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FOREWORD


The 182nd General Chapter of the Order of St. Augustine was celebrated in Rome from September 3rd to 21st, 2007 in keeping with the six year sequence set forth in the Order’s Constitutions, which also stipulate who is to take part. These are the members of the General Curia, major superiors and elected Definitors. 


The Chapter reelected Fr. Robert F. Prevost to the office of Prior General and likewise elected the members of the General Council, as well as other officials of the Curia. In addition, the Chapter basically brought its attention and energy to bear on two areas: 

- the revision of the first part of the Constitutions regarding the fundamental theological and spiritual principles of the Order as had been decided by the previous General Chapter of 2001. The capitulars worked on the text prepared by the commission for the revision and approved the new text.

- study of the Instrumentum Laboris prepared bef orehand by the General Council. With the input from the Chapter proceedings, this document, entitled The Renewal of Augustinian Life, becomes a Chapter document whose purpose is to serve as a guide helping the Communities of the Order in the necessary renewal of our religious life. The Chapter likewise approved a series of determinations intended to give focus to this renewal, with a set of practical measures.


Issued in the near future will be a special issue of ACTA ORDINIS with the official publication of the Chapter documents, as well as the outcome of the various ballots and elections. Presented here for consideration are the Document of the Chapter, the Determinations, the salutations sent to the Chapter by the Prefect of the Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, and the homilies delivered by the Prior General at the opening and closing of the Chapter itself.


We are thus providing the communities with this material so the study and application thereof may contribute in an effective way so that, wholeheartedly united in fraternity and spiritual friendship, we may seek and adore God, and work at the service of His people. Thus shall we participate with the Church at large in the mission of announcing the Kingdom of God in this our world.


Rome, September 28th, 2007 in memory of our Blessed Martyrs of Japan. 
DOCUMENT OF THE CHAPTER

RENEWAL OF AUGUSTINIAN LIFE

0. INTRODUCTION


Since the time of the Second Vatican Council, the renewal of religious life has been continually a topic of discussion. More than 40 years ago the Decree Perfectae caritatis pointed out the general principles on which an appropriate renewal of religious life is founded (PC2): 

- Following Christ in accordance with the Gospel

- The charism and heritage proper to each Institute 

- Communion and participation in the life of the Church

- A proper understanding of the conditions and needs of today’s world

- The priority of spiritual renewal.


Since then the Order of Saint Augustine has been involved in a lengthy renewal process, begun at the extraordinary General Chapter of Villanova (1968) with the reform of our Constitutions. This process also involved the preparation and publication of important documents on renewal and updating of Augustinian religious life (Dublin Document, 1974; The Augustinian Community between the Ideal and the Real, 1992; Renewed Augustinians for the Third Millennium, 1995; Augustinians in the Church for the World Today, 1998). There have also been diverse programs and reflections on different levels, such as “Proyecto Hipona-Corazón Nuevo” (Latin America, 1993-2007) and the recent “Augustinian Jubilee 2004-2006”.


The 2007 General Chapter has been given the task of updating the text of the Constitutions in its spiritual and doctrinal portion (chapters I-IX). This is certainly an important undertaking and it has involved a serious commitment on the part of the Commission responsible for this mission; many individual Augustinians and communities have been involved during the consultation process of the three successive drafts of the document as well as in the Intermediate General Chapter in 2004. Nevertheless, we need to be aware that what is truly important is the renewal of our life together and not merely the updating of some documents. This requires a process of change and conversion: an authentic inner renewal, which goes together with a change in structures, and necessarily involves a renewal in our formation with repercussions in our mission as well.


A continual effort for an authentic renewal is always necessary (“ecclesia semper reformanda”) and perhaps today more than ever, (faced with the accelerated change of culture, society and the Church itself, and without forgetting the challenges of the multiplicity of cultures and the challenge of inculturation). Although difficult, it is still possible (we have a rich human and spiritual heritage that enables us to address the challenge). Conscious of that and without forgetting the achievements of recent history (our concern with our identity and Augustinian charism, adaptation of our communal structures, growth in a sense of brotherhood and a commitment to social justice, a broader sense of the international nature of the Order), we need to continue moving forward, allowing ourselves to be challenged by the words of Augustine: “We are complete and incomplete at the same time. Complete in our condition of travelers, incomplete because we have not yet arrived at our goal… Make progress, my brothers, examine yourselves honestly again and again. Put yourselves to the test. Do not be content with what you are, if you want to become what you are not yet. For where you have grown pleased with yourself, there you will remain. But if you say, ‘that’s enough’, you are finished. Always add something more, keep moving forward, always make progress” (Serm.169, 15 and 18). 

1. FUNDAMENTAL CHARACTERISTICS OF AUGUSTINIAN LIFE


As has been mentioned, since Vatican II (PC 2) the Church has indicated that an authentic renewal will only be possible if we constantly strive to integrate our original charism with the necessary adaptation to the changing conditions of our times. This takes for granted that we will take the path of fidelity and creativity (the urgent creative faithfulness, or dynamic fidelity, which Vita Consecrata refers to no. 37) in light of three fundamental characteristics, in our case:

1.1. Following Jesus is a norm for all Christians and those who have consecrated their life are called to “an abiding reenactment in the Church of the form of life which the Son of God made his own when he came into this world to do the will of his Father and which he propounded to the disciples who followed him” (LG 44). This radical following of Jesus constitutes the very identity of consecrated life and implies not only the practice of the evangelical counsels but also the ensuing acceptance of the options prioritized by Christ himself:

- The beloved Father (cf Mt 11:25; Mk 14:36; Jn 8:29);

- The Reign of God and his justice above all else (see Mk 1:15; Lk 12:31; Mt 13:44.) 

- The poor, the little ones and the excluded as the first and privileged recipients of the Good News (Lk 6:20 and 7:22; Mt 25:31.).


The baptized person who seeks to live radically in Christ, is called to give prophetic witness in the Church and the world, to an alternative way of human existence and to fulfill his communal and universal vocation to holiness.

1.2. The Augustinian charism: as a result of serious reflection on this topic in recent decades, the Order has arrived at a consensus about Augustinian identity, recognizing the unity and complementarity of the rich inheritance of Augustine’s spirituality and his conception of consecrated life, together with the characteristics proper to the mendicant Orders (Const. 7). Essential elements of this Augustinian identity are therefore: 

1.2.1. From Augustine: interiority, communion of life and service to the Church.


Sharing the search for God from our interiority, with all the richness and dynamism which that entails, in accordance with the classic text on the topic, is Augustine’s invitation to return to our heart, to enter into ourselves, into a deeper understanding, reflection and authenticity: “Do not go outside, come back to yourself. It is in the inner self that truth dwells. And if you find your own nature to be subject to change, transcend even yourself. But remember, when you are transcending yourself, that it is your reasoning soul transcending yourself. So the, direct your course to what the light of reason itself gets its light from” (Ver. Rel. 39, 72). 


