle considered specific periods of
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heightened awareness of and loving attention to
God to be indispensable. Explanations and exhor-
tations concerning prayer permeate his medita-
tions, personal letters to the Brothers, and other
writings. In addition he developed a method which
he considered well-adapted for the specific needs
of the Brothers and wrote an entire book explaining
it. His profound convinction concerning the neces-
sity of personal prayer is expressed in uncompro-
mising tanguage in the early Rule:
“The Brothers of this Institute ought to have a
great love for mental prayer; they should look
on it as the first and principal of their daily
exercises and the one which is best calcula-
ted to draw down the blessing of God on all
the others.’

| have been insisting that De La Salle's teaching
on prayer can be properly understood only in rela-
tionship to the identity of the Brother and to his life
of faith and zeal. These words of Brother Charles
Reutemann, written in 1980 for the Symposium on
Prayer, are very pertinent:
“If union with God through self-forgetful ser-
vice of the neighbor is the goal of the spiritual
life, what is the place of intimacy with God in
prayer, and why should prayer be the first
and principal activity of the day? Very simply
put, deliberate and concentrated exposure to
God in prayer enables the self to become that
kind of person who is able to lose himself in
selfless love and service...

“By making the distinction between the reli-
gious experience of God in prayer and the
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love of God through service of the neighbor,
one avoids over-stressing the primacy of a
personal prayer life. Daily personal prayer is
indispensable; but the primary business of
life is achieved in the '‘marketplace’ where
one stands shoulder to shoulder with the
needful neighbor” (Symposium: Mental
Prayer, pp. 170-171).

But, of course, we have to ask ourselves where
we stand in relation to De La Salle’s conviction that
meditation is the first and principal activity of the
day. My impression of the “lived reality” is that me-
ditation is not only notthe principal activity, but it is
in practice usually the first “exercise” to be drop-
ped or curtailed when we are pressed for time.

One reason is perhaps that we have not really
interiorized that orientation of the Founder. We do
not personally “own” it. Another reason is that we
are inclined to sacrifice the important for the ur-
gent. As important as personal prayer is, it can be
dropped without evident consequences. Conse-
quently it disappears conveniently from our daily
horarium to make room for activities we consider
more “urgent”. A third reason is that we lack per-
sonal discipline. It is not easy to pray  or perhaps
more precisely, it is not easy to stop what we are
doing and begin to pray.

The Method of Mental Prayer
During the past year Brothers Michel Sauvage
and Miguel Campos published their long-awaited

Cahier Lasallien on the Founder's Explanation of
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the Method of Mental Prayer. The work consists of
an original but perfectly faithful presentation of the
text, extensive notes and commentaries, and seve-
ral studies and documents on prayer. Brothers
Michel and Miguel consider their contribution to be
an “instrument of work”. | hope that this important
book or at least substantial portions of it will
soon be available in the various languages used by
the Brothers of the Institute.

The remarks which follow are strictly personal
views on the teachings of St. De La Salle on prayer.
They are not the result of serious scholarly re-
search, but rather of years of practical experience
and reflection. If they serve, despite their limita-
tions, to stimulate some serious thinking on our life
of prayer, | shall be pleased.

Difficult Language

The language of the Explanation of the Method
of Mental Prayer is not easy. Nevertheless, | think
that we can find there relevant and valuabie guide-
lines. De La Salle says, for example, that prayer
should take place in the depths of the soul (fond de
I'dme). Other writers, both classical and contempo-
rary, speak of meeting God “at the center” or “in
the heart” | think that De La Salle is insisting that
to pray well, we have to be "in touch with the cen-
ter of our being,” that is to say, alert, aware, atten-
tive to the presence of God.

| see a parallel between “fond de "ame” and
the “heart” mentioned by the Founder in the first
Meditation for the Time of Retreat: "God kindles a

26

light in the hearts of those whom he has destined
to announce his word to children.” This kindling of
a light in our hearts is not a once-in-a-lifetime ex-
perience. God continues to kindle that light
every day of our life. We have to be sensitive to the
presence of the Lord who enlightens and empo-
wers us, who makes new demands upon us, who
leads us, perhaps, in new directions.