Sharing in a communion of life, which includes our material as well as our spiritual goods, is one of the dimensions. Under diverse terms and in various dimensions (community, social life, friendship, koinonia, communion and participation, sharing), that which is communitarian marks and characterizes Augustinian experience and thought. “One mind, one heart, entirely centered upon God” (Reg. I,1) is surely the most succinct and well known expression of this basic conviction of Augustine: there is no fuller way of being a person or a Christian than living in community.


Sharing our communal apostolate as a community in service to the Church is another aspect since we are called to be “servants of the Church” (Op. mon. 29, 37). Augustine progressively discovered and generously accepted the commitment to pastoral activity in service to the Church, “the service which I owe to my people” in his own words (ibid.). One’s own interest or simple personal tranquility must never be placed above the needs of the Church, “if no good servants were willing to assist her as she gives birth to new children, you would not have found a way to be born in Christ” (Ep. 48, 2).

1.2.2. From our mendicant tradition: This dimension underscores our fraternal life, the search for God, the desire to follow the poor Christ and the apostolic dimension of our religious life (see the Prior General’s Letter to the Augustinian Family on the occasion of the 750th anniversary of the Grand Union, 2006).


Our fraternal life together, following the example of the first Christian communities, is a special communitarian characteristic of the mendicants, both in its internal dimension (they are all “brothers” and are governed in a capitular style) and in pastoral activity, marked by the formation of communities and the broadening of the experience of fraternity among the laity. Particularly for Augustinians this fraternal life in community enriches and gives a special identity to the other elements of our spirituality.


The search for God, on a personal and communal level, is what we frequently call the “contemplative dimension” of our life. The mendicants were and wanted to be men of God for the people, from an intense life of prayer and study, a special care for liturgy and a generous dedication to pastoral ministry.


The desire to follow the “poor Christ” by means of the communion of goods and giving witness through a particular way of living the vow of poverty, with an authentically simple and austere lifestyle, close to the people, concerned about their situation of unjust poverty, similar to the poverty of Jesus himself and that of the apostles.


The apostolic dimension of religious life as a response to the new needs of the Church, preaching the Gospel and teaching theology in the recently founded universities or in our own houses of study, were two priorities for the mendicants, who were committed to proclaiming the Good News to urban society from within the city walls (living within the city itself) by their presence and pastoral ministry, strengthened by their experience of community life.


It is important to note that the characteristics or basic elements of mendicant spirituality coincide in many aspects, mutually enriching each other, with the fundamental characteristics of the experience and doctrine of Augustine concerning religious life. He teaches us never to separate interiority, communion of life, and service to the Church. Equally, the harmonious integration of these noted elements as characteristics of mendicant spirituality is that which gives this particular spirituality its sense and originality. The harmonious integration of these two sources or constitutive elements of our spirituality is fundamental for our being faithful to our identity, to actualizing our charism, and to responding to that which the Church and the world asks of us. When we fall into the temptation of choosing one or the other of these elements, we impoverish our spiritual patrimony, and also our identity as Augustinians (Letter of the Prior General, 2006).

1.3. Signs of the Times

We need to read together the “signs of the times” that offer on one hand, opportunities, and, on the other hand, challenges for the mission of the Church. Signs of life and of light are those that promote greater communion and participation between individuals and peoples. Signs of darkness or death are those that divide and create fragmentation and violence in society. To read all of this, from the perspective of the God acting in our history, and the reality of sin also present, is a present-day challenge to life and ecclesial communion. The Gospel does not change but times and cultures certainly do; this is the challenge we face in a “New Evangelization”. We need to read the signs of the times, because, if “our proposals are not in tune with the challenges of the present, dialogue will become impossible, and our presence irrelevant” (GIC ’98). Among the characteristics of this age of accelerated change in which we live, we especially point out the following challenges:

1.3.1. Globalization: Globalization is a complex reality that has diverse dimensions (economic, political, cultural, etc.), and which offers positive aspects, because it favors access to new technologies and markets and manifests a profound desire of humanity for unity. But the factor that is actually dominating in this process in the economic dimension which gives an absolute value to the market, converting itself into the “promoter of multiple inequities and injustices” (Aparecida # 60), and which is incapable of assuming the values of the “civilization of love.” The result is a society without solidarity, with more and more exclusions, something which signifies that the “Millennium Goals of Human Development”
, which our Order has committed itself to promote, will end up being unachievable. Confronting this reality, the Gospel requires us to preach the “Good News” and to construct the “City of God”. 

1.3.2. Secularization: This is a phenomenon that has positive aspects – such as the recognition of the legitimate authority of temporal realities , the value of the individual and their fundamental rights, the right of political autonomy—(GS # 36; EN # 55) etc. But when it unites with relativistic agnosticism and consumerism, it becomes secularism. This causes a dehumanizing and negative impact, which tends to negate the role of God in history and to set aside religious values, thus rejecting their proper influence in the world and creating suspicions that the Church and religious life are not able to contribute in a positive way to the construction of society. In our present age, often called post-modern, distrust for the capacity of reason to perceive the truth also distances us from the taste for reflection” (Benedict XVI, To the Pontifical Academy for Life, 24 February 2007).

1.3.3. Injustice and the scandal of social inequalities: This reality permanently challenges those who believe in the Gospel of love: “This principle [the social dimension of Christian love] is the starting-point for understanding the great parables of Jesus… we should especially mention the great parable of the Last Judgment (cf. Mt 25:31-46), in which love becomes the criterion for the definitive decision about a human life's worth or lack thereof. Jesus identifies himself with those in need, with the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick and those in prison. ‘As you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me’ (Mt 25:40). Love of God and love of neighbor have become one: in the least of the brethren we find Jesus himself, and in Jesus we find God.” (Benedict XVI, DCE 15). Precisely in the light of this text from Matthew (See Constitutions 74), Saint Augustine frequently denounced the situations of unjust poverty, without forgetting that “here Christ is poor and is in the poor” (Sermon 123,4). 

1.3.4.Ecology: During the last few years the world’s preoccupation about the destruction of the environment has increased. The process of uncontrolled industrialization has ended up contaminating the entire world, with negative consequences for humanity, because of global warming. Science is clear in pointing out this problem, but there is no political will to confront this with the needed urgency. “The relationship with nature in Saint Augustine acquires an ethical value.… Nature that is good, that speaks of God is a sign of the Trinity. To act against nature is to break the unity” (GIC ’98 # 31). We have to look at nature as a gift of God, given to all of humanity as a patrimony for future generations. This Christian and profoundly Augustinian vision of nature, is more threatened today than ever and requires bold responses.