Our Chief “Occupation” in Prayer

A number of times already, | have expressed
my conviction that prayer nourishes our life of faith,
or more precisely, our union with God. This thought
is consistent with that of the Founder when he as-
serts that the chief “occupation” in prayer “con-
sists in cultivating a close relationship with God
and uniting oneself interiorly to him.” That descrip-
tion is central, it seems to me, to De La Salle’s
understanding of prayer.

It is not difficult, therefore, to understand his in-
sistence on the “presence of God”. The essential
activity of prayer is communion with God. While he
inctuded in his method time for considerations and
reflections, he cautioned against turning prayer
into an intellectual exercise. The heart of his me-
thod is “conversation” with God. Some look as-
kance at the gquantity of "acts” in the Founder’s
method. But | think that his message is clear:
prayer is essentially communication with God, not
thinking about him. I am reminded of one of An-
thony De Mello's many stories:

“Here | am sitting next to you,” said God to

27



his devotee, “and you keep reflecting about
me in your head, talking about me with your
tongue, and reading about me in your book.
When will you be silent and taste me?”

The “acts” of course are really sub-divisions of
the four great movements of all authentic prayer:
praise, thanksgiving, contrition, petition. That they
are proposed as means to an end  that of foster-
ing communication with God — and therefore
should be treated as such, is clear from a careful
reading of the text.

We can communicate with God, according to De
La Salle, with many words, with few words, or with
no words at all, simply being “before the Lord” in
faith and love. It seems to me that our way of relat-
ing with our loved ones can help us to understand
prayer. At times we have the need and the desire
to speak at length, other times less so, and there
are times when we are perfectly content simply to
be with those we love.

| think that many of us follow these orientations
in our prayer. After placing ourselves in the pres-
ence of God with the help of a passage of scripture
and with short expressions of faith and love, we re-
flect briefly on some theme, inspired by the liturgy
or by significant events of that particular day or
week. Then we converse with the Lord, perhaps us-
ing the four major acts or their sub-divisions as
points of departure. We pray with many or few
words, as we wish. If we prefer, we simply remain
in silence in the presence of the Lord, using a short
ejaculation from time to time (as the Founder sug-
gests) to help focus our attention.
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Prayer and Life

There is one further dimension of De La Salle’s
teaching on prayer that | want to emphasize: its
link with life. Prayer was not an escape from every-
day realities. On the contrary. De La Salle urged
the Brothers to see the relationship between their
prayer life and their daily service of youth. They
should bring their experiences to the Lord. He tells
them to intercede for those “confided to your
care”.

“When you encounter some difficulty in the
guidance of your disciples... turn to God with
confidence. Earnestly ask Jesus Christ to
make his Spirit come alive in you, since he
has chosen you to do his work” (MTR 4.1).

Furthermore, De La Salle trained his novices to
make a conscious link between their daily expe-
riences and their prayer by concluding with a prac-
tical daily resolution. He seems to make this link-
age a gauge of the quality of our prayer:

“If we leave meditation with a renewed de-
sire to discharge our duties well, for the love
of God and with the intention of pleasing him,
we may be certain that God has guided us
and will bless our efforts” (EMMP, p. 141).

The Word of God

Closely related to a commitment to regular
prayer, is a love for the Holy Scriptures, especially
the Gospel, which the Founder regarded as our
“first and principal Rule” (Rule, 6). He urged the
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Brothers to carry the New Testament on their per-
son and to read from it every day. With St. Jerome
he believed that the scriptures must be eaten by all
true servants of God, in order that “they may sub-
sequently be able to communicate and explain
their secrets to those whom they are called upon to
instruct” (Med. 170).

Some Brothers find it very helpful to read
prayerfully and reflectively, each evening before
retiring, the liturgical readings of the following day.
Others prefer to read the books of the Bible in a
consecutive manner. What is essential is to make a
commitment to reading the scriptures on a daily
basis and to be faithful to it.