1.3.5. New Technologies: We live in an age of technological revolution that has changed our world. These new technologies offer many advantages to humanity: better and more rapid communication (electronic mail, chat rooms, web pages…), tools of economic efficiency, etc. But, they also cause social problems and a situation in which one more often communicates and with a greater facility, even if only superficially, with another person on another continent than with a member of the family or the religious community, bringing about loneliness, extreme autonomy, and personal isolation. At the same time, these technologies are not available to all, creating a “technology gap” that necessarily leads to increasing the unjust social imbalance.

1.3.6. Fragmentation and religious and cultural conflicts: These phenomena make ecumenism and interreligious dialogue even more necessary than ever. They are indispensable in order to overcome fundamentalisms and avoid violence, war and terrorism. In many of our countries the advance of Islam is notable and invites us to promote bridges of inter-religious dialogue to be in contrast to the model of where attitudes of conflict and confrontation encourage intolerance and violence. “I should like to mention first of all the growing awareness of the importance of dialogue between cultures and between religions. This is a vital necessity, particularly in view of the challenges we all face regarding the family and society” (Benedict XVI, Address to the diplomatic corps accredited to the Holy See, 8 January 2007).


This fragmentation also turns out to be even more marked in many parts of the world, where the advance of Pentecostal sects and Christian fundamentalisms (some even within the same Church) make dialogue difficult, and foments antagonism. Also, this gives rise to individualistic religious practices that are not anchored in one’s Church or ecclesial community. The formation and the strong growth of these groups and individualistic expressions call us to analyze the reasons why we are not responding adequately to the needs of many people. Perhaps, among the many possible causes, is the lack of inculturation, insufficient cultural understanding, and the abandonment of religious practices that many still long to have.

1.3.7. Immigration-emigration: This is a global reality that implies the movement of peoples in search of a better economic life or to escape situations of intolerance and violence in their own countries. In all of our societies this causes important repercussions, either because a significant number of people are leaving our countries, or because our nations are receiving these immigrants. With this new encounter of diverse cultures in a single country, there is an awakening of fears towards the “other”, with attitudes of intolerance. The principle of the right to emigrate is well rooted in the social doctrine of the Church (Octogesima adveniens, 17), and so we have a responsibility to give a good example of welcome in order “to go beyond mean nationalistic attitudes” (ibid.), since “we can not invoke God, the Father of all, if we refuse to conduct ourselves fraternally with any person, created in the image of God” (Nostra aetate, 5).


At the same time, the emigration of people of predominantly Catholic cultures to economically developed countries offers an enrichment with its distinct expressions of faith, and a place where the promotion of vocations presents new possibilities, if we are capable of promoting programs that respond to their cultural realities.


Behind these phenomena, and others, there is a single thread present in all: the crisis caused by the search for an ethic that responds to the new challenges. Interdependence in the world necessitates new ethical parameters that orient the living together of humanity, founding it on peace, justice and the protection of all creation.


The negative effects of these phenomena cannot be confronted simply by preaching, but rather by giving witness to authentic love and commitment to justice, to the fundamental rights of each person and of their dignity, to dialogue and welcome, and to a style of life based on fundamental values of our Augustinian spirituality (“unitas, veritas, caritas”).

2. OBSTACLES TO RENEWAL AND CHALLENGES TO THE LIFE OF THE ORDER 

2.1. Obstacles


“To encourage the religious character of our life is the initial step to centering ourselves in the absolutely fundamental nucleus of the Gospel and to be able to verify the radical motivation of our work” (GIC ’98, 1.3). The loss or diminishment of a profound experience of faith is frequently at the root of some of the more concrete obstacles that we can encounter in the renewal of our life, as enumerated below: 
2.1.1. Individualism: For different reasons we find today in our communities, along with activism, a growing “individualism”, (understood as radical autonomy), which has been acknowledged recently in evaluations done at all levels – local community, circumscriptions and the Order. It has become an aspect of our lives that is contrary to our spirituality and that carries with it very grave practical consequences. It transforms itself into egoistic attitudes and a loss of a sense of belonging and definitive commitment. At the same time there is a difficulty in assuming community responsibilities, and conflicts due to belonging to new ecclesial movements. All this makes personal openness, the capacity to share our faith, communal discernment, team work, and collaboration among circumscriptions extremely difficult.

2.1.2. A lack of authentic sharing of goods: We see this manifested frequently in a serious lack of coherence in the use and administration of material goods. Often a true fraternal and centralized economic administration does not exist; materialism and consumerism which are typical of our culture do not stop at the doorstep of our communities. History and our personal experience give witness to the fact the abuses against poverty are frequently among the principle causes of crisis and even the disappearance of communities and religious institutes. It is urgent, in any case that we search for credible and contemporary ways to live and give witness to sharing of goods. “Let us not forget that Augustine required the placing of all goods in common as a requisite for entering the community, not as a goal to be achieved over the course of time. We can honestly challenge ourselves to be more faithful to this principle in order to bear better witness to a viable alternative economic system in our society, being concerned with justice rather than only with charity.” (Letter of the Prior General on the 750 Anniversary of the Grand Union, 2006).

2.1.3. Internal divisions: We see at times these profound divisions which are due to diverse motives: structures that separate and confront circumscriptions, including within the same country; cultural influences, such as tribalism and nationalisms, that become stronger than the ideal of personal openness and communal fraternity which should in reality characterize us, and which block human relationships, the functioning of the local chapter and mutual collaboration.

2.1.4. The fear of change, becoming stuck in routine, and living, set comfortably in our ways: “Resistance to change or conversion seems to be one of the greatest problems in community life” (Rat. Ins. n. 45). Certainly, we are no talking about change for the sake of change, but rather a conversion of ourselves and a becoming better. However, age and the passing of time, especially for those whom the identification with “eternal values” can draw them toward immobility, tend to make persons and institutions fall into routine ways of doing things. This can debilitate the capacity to change, to become enthusiastic and to be creative. This is why they eventually become an obstacle to living the “newness” of the Gospel, to interpreting the signs of the times, to incarnating the restless heart and the eternal sense of searching which so characterize Augustine. It is difficult for each of us to change ourselves, to renew and adapt structures of life and government, to respond with a missionary thrust to the new needs of the world and the Church, to see beyond the horizon of the limits of our own community and circumscription, to be open to a broader reality than that which surrounds our own little world, to assume the challenges of “new frontiers”. It is easier to continue as we are and have been, but Augustine said long ago that “the statement is not, therefore, true that what was once done correctly should in no way be changed. When the factor of time has, of course, changed, true reason generally demands that what had before been done correctly should be changed. Hence, when these people say that something was not done correctly if it is changed, the truth cries out just the opposite, namely, that something is not done correctly unless it is changed, because both of them will then be correct if they differ in accord with different times” (Ep. 138,1,4).