Intimately associated with the reading of the
scriptures is spiritual reading. The Rule speaks of
spiritual reading as a prolongation of that contact
established with the Lord in meditation on the
Word ot God:

“The Brothers arrange their work in such a
way as to devote to spiritual reading all the
time necessary to deepen their faith. The per-
sonal program takes this orientation into ac-
count” (Rule, 67a).

Many of us will honestly admit our carelessness
with regard to spiritual reading. Generally the
problem is not ill-will, but fack of personal discip-
line. Spiritual reading is a matter of great impor-
tance. We cannot grow in our life of prayer without
it. For this reason it must receive more attention in
the Institute today. On a community level we should
ask ourselves what we can do to foster greater fi-
delity to spiritual reading. There are some commu-
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nities which have decided to include several desig-
nated periods for spiritual reading in their weekly
rhythm of activities. Certainly every community
must assure that well-chosen books are added reg-
ularly and systematically to the community spiritual
reading library.

Community Prayer

“The distinctive character of the Brothers’
community is to be a community of faith
where the experience of God is shared”
(Rule, 48).

This description of the nature of the Brothers’
community is clear, succinct, demanding, and chal-
lenging. It is a description of a community of men
of God, of men who “walk with the Lord”, of men
who “say” to one another —directly and indirectly

“We believe!”

We meet together at least in the morning and in
the evening to celebrate the liturgy of the hours in
union with the praise and continual intercession of
the Church (Rule, 71). | wonder, however, how
many of us are really sensitive to this participation
in the prayer of the Church. We need more reflec-
tion and discussion on this particular dimension of
community prayer.

While the liturgy of the hours should normally
provide the content of our community prayer, the
same article clearly states that Brothers “may or-
ganize different forms of prayer by which to
express the lite of their community.” The prayers
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may be adapted forms of the prayer of the Church
or more creative forms of community worship.

Reciting... or praying?

What is essential is that the prayer, whatever its
content, be authentic prayer. Like personal prayer,
community prayer should be a time of heightened
awareness in faith of the presence of God to the
community, and of the community to God. This
awareness of God’s presence is at the heart of our
prayer. Recollection then is indispensable. How
easy it is to fall into the trap of “reciting” prayers
rather than “praying” — and feeling satisfied after-
wards that we have done our duty. “"The people
honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far
from me" (Mt 15:8).

But if we have to be careful about “reciting” the
liturgy of the hours or praying the psalms too routi-
nely and too rapidly, we also have to make sure
that our “created forms” of prayer are really
prayers. Just as De La Salle insisted that affections
rather than inteliectual considerations typify our
personal prayer, so also should affections — that is
to say, expressions of adoration, contrition, thanks-
giving, petition typify our community prayer.

My personal opinion is that our “created”
prayers are at times too didactic in content and
tone, and devote an excessive amount of time to
readings. | think also that since prayer is essen-
tially a matter of relating with God, everything
about the prayer and its presentation should foster
a sense of reverence and attention to God'’s loving
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presence. Excessively long or complex oral in-
structions and too many sheets of paper, books,
and hymnals not only do not foster reverence, they
militate against recollection. Again, the danger is
that we “recite” prayers, rather than “pray”

Sharing the Experience of God

If our communities are really to be characteri-
zed by the sharing of the experience of God, then
our prayers should frequently provide the opportu-
nity for the Brothers to manifest their faith to one
another (Rule, 71a). As the Rule suggests, this
sharing can take several forms. Perhaps the most
basic form is the proposing of petitions. When a
Brother asks his Brothers to pray for a particular
intention, he is truly sharing his faith. A second
level is the sharing of short reflections, without dis-
cussion, following a reading. A third is the sharing
of faith that occurs when Brothers actually pray
aloud.

Sharing at these various levels comes easier
for some Brothers than for others. But all can
learn. Frankly, | believe that our progress in this
area has been too meager and too slow. On the
other hand, | have been deeply encouraged in my
own life of faith as | have listened to Brothers, of
many different ages and nationalities, share theit
relationship with God.

The Eucharist
As | proposed in my pastoral letter of 1988, to
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believe in Jesus Christ — to be committed to him
is to “live with our arms outstretched”: it is to
say YES to whatever God requires of us and YES to
“all those unexpected and sometimes painful
events which invade the tidy little world we like to
construct for ourselves” (Robert Johann).

If we “live with our arms outstretched” as an
act of worship of the Father, we thereby live “cruci-
fied” with Jesus Christ. When we live crucified with
Jesus Christ, the Father raises us as he did his Son
and fills us with the Spirit. We in turn, become foun-
tains of living water for those confided to our care
(F.X. Durrwell).

The Eucharist is a memorial: "Do this in me-
mory of me.” in their own great tradition, the Jews
“remember” in celebration the marvelous events
of God’s action in history, “remembering” them so
vividly that in some way they relive the events and
participate in them. While the Eucharist is essen-
tially different because Christ is sacramentally pre-
sent, it has roots in the Jewish tradition. We “reme-
ber” Christ's death, resurrection, and ascension.
We “stand” there with Jesus “with our arms out-
stretched” and share in his acceptance by the Fa-
ther.

“In communion with the death and resurrec-
tion of Christ and listening to the Word of
God, the Brothers are a community united in
the same Spirit for the same mission” (Rule,
70).

We celebrate the daily Eucharist united first and
foremost with the Brothers of our own community,
but united also with our Brothers throughout the
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world. The Eucharist is a celebration of our union
with Christ, unique mediator with the Father,
through whom we present to God our concerns,
those of our students, and those of our loved ones
and associates (Rule, 65).

When we enter into the sacred mystery by par-
taking of the Body and Blood of Christ, it is not a
matter primarily of our receiving Christ, but rather
of Christ receiving us. Lumen Gentium speaks in
inspiring language of this profound truth:

“Really sharing in the body of the Lord in the
breaking of the Eucharistic bread, we are
taken up into communion with him and with
one another... by communicating his Spirit,
Christ mystically constitutes as his body
those brothers of his who are called together
from every nation” (L.G. 7).

The daily Eucharist is a precious occasion for
renewing, in union with Christ and in union with
our Brothers “from every nation”, our total consec-
ration to the Trinity, opening ourselves to the re-
ception of God's gift of his Spirit.

Giving ourselves to God and really meaning
it — requires boldness, courage, and the readiness
to take risks. | never cease to be moved by the
words of Dag Hammarskjold:

“Once | answered Yes to Someone or
Something. And from that hour | was certain
that existence is meaningful and that, there-
fore, my life, in self-surrender, has a goal
(Markings, Whitsunday, 1961).

Note carefully, Brothers, that Hammarskjold
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does not say that after discovering the meaningful-
ness of existence, he gave himself to God. On the
contrary. In the thralls of questioning, he gave him-
self completely to God and found in that act of
surrender the meaning for which he was search-
ing.

The Eucharist can be that special daily moment
when we — together and by association say
YES to God. We can be sure that we shall be heard.

Mary, Mother of the Church

The articles of our Rule on devotion to Mary,
Mother of Jesus Christ and of the Church, follow
perfectly the reflections of the preceding para-
graphs:

“The Brothers discover the meaning of their
own consecration in the total «Yes» that Mary
spoke to God. They learn from her how to be
docile towards the Spirit who brings them to
the likeness of Christ...” (Rule, 76).

Brothers, honoring Mary every day, whether
personally or in community, is an important dimen-
sion of our prayer life. While Mary is honored regu-
larly in the liturgy of the hours and periodically in
the Eucharist, we are clearly invited to cultivate a
personal devotion to Mary, a devotion which can
be expressed by praying the rosary or by some
other regular practice. Communities also, in pre-
paring their community annual programs, should
be particularly sensitive to this orientation.

36

Existential Imperative

“Ordinarily the Brothers give to God at least
two hours of each day in meditation, Eucha-
rist, community prayer, spiritual reading and
personal prayer...

“...the Brothers regulate the order, times,
and rhythm of their prayer in community.
Then they live out in practice what they have
decided” (Rule, 73-73a).