2.1.5. The aging of friars: This fact, along with the diminishment of the number of younger friars can create difficulties in carrying forward our activities as they have been organized up to now.

2.2. Challenges

2.2.1. Formation structures: Renewal within the Order begins with formation, and today more than ever, initial and ongoing formation must be considered together. Frequently the challenge of developing suitable programs and finding the resources and needed structures to make them a reality goes far beyond the concrete abilities of a single circumscription. The minimum we can demand of ourselves is to think about common formation programs, inter-circumscriptional as well as international houses (which already have provided positive experiences within the Order). Along with these, special attention must be given to the adequate preparation of formation personnel, who should be mature, have experience, and be endowed with the finest qualities (Const. 244).

2.2.2. Newly Professed and Newly Ordained Religious: A concern shared by all today in religious life is the particular situation of young religious, who have professed or been ordained in recent years. Their integration should be made with care and with a positive approach, in such a way that they receive an adequate support of the community, and that they enrich the community at the same time with their contribution and their experience. This requires open and welcoming communities as well as harmony between initial formation and the real life of our communities. We need to accompany them along their continual vocational path, as they take on more responsibility, while finding in our communities openness to their concerns.
2.2.3. Spiritual leadership and formation for the various offices of service in the community: Fraternal community is our gift and our strength, both on the spiritual and human levels. Prior to being professionals, functionaries, executives or priests, we are brothers. Frequently, however, it is difficult for us to create the experience of a true fraternal, welcoming community which is open to dialogue. Possession of community-building skills is a priority for us today. But it is not easy nor can it be the result of improvisation. Rather it is an important challenge which demands our serious attention and our response through courses on spirituality and leadership, adequate support, particularly of the young, so that they can assume determined offices in the community with competence, frequent meetings of local house chapters and the strengthening of the structures of community life and the spiritual life.

2.2.4. Quality of life and pastoral vocational life: The courageous and constant renewal of our style of Augustinian life, the humble service of the needs of the Church, the quality of our life, always open to new challenges, still attracts and generates a vocational welcoming. At the same time it re-ignites hope in those who have lost their enthusiasm, so that they continue to be present in the world and in the Church as Augustinians. The realization of this renewal by every community will be the guarantee and foundation of our vocation program, particularly in some circumscriptions of the Order.

2.2.5. Promotion of spirituality and Augustinian mission with the laity: The figure and the message of Saint Augustine have always stirred up a feeling of understanding among women and men of our time. “To begin with them a journey of faith and formation in Augustinian spirituality is the formidable challenge of constructing together the very Kingdom of God.” It is important to offer to the Augustinian laity the means that are most adapted for their personal formation and for their witness of the Christian life, because they also, together with us, become the promoters of Augustinian spirituality in society and in the Church. (Cf. GOC 2001, p. 28, h).

 3. GUIDELINES FOR RENEWAL 

The elements of a continuous process of renewal have to deal with present day problems and challenges so that they will not be “applying a thin veneer, but in a vital way, in depth” to reach our roots (EN 20).

3.1. Interior renewal

The interior dimension is indispensable for the renewal of consecrated life according to Vatican II. Personal and communal conversion is necessary in order to live our consecration to the Lord faithfully. Cultivating interiority, continually examining our life and attitudes in the light of the Word of God, personal prayer and the experience of shared faith in communal prayer, openness to dialogue and fraternal service and a serious commitment to ongoing formation are all part of our commitment. The meaning of consecrated life is fundamental in our life and is found in the “interior” or “spiritual” dimension (experience of the presence and action of the Spirit of the risen Lord in our life and in our community). When we lose, forget or relativize our interior life, it is no longer possible to be faithful to our vocation to be the “living memory of the way of being and acting of Jesus” (VC 22), no matter how many programs or merely external changes we undergo (PC 2). 

3.2 Common life 

Common life is the central point of the experience of the spirituality of Saint Augustine and foundation for all Augustinian life (Const. 8). Our common life is based on interiority and our search for God, but it cannot be limited only to the interior dimension. It needs to be fleshed out in our relationships with others in the community and with the laity, in community structures, in solidarity with the poor and excluded, in our communal apostolate. It demands an attention to and a prioritizing of community life, a renewal of our sense of belonging to the community (physical presence as well as affective communion) and of the structures which make common life possible (chapters, community activities, dialogue, sharing of goods). This can be further strengthened by the witness of international communities, which we need to foster and/or promote. The Dublin Document (see no. 32 and following) began its description of Augustinian spirituality with the topic of community, stating firmly something we should never forget: “The Chapter is convinced that if we Augustinians do not achieve a renewal of community life, based on the New Testament and the spirit of St. Augustine, the rest of our problems (crisis of vocations, crisis of identity, problems of the apostolate, etc.) cannot be solved, and we will not succeed in bringing about a new vitality in our Order.” (n. 64). 

3.3. Formation

The key to renewal and to the future is the two-fold dimension of initial and ongoing formation. This topic requires us to review the whole formative process, from vocational promotion onwards, with special attention currently on ongoing formation, and on a serious study of the sciences, which permit us to respond to actual challenges and to evangelize the culture. Are we yet aware of the serious nature of this topic? We are concerned about the “issue of vocations” (where there are no or few new vocations), but do we care about the vocation of those already among us (deficiencies in initial formation, lack of concern for or lack of ongoing formation programs)? Reflection on, application and updating of the “Ratio Institutionis” would certainly help us in this area, in the diverse dimensions of formation (human, Christian, Augustinian, professional, technical…). As was stated in the presentation of the Ratio: “it will contribute to our own self-understanding and to the molding of a clearer awareness of our identity”.

3.4. Mission 

“The Augustinian community is able to present itself as a paradigm of the communion of goods and of the democratization of power. Fundamentally, we evangelize through the community and we present the model of the Church-Community and a model of the community-centered human person” (GIC ’98, 27). This urges us to announce the Good News with renewed vigor and new methods: to study and teach Augustinian spirituality; promote studies and the educational apostolate as important means of evangelization within our tradition; make our apostolic activities (parishes, schools, communities) centers for missionary evangelization and creators of community; take a clear and coherent option for the poor and youth; promote justice and human rights. These are the topics that the Church’s Magisterium has repeated constantly in recent years, in pastoral guidelines of all types, as well as in documents of the Order, especially of the most recent General Chapters (1995 and 2001). “The present difficulties of the Order in different geographical areas should not extinguish the missionary flame. This commitment, which we cannot do without, implies a courageous review of our service and our presence in different places, together with a more agile ability to cooperate between the different structures of the Order. It means an opening of mind and heart to new horizons. It also implies a more convincing involvement of our brothers and sisters of the laity in our life and apostolate.” (OGC 1995, Program #13). 

Some important steps for this renewal in mission are:

a)
The increase of the role of the laity as main players in our mission. An important step, in this regard, without doubt, was the celebration of the Second International Congress of Augustinian Laity (Rome, 2006), and the election of a group of laity which took place during this Congress. 

b)
The consciousness of what it means to renew today in the Order a decided commitment to evangelization, open to “new frontiers” and with concrete priorities: to promote studies and ongoing formation, to intensify and actualize social apostolate, and share spirituality and mission with the entire Augustinian family (See GOC 2001, Documents and determinations).

c)
To reconsider our structures of governance and organization in the Order, in order to assure that they respond to actual needs and that they help to overcome the tendencies to “provincialism” so that we look beyond the borders of our own circumscription. This implies the promotion of inter-circumscriptional houses of formation, animating processes of unification of circumscriptions based on the principle of the common good, and the possibility of interchange of personnel between circumscriptions as a witness to the universality and unity of the Order. “Let us move toward the overcoming of geographic barriers, and let us not remain anchored to the schemes of the past” (GOC 1995, 27).


Our mission is to give life to our people and this always requires openness to “lose one’s life” (Mt 10: 39). Let us pray that the example of the martyrs of our Order inspire us in our response. They show the way of fidelity for our religious life and they strengthen our intention to move forward in the process of renewal and revitalization which combats the temptation towards mediocrity and indifference in the face of the difficulties of community life, the situation in the Church and the life of society. 
DETERMINATIONS OF THE GENERAL CHAPTER 2007

FOR A RENEWAL PROGRAM

P-1
The Prior General and Council will encourage each region of the Order to organize and implement Renewal Projects for Augustinian life. The General Council will coordinate these processes. 




P-2.  With the General Chapter as starting point, we will undertake a process of reflection on and, implementation of, the demands and meaningful ways of living the communion of goods and evangelical poverty in the world today, on the following levels of the Order: personal, community, circumscription, and Order, keeping in mind the social doctrine of the Church. 

P-3. There is a need to develop a plan to promote a greater appreciation of the vocation of non-clerical brothers in the Order and to correct the present decline in the number of their vocations. 

P-4. A congress on the vocation of non-clerical brothers will be organized to coincide with the first centenary of the Beatification of Blessed Frederick of Regensburg on 12th May 2009.

DOCUMENTS TO BE DEVELOPED

P-5. The Justice and Peace Secretariat will develop a document (similar to the Ratio Institutionis), which will include the various elements present today in the life of the Order: decisions of General Chapters; the presence of the Order at the United Nations; the responsibilities of the Secretariat itself; the presence in each circumscription of a Justice and Peace promoter and commission; the Solidarity Fund, etc. This document will be presented for confirmation by the next Intermediate General Chapter.

P-6.
The General Chapter entrusts the General Council and the International Commissions with the task of developing a Directory that clearly establishes the role, theoretical principles, as well as the guidelines for the activities of the various international commissions of the Order, as well as of the other offices and other sectors of the General Curia of the Order.

AUGUSTINIAN SPIRITUALITY INSTITUTE

P-7. The Chapter recommends that the General Council maintain and promote the Augustinian Spirituality Institute as an instrument of ongoing formation, and further preparation for formation personnel. This Institute, as a service to the whole Augustinian Family, will continue to organize courses on Augustine and other authors from our tradition, annually in Rome, and, as opportunity allows, in other countries, including the use of new technologies, (distance learning, DVD, video-conferences, etc.). The Augustinian Patristic Institute will be asked to provide academic collaboration, in accord with its Statutes (nn. 96-98): the Diploma in Augustinian Spirituality (“visiting” students), and the Cathedra Augustiniana, Augustinian Chair. The Institute of Augustinian Spirituality will be provided with the necessary resources to carry out its activities.

FORMATION AND VOCATIONS

P-8. Circumscriptions should promote an exchange of experiences for the students in formation so that they may have an integrated pastoral formation, including pastoral experience with the most poor, preferably in our own missions or among the poor of the marginalized urban areas. 

P-9.
a) The General Council, during the next six-year term, will organize a program of formation for formators, using modern technology and distance learning, which will  conclude with an encounter in Rome. The program will include an evaluation of the processes of formation with regard to those who leave the Order shortly after solemn profession.


b) It is recommended that the superiors of circumscriptions organize, within their respective regions, interchanges of professed and recently ordained priests with the purpose of achieving a greater knowledge and of increasing their formation at all levels. 

P-10. The Formation Commission, taking into account the importance of the intellectual apostolate in the life and tradition of the Order (Constitutions, 124-132), will concern itself with promoting the adequate preparation of young Augustinians, especially in the area of the ecclesiastic sciences, with particular attention to Patristics and History.

P-11. The General Council will organize, in the next six-year period, two workshops on Vocational Promotion, emphasizing the Augustinian dimension of the brothers charged with this task and sharing methodologies. Further, it will prepare vocational material that can be used as a help in all the circumscriptions of the Order. 

P-12. Regional courses for training in leadership within the Order will be organized.

EDUCATION

P-13. The Commission of Educational Centers will program another International Congress for Augustinian educators from all levels of education. Major Superiors will promote them on the regional and continental level. The International Congress will take place in different places, particularly in those where there are Augustinian schools.

P-14. The Commission of Educational Centers will promote cooperation among the schools of the Order, making use of cultural opportunities offered by international organizations. They will also promote the interchange of publications, materials and programs, throughout the Order, especially in what pertains to Augustinian values.

PATRISTIC INSTITUTE AND OTHER CENTERS 

P-15. In the spirit of Constitutions, nn. 148-149, research institutes and libraries specializing in Saint Augustine, patristic studies, and the history of the Order, should not be alienated (sold, given away), either by an individual or collectively, without having first received the nihil obstat from the Prior General with his Council.

P-16. 
The Ordinary General Chapter encourages the circumscriptions of Latin America to continue and to expand programs aimed at generating academic interest in Augustine and patristic studies, and to search for funding and personnel for these.