Capitulants to the 41st General Chapter gave
considerable attention to article 73. A number of
Brothers were not in favor of specifying the quan-
tity of time to be devoted to prayer and spiritual re-
ading. Their argument was that there can be no
question of “legisltating” the Brothers into chapel!
They feared that presenting prayer in terms of pre-
scriptions and obligations could foster an attitude
towards prayer that is unhealthy and unsound.

These arguments have to be taken seriously.
There can certainly be no question of limiting our-
selves to a “moral imperative” which at least indi-
rectly promotes a behavioristic approach to prayer.
As Brother Charles Reutemann has written,

“It is question not of the moral imperative,
‘Yes, as a good Brother | ought to pray,’ but
of the existential imperative, ‘Yes, | cannot be
me, the kind of person | want to be, without a
regular prayer life.’ For most Brothers this is
the heart of the matter: how do | become dri-
ven by an existential imperative to pray, an
imperative that will lead me to sacrifice time
and sleep and convenience?” (Symposium on
Prayer, p. 175)
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Progressing towards the attainment of this
“existential imperative” is a major objective of con-
tinuing formation. To emphasize the “moral imper-
ative” is to risk creating attitudes of “prayer as a
duty to be performed” attitudes which we want
to avoid at all costs.

But, personally, | do not interpret article 73 from
the perspective of “moral imperative”. What the ar-
ticle expresses is a decision taken by the capitu-
lants to resolve questions posed by the consider-
able variation of opinion in the Institute concerning
our life of prayer. We needed to say with no ambi-
guity that as men called to be ministers of Christ to
the young, we are men of personal and community
prayer. We needed to say clearly what that life of
prayer entails. Some reference to “quantity” was
very necessary.

What the Chapter said, in effect, was that a
Brother is a certain kind of person, the kind of per-
son in whose life prayer has a central part to play.
The process of continuing formation must help all
of us to arrive at that moment when we can say,
“Yes, | cannot be me, the kind of person | want to
be, without a regular prayer life.”

A rather similar debate occurred during a dis-
cussion on personal prayer or meditation. Some
wanted the Rule to reaffirm explicitly the fong Insti-
tute tradition of personal prayer or meditation in
common. Others were opposed, arguing that Broth-
ers are responsible men and should be able to
choose the time and place of their prayer. After a
long and enlightening debate, during which various
positions were expressed with great openness, the
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Chapter decided to limit itself to directives that
“each Brother has the primary responsibility for
his personal prayer” (Rule, 72) and that “the com-
munity sees to it that each Brother has sufficient
time and the conditions that are needed for reflec-
tion and personal prayer” (Rule, 50a).

In fact, there are many communities, and their
number is increasing, which are freely choosing to
schedule a time for personal prayer or meditation
in common. Brothers find support and encourage-
ment in the presence of their Brothers at prayer. |
strongly support this movement, provided that the
position of Brothers who prefer to pray in private is
respected. Certainly we accept “existential impera-
tive” as the goal. At the same time we have to be
honest enough to admit that Paul’s experience is
true to our own: "l cannot understand my own be-
havior. 1 fail to carry out the things | want to do, and
| find myself doing the very things | hate...” (Rom.
7:15).

AFTERWORD

| conclude, Brothers, with a prayer which St. De
La Salle composed and included in the Explanation
of the Method of Mental Prayer. 1t summarizes
beautitully much of what | have tried to say:

Jesus, Present in our Midst

“How happy | am, my God,
to make meditation with my Brothers,
knowing,
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because you have given your word.
that we have the privilege
of having you in our midst.

You are present, my Jesus,

to pour forth your Spirit upon us,
as you promised through your prophets,

and as you did in fact pour forth

upon the apostles and first disciples,
when they were gathered in the Cenacle,
persevering in prayer
and united in mind and heart.

Grant me also the grace
to be intimately united in mind and heart
with my Brothers,
and to share the dispositions
of the Holy Apostles in the Cenacle,

in order that,
receiving your Divine Spirit,
in the measure you have destined for me,
I may share in your zeal
for the instruction of those you have willed
to confide to my care”.

AMEN

Fraternally in St. De La Salle,

perilisa

Brother John Johnston, FSC
Superior General
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