P-17.  The General Council will assist OSAAP to investigate the development of an Augustinian Centre for Inter-religious Dialogue in the Asia-Pacific region. For the establishment of this centre a commission will study possible academic courses, connections with our apostolates, funding and personnel, and will establish networks of association with other religions, and relationships with Annaba.

YOUTH

P-18. The International Commission for Youth Meetings will promote periodic meetings about Augustinian youth pastoral work, for Augustinians and Laity, with the goal of sharing and reflecting on experiences and projects of youth pastoral work, with respect to the Augustinian understanding of the Gospel and its service to humanity. It will also foster the pastoral youth work of the Order in contact with the respective regional organizations.
LAITY

P-19. The Chapter will encourage the communities of the Order to establish more intense channels of participation and co-responsibility with the laity in the mission and spirituality of the Order (cf. Vita Consecrata, n. 54), promoting the creation and development of Augustinian secular fraternities.  

P-20. The General Chapter encourages the International Commission for the Laity to continue looking for paths of dialogue with different groups of Augustinian laity. This includes working with the people who were elected during the International Congress of Laity (2006), as well as with other representatives, who will be designated in dialogue the Major Superiors of the Order.

GOVERNMENT, INTERCIRCUMSCRIPTIONAL COLLABORATION, OTHER THEMES

P-21. The General Chapter expresses its approbation and support to the process of union of the four circumscriptions of Brazil, and manifests its hope that this process will reach a good outcome, with the establishment of the Augustinian Province of Brazil, with the participation of the circumscriptions of Brazil, their respective Provinces, and the Prior General or his representative.

P-22. The General Chapter invites the circumscriptions of Peru and Bolivia to begin, before the next Intermediate General Chapter, a process of dialogue concerning the possibility of working toward the future unification of these circumscriptions.

P-23. The General Chapter encourages a major collaboration, especially in the areas of initial formation and ongoing formation, in the circumscriptions of Poland, Brno, Prague, and Slovakia.

P-24. The General Chapter, in the spirit of n. 349 of the Constitutions, confirms the decree of the Prior General of 15 November 2006, by which the Delegation of Korea passes to the regimen of the Province of Australia.

P-25. The General Chapter is in agreement with what the Belgian and Dutch Provinces are doing in examining the union between the two Provinces and their plan to present these conclusions at the Intermediate General Chapter of 2010.

P-26. The International Economic Commission will study the possibility of transferring properties to the Curia in the event that Augustinians disappear from some nation.

P-27. The Prior General and his Council will continue consolidating the projects already begun in the circumscriptions of Africa.

P-28. The General Chapter recommends to the Prior General and his Council the celebration, in the regions of the Order, of the 50th anniversary of the announcement by Blessed Pope John XXIII of the Vatican Council II, in 2009. This celebration is an opportunity for the Order to reflect on the documents of Vatican II and “aggiornamento” according to the signs of the times.

P-29. The General Chapter asks that the circumscriptions of the Order develop a protocol of action in cases of sexual abuse and inappropriate behavior.

P-30. The Asia-Pacific area will be an area of priority in the years 2007-2013. During this time of renewal, the Order will help these circumscriptions to develop a joint plan of collaboration to bring about a major growth in evangelization, mission and vocations to the Order in Vietnam, China, and throughout the entire region.

P-31. The Prior General and his Council will foster the coordination of the Augustinian NGOs in order to plan, organize and develop common projects of international cooperation for the promotion of development, education for peace and the protection of human rights.   


SALUTATIONS OF HIS EMINENCE CARDINAL FRANC RODE'

PREFECT OF THE CIVCSVA


I take great joy in extending these greetings to the Reverend Prior General and the Council, as well as to all those gathered together in Rome for the celebration of the General Chapter. I would also like to extend my sincere congratulations to the new team called to serve the Order of St. Augustine for the next six year.


The celebration of a General Chapter is a moment of grace for all the members of your Institute. It is a time when under the inspiration of the Father, in the following of the Son and through the power of the Spirit those present seek the will of God for the Order, since it is the work of His love for His Church and for the world around us. It is a privileged moment when each capitular enters into a phase for listening, a phase for pondering life and mission in both a personal and community manner, and is, above all, a moment for embracing the designs of God.


A design of God is the fact that you are celebrating the Chapter after the conclusion of the 750th anniversary of the Grand Union, during which you gave thanks to God for having taken you through difficult times when no one may be mediocre. I’d like to highlight the sense of these last words: in the face of the situation now being lived by Consecrated Life, mediocrity or lukewarmness is out of the question for one and all, and such an attitude may arise within you when the spirituality and thinking of St. Augustine wane away, when the hermitic-contemplative experience is lacking, and when the experience of apostolic fraternity is not present, especially in the context of the mendicant movement.


St. Augustine handed down a rich heritage not only for you, his sons, but for religious life and the Church at large: interiority, authentic ecclesial communion and communion of life, service to the Church, the contemplative-apostolic style, a search for God through study in order to transmit the truth. Riches such as these likewise become challenges of fidelity and authenticity which must question your lives and make them forge ahead.


This is a privileged moment when the Lord has gathered you together from all over the world so you may render manifest the gifts you are through Him, and receive a renewed thrust to continue being faithful to St. Augustine in the renewal of the Augustinian live, which is the theme of this Chapter. 


As Perfectae Caritatis n°2 reminds us, renewal is a constant return to the sources of the whole of Christian life and to the primitive inspiration of the institutes, and their adaptation to the changed conditions of our time. This renewal must be promoted under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and with the guidance of the Church. To that end the spirit and aims of each founder should be faithfully accepted and retained , as indeed should each institute’s sound traditions, for all these constitute the patrimony of an institute.  

Renewal is always a delicate and difficult time, because often has the desire for renewal induced many an institute to embark upon sidetracks that have led them to disorientation and hence away from the following of Christ.


When looking upon the Order of St. Augustine down through the centuries we discover how many saints it has given to us, how many examples of life and love for the Church forged within our communities, with what seriousness and authenticity they followed the footsteps of tradition and the Magisterium as the safe and sure way towards God. They constitute for us the wellspring and origin of renewal (cf. VC 35).


You are called propose anew the enterprising initiative, creativity and holiness of St. Augustine in response to the signs of the times emerging in today’s world. This invitation is first of all a call to perseverance on the path of holiness in the midst of the material and spiritual difficulties of daily life. But is also a call to pursue competence in personal work and to develop a dynamic fidelity to your mission, adapting forms, if need be, to new situations and different needs, in complete openness to God’s inspiration and to the Church’s discernment (cf. VC, 37) 


If something must remain ever alive in each member of the Order it is the conviction that the quest for ever greater conformity to the Lord is the guarantee of any renewal which seeks to remain faithful to an institute’s original inspiration (VC 37).


It is urgent for religious life to be aware of the call of God “to follow Christ”. This following calls for a renewed reference to the Gospel, the Rule and the Constitutions, since these realities provide a map for the whole journey of discipleship, in accordance with a specific charism confirmed by the Church. A greater regard for the Rule will not fail to offer consecrated persons a reliable criterion in their search for the appropriate forms of a witness which is capable of responding to the needs of the times without departing from an institute’s initial inspiration (cf. RdC 24; VC 37). 


Any authentic renewal endeavor becomes fresh enthusiasm for the evangelizing mission,(Cf. RdC. 9; Novo millennio ineunte, 2), ever aware that the positive outcome of renewal depends mainly on the formation of the members of an institute (Cf RdC. 14;Potissimum Institutioni, 1).

During these moments when the Chapter is coming to a close is the time for you to bolster your unity, having one mind and one heart intent upon God (Rule 3), living in unity of mind and heart (Rule 9), leaving aside contrasting opinions, preferences and dreams in order to come together as one around the new government, whose expected mission is to foster growth in fidelity to the Holy Father, the Magisterium and to St. Augustine on the part of an Order that has always been close to the Roman Pontiff.


Through your lives you are called to be prophets in the world, without being of the world. You are called to bear witness everywhere with the boldness of a prophet who is unafraid of risking even his own life (cf. VC 85). You are called to transmit the values of the Kingdom and be witnesses of charity and truth in an increasingly globalized society, which uplifts its own limitations to the rank of absolute truths and is thereby causing man to lose his soul.


A prophet proclaims the loving power of God because true prophecy is born of God  and stems from friendship with Him, from attentive listening to His Word in the diverse circumstances of history. With a heart of fire, a prophet experiences passion for the holiness of God, and, after embracing the Word in the dialogue of prayer, he proclaims it with his life, lips and deeds, becoming the spokesman of God against evil and sin in the society where he lives. St. Augustine was able to grasp, coordinate, assimilate and transmit these realities, giving a soul and clear thinking to a society gradually deteriorating due to heresies and the lack of both identity and clarity of thought, because, with the coherence of the life he lived, he was able to transmit the experience of a God-love, who transformed his life, his thinking and his faith.


Only by drawing closer to one’s interior center of gravity is it possible to experience the encounter with the Truth that reigns in the spirit, as St. Augustine reminds us (cf. The Teacher 11,38). To the degree you are able to make progress in this effort to draw close together, renewal will become reality and the Church will be both enriched and renewed, since when a  man ends is when he then begins.
Franc Card. Rodé, C.M.

Prefect

Homily of the Prior General

Opening Eucharist (September 3, 2007, Ostia Antica)


The Gospel passage that has just been proclaimed is, in effect, the programmatic talk that Jesus gives at the beginning of his public ministry. He makes it very clear what his priorities are: bring good news to the poor; proclaim liberty to captives, recovery of sight to the blind; let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 


We gather this evening as members of the Ordinary General Chapter of 2007 - and we too will be involved in preparing a new program for the life of the Order over the next six years. First and foremost, I think we would do well to compare our understanding of our life and service as Augustinians with what Jesus’ life and ministry were all about, especially in light of what he made his priorities. As the Spirit was upon Jesus, we too pray that the same Spirit will guide us, and that we will be able to hear what it is that the Spirit is asking of us during this time of our Order’s history.


Our gathering in this particular place, Ostia Antica, is significant as part of our preparation for the task ahead. It is, of course, the place where St. Augustine and St. Monica were given the experience that Augustine recounts in the Confessions, wherin both Monica and Augustine arrived at the very source of Life and of Wisdom (Book IX, 10,24), in a kind of “mystical” experience.


During these first days of the Chapter, before getting into the “work” that awaits us, we are invited to take a few moments - today and tomorrow - to reflect, to pray, and to open ourselves to the Spirit, with the hope that we will be guided by the Spirit of Jesus in all that we do. Jesus, before beginning his public ministry, went out to the desert. Augustine, who throughout his life was a man of constant searching, before founding his first monastic community and later taking on the demands of apostolic ministry, had the “mystical” experience of transcendence at Ostia. Just as our gathering together for this chapter is an expression of one of the fundamental elements of our way of life as mendicant friars, so too our presence today here in Ostia ought to remind us of the “contemplative” dimension of our lives, to renew the deep conviction that we are called, as a community, to search continually for God, for the Spirit who dwells in our lives. This “contemplative” experience is not something separate from our ministry; it is the way of connecting to the lifesource for all that we do.


Karl Rahner proposed that the Church in the future would have to be a “Church of mystics”.
 When asked on one occasion to explain what he meant, he said, with “Augustinian” insight: “With this expression I wanted to take a position opposed to an opinion which used to be dominant, according to which knowing about God was thought to be only something indoctrinated from outside a person....


According to this point of view, knowing about God is similar to knowing about Australia, which for most of us is simply knowledge conveyed from outside.... I think that people must understand that they have an implicit but true knowledge of God... which is ultimately rooted in their spiritual existence... in their transcendentality, in their personality, or whatever you want to name it... People today are surrounded by an atheism of indifference, not even by a positive hostility to theism, but really by an indifference. The God question is taboo and suppressed. And so it is not enough for people to learn about God from outside themselves. Whoever wants to live a convinced and genuine Christian life in the secularized desert where the God question is taboo must, therefore, want to be involved with God in the deepest experience of his or her person.... But from what source does today’s person draw an absolutely firm conviction about the existence of God, according to which he or she can live and die? I think the only solution consists in this: one must try to lay bare the wellsprings for such a conviction deep within the human person.”


During this Chapter, we will dedicate much time and energy to renewal (renewal of the Constitutions, and of our Augustinian life). Any authentic renewal process must include looking at the world and reading “the signs of the times”, reflecting upon the challenges of today’s world. At the same time, we must be willing to renew ourselves, our commitment in faith, our life in God, as we acknowledge the deep burning desire that exists in all of us, to search for God and to experience God’s presence. 


“For me, good things were no longer outside, no longer quested for by fleshly eyes in this world’s sunlight. Those who want to find their joys in externals all too easily grow empty themselves. They pour themselves out on things which, being seen, are but transient... If only they would weary of their starvation and ask, Who will show us good things? Let us answer them, and let them hear the truth: The light of your countenance has set its seal upon us, O Lord. We are not ourselves that Light which illumines every human being, but by you we are illumined...” (Confessions,IX,4,10).


 Augustine’s profound insight into human experience, and his lifelong dedication to searching for God should be a light and a guide for us. All of our apostolates and institutions will be effective and meaningful to the People of God if we are first and foremost men who have a deep longing to find God “in the deepest experience” of our person, to be enlightened and strengthened by God’s love. From that experience, we will find the key to authentic renewal - so that we can respond, as Jesus did, bringing good news to the poor, sight to the blind, freedom to the oppressed.

Homily of the Prior General

Closing Eucharist (Feast of St. Matthew, September 21, 2007)


During the opening Eucharist of the Chapter, you will recall that I made reference to the image of a mosaic – and of how the Augustinian Order is part of the mosaic, the multi-faceted reality, that is the Church today. This evening, as you look past me, you can see a magnificent mosaic, [the Rupnik mosaic on the Sanctuary wall of the house chapel at Saint Monica’s in Rome], which welcomes and inspires and, as all true icons do, invites its viewers to prayer and reflection.


As I look out at all of you, I obviously cannot see that mosaic. However, as I think about the many different communities and ministries of the Order today, which all of you represent, I can see a magnificent mosaic – made up of different shapes and sizes – not made of stones, but created from the living, multicolored lives that come together to create the Order of St. Augustine.


Just thinking back on all that we have done during the past three weeks -- all that was said, the languages, the different ideas, the contrasting points of view on different topics -- I’ve found myself asking “what holds us all together?” What is the adhesive that keeps all the pieces in place, in a living tension, and that prevents the whole mosaic from breaking apart into innumerable fragments?


I am sure that, somewhere within the text of the Constitutions, we can find the answer: our baptism, our desire to follow Christ, our commitment to live community. That is the “official” answer – and it’s important to be able to give that answer in certain times and places. Whether or not there is a specific number in the Constitutions that enumerates every detail of what our charism and identity are, we know – in our documents, and more importantly in our minds and hearts – who we are and what our lives are about.


However, the official answer is not always enough. There are, among the challenges that we are facing today, some that need a different kind of response. For example some of our Provinces are struggling with serious questions about what the future will look like, because there are few or no vocations. Other circumscriptions are blessed with vocations, but are still searching for an deeper understanding of what we might call an “Augustinian culture”. All of us are searching, trying to read the signs of the times, wondering how we might best respond to the needs of God’s people today. 


And these challenges are very much related – because they call into question our ability to move into the future, as Augustinians.


T. S. Elliot wrote
 that there are two very important elements that must be embraced to be able to keep a “culture” from deteriorating – so that it can continue into the future: reverence for the past, including honoring the deceased, and longing for a future, for offspring. Both are needed if a culture is to survive. In the Order today, some of our brothers are at a stage where they have stopped longing for a future, for “offspring”, for new vocations. Simply resigned to a bleak future, they seem to be preparing (knowingly or not) to die. Perhaps the best they can do is long for the past. On the other hand, especially in Africa, Asia and Latin America, we have many areas where there are numerous vocations – and a continued longing for “new offspring”. But a deep knowledge of and reverence for the past is sometimes missing, because there is no one there to transmit the heritage, the “family story”, the truth we look for when we talk about St. Augustine’s spirituality and the values from the “mendicant tradition”. 


It seems to me that some of the topics we’ve spoken about and reflected upon during the past three weeks are a kind of grappling with this very struggle: how do we continue to transmit our “culture”? How do we share our lives, or spirituality with the laity? How do we better prepare our new members? What needs to be done to bring about an effective “renewal”? What value might there be in creating international communities? How can circumscriptions with many vocations help those who have few or no vocations? And, perhaps a question not asked: how can those circumscriptions with a long tradition but few vocations assist other areas of the Order that may benefit from the wisdom of their elders? 


At the end of the Chapter, I come back to the image that is on the wall behind me: the disciples of Emmaus who encounter the risen Lord. It’s an encounter with Christ - the same experience that profoundly changed Matthew’s life when Jesus called him, and he left his rather lucrative position as tax collector in order to follow Jesus. Jesus meets others, begins to build community, breaks bread with them, and they in turn choose to give up anything else that might be important, in order to follow him. And the question before us this evening is: who will be able to change the lives of the tax collectors of today? Who will meet the young people who are wandering along the road, perhaps feeling lost or lonely or without hope? Who will bring that message of hope – and help others to see how the bonds of community can give strength and hope to others?


Every single one of us wants to believe that we are doing exactly that. But at times, even without knowing it, the effectiveness of the message, the power of the Word, the impact of what our life can offer, is hidden or too difficult to recognize. And although I am sure there are many reasons that the message is not being communicated, one important factor is found among the fundamental elements of the whole mendicant movement: What is our attitude toward the poor of this world? The radical nature of the mendicant orders was found precisely in their rejection of the material comfort and wealth of the established church, and their embracing of simplicity, in order to be closer to the poor. Augustine was just as convinced of the need to promote justice for the poor: “Don’t give what you yourself don’t need to the poor – that’s like committing fraud” (Sermon 206,2). We have heard a number of comments about poverty and about our lifestyle during the past several weeks. How prepared are we to really allow our lives to be renewed by the poor? Can we allow ourselves to be challenged, even showing an openness to living with them and by allowing them to share their lives, their faith with us?


Jesus began and ended with the poor. He lived and died in rather humble circumstances. He preached to “all nations” and dined with the outcasts, and he died with thieves. He disturbed the rich and powerful. The rich he told to change their ways. The religious “officials” he criticized and called hypocrites. And they joined up with the political rulers to crucify him.


We, on the other hand, protected by the traditions of our institutions, are sometimes more likely to find ourselves among those who “read the Gospel as if they had no money, and who manage their money as if they had never read the Gospel.”


In the past, “institution” (be it the Church or the Order) was strong enough to keep us united, to hold us together, in some kind of unified form that has certainly lasted for centuries. Today, the institution continues to be important, but it is not enough. Young people (including, sadly enough, some of those who have decided to leave us) need more, are looking for more. They are looking for committed and courageous people who will share with them the enthusiasm that comes from an encounter with Christ, the One who changes peoples’ lives and continues to break bread with them. New Constitutions and a new document – if they merely remain as dry statements of a struggle for institutional survival – are not going to cause much change. Our love of God and of one another, our desire to enter into dialogue with each other and with the laity, and our working for justice alongside the marginalized, the outcasts, the poor of today – these are the elements that will open our minds and our hearts to what the Spirit is saying to us. If there is a message from this Chapter, somehow I think it’s there. With reverence for our Augustinian heritage and in our commitment to renew ourselves as we prepare for the future, our lives and our communities will be transformed, as once again we hear those words: “Come and follow me”.
